Arcadia
Synopsis
Part One
All the action in Arcadia takes place in the study room of a stately home in Derbyshire called Sidley Park. The story jumps back and forth across two timelines, the first in 1809 and the second in 1993. The play takes place on a circular revolving stage, which slowly rotates regularly throughout the performance.

Scene One 
The play opens in 1809, where we meet 13-year-old Thomasina Coverly in an algebra lesson with her tutor, Septimus Hodge. Septimus is reading a poem, The Couch of Eros, by Ezra Chater who is a guest at the house. Thomasina has heard rumours that his wife, Mrs Chater, was found in ‘carnal embrace’ in the gazebo the night before. She asks Septimus what carnal embrace means, who reveals that this refers to sexual intercourse. Thomasina is disgusted by his biological description. 
 
The house has a large garden, which is being re-designed by Richard Noakes, a landscape gardener with a passion for wild, romantic gardens. His design includes plans for a hermitage, which is a small dwelling or hut. Thomasina tells Septimus that it was Mr Noakes who was in carnal embrace with Mrs Chater.
 
Ezra Chater is convinced that it was in fact Septimus who was seen in carnal embrace with his wife and so he challenges him to a duel. Septimus admits that he did have relations with Mrs Chater but deflects Ezra’s demands by complimenting his poetic talent and promises to write a positive review of The Couch of Eros. Mr Chater is flattered and inscribes Septimus’ copy of The Couch of Eros. 
 
Mr Noakes arrives and hears this exchange, just before Lady Croom and her brother, Captain Brice, arrive to speak with Mr Noakes. Lady Croom is unhappy about Noakes’ plans to replace the traditional designs with a romantic wilderness.

A hunting party arrive at the house — the group includes the famous romantic poet and Septimus’ school friend, Lord Byron.
 
Thomasina delivers Septimus a letter from Mrs Chater, which he places into his copy of The Couch of Eros.
 
Scene Two

The room and items remain the same, but we are transported forward in time to Sidley Park in 1993. Hannah Jarvis, a historian and academic, enters wearing modern clothing. 
 
Chloë Coverly, a young aristocrat, escorts the academic Bernard Nightingale into the house. Chloë mentions that Hannah has just published a best-selling book about Caroline Lamb, the British aristocrat and novelist who had a highly publicised affair with Lord Byron in 1812. Bernard asks Chloë if she can avoid telling Hannah his real name, so instead Chloë agrees to call him Mr Peacock.
 
Valentine Coverly, a mathematics academic and Chloë’s older brother, enters looking for the house game books, which he is using to research grouse population for his PhD.
 
Bernard compliments Hannah on her Caroline Lamb book and introduces himself as a fellow academic. He professes to be interested in a little-known poet named Ezra Chater. He shows Hannah a copy of The Couch of Eros, formerly owned by Septimus with the inscription from Ezra Chater. He asks Hannah if she knows anything about Septimus Hodge or Ezra Chater from her Sidley Park research. 
 
Hannah’s research is also focused on the Regency period — she is writing about a hermit who lived in the grounds of the house. Hermits were individuals hired to live in solitude on the estates of wealthy landowners in the 18th century, their dwellings are known as hermitages. Hannah mentions that the hermit was suspected of genius but was likely a lunatic and that he died surrounded by hundreds of pages of maths proofs. 
 
Chloë enters, brings the game books to Valentine and accidentally calls Bernard ‘Mr Nightingale’. Hannah realises that Bernard is the Bernard Nightingale who wrote a bad review of her book in the newspaper.
 
Now his identity is revealed, Bernard comes clean about his true motives. He has three letters that were discovered in his inscribed copy of The Couch of Eros, which he believes provide evidence that Lord Byron shot and killed Ezra Chater at Sidley Park before fleeing the country. He thinks Byron wrote two critical reviews of Chater’s work and that Chater then challenged him to a duel. Hannah is unconvinced by this.
 
Chloë returns and suggests that they invite Bernard to the family garden party as Hannah’s guest. Hannah rejects this idea and Chloë says she will invite him herself. She tells Hannah that her younger brother, Gus Coverly, is in love with her.
 
Scene Three
 
Returning to 1809, Thomasina’s Latin lesson with Septimus is interrupted by the butler, Jellaby, who delivers a letter to Septimus from Ezra Chater once again requesting a duel.
 
Thomasina wants to talk to Septimus about her new mathematical ideas about geometry. She doesn’t understand why all the equations she maps in her geometry lessons make straight lines and curves. She thinks that God must have more complex equations to map shapes in nature and so she aims to plot the equation for a leaf. 
  
Once Septimus is alone, Captain Brice and Mr Chater arrive to confront him. They demand that Septimus either apologises or accepts the duel with Mr Chater. They are interrupted by Lady Croom who has come to find a copy of The Couch of Eros for Lord Byron, as he wants to write about it. She takes Septimus’ copy of the book which, unknown to her, has the three letters regarding the duel hidden between the pages. 
 
Septimus declares that he is tired of Mr Chater and will duel and kill him.
 

Scene Four
 
[bookmark: _Int_Ky6KSrtH]Back in 1993, Hannah has found Thomasina’s old maths exercise book and asks Valentine to look at it. Valentine explains that Thomasina is using an iterated algorithm to draw graphs — this involves repeating the same mathematical instructions over and over. Valentine is also using an iterated algorithm in his PhD work on grouse populations.

Hannah finds a note from Thomasina saying that she is working on a new geometry of the natural world. Valentine is surprised by Thomasina’s claim, as this kind of mathematical thinking has only been around for the previous 20 years.
 
Bernard enters from the library. He has found a first edition copy of Lord Byron’s work with a pencilled-in verse criticising Chater’s poetry. Bernard sees this as further proof that Byron was at Sidley Park and killed Chater. Hannah points out that he doesn’t have evidence to prove that Byron wrote those lines. Valentine tells Bernard that he knows Byron was at the house because he is written into the game book. Bernard leaves to retrieve the book.
 
Hannah continues to push Valentine to explain why he is unsure about Thomasina’s mathematical discoveries. He tells her that Thomasina’s workings are so vast that they would require a computer to run at such a big scale. It would have taken Thomasina a huge amount of time to run these calculations with just pencils and paper alone.
 


Part Two
 
Scene Five
 
We start in 1993, Bernard is delivering his lecture on Byron to Valentine, Hannah and Chloë. He plans to speak to the press about his discovery. Hannah interrupts his lecture to show Valentine a letter that she has found, which gives more information about the hermit. 
  
Hannah and Valentine pull out all the holes in Bernard’s argument, but he continues to defend his theory. Bernard aggressively tells Valentine that the world is improved by poets and philosophers, not scientists. He challenges Valentine to explain the need for his grouse research.
 
Bernard tells Hannah that she should come with him to London. She interprets this as an invite to his lecture, but instead he suggests that she should come to have sex with him. Hannah declines and says goodbye to Bernard, but he says he’ll be returning for the garden party as Chloë’s date. Hannah slaps Bernard after he claims that Chloë seduced him.
 
Hannah and Valentine take a closer look at the letter Hannah found, which details the mathematical work of the hermit. The description suggests that the hermit was trying to disprove a law of physics, known as the Second Law of Thermodynamics, but Valentine queries this possibility for the theory hadn’t been discovered yet. Hannah suspects that Septimus Hodge was the hermit as they share the same birth year and leaves determined to find proof. 
 
Scene Six
 
Back in 1809, Jellaby discovers Septimus arriving from the garden with two pistols. He had been waiting for the duel, but Mr Chater and Captain Brice did not show up.
 
Jellaby reveals to Septimus that Lady Croom was looking for him during the night. He also describes how Mr and Mrs Chater, Captain Brice and Lord Byron all left after Lady Croom discovered Mrs Chater leaving Lord Byron’s room in the middle of the night.
 
Lady Croom arrives and confronts Septimus about the letters he wrote to herself and her daughter, Thomasina. These letters were intended to be read if he died in the duel. The letter to Lady Croom is a love letter with graphic descriptions of her body. Lady Croom threatens to fire Septimus and reveals that she knows that he had an affair with Mrs Chater, who she caught in the night with Lord Byron.
 
Jellaby returns with a letter for Septimus from Lord Byron. Lady Croom, fearing the content of Byron’s letter, tells Septimus it is improper that he receives a letter from someone no longer welcome in her house. Lady Croom invites Septimus to join her in her sitting room later that evening. Septimus then burns the letter from Byron.

Captain Brice is due to sail to the island of Martinique. He has employed Mr Chater as a plant gatherer to continue his affair with Mrs Chater, who will accompany her husband. 

 
Scene Seven
 
Throughout scene seven, the two timelines run alongside each other at the same time — the action across each century remains distinct while happening in the same space. The characters are unaware of the presence of those in the opposing time period. The Regency timeline has moved forward to 1812. 

In 1993, Chloë shows Valentine the newspaper headlines announcing Bernard’s claim that Byron shot Chater. The planned garden party is that evening. Everyone, apart from Hannah, is dressing up in Regency costume.

Hannah spots the beautiful, intricate digital images on Valentine’s computer, known as fractals. He tells her that he made them by inputting Thomasina’s set of mathematical instructions repeatedly through his computer, thousands of times more than she would have been able to in 1809. Hannah believes that this proves that Thomasina was a genius, ahead of her time and that Septimus later became the hermit. Valentine denies this as he thinks she would have been famous if this was true. Hannah reveals that Thomasina died in a fire on the night before her 17th birthday. 
  
In 1993, Valentine explains the Second Law of Thermodynamics to Hannah. He tells her that Thomasina couldn’t have been working on this as nobody knew about it at the time. 
 
In 1812, Thomasina’s older brother, Augustus Coverly, disrupts the lesson by telling Septimus that he knows his secret. Thomasina confesses that she told Augustus that Septimus kissed her in exchange for teaching her to waltz. He says that it wasn’t a proper kiss.
 
Lady Croom arrives and tells Septimus about her new dahlia sent from her brother, Captain Brice, who has now married Mrs Chater. At the same time, Hannah finds an entry in a garden book that states Mr Chater discovered a new dahlia in Martinique but then died of a monkey bite there. This confirms that he didn’t die in a duel with Byron. 
 
Thomasina draws a diagram explaining the Second Law of Thermodynamics. Lady Croom asks Septimus if he understands her and he confesses that he doesn’t. Lady Croom tells Thomasina that her lessons with Septimus are now over and that she will be married soon.
  
In 1993, Bernard arrives back at the house and Hannah reads him the garden book entry that proves that he was wrong about Byron shooting Ezra. Bernard is humiliated by her new discovery. Hannah is going to expose him with a letter in The Times the next day.
 
Valentine enters, drunk, and tells Hannah that he has worked out that the diagram Thomasina made was of heat exchange, confirming that her thinking was well ahead of her time. Chloë enters upset — her mother caught her having sex with Bernard in the hermitage.
 
In 1812, Thomasina and Septimus are waltzing and kiss again. She tells him that she will wait for him in her room, but he refuses to go. She asks to waltz again before she goes back to bed.
 
In 1993, Gus finds Hannah alone and gives her a drawing of Septimus and a tortoise. This confirms to Hannah that Septimius is the hermit as a previous article talked about the hermit keeping a tortoise for company. Gus gestures to Hannah to dance with him. The final image of the show is Thomasina and Septimus dancing together, alongside Gus and Hannah who are also dancing.
