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Excerpt from The Metamorphoses by Mary Zimmerman 

This play brings several Greek Myths to life in an interesting 

way—by turning them into a play that revolves around a giant 

pool of water. All the myths use water to tell their stories, so as 

you read Alcyone and Ceyx, keep in mind that the actors in the 

play would have an actual pool, waist deep, to use on stage. 

 

 

THE MYTH OF ALCYONE & CEYX 

 

 

NARRATOR 2 

There once was a king named Ceyx who had as his queen 

Alcyone, daughter of Aeolus, master of the winds. These 

two adored each other and lived in a monotony of 

happiness. But nothing in this world is safe. 

 

ALCYONE 

It isn’t true. 

 

CEYX 

It is. 

12. 

 

NARRATOR 2 

One day Alcyone had heard that Ceyx had ordered his 

ship to be made ready for a sea voyage, to visit a 

far-off oracle. 

 

ALCYONE 

How can you leave me alone? I’ll pine in your absence. 

Overland, it’s a long and arduous trip, but I’d still 

prefer that to a voyage by sea-- which I fear, for my 

father’s winds are wild and savage. You think as his 

son-in-law you may get some special treatment. Not so! 

Once they’ve escaped my father’s cave, those winds are 

wild and beyond anyone’s control. As a girl I watched 

them come home exhausted and spent, and I learned to 

fear them then. Now I am petrified, surely-- 

 

NARRATOR 2 

--she said-- 

 

ALCYONE 

--if you die my life is over and I shall be cursed with 

every reluctant breath I draw. 

 

CEYX 

My love, I hate to choose between my journey and you 

but how can I live this way? Stranded on shore, afraid, 

domesticated, diminished, a kind of lap dog? 

 

ALCYONE 

Take me with you at least, and we’ll meet the storms 

together, which I fear much less than to be left a 

widow. 

 

CEYX 

In two months’ time, I’ll be back. 

 

ALCYONE 

No. I fear you won’t. I know you won’t. 

 

CEYX 

In two months’ time. For that short time, you can be 

brave and endure the trial of waiting, 
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NARRATOR 2 

She was hardly consoled, but she saw she could not hold 

out any longer in the face of his resolve. She allowed 

herself to be soothed and consented to his going. 

 

Music begins and continues through the next long 

sequence. SAILORS enter with oars. 

 

There were no more details left to be checked, no 

last-minute changes to make, and the men, arranged on 

their benches, were ready to row and go. He boarded and gave 

the sign. And then he turned to wave at her. She waved at him 

while the ribbon of black water widened between the ship and 

shore. She gazed at him until he was no longer distinguishable 

but still she could see the ship. And she narrowed her eyes to 

the horizon and watched it as it receded to a smaller and 

smaller object. And then the whole hull was gone, and only the 

sails remained, and then they, too, disappeared. She gazed still 

at the empty and desolate blue and then went to her empty 

bedroom to lie on the huge and vacant bed and give herself 

over to weeping. 

 

CEYX 

The vessel cleared the harbor and caught the freshening 

wind, which set the rigging to singing and slapping 

against the spars. I ordered the rowers to ship their 

oars and the sailors to set the yards and make sail. 

Our ship ran before the wind. We made satisfactory 

progress all that day and had reached a point of no 

return, with as much blue water astern as remained 

ahead. 

 

NARRATOR 2 

But as the sun was sinking in the West, the water, 

everywhere blue until now, began to be flecked with the 

white-capped waves sailors dislike. 

 

Enter POSEIDON and his HENCHMAN. 

 

The weather was worse with every moment for the winds 

were on the loose. 

 

The storm begins. Poseidon and his Henchman attack 

Ceyx, the boat, the Sailors. 

 

CEYX 

Reef the sails! Bail the water! Secure the spars! 

 

NARRATOR 2 

But Poseidon and his Henchman had arrived. The rest was 

one enormous green catastrophe. 

 

The storm escalates. The chandelier flashes as 

though it were lightning or as if it were a lamp 

shorting out. The men wrestle in the pool. 

 

CEYX 

He thinks in an oddly abstracted way that the waves are 

lions crazed with hunters’ wounds, or that the ship is 

a besieged town attacked by a horde of madmen. 

 

HENCHMAN AND CEYX 

One would think that the heavens were crazed with 

lust-- 
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CEYX 

--to join the turbulent sea-- 

 

HENCHMAN AND CEYX 

--which returned their bizarre passion and tried to 

rise up and embrace the air. 

 

NARRATOR 2 

The men have lost their belief in their captain, their 

courage, their nautical skill, and even their will to 

live as they wait for the end. One weeps and groans 

aloud. Another, no braver, is silent, dumbstruck. One 

calls on the gods for mercy. Another curses his fate. 

And one says one word-- 

 

CEYX 

Alcyone-- 

 

NARRATOR 2 

--again and again-- 

 

CEYX 

--Alcyone, my treasure, Alcyone. 

 

NARRATOR 2 

And this is the end of the world. 

 

APHRODITE enters above the sky. 

 

CEYX 

O gods, hear my modest prayer: that my body may wash 

ashore at her feet where she may with gentle hands 

prepare it to be buried. 

 

CEYX sinks below the water. 

 

NARRATOR 2 

Nothing left but the slow parade led by Hermes to the 

Underworld. 

 

Music ends. Everyone but Alcyone exits. Alcyone 

stirs in her sleep and begins to count, covering 

her eyes, like a child who counts to a certain 

number, hoping that when she reaches it her wish 

will be granted. 

 

ALCYONE 

One two three four, fifteen sixteen seventeen eighteen, 

ninety-eight ninety-nine, one hundred... 

 

She uncovers her eyes and looks toward the 

horizon, then covers her eyes and begins again. 

Aphrodite enters and watches from the sky. She 

summons IRIS to watch. 

 

One two three four, fifteen sixteen seventeen eighteen, 

ninety-eight ninety-nine, one hundred... 

 

She uncovers her eyes and looks toward the 

horizon. She then begins again and continues under 

the following lines. 

 

APHRODITE 

Look at her, Iris, she’s moved her vigil down to the 

shore and now she’s sleeping there. 
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ALCYONE 

...ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred. Ceyx? Come 

home. I’m nearer now, I’m sleeping on the shore. It’s 

not so far until you see me. 

 

She begins to count again, quietly. 

 

APHRODITE 

This can’t go on forever, Go to the house of Sleep and 

ask him to arrange a nighttime visitation, a dream that 

might show our Alcyone the sorry truth. 

 

Iris departs. Alcyone falls asleep in the shallow 

waters of the pool. NARRATOR 2 appears. As he 

speaks, SLEEP enters, wrapped in a black velvet 

blanket, with eyeshades. Aphrodite slowly drops 

white letter Z’s from the sky. 

 

NARRATOR 2 

Far off in remotest Campania, beyond where the 

Cimmerians live in their gloomy caves, is a deeper and 

even darker grotto, the home of Sleep. In this place 

the sun never can, even at midday, penetrate with the 

faintest beams. In that cloudy twilight no rooster 

dares disturb the silence with his rude crowing, no dog 

or nervous goose gives voice to challenge the passing 

stranger. Not even branches sigh in occasional passing 

breezes, but an almost total silence fills the air. 

 

Sleep snores. Iris creeps in, wearing an 

illuminated rainbow-colored skirt and carrying an 

alarm clock. 

 

At the heart of an almost painted stillness, in a huge, 

darkened chamber, the god himself relaxes, drifting in 

languor. Around him the fragments of ill-assorted 

dreams hover over the floor in grand profusion like 

leaves the trees have let go to float through the 

currents of air and fall in their gorgeous billows 

below. 

 

IRIS 

Hello? 

 

NARRATOR 2 

Into this strange and breathless place, Iris the 

rainbow intrudes. 

 

IRIS 

O Somnolent One? Somnolent One? Wake up! 

 

SLEEP 

Wha-- ? 

 

IRIS 

Mildest of all the gods, soother of souls, and healer 

of wearied and pain-wracked bodies and minds-- 

 

SLEEP 

Iris! Let me rest a moment. 

 

He sleeps a bit. Wakes up. 

 

Iris! What do you want? 
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IRIS 

Devise, if you can, some form to resemble King Ceyx and 

send it down in a dream to his wife, the Queen Alcyone. 

Let her know the news of the wreck of his ship and the 

death of the husband she loves so well. 

(she yawns) 

 

Sleep do this for us can you? 

 

She yawns and falls asleep with him for a moment, 

but luckily her alarm goes off, startling them 

both... She runs away. 

 

Farewell! 

 

SLEEP 

(calling) 

 

Morpheus! Mor-phe-us! Come and change your shape to 

that of King Ceyx. Go to his wife and tell her... 

(yawning) 

 

...tell her he is dead. 

 

MORPHEUS enters as Ceyx. Sleep sees him. 

 

That’s good. That’s very good. Now go! 

 

Sleep stumbles away. Ceyx, shrouded, approaches 

Alcyone. She stirs. 

 

ALCYONE 

Sir, you seem like a seafaring man, can you tell me, 

Where is my husband, Ceyx? Have you seen him on the 

sea? When is he coming home? His ship is strong and 

unmistakable. Have you seen him? 

 

(Pause.) 

Sir? 

 

CEYX 

(dropping his shroud) 

Do you not know me? Has death undone me so? 

 

ALCYONE 

No! 

 

CEYX 

Look at me, I charge you look at me. 

 

ALCYONE 

No! I won’t. I won’t! 

 

CEYX 

Look at me, and know your husband’s ghost. Your prayers 

have done no good, for I am gone, beyond all help or 

hope forever. 

 

ALCYONE 

Go away! 

 

CEYX 

I am not some bearer of tales, but the man himself to 

whom it happened. Look at me, my little bird. 

 

ALCYONE 
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I told ’you. I knew it would happen and I begged you 

not to go. I knew the day you sailed I had lost you 

forever. The ship, my hopes, and my life grew smaller 

all at the same time. You should have allowed me to 

come-- 

 

CEYX 

Little bird-- 

 

ALCYONE 

This is no good, no good that I should be living and 

you be elsewhere or nowhere? I’m drowning now in the 

air, I’m wrecked here on the land where the currents 

are just as cold and cruel. 

 

CEYX 

Get up from your bed and put on your mourning clothes. 

 

He begins to go. 

 

ALCYONE 

Wait for me! Come back! Where are you going? Wait and 

I’ll go with you as wives are supposed to go with their 

husbands. 

 

But he is gone. 

 

(Calling) 

Lucina! Lucina! Give me your lantern. 

 

LUCINA enters and gives her lantern to Alcyone, 

who searches the pool with it, stumbling and frantic. 

 

Ceyx! Come back! Where are you? Come back! He was here. 

Where is he? Where is he? 

 

LUCINA 

All that night she searched along the shore for her 

drowned, dreamed husband. But she found nothing,not 

even footprints, only wave after wave of black water. 

When morning came-- 

 

Music begins. 

 

--she narrowed her eyes to the horizon, and remembered 

how she had looked on that other day. 

 

HERMES enters carrying CEYX and places him in the water. 

 

She remembered his last kiss, the way he turned to the 

ship, could not bear it, and turned again to her. 

 

ALCYONE 

What is that out there? Oh, it is a man. Alas, poor 

sailor, for your wife and... 

 

She sees that it is Ceyx. Music ends. 

 

LUCINA 

The gods are not altogether unkind. Some prayers are 

answered. 

 

ALCYONE 

Ceyx, is this how you return to me? 

 

LUCINA 
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She began to run to him; but as she ran, crying, a 

strange thing happened. 

 

Alcyone moves slowly toward Ceyx, transforming. 

The sound of waves and seabirds crying comes up. 

 

By the time she reached him, she was a bird. She tried 

to kiss him with her bill, and by some trick of the 

ocean’s heaving, it seemed that his head reached up to 

hers in response. You ask, How could he have felt her 

kiss? 

 

APHRODITE 

But better ask, How could the gods not have felt it? 

Seen this, and not had compassion? 

 

LUCINA 

For the dead body was changing, restored to life, and 

renewed as another seabird. Together they still fly, 

just over the water’s surface, and mate and rear their 

young, and for seven days each winter Alcyone broods on 

her nest that floats on the gentled water for Aeolus, 

her father, then keeps the winds short reined and every 

year gives seven days of calm upon the ocean-- the days 

we call the halcyon days. 


