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NAPOLEON IN EXILE 

 
Synopsis 
 
A man sits. A woman appears behind him. She begins to speak, telling him a story about 
Napoleon Bonaparte. She claims that he is Napoleon and that she is Shahrazad, the heroine 
of the Arabian Nights. She tells him that she represents his memory, and though he denies 
this, there is something about the idea which makes perfect sense. Much to his surprise he 
finds himself complicit in the story of Napoleon. And much as he tries to change the subject, 
asking her to tell him alternate stories, the subject persists. 
 
 
 
Characters (Please note that diverse casting is encouraged) 
 
Napoleon: A man. 
 
Shahrazad:  A woman  

 
 
 
Time and Place 
 
Napoleon in Exile may be played on a bare stage. 
 
 
 



Napoleon in Exile

Act One

"Elba"

A barefoot man sits on a chair holding open 
a black umbrella. Directly above the center 
of the umbrella a thin stream of sand pours 
down and over and around the man. After a 
few moments, the sand stops. An attractive 
woman has appeared behind him.

SHAHRAZAD
Already it was twilight. Like watercolors swirling together on the page, the Parisian night 
was a mix of blues and violets and light snow on sweating cobblestones and beads on the 
wrap of a young girl who was just twelve years old. The time was Christmas Eve at the 
dawn of a new century and the opening notes to the premiere of Haydn's Creation drifted 
over a hush which surrounded the Opera House in the Place Louvois. Do you remember 
this?

Pause. No reply.

SHAHRAZAD (cont'd)
The week before, on December 17th, 1800, a short, stocky man entered a shop on Rue 
Meslée where wholesale grains were sold. He looked like the villain of a noir thriller with 
a dueling scar across one cheek. The man bought brown sugar -- about fifty pounds, or so -
- but that was a ruse --

NAPOLEON
-- A what?

SHAHRAZAD
A ruse, to mask his true purpose. Do you know what that was? A horse. A horse and a 
cart. A mare. He paid two hundred francs for both the sugar and the horse, and he left the 
shop. For the next week he and his partners went about their business and no one cared 
because everyone assumed that they were liquor smugglers. That's what it said in the 
police report afterwards.

NAPOLEON
No one turned them in?

SHAHRAZAD
No.



NAPOLEON
But smuggling is illegal.

SHAHRAZAD
That's not the point. No one turns in smugglers.

NAPOLEON
You don't know what you're talking about.

SHAHRAZAD
People like liquor smugglers. 

NAPOLEON
Where does it say that? 

SHAHRAZAD
Think of Al Capone. The point is, they weren't smugglers at all, but French terrorists. On 
Christmas Eve the man with the scar harnessed the mare and loaded the cart with a 
hundred-gallon Macon wine cask and he and his two partners rode to Porte St. Denis.

NAPOLEON
I know the story already. History. It's a famous story.

SHAHRAZAD
And once they arrived, they rolled the cask into a deserted building. When they returned, 
it took all three of them to load the Macon cask back into the cart. It was predictably 
deep into the night when the cask filled with gunpowder and stones darkened the narrow 
street of Saint Nicaise, near the Opera House. This is where the little girl comes in. They 
paid her a coin to hold the mare's bridle before they moved to safety nearby. The idea 
was that the future Emperor would leave the Tuilerie Palace and ride along that street, so 
they could only afford to use a six-second fuse -- just enough time to escape to safety, 
but not so long that they couldn't time the explosion properly.

NAPOLEON
You didn't need to tell me about the girl.

SHAHRAZAD
That's how it happened. She was only twelve at the time.

NAPOLEON
I know how it happened.
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SHAHRAZAD
Meanwhile, Napoleon Bonaparte, dressed in silk, climbed into his fur-lined carriage 
demanding that the driver hurry because the opera was already starting. The three men 
waited anxiously. Suddenly Napoleon's carriage appeared. The lookout man called out his 
signal and the man with the dueling scar across one cheek lit the fuse. The girl watched as 
her breath mixed with the swirling snow, and Napoleon thought anxiously about being 
late. The fuse caught. All three men ran as quickly as they could. Napoleon's horses 
galloped at full speed toward them. The fuse burned steadily. The girl stood still. Horses 
galloped. The bomb exploded.

Pause.

NAPOLEON
That's it?

SHAHRAZAD
Hmm?

NAPOLEON
Where's the ending? I thought there might be some kind of resolution. 

SHAHRAZAD
(Matter-of-factly.)

What can I tell you?

NAPOLEON
Stories usually lead up to something.

SHAHRAZAD
I'm afraid sometimes I can no longer finish my... 

NAPOLEON
What? Finish your what?

SHAHRAZAD
You'd be the same way after a thousand and one nights of story-telling, each night leaving 
off the end.

NAPOLEON
Why would you leave off the end?

SHAHRAZAD
Why, to save the kingdom, of course.
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NAPOLEON
Of course. So you're supposed to be...

SHAHRAZAD
Shahrazad.

NAPOLEON
That name sounds familiar. Say it again.

SHAHRAZAD
I'm the daughter of a vizier in King Shahrayer's empire.

NAPOLEON
Oh, brother.

SHAHRAZAD
He ordered my father to kill all the young women of the kingdom as revenge for his wife's 
betrayal.

NAPOLEON
Is that right?

SHAHRAZAD
Until I outsmarted him by telling him a never-ending story.

NAPOLEON
That's ridiculous --

SHAHRAZAD
Why's that?

NAPOLEON
Those are characters out of a novel --

SHAHRAZAD
One Thousand and One Arabian Nights.

NAPOLEON
I must have read it a dozen times. (Derisively.) Shahrazad. If you're Shahrazad, I'll eat my 
hat.

SHAHRAZAD
You don't have --
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NAPOLEON
If you're Shahrazad, I'm Napoleon.

SHAHRAZAD
That's what I've been trying to tell you.

NAPOLEON
But I'm not Napoleon.

SHAHRAZAD
Oh, come now. Don't sell yourself short. A handsome fellow like you. Why, I'll bet 
there's not a woman in the world who doesn't see the resemblance. Your hair...

NAPOLEON
Napoleon had hair.

SHAHRAZAD
You bet he did! And eyes, too.

NAPOLEON
I can't deny the similarity --

SHAHRAZAD
There, now.

NAPOLEON
-- But I'm not Napoleon.

SHAHRAZAD
Admit it.

NAPOLEON
How can I?

SHAHRAZAD
Napoleon was in Moscow.

NAPOLEON
Well, that clinches it. I've never been to Moscow. 

SHAHRAZAD
Tell me what you remember.

NAPOLEON
I don't remember much.
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SHAHRAZAD
I want to know everything.

NAPOLEON
Come to think of it, I can't remember anything.

SHAHRAZAD
Then I'll be your memory. I'll fill your mind with stories. And if my stories ever run out, 
why, then I suppose we would both have to confront the consequences.

NAPOLEON
What consequences?

SHAHRAZAD
But that's not going to happen.

NAPOLEON
I have nothing to fear from my past.

SHAHRAZAD
Me either.

NAPOLEON
Why would we?

An uncomfortable pause.

NAPOLEON (cont’d)
Hey, did you know that Napoleon was delusional in the final months of his life? He 
forgot he was Napoleon.

SHAHRAZAD
You're an idiot. (Beat.) Oh Happy King, spare me and I will tell you a story.

NAPOLEON
Huh?

SHAHRAZAD
This is the story of escape -- 

NAPOLEON
Did you say 'spare me?'

SHAHRAZAD
-- There once was a certain Térésia Tallien. You must remember her.
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NAPOLEON
Who was she?

SHAHRAZAD
(Seductively.)

She was ... a woman. 

NAPOLEON
(Aghast.)

No!

SHAHRAZAD
With lips as red as autumn leaves. With lips bursting with the erubescence of 
pomegranate --

NAPOLEON
Like the juice of ripe plums.

SHAHRAZAD
-- or the rubicundity of cinnabar. Rubified as vermillion and lobelia, empurpled like Indian 
ink, as annatto.

NAPOLEON
With the blush of damask rose.

SHAHRAZAD
She had red lips. (Beat.) A more remarkable woman, Napoleon had never known. She was 
imprisoned at the height of the Terror. The Council on Public Safety had already 
beheaded all the aristocrats and royalists they could find, and yet they remained sadly 
unfulfilled, so now they were going through the phone book. They selected her name at 
random, and for twenty-one days Térésia counted the hour to her beheading by the sound 
of the guillotine blade. A steely screech like a dull knife across the whetstone punctuated 
by the blood-chilling 'thwack' of a hammer into soft melon. Her only hope was ...

NAPOLEON
Escape?

SHAHRAZAD
A note. To her lover. Jean Lambert.

NAPOLEON
He was French?
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SHAHRAZAD
Don't interrupt. A small man of medium build -- and a pleasant though somewhat elusive 
smile.

NAPOLEON
Especially in the morning.

SHAHRAZAD
Sadly, he was not a morning person. Térésia's note read: "Darling, if you love me as 
sincerely as you profess, use every effort to save France, and me with it." She rolled the 
note carefully. Her only hope. And concealed the paper in the heart of... a cabbage. Where 
she got the cabbage remains a mystery. But into the heart of the cabbage it went. Then, 
leaning far out of her prison window, she lobbed the vegetable with the grace of a falling 
petal, watching it disappear from sight. Would someone find her message? Would they 
know to whom they should take it?

NAPOLEON
Would it become soup?

SHAHRAZAD
Only time could tell.

NAPOLEON
Ah fickle fate, thou art like a message in the heart of a cabbage!

 SHAHRAZAD
Fortunately for the beautiful and despondent Térésia, the gods smiled upon her. Little did 
she know at the time she tossed the note from her prison window, but Jean Lambert and 
his childhood friend Hercule Poirot had been keeping vigil since her imprisonment many 
stories below. At the moment the cabbage was launched, they were fixing a small fire on 
which to reheat some Earl Grey tea. Poirot was just about to accept a single lump of 
sugar from Lambert's outstretched hand, and was in the act of formulating the word 
'Merci' while anticipating the 'plop' of the cube into the amber darkness of his drink, 
when tragically and with no warning the projectile struck him directly on the head. The 
sound was like that of a mighty hammer disappearing into the soft flesh of a melon, and 
the scream which followed was, in fact, strangely like that of a man being hit by a cabbage 
thrown from a great distance. Boiling tea cascaded down the front of his pants, its vapor 
spinning like tendrils in the cold morning air, and the confused and alarmed expression 
which slowly appeared on Poirot's face was later described as nothing less than unholy in 
its hideousness. He fell to the ground like a sack of flour, and all was still in the morning 
air except a certain light fluttering. As if dropped from the wing of a passing dove, the 
note, ejected from its hiding place in the deadly vegetable, hovered for a moment before it 
unrolled and, floating gently, came to a rest precisely in the palm of Lambert's 
outstretched hand.
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 The very next day Jean Lambert rose to his feet in the Convention, and dared to attack 
the dreaded Robespierre. There, remembering the bewildered and horrified expression on 
his childhood friend's face, Lambert's invective rose to such a pitch of fury that the 
frenzied Conventioneers, sobbing with anger, leapt at Robespierre, who nimbly fled from 
the hall.

Beat.

SHAHRAZAD (cont'd)
But morning overtook Shahrazad...

NAPOLEON
And she lapsed into silence.

SHAHRAZAD
Then Napoleon said: What a strange and entertaining story.

NAPOLEON
But what is this compared to what you will tell me tomorrow?

Pause.

NAPOLEON (cont'd)
I'd like to go to Paris.

SHAHRAZAD
Paris?

NAPOLEON
France. I've often thought of traveling.

SHAHRAZAD
I'm aware it's in France. 

NAPOLEON
I could reclaim the monarchy.

SHAHRAZAD
Excuse me?

NAPOLEON
I said I could, you know, as long as I'm going to Paris. I could reclaim the monarchy -- 
declare myself the Emperor and lead the what-do-you-call it?
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SHAHRAZAD
Revolution?

NAPOLEON
People. To glory.

SHAHRAZAD
The French people don't want to be led to glory.

NAPOLEON
Why not? I mean, who doesn't like a little glory every now and again?

SHAHRAZAD
They're a social democracy. They want stability.

NAPOLEON
I think you're underestimating them. If you ask me.

SHAHRAZAD
They want croissants. And good coffee.

NAPOLEON
Well, sure, who doesn't want that?

SHAHRAZAD
And just how do you expect to get there?

NAPOLEON
I could walk.

SHAHRAZAD
You can't walk to Paris.

NAPOLEON
I could march.

SHAHRAZAD
You think that makes it easier? Marching is the worst. Walking beats marching every 
time.

NAPOLEON
Like you know anything about marching.
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