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ABSTRACT

This practice-based thesis explores, through the creation of three new full-
length plays, the ways in which a contemporary playwright might engage with
classic mythology, specifically ancient Greek mythology in the development of new
work. The plays form a triptych, each inspired by a single, yet interconnected Greek
myth: their mythic inspirations are as follows, Sodium (2010-11) Theseus and the
Minotaur, Sulphur (2011-12) Ariadne at Naxos, and Silver (2010) Icarus and
Daedalus. Non-dramatically extant ancient Greek myths were selected in order to
seek to explore dramatic possibilities beyond Greek tragedy. The diverse ways in
which this body of work was approached is framed by the influence of contemporary
theatre practice. Alongside this creative enquiry, the thesis explores the impetus
which prompted practitioners to turn to classical mythology for inspiration over two
millennia since the myths were created. Reflection on the processes which led to the
creation of these plays in relation to the author’s own highlights potential conflicts
between ancient and contemporary theatre practice, and seeks to explore ways in
which the juxtaposition between traditional and contemporary approaches to theatre
making can spark creative engagements. The fission between tradition and
subversion was a key factor in the creation of the plays now presented, offering
possible insights into the ways in which contemporary practitioners can benefit from

a playful engagement with traditional practice in order to generate new work.
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INTRODUCTION

Research focus

This PhD explores through a creative enquiry the possible approaches to, and
applications of classical mythology for the contemporary playwright. My definition
of the contemporary playwright rests in part upon the context of my own practice.
Therefore this study on the whole focuses upon contemporary theatre in Britain, with
some reflection upon the wider theatre landscape. A new play is just as likely to be
the product of a collaborative as a solo act of authorship in contemporary theatre, as
Kenneth Pickering (2010) observes ‘the boundaries between “writing” and
“devising” have become imprecise.’(p.16). However, British theatre continues to
place a particular investment in new writing, Aleks Sierz (2011) sees it as the 'heart
of British theatre' (p.16) and new plays created at the dawn of the third millennium
are influenced and inspired by a variety of sources, driven by artistic, personal and
political agendas, as playwrights’ embrace many creative and structural possibilities

in the development of their work.

My practice has been inspired, influenced and fostered by two of Sierz 'big
six' New Writing Theatres, the Royal Court’s Young Writer's Programme (2001) and
the Writer’s Centre at Soho Theatre through workshops and writer’s clinics. I, like
many of my contemporaries, have been inspired and influenced not only by the
workshops and writers programmes that they offer but also indelibly by the plays
they and other new writing theatres produce. As Sierz observes; ‘[w]hen British
theatre lets its hair down, and starts to loosen up, a whole world of experiment

becomes available to writers of every generation’ (2011 p.223). Approaches to the
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development of new plays can range diversely from the classic to the contemporary.
One of these experiments with a long antecedent in the development of new work is
to respond to pre-existing narrative sources. The focus of my creative practice as
research enquiry was to explore and experiment in the ways in which contemporary
playwrights could be inspired by pre-existing sources, specifically classical myths in

the development of new writing which reflected the contemporary world.

The Plays

Between the summer of 2010 and spring 2013 in response to this creative
engagement, I developed three new plays Silver (2010 - 2013), Sodium (2010-11),
and Sulphur (2011-12) inspired by non-dramatically extant classical mythology, in
order to explore possible approaches to classical myth for the contemporary
playwright. The results of this enquiry are relevant in the first instance to
practitioners and theatre-makers that work with, or are considering working with,
classical mythology in the development of their own work. Although myths inspire
many playwrights and practitioners, there are few practical or theoretical guides. The
discussions here go a little way towards filling this gap. Some of the discussions will
also be of relevance to scholars of contemporary drama and new writing, along with
those with an interest in the lasting relationship between classical mythology and
western theatre. Equally this body of work adds to the growing contemporary studies
prompted by theories of intertextuality, of the nature of adaptation, appropriation and

revision in contemporary playwrights practice.
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1. Research Questions

Essentially this practice-as-research study focuses on the practice of making
plays; how do we make plays in response to pre-existing narratives? This over-riding
question contains a number of other subsidiary questions: is there a specific method
by which we can respond to them in contemporary practice? Could a mythic
narrative support what Martin Middeke observes to be the 'transgressions of the
traditional boundaries of theatre' (2011 p.28) which could in turn reflect the changing
face of the contemporary world and in so doing, contemporary theatre itself? Maya
Roth observes in her monograph on Timberlake Wertenbaker, a playwright well
known for her translations and adaptions of the classical cannon that ‘the Latin roots
for the word “translation” derive from “to carry” or “to bring” and “across.”” (2008,
p.11). A translation attempts to be as faithful to the source as possible, whilst an
adaptation brings across the narrative in a way which highlights the sources
connection to its destination, bridging and carrying forward the narrative whilst also

altering it for a new audience.

Yet adaptation is not the only way in which a source can be carried over. In
The Shadow of the Precursor, an anthology which explores the diverse engagements
between source texts and those which echo, resonate and embrace them, Diana
Glenn, Md Rezaul Haque, and Ben Kooyman (2012) observe "The accommodation
of the precursor can take many forms — direct citation or adaptation, veneration or
homage, intertextual play or association [...]' (p.9). I set out to explore the different

forms and possibilities of, adaptation, appropriation and re-visioning, along with a
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collage of approaches to develop and carry the initial inspiration the myths provided

for the development of new work.

Throughout this process I asked the following questions of my practice and
that of ofher playwrights and practitioners. What is the dramatic precedent for this
process and how does it inform contemporary engagements with classical myths?
What is the spectrum of approaches by which the contemporary playwright can
engage with and utilise the material of a pre-existing source myth, from faithful
homage to a playful bricolage, and what are the possible challenges faced and
benefits gained when engaging in these approaches? How far could a playwright go
in pushing the myth into the realms of contemporary theatre before it was no longer
a myth at all? What could mythic structures and archetypes offer to the
contemporary playwright, and was there a way which these could be applied to a
mythic method? Finally could aspects of recurring narrative structures, which had
been perceived by Claude Levi-Strauss, Joseph Campbell and other structural
anthropologists be used in the transposition of a mythic narrative from one age to
another? These questions where key to the genesis of the three plays and the related

research.

Classical mythology

William Hansen in his Handbook of Classical Mythology observes that:

Greek and Roman myths and legends are essentially stories. Since they are
anonymous narratives that were transmitted from one person to another and
from one generation to the next, they can be further described as traditional
stories. And since for the most part they developed at a time when writing
was unknown or little used, they are mostly oral stories. (2004 p.2)

10
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The genesis of mythic narratives makes them a ready source for dramatic
transpositions and engagements. Along with this Miriam Chirico (2012) who
devised the term ‘mythic revisionary drama’ observes that the oral nature of myths
'necessitates the act of revision or transformation each time' (p.16) they are retold. In
A Short History of Myth, a concise companion to series of Canongate books in which
contemporary novelists were asked to respond to diverse myths including Theseus
and the Minotaur, Heracles and Oedipus, mythographer Karen Armstrong (2005)

claims that 'Human beings have always been mythmakers.' (p.1)

Since the dawn of antiquity we have developed myths through series of
stories which have been told and retold for generations. The Greek word ‘muthos’
has, after all, the core meaning of ‘story’. Classical myths have been interpreted in
multi-various .ways, and therefore offer multiple sites of meaning-making. The
critique and literary historian Gilbert Highet (1949) observed that in the western
world, for centuries we have been ‘captivated by the Greek legends, [telling] them in
different ways, elaborating some and neglecting others' (p.520). The Metaphoric
tales are protean: we can play with them, manipulate them, and transform them,

reshaping the myth with every engagement.

Classical myths were first generated and recorded by the ancient Greeks.
These myths formed part of a pre-literate oral storytelling culture until the advent of
writing. The Greek tragedies are our first significant record of many of these myths,
which went on to inspire the first act of drama criticism which still has an impact on
the way we teach, critique and evaluate plays in the contemporary world, Aristotle's
Poetics. However it is certain that the stories were re-enacted and performed by
storytellers, bards and poets including Homer and Virgil, before playwrights drew

11
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their own responses. These myths where then retold and revised by the Romans,
including Seneca to reflect their own civilisation. In their revisions these myths were
joined by a host of other mythic tales from the birth of the Roman Empire. Each
teller took a different view of mythic revision and contextualised the myth for their

generation making changes to serve their own purpose.

Non-dramatically extant classic myth

In the introduction of Theatre Histories Phillip, B, Zarrilli (2010)
demonstrates the connection between mythology and classical theatre, and observes
that mythology can offer a 'rich storehouse' (p.13), of narrative possibilities to
explore. It is significant to note when we turn to this storehouse that '[t]here is never
a single, orthodox version of a myth.' (Armstrong 2005, p.11). However in myths
which have been canonised in dramatically extant versions, preserved through the
ages and still performed on contemporary stages across the globe there is a
significant dramatic version, the endurance of which offers an air of orthodoxy
despite being a revision of a source myth. I define non-dramatically classical
mythology as Greek myths, and Roman re-visions of myths, which do not have an

extant representation through Greek tragedy or comedy.

Myths are polymorphic, and unfixed, there is a synergy between the open
quality of a myth and the pluralistic possibilities a contemporary theatre might offer
practitioners. The benefits of using classical non-dramatically extant source myths as
a source of inspiration for new writing lies in their uncertainty, their unfixed nature.
Writer and mythographer, Marina Warner (1994) observes that part of myths power

is their openness, their power to be transformed through each revision; 'myths aren't

12
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writ in stone, they're not fixed [and] change dramatically both in content and
meaning' (p.13). The myths’ multiplicity and plasticity of meanings and possible
interpretations allows freedom in the ways in which we choose to creatively interpret

and engage with the material they offer.

The French literary theorist, Roland Barthes published a collection of essays,
Mythologies (1957) exploring the semiology of myth creation, in which he saw
myths as elevated, second level signs, asserting ‘it is the reader of myths himself
who must reveal their essential function.” (1993, p.115). Interpretation is central to
the process of meaning making and thus, the practitioner is responsible for
interpreting the myth through their own contextual filters. Therefore each time a
myth is re-made it is refracted through the artist’s context. Myths can be fixed by the
artist’s interpretation, or indeed the artists can choose to utilise the flux of

uncertainty as a creative spark.

In my revisions I have sought to side step prior dramatic references to
mythic sources, through the selection of non-dramatically extant mythic sources,

whilst being aware that as Verna A. Foster (2012) states:

[S]ources in myth and sources in literature are not entirely separable since in
some instances the best-known version of a particular myth is an earlier

literary work.' (p.3).

Ovid's Metamorphoses is a key to our understanding and knowledge of non-
dramatically extant myths. Renaissance dramatists including Christopher Marlowe
and William Shakespeare were inspired by translations of Ovid which became

popular in the Renaissance period. Ovid's revisions of the Greek myths inspired

13
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dramatists, visual artists and musicians, and continued to be a site of inspiration in
the twentieth century. In Twentieth-Century Plays Using Classical Mythic Themes: a
Checklist, Susan Harris Smith (1986) lists over 700 hundred plays which utilise
mythic themes from myths enshrined by Greek tragedies and those of a non-
dramatically extant nature. She records 22 plays from 1911 to 1972 which have been
inspired by the non-dramatically extant Cretan myths, which I sought to respond to
in my own practice, including John Ashbery's, The Heroes (1978) and George
Bernard-Shaw's Heartbreak House (1919) which draws less directly from its mythic
inspiration than his earlier mythic revision Pygmalion (1912). The diverse responses
through a process of reinterpretation and revitalization' (Highet, 1949, p.520) that
mythic narratives prompt are impressive. Certainly there are many more instances of
playwrights developing work in response to non-dramatically extant classic myths
who do not directly reference the source of inspiration, alongside those who make
direct connections. Every year of the third millennium has seen at least one West
End production directly attributing connections to classical mythology, as will be

discussed in greater detail in chapter two.

2. Research Context

In recent years there have been many creative engagements and dramatic re-
telling of classical myths. Playwrights from Timberlake Wertenbaker to Joanna
Laurens and companies from Kneehigh to The Wooster Group have all engaged in
dramatically revising classical mythology for the contemporary stage. Many
contemporary productions do not solely seek to re-tell the myths, they engage with
them in new, exciting, current and sometimes unexpected ways. Often these

practitioners turn to the myths of the past to tell the stories of today, each re-telling
14
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holding contemporary currency, not just in their artistic forms but in the way they
connect the contemporary experience to classical civilisations In 2011 Ioannis
Souris had researched the possible sources of inspiration offered by the myth of
Helen of Troy in solo and collaborative theatre making in her PhD thesis The myth of
Helen of Troy: reinterpreting the archetypes of the myth in solo and collaborative
forms of playwriting. As a contemporary playwright and deviser who sought to
respond to a myth with a dramatically extant version, unlike the myths I sought to
explore, Souris drew directly upon Jungian archetypes in her creative engagement
and reflection. The concept of the Jungian archetype as Carl Jung states ‘is derived
from the repeated observation that, for instance, the myths and fairy tales of world
literature contain definite motifs which crop up everywhere.’ (Jung, 1964, p.451).
Thus the archetype can allow the playwright to draw upon a seﬁes of connecting

motifs along with the resonances they hold in their own creative work.

The creative context of contemporary playwriting is inspired and influenced
by three core drives: dramatic traditions, individual artistic context and the urge to
push the form forward into new territories. Inspired by the work of playwrights and
academics such as Ian Brown, I chose to explore the possibilities of ancient Greek
myth as a source of inspiration in the creation and development of new plays through
this practice-as-research enquiry. Brown had been inspired in writing his plays on
such figures as Andrew Carnegie, Mary, Queen of Scots, and David Livingstone by
an interest in the way our perception of history, and its theatrical representation,
changed the way we see individuals and their ‘history’. Out of that historiographical
and dramaturgical connection he developed an interest in the links between history

and myth, which he explores in the reflective aspects of his thesis, History as

15
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Theatrical Metaphor. These review the development of and reflect upon his own
dramatic responses to, the mythification of key historic figures in the development of

the plays which formed the basis of his thesis.

Indeed history and mythology have a common bond of the known and the
unknown for the audiences of work responding to them. In an act of revision the
audience is made to review their prior awareness of the myth and in this way the
playwright has the opportunity to build upon prior knowledge and awareness in the
audiences mind: Susan Bassnett (2000) observes the way in which this double

awareness can work in the case of historic and ergo mythic tales revised for the

stage;

To some extent, a process of evaluation of the original historic material is
bound to take place and in consequence the audience cannot avoid being

made to rethink what they know. (p.79)

3. Research Methodology

My own creative approach to classical mythology was driven by a self-
commission and the rigours of an academic enquiry, and my selection of myths was
a personal one. It was also rooted in the research for my Masters in Making Plays at
Kingston University (2009-10), which had a dual focus on playwriting and devising.
This allowed initial experiments of mythic potential as a source of inspiration for the
contemporary playwright with the development of an earlier version of Silver. That

research focused, as has its evolution into my doctoral research, on artistic

16
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engagement with myths and reflection upon how they have inspired my solo practice
and therefore might inspire other playwrights and practitioners, rather than on the
plays in production. In my doctoral programme, I had no pre-conception of the
shape, form or structure the plays would take and the specific ways in which these
mythic narratives, forged over two millennia ago, would inspire my work. I did not
set out with a specific methodology but forged one as a cumulative response to the
experiments and experiences with myths which I gathered throughout the

development of the plays.

The creative methodology was a mixture of both intentional exploration and
moments of serendipity, as there is no one single method offered for the playwright
who seeks to re-tell classical mythology. Each play was developed first individually
and latterly was drawn into the inter-connective triptych of plays. In this way, I could
build upon each new development, discovery, experiment and insight, and draw
them into the next creative encounter with the following mythic source. Each of the
three plays I created engaged with a different non-dramatically extant classical myth
through a different approach to the source material. Silver was an experiment to see
if the monomythic structure set out by Christopher Vogler in The Writer's Journey
(1992) would support a mythic re-vision for the stage. Sodium was an exploration
into the possible uses classical myth in the development of a contemporary tragedy.
And finally Sulphur was generated by an experiment with the archetypal characters
and conventions of the Hero's Journey structure, which integrated dreamlike-imagery
drawn from both mythic and contemporary emanations of mythic archetypes, which

were explored and developed with the use of stream of consciousness writing

exercises.

17
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The three plays were intentionally informed by contemporary theatre
practice. I did not seek to re-create or adapt in a faithful fashion nor pay homage to
the myths themselves. Instead I sought to play with the myths and allow them to
form a significant part of my contemporary bricolage of narrative influences and
inspiration in the development of new writing. These three plays are presented in
Chapter 3 with a reflection upon my approach illustrating some of the tools which I

utilised and developed in the process in Chapter 4.

Thesis Map

The Literature review maps the research that I drew upon throughout my
creative practice and offers an overview of work which is synergistic and germane to
this creative enquiry. In Chapter 1, I set the scene for this mythic involvement,
signposting the influences and inspirations which have an impact on playwrights
who seek to develop new work in relation to classical mythology and other distant
source narratives. In Chapter 2, I offer a reflection on a selection of mythically
inspired plays which offer dramatic precedents and parallels for playwrights making
creative connections with classical myths, along with practitioners and scholars who
seek to understand the ways in which an artist might engage with dramatic and non-
dramatically extant classical mythology. It equally offers an insight into the changing
terms of dramatic connections with classical mythology throughout the last hundred

years, developing alongside developments in New Writing in Britain.

With each new innovation and development in form we continue to return to
classical myth as part of the contemporary repertoire. The selection of plays ranges

from classical, modern, and postmodern approaches to both dramatically extant and

18
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non-dramatically extant mythology. I reflect upon the ways in which classical
mythology has been adapted. translated, revised and re-told throughout the last 100
years on the western stage. In Chapter 3, I present the three plays, Silver, Sodium,
and Sulphur. Finally, in Chapter 4, I reflect upon the ways in which the process of

revision, led to their creation and offer possible signposts for other practitioners.

19
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Literature review

I sought to discover publications which were germane to my study as they
equally sought to explore the connection between mythology and the contemporary
playwrights and practitioners of their times. Three are from 1969, and the others are
three more recent enquiries. Thomas Porter's Myth and the Modern American Drama
(1969), Hugh Dickinson’s Myth on the Modern Stage (1969), and Angela Belli's
Ancient Greek Myths and Modern Drama (1969), traced common mythological
threads in relationship to playwrights’ practice. Over thirty years later Lizbeth
Goodman selected and introduced an anthology of plays, excerpts and performance
pieces, Mythic Women/Real Women (2000). The anthology focuses upon the notion
of ‘real’ and ‘mythic’ women, and includes contemporary revisions of classical
myths, along with Timberlake Wertenbaker’s The Love of a Nightingale. This was
followed by Edith Hall’s Dionysus Since 69: Greek tragedy at the Dawn of the Third
Millennium (2004) which picks up some of the strands, offering a critical response to
the continuing influence and inspiration classical mythology, its title referring to
Richard Schechner’s Dionysus in 69 (1969), a postmodern response to the myths of
Dionysus and Euripides’ tragedy The Bacchae. However the focus of Hall’s study is
upon Greek tragedy in revision and does not take into account the wider sources of

inspiration offered by non-dramatically extant myths.

The following studies from the twenty-first century focus on the inspiration
contemporary practitioners draw from connections between mythology and other

oral narrative genres including fairy tale and folklore. Sharon Friedman's Feminist

20
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Theatrical Revisions of Classic Works (2009), Frances Babbage, whose PhD thesis
Ré-visioning Myth: Feminist Strategies in Contemporary Theatre (2000) had focused
on mythic re-visioning, drew insights from her enquiry into this approach to ancient
myths in Re-visioning Myth: Modern and Contemporary Drama by Women (2011);
and Verna Foster's Dramatic Revisions of Myths, Fairy Tales and Legends (2012).
Unlike Porter, Dickinson, Belli, Hall and Foster, Babbage and Friedman focus purely
on the work of female practitioners with centring on gender as a spark to re-viéion

ancient and classical texts. As Frances Babbage (2011) reflects:

'Classical myth inevitably holds special interest to European feminism since
the art, philosophy and science of western civilisation developed with

reference to its terms.' (p.22).

These studies all demonstrate possible approaches to the practices of
adaptation in relation to ancient Greek mythology, and the continuing precedent of
this work in contemporary theatre practice, which in turn supports the primacy of
research in relation to the creative approach to making new work in relationship to
ancient mythic sources. They, along with Porter, Belli and Dickinson’s studies, offer
a wealth of examples of responses to the task of re-imagining myth for a
contemporary stage. Yet they only offer an external view of the practice, responding
to the artefacts of mythic encounters, rather than exploring this process from an
internal creative process. One of the key recurrent themes in these studies is the
practice of adaptation and all its many forms, from translation, appropriation and
revision.

In seeking to discover a formative methodology for an engagement with
mythic sources I searched many playwriting guides from the classic to the

21
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contemporary with the aim of finding a possible paradigm for dramatic engagements
with Classical mythology, but found little to guide the writer who sought to engage
with pre-existing sources, especially mythic ones. There are of course many
publications which claim to guide the playwright from their initial ideas to a final
draft, and some even to the opening night. Yet what literature is available to the
contemporary playwright who seeks to develop new work in response to classical
mythology?

Methodological approaches to the development of new work in response to
classical mythology was scarce when the part that classical mythology has to play in
contemporary theatre is considered. I sought a methodological approach to the
creation of plays which respond directly to classical myths I discovered a gap in
possible methodological approaches. I sought to fill with this lacuna as research
thesis studies in depth the ways in which a contemporary playwright might benefit
from a creative engagement with non-dramatically extant classical mythology. This
study offers a reflection on my own process in relation to that of other playwrights.
The creative body of this work spans several areas of practice and research. It is
situated between the fields of contemporary playwriting, classical mythology,
literature which relates to other creative engagements with mythology, including
cinema and, applied theatre settings most germane to my own creative enquiry,
literature which relates the ways in which practitioners can and have drawn upon
classical mythic sources alongside adaptation theory.

The focus of my creative exploration into the uses of non-dramatically extant
classical myth for the contemporary playwright led me to take a wide overview of
the literature available on the subjects of playwriting, creative writing and

screenwriting in relationship to my intentions to explore possible methodological
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approaches to the development of contemporary plays in relationship to ancient
Greek mythology. There are several books on the subject of myth in revisions which
are germane to the research presented in this thesis, but significantly they focus on
an external examination and reflection upon the work of other practitioners rather
than a practice as research reflection.

Undoubtedly many more guides exist for playwrights than did in 2001 when
I joined the Young Writers Group at The Royal Court, eager to learn the principles
of play, led in this exploration by Simon Stephens. Certainly the playwright’s
armoury of skills is often now attained by attending workshops, engaging with other
playwrights, through mentorship programmes, at educational establishments and
most significantly by watching and reading plays. All of this I continued to do
throughout this creative development, through the Soho Theatre's Writer's
Programme and workshops run by the playwright Dianne Samuels along with others.
Though the most creatively profitable ways to understand what works dramatically
in your own work is to hold readings, stage work and receive feedback from literary
departments. They are all effective ways to fine-tune your process and practice. Yet
these guides are growing as the practice of play;Nriting is drawn into the academy,
both as a taught pedagogy and a source of creative enquiry. We want to know what
makes a play and in turn breaks it. Even when our creative engagements seek to
develop new forms, we want to know the rules before we break them.

In search of a formative methodology with which to develop a contemporary
creative engagement with classical mythology I turned to the literature available to
guide contemporary playwrights in the development of new plays. Since the first
recorded act of dramatic criticism in the western world, Aristotle's Poetics was

written in the fourth century BC, critics, practitioners, playwrights and academics
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have continued to explore the constituents and conventions of playwriting. Including
Lajos Egris’s The Art of Dramatic Writing (1960) which draws deeply upon

the Poetics. Any survey on guides which offers a formative writing pedagogy will
reflect upon the impact of the Poetics as a foundation through which we view and
review the act of playwriting and those who engage in it, though it is significant to
note that Aristotle was writing, not in response to his own work, but to plays which
had been first staged before he was born. He was not reflecting upon playwriting in
the light of his own practice. However at the beginning of the third millennium,
guides are being created in response to playwrights' reflection upon their own craft
and are therefore offering first hand reflections upon the practice of playwriting from
the writing room.

These guides have been influential in facilitating discussions about
playwriting and its techniques and conventions. Seeking to understand the ways in
which plays can be created and developed, with each new guide comes a different
angle on how plays should be created and developed and what the essential elements
of storytelling are. I explored some contemporary playwriting guides in an effort to
discover methodological and pedagogical approaches to source narratives,
specifically classical mythological ones. With each new guide comes a different
angle on how plays should be created and developed and what the essential elements
of storytelling are. The theatre of the third millennium has inspired the creation of
myriad of playwriting guides which offer playwrights exercises, approaches and
practical tools along with reflections upon pre-existing examples of practice. These
include Paul Castango’s New Playwriting Strategies (2001), which focuses on a
language-based approach to developing new drama, Stuart Spencer’s The

Playwrights Guidebook (2003) and Alan Ayckbourn’s The Crafty Art of
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Playmaking (2002) which is divided between a reflection upon playwriting and
directing, focusing his reflection on the craft on Ayckbourn’s own plays.

Noél Greig's Playwriting: a Practical Guide (2004) offers practical exercises
for the development of new plays, often underpinned by character-centred
development. Janet Neipris’ To Be a Playwright (2005), Tim Fountain’s So, You
Want to Be a Playwright? (2007), David Mamet's Writing In Restaurants (1986)
and The Three Uses Of the Knife (2007), and John Freeman's New Performance/
New Writing (2007), which offers reflections on approaches to solo and group
authorship in a contemporary frame, all offer valuable perspectives. Michelene
Wandor's formative pedagogy is seen in her Art of Dramatic Writing (2008). David
Edgar, founder of the first MA Playwriting course, at Birmingham University, has
produced How Plays Work (2009). These works were complemented and developed
by Steve Waters in The Secret Life of Plays (2010) and by Lisa Goldman in The No
Rules Handbook for Writers (2012), which offers a different way of looking at
playwriting pedagogy by responding to forty rules, which Goldman and the group of
contemporary playwrights she consulted in the development of the book challenge
with ‘rule breakers’.

Though they all have something to offer to the contemporary playwright
seeking to develop and explore the conventions of their craft, as Waters (2010)
himself states, ‘the great plays tumbled out heedless of all this theorising” (p.3) and
playwrights have always sought to challenge and experiment with form. Certainly
there is very little to guide the playwright in the adaptive re-visioning process.
Though Neipris does offer a chapter on adaptation, this focuses upon the adaptation
of books or movies to stage, not the non-dramatically extant classical myths I sought

to transpose. Waters (2010) concludes The Secret Life of Plays with the coda that the
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way that plays are developed is still a ‘mystery’ as the craft continues to ‘elude
definition’ (p.202).

Though the practice of adaptation and appropriation has largely not figured in
contemporary playwrights’ training, adaptation theory has become a growing point
of academic research and offers the playwright and practitioner a way of beginning
to think about the process of inspiration and the interrelation between their work and
sources of inspiration. Around the end of the twentieth century a playwright might
have turned to the field of film studies for a pedagogical response to the art of
adaptation such as those offered by Kenneth Portnoy's Screen Adaptation: a
Scriptwriting Handbook (1998) and Mireia Aragay's Books in Motion; Adaptation,
Intertextuality, Authorship (2005). These offer reflections upon approaches to the
practice of adaptation specifically for screenwriters, though some aspects are
transposable to stage. Graham Allen (2011), in Intertextuality observes that
'Adaptation studies has its origins precisely in the study of film's intertextual
relationship to literature. '(p.205).

The field has widened to include the impact of adaptation and appropriation
in the creation and development of new work across contemporary media as Julie
Sanders and Linda Hutcheon have offered key studies into the theory of adaptation,
having both staked the claim for adaptation as a creative act in its own right. Linda
Hutcheon, in A Theory of Adaptation (2006), offers five key foci for those who seek
to think about adaptation, the forms in which we seek to adapt work, both to and
from (the what), the adapters (the who and why), the audience and those we seek to
receive our adaptive versions (the how), and the context of the adaptation (the when
and where). Julie Sanders (2005) in Adaptation and Appropriation, however, offers

the reader a reflection on the nature of adaptation and appropriation through a
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reflection on the different approaches to different narrative sources throughout the
centuries.

Sanders and Hutcheon equally reflect upon the process and practice of
adaptation and appropriation for the contemporary playwright, but again, from an
external viewpoint. In editing Performing Adaptations: Essays and Conversations on
the Theory and Practice of Adaptation (2009) Michelle MacArthur, Lydia
Wilkinson, and Keren Zaiontz offer a comprehensive review of adaptation studies
and performance in the third millennium, which include a preface and an interview
with Linda Hutcheon. Altogether it offers reflections about the changing face of
adaptation on the contemporary stage and the ways in which receptions of
adaptations are changing. Alison Forsyth (2009) drew together a reflection on
different responses to the Antigone myth in her essay in this collection, Pacifist
Antigones and, thereby, offered a reflection on the possibilities of ancient Greek
myth as a source in the adaptive field. Yet, again this reflection was from an external
rather than internal view of the practice of adapting myth. Though these studies offer
insightful reflections and responses on the development of adaptation as an art form
in its own right, the breadth of their studies and responses did not offer the focused
review of mythic adaptation from a playwright’s perspective that I sought to achieve.

The guidance offered by Stuart Harcourt on behalf of the ITC (2004) for the
playwright seeking to adapt is 'to study how successful playwrights [...] take a novel
and eventually create a successful play' (p.25). A playwright seeking to draw
inspiration in a creative adaptation in the contemporary age could equally draw
inspiration from successful companies who devise and collaborate in response to
pre-existing narrative sources. Gardzienice, Shared Experience, The Wooster Group,

and Kneehigh who have all responded to the challenge of re-visioning ancient Greek

27



K0422045 PhD Lou Miller

myth for the contemporary stage and have reflected upon this practice in journals
and reflective studies of their own bodies of work. Hidden Territories (2003) reveals
Gardzienice’s approach to ancient Greek myths. Emma Rice’s reflections upon the
selection of source material and the company’s adaptive approaches to narrative
sources is related in the introduction to the Kneehigh Anthology, Volume 1 (2005),
offering some insights into their art of adaptation. And other reflections upon
creative practice are often posited in anthologies of artist’s reflections on their
creative work: Rage and Reason: Women Playwrights on Playwriting (1997) and
Jonathan Croall’s Buzz Buzz! (2008). A playwright might also gather insights from
monographs such as Aleks Sierz’s (2006) reflection on the work of Martin Crimp, or

Normand Berlin's (1982) study of Eugene O'Neill.

Once inspired to respond to a classical myth there is a wealth of material the
playwright can respond to. No student of classical mythology will ever be at a loss
for a starting point for their exploration into the nature and classical application of
these classical sources. I myself drew upon many mythic texts in my initial stages of
research, from Robert Graves’s Greek Myths 1 &2 (1960), to Bulfinch’s Mythology
(1998 [1934]). Many texts re-tell Classical myths which include the eminent texts of
Homer’s Iliad (1987) and The Odyssey (2003), The Library of Greek Mythology by
Apollodorus (2008), and the Roman poets: Virgil's Aeneid (2003), the poems of
Catullus (1996) and Ovid’s versions of the myths in the Heroides (1990) and
Metamorphoses (2004). Indeed a playwright seeking to understand how a classical
myth can be used to reflect a postmodern world would be advised to turn to James
Joyce’s Ulysses (1960 [1922]) for inspiration, as the epic novel draws mythemes and

mythic archetypes from Homer’s Odyssey.
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Whilst developing my dramatic responses, I discovered a fascinating, well-
researched survey, of the myths I sought to re-tell in Ann G. Ward et al.'s (1970) The
Quest for Theseus. Though the survey was dated and did not include, therefore, more
recent responses and discoveries in relation to the myths, it offered in-depth
reflections upon both the historic antecedents of the myths and parallel explorations
of the creative inspiration the myths had afforded to artists throughout the centuries.
Offering an opportunity to explore the ways in which the meanings of the myths had
changed throughout those centuries. And, if as playwrights we seek to explore the
dramaturgical conventions of the Greek tragedies and the intentions of their creators,
there are innumerable guides that furnish the student of Greek tragic and comic
drama with reflection on these practices and the extant works of the ancient Greek

tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, not to forget the comedians

Menander and Aristophanes.

Since 2008 I have worked as a drama facilitator with often socially-excluded
groups who have complex mental health support needs and/or learning disabilities.
In this work, I often utilise mythic narratives along with fairy tales and folklore. In
this practice, I had drawn inspiration from the field of drama therapy, discovering
that myths could be powerful tools in enactment and improvisation. At Roehampton
University's Dramatherapy Summer School in 2009 I was introduced to not only
Carl Jung, and Jungian theory specifically through Memories, Dreams and
Reflections [1962]. In Psyche and the Arts, Susan Rowland (2008) explored the

impact of Jungian theories upon the ways in which we understand the development

of artistic expression in contemporary times.
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Jungian concepts help us to tell stories that shape ourselves [...] Jungian
ideas offer an understanding of creativity, and, they provide a means of
interpreting the results of that creativity. (Rowland 2008, p.2)

Significantly for this body of creative practice, American mythographer,
Joseph Campbell was profoundly inspired by Jungian theory. In response to Jung’s
work, specifically Jungian archetypes and dream analysis, Campbell offered the
concept of a monomyth, a comparative structure which he claimed to re-occur across
continents throughout the centuries. This monomythic structure was addressed in his
seminal text The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1993 [1949]). It offered a way of
using ancient myths and stories, along with the archetypal characters and images that
peopled them to develop and structure stories in group work, a practice which I
would later draw upon in the creation of my plays. I had also been inspired in my
practice by Nicola Groves and Keith Park’s (1996) Odyssey Now which set out ways
of delivering workshops for adults with learning disabilities using Homer's Odyssey

as a structural device for creative play and workshop exploration.

Applied theatre practitioners and drama therapists who have worked in these
settings and reflected upon this practice can be found in the psychoanalytic
psychotherapist Jenny Pearson'’s (2008) edited collection of reflections upon drama-
therapeutic practice Discovering the Self through Drama and Movement, specifically
the articles ‘The Minotaur in Three Settings’ by Bernie Spivak (2008) and ‘Working
with Myth and Story’ by Pat Watts (2008). Though, of course, mythic narratives are
one of many approaches into drama therapeutic and applied theatre settings, they
appeared to offer rich pickings in my practice as a facilitator and story-teller and I
sought to explore the ways in which these myths might inspire my writing. Was

there a guide or applicable methodological structure that a contemporary playwright
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could draw upon in the creation of new writing inspired by ancient Greek
mythology, just as I had found guides for practitioners using them in applied theatre

settings?

Contemporary audiences are influences by a wide variety of storytelling
mediums including film, video games, and television. The contemporary playwright
takes these forms of influence into account when developing new work, and many of
the storytelling techniques used in these mediums have been assimilated into the
dramaturgical toolbox of the contemporary playwright, including flash backs, voice
over, and the use of multimedia. Equally films use of structure has had an impact on
the way in which audience receives and expects to receive story. Therefore the
centrality of the Hero's Journey Structure and its influence on film was of key
interest to the playwri gﬁt who determines to explore the possible ways in which
mythology can inspire the generation of new work. There is a wide selection of
publications which attempt to guide the artists in their creative practice and offer an
insight into the creative development of new work to the student of the craft. On the
whole, literature relating to the development of new work inspired by mythic
subjects, structures, characters and narratives came from the school of screen writing

and creative writing.

Most significantly in relation to my creative enquiry was Christopher
Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey (1992), which offered a structural tool, along with an
insight into the possible uses of mythic archetypes as a structural primer for the
screenwriter and storyteller who sought to develop work in relation to what Joseph
Campbell had termed the monomyth in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1993
[1949]). Sue Clayton in Mythic Structure in Screenwriting (2007) notes connections
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between screenwriting and mythology through classic and monomythic story
structures, observing that ‘the mythic material itself becomes continually new by
being reused in different contexts alongside other sources’ (p.221), perceiving an
enduring connection between the ancient and the contemporary in screenwriting
prompted by ‘frequent references in screenplay manuals to Aristotle’s Poetics’ (ibid

p.209).

Lisa Goldman (2012) refers to the Hero's Journey in her No Rules guidebook
for playwrights to illustrate her reflection upon our relationship to the principles of
storytelling and relates how elements of the structure can be perceived in a classic
five-act play structure described in her 9th rule (pp.64-5). However, The Writer's
Journey (1992) is mainly focused upon writers who seek to develop screenplays;
with many refefences are to Hollywood blockbusters, which include the Star Wars
trilogy (1977-1983). George Lucas along with the Disney studios had been inspired
by the Hero’s Journey structure, which Christopher Vogler set out from Campbell’s

research and reflections.

In 2011 Vogler followed up his structural pedagogy for screenwriters with
David McKenna (2011) in Memo from the Story Department, Secrets of Structure
and Character. In which he draws connections between Joseph Campbell’s Hero's
Journey structure and Vladimir Propp's Wonder Tale structure set out in The Theory
and History of Folklore (1968 [1946)) and Morphology of the Folktale (2003
[1928]), making direct connections between the structural nature of the formative
narratives of myths, folklore and in turn fairy tales. The nature of these formative
engagements with narrative structures and forms, was explored in depth by
Bettelheim’s 1976 study The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of
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Fairy Tales, which can offer further insights into the foundations of our structural
engagements with and expectations of narrative. Whilst those seeking contemporary
reflections upon the ways in which fairy-tale and mythic motifs and archetypes are,
and can be utilised and re-vised in the contemporary world, alongside reflections on
their antecedence should turn Marina Warner’s insightful and significant body of
work which includes No Go the Bogeyman (2000) and The Beast And The Blonde

(1995).
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Chapter 1:

Classical mythology as a source of inspiration for the

Contemporary practitioner

Lou Miller

Critical debates about the nature of authorship have made it clear that even in

original work we are drawing upon a number of influences, with this in mind
Graham Allen (2011) is keen to observe ‘the intertextual nature of all texts.' (p.206).
However when a playwright turns to mythology as a source of inspiration there is
something more at work than. intertextual acts of bricolage. The impetus to develop
new work in relation to classical mythology has an extensive antecedence in the
western world. In this chapter I reflect upon this antecedence and the impact it has
upon contemporary engagements with myth. In the first section; I provide a
background to the foundation of dramatic engagements with classical mythology in
the west, through a reflection upon the indelible connection between tragedy and
classical mythology, which provides a critical context for this contemporary
engagement. In section two, I illustrate the antecedents of contemporary
engagements with classical mythology, including the impact of the Renaissance. In
section three, I consider the possible tensions between contemporary practice and
creative engagements with classical mythology. In the final section of this chapter I
catalogue a spectrum of possible approaches to classical mythology for

contemporary playwrights.

Section 1: Tragedy and Classical mythology

Simon Goldhill perceives that ‘Greek tragedy is the foundation and origin of
Western Theatre.” (2007, p.222), and in turn tragedy has an indelible connection to
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classical mythology. Greek tragedians Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles used
Greek myths as a source for their tragic dramas. Alan H Sommerstein examines the
way that mythic material was reworked in diverse ways ‘over and over again [with
myth accounting for the basis of] well over 99 percent of all the tragedies that were
written.” (2005, p.163). Greek tragedies were written for yearly competitions to be
performed at the festival of Dionysus with three dramatists each creating a trilogy of
tragic plays to compete for the title of best ‘tragic playwright’. Relatively few of
these tragedies exist in extant form; seven extant plays are attributed to Aeschylus
including the Oresteia, the only fully extant trilogy, seven to Sophocles and nineteen

to Euripides.

Greek tragedy told the stories of great men and women, of hero’s and gods
and in turn developed dramatic techniques which are still discernible in
contemporary drama. Though they often drew upon the same wellspring of mythic
sources tragic narratives unlike the epic poems of Vergil and Homer, that preceded
them, conveyed a myths through mimesis, whereas epics had represented action by
recounting the story by diegesis. Tragedies followed a linear narrative structure
whereas epic narratives had often commcn'ced in medias res. Characters in tragedy
experienced peripeteia, a reversal of fortune which was central to the tragic plot as
the protagonist’s fate changed from good to bad and their stature from high to low.
Tragic heroes could suffer from hubris, an exaggerated self-pride or self-confidence
which often resulted in fatal retribution. This hubris might be the reason for a tragic
hero’s hamartia, a fatal flaw which Christopher Vogler (1992) observes place the
hero ‘at odds with their destiny, their fellow men, or the gods.’(p.92). From Greek

tragedy we also inherit the term nemesis, a force of retribution for these acts of
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harmartia. Before the tragedy ends the protagonist may experience angorisis the
moment of insight when they understand the impact of both their actions, and their

fate, which has led to their tragic end.

Fate was central to tragic plot in ancient Greece as Rowland Wymer (2008)

observes in his essay on the Tragedy and the Future:

In many tragedies, choices made and deeds performed before the start of the
play initiate a chain of consequences whose inexorability can be

conceptualized by both characters and spectators as “fate”. (p.262).

The ancient Greeks believed in a fate which was prescribed by the gods and
from which there was no escape even for heroes. ‘The word most commonly
translated as “fate”, moria, carries with it the implication of the inevitable
retribution.” (Wymer 2008, p.262). Director, Dominic Dromgoole reflects on the role
of the chorus in Greek tragedy, who commented upon the action of the play, and
formed an ‘integral part of the drama.” (2001, p.43) calling judgement upon the
protagonists actions and choices. Karelisa Hartigan (2013) argues that there are ‘two
types of choice in ancient tragedy.’ (p.38). She defines these choices as firstly ‘where
people make deliberate choices and cling to them all costs’ and secondly in a
situation in which ‘a character must choose between two options, either one of which

will lead to disaster.’ (ibid).

The myths status in Greek society allowed the tragedians to work with a
body of narratives, the details of which, the audience had a shared prior knowledge
of. Conflict was as central to ancient tragedy as it is our contemporary emanations of

the form, Eric Bentley observed ‘at the heart of tragedy is a tough dialectical struggle
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in which the victory of either side is credible.’(1991, p.55). Greek tragedy drew its
protagonists and antagonist from a cast of mythic archetypes to embody the agon.
Sommerstein (2005) perceives that to the Ancient Greeks a myth was a starting
point, a framework within which they could develop original responses; ‘exploiting,
renewing’ (p.117), taking an existing story to ‘modify’ (ibid, p.166) for their own
dramatic ends. One of the theatrical conve.ntions the Greeks developed in order to
revision the myths in new ways was the dues ex machina, which allowed innovations

in the retelling of myths.

Tragedy is indelibly connected with ancient Greek rituals and performance
‘the etymology of the word tragedy, comes from the Greek tragos, or goat song,
because goats were often used as sacrificial stand-ins for the yearly sacrifice of the
king.’(Vogler 1992, p.346). Yet the word tragedy is also used to describe real events
in which humanity is faced with horrific suffering and loss. In 2001 millions of
viewers watched live news unfold as the first tower of the World Trade Centre fell
and the second aeroplane headed inexorably towards the remaining tower. It seemed
like a disaster movie, and yet the tragedy was a reality, which would be forever

remembered as 9/11.

In the third millennium we have the ability to vicariously experience tragedy
on a daily basis, both through dramatized acts and via reports of real human tragedy
from across the globe. Wars, tsunamis, earth quakes, forest fires, viruses which
threaten to decimate entire communities are projected on our screens, along with
those more personal tragedies; missing children, fallen soldiers, lives which are
taken from the world too soon. A tragedy is a disaster, an event after which our
experience of the world is changed irrevocably and there has never been a time in
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human history where we have been able to experience these tragedies on such a
scale. Surely we would grow sick of tragedy, turn off our TV’s, switch off our
devises, stop reading newspapers and close our doors on the world tragedies, yet in
most cases we don’t. In fact we often turn to tragic drama in order to understand the

harsher realities of our lives.

Aristotle’s Poetics, the first act of dramatic criticism, central to our
relationship with tragedy in the Western World, propounded the claim for the
cathartic benefits of dramatic tragedy over two thousand years ago. He claimed
tragedies main objective was katharsis, a purification or purging of the spectator
after experiencing pity and terror, induced by the tragic plot. The Poetics focused on
the formal aspects of tragedy which could bring about this katharsis in the audience,
and sets out an ideal for tragedy which continues to exercise an influence on drama
to this day. As Jennifer Wallace (2005) observes in The Cambridge Introduction to
Tragedy ‘nearly all writing on tragedy returns to Aristotle.” (p.117). Yet Aristotle
was a critic not a playwright, and as David Edgar (2009) notes, playwright
Timberlake Wertenbaker is keen to observe that Aristotle’s thesis ‘such as they are-

don’t apply to all or even the majority of the classical Greek plays.’ (p.18).

Aristotle used Sophocles’ Oedipus the King to exemplify his thesis and was
didactic in his approach to the form, declaring that ‘tragedy depends for its effect on
six constituent elements: plot, character, language, thought, the visual, and music.’
(Aristotle 2007, p.10). Of these six elements Aristotle held the visual, the spectacle
with the least regard and the plot the highest; ‘The visual, the way the dramatic event
looks, is important but not essential to artistic meaning.’ (Aristotle 2007, p.11). The

plot, or muthos frames the structure of events and in the case of the Greek tragedies
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this muthos was often inspired by myth. Throughout the centuries Aristotle’s claim
that plot is the most significant aspect of tragedy has been challenged and brought
under scrutiny. Surely plot and character are non-devisable as character is shown by
action and action relies upon an active protagonist. Though not all dramatists, theatre
theorist and academics agree with all of Aristotle’s claims for a tragic theatre, the
Poetics serve as a springboard for debate and enquiry into the nature of theatre both

now and throughout history.

Throughout the centuries tragic philosophers continued to turn to the ancient
Greeks to illustrate their theories, and in-turn influenced and inspired engagements
with the tragic cannon. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) ‘presented |
tragedy as arguably the dramatization of historical forces and their casualties.’
(Wallace 2005, p.121). In Hegel’s view a tragedy occurred when two individuals
with disparate yet equally valid belief systems come into conflict with each other.
Antigone typified his theories with his ‘account of tragedy being an expression of the
conflict between two ethically correct contradictory positions.” (Wallace 2005,

p.174).

Hegel’s theories where followed up by Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy 1866, it is key to our contemporary understanding and interest in tragedy
and classical civilisations in relation to the modern world. When it was published
James L. Porter (2005) observes it ‘gave new life to the modern reception of tragedy.’
(p.68). Questioning three concepts; ‘intuition, appearance and imagination.” (ibid
p.71), at the heart of his discourse on tragedy is the opposition between the Greek
gods, Dionysus and Apollo. Dionysus, the bearer of intoxication, music, ecstasy and

dance, versus Apollonian Calm and restraint is explored. The dionystic impulse
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versus the apollonian control which stops us acting on these impulses is illustrated as
‘pain and bliss are intertwined with Nietzsche’s contradictory view of tragedy.’
(Wallace 2005, p.127). Years later Albert Camus explored the tragedy of despair,

rooted in the absurdity of existence in The Myth of Sisyphus.

In Modern Tragedy Raymond Williams (2006 [1966]) surveyed tragedy
through the ideas of various philosophers, including Aristotle, Hegel and Camus and
through the work of dramatists throughout the twentieth century. Williams selected
key dramatists to explore the different ways in which tragedy has been approached
connecting movements in both drama, philosophy and critical thought to these
developments in form, subject and structure. His reflections on dramatic tragedy
include the following dramatists and categories by which Williams approached and
reflected upon their work; the ‘liberal tragedies’ of Henrik Ibsen and Arthur Miller,
the ‘private tragedies’ of August Strindberg, Eugene O’Neill and Tenessee
Williams, The ‘tragic deadlock and stalemate’ envisioned in the work of Anton
Chekhov, Luigi Pirandello, Eugéne Ionesco and Samuel Beckett, the ‘tragic
resignation and sacrifice’ embodied by the work of T.S.Eliot and finally Bertolt
Brecht’s ‘rejection of tragedy’. Though their dramatic output is diverse, Williams
traced the ways in which tragedy had influenced and inspired their work, including
reflections upon the ways in which Eliot and O’Neill directly revised Greek tragedy,

which is discussed in greater detail in Chapter two.

Williams observed that even when the form was rejected tragedy had an
influence and informed the work of the dramatist, perceiving that dramatists and
audiences were continually drawn to tragic narratives because the experience of
tragedy is so ‘central’ to human existence. Key to our enduring interest and appetite
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for tragedy is the cathartic opportunity it offers the spectator. By witnessing
suffering through tragedy we can find strength, as Simon Shepherd and Mick Wallis
(2004) attest the experience of tragedy can lead to the audience feeling ‘emotionally
purged.’ (p.275). Witnessing dramatic tragedy offers us the opportunity to make
sense of what often seems to be senseless. Dramatic tragedy is often something we
turn to in times of change, times of crisis, times of transformation. Sarah Freeman
(2010) perceives that ‘Western culture employs tragedy to understand itself.’
(p-202). Wallace (2012) concurs that tragedy allows us to observe ‘the most difficult
experiences we face: death, loss, injustice, thwarted passion, despair.” (p.1). So we
continue to return to tragic discourses and indeed the mythic discourses they often
engage with, in order to understand human experience in a postmodern world, 2,500
years after the Greek’s began developing and experimenting with the form. Yet at
first glance the presence of a postmodern tragedy might seem somewhat paradoxical.
Postmodernism questions, challenges and subverts the stability of form, subject and
structure, yet Aristotle’s didactic approach suggests that these aspects should be

fixed. However Sarah Anne Brown (2008) perceives in a postmodern world:

“The persistence of tragedy may be in part ascribed to its capacity to be

adapted and transformed across periods and cultures, indeed to be enriched

by such displacement.’ (p.1)

The postmodern playwright might therefore benefit from the intertextual and
meta-theatrical practice which classical tragedy affords. Katja Krebs (2013) notes the
ways in which classical tragedies can be recycled intertextually ‘in relation with

other postmodern techniques, such as bricolage, remake, adaptation, pastiche,
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palimpsest and so on.” (p.183) which we will see in the following sections of this

chapter.

Section 2 - The antecedents of Contemporary engagements with classical
myths

Over forty years ago Angela Belli (1969) perceived a growing trend in which
playwrights were turning to ancient Greek mythology as the basis of new creations,
a practice which she observed was 'hardly a new one [as] dramatists frequently have
been attracted to the old Greek legends and have put them to various uses' (Belli
1969 p.vii). This practice has an antecedent which dates back to the first dramatic
revisers of ancient Greek mythology, the playwrights of ancient Greece, and then can
be traced to the Roman dramatists, through to theatre of the twenty-first century.
Though Belli's study focused on the first fifty years of the twentieth century, the
practice that inspired her study still has a contemporary currency. Susan Harris-
Smith (1986) collated Twentieth-Century Plays Using Classical Mythic Themes: a
Checklist, exposing the breadth of plays inspired by myths, many of which were
non-dramatically extant. The list is not exhaustive as Harris-Smith (1986) relates in
some cases 'the relationship between the content and the source may be purely
allusive, though thematically important' (Harris-Smith 1986 p.110). A playwright
seeking inspiration in their use of classical myths would be advised to refer to some
of the plays listed to explore the ways in which other dramatist had responded to

mythic inspiration.

Despite the diverse developments of contemporary practice the playwright is
informed by what has passed, building upon what has gone before in order to

develop new forms and experiment with pre-existing ones. The further playwrights
42



K0422045 PhD Lou Miller

engage with and explore the history of their craft the more we are 'alive to the
possibilities of the form' (Waters 2010 p.5). In a world that has changed so
dramatically, the playwright might search for the aspects that resonate across the
centuries, a search which includes classical narratives. Elinor Fuchs (1996) states in
The Death of Character that; ‘[pJostmodernism was inherently backward-looking
and nostalgic.’(p.144), however this nostalgia was not prompted by a desire to
uphold traditions but instead respond to them with ‘subversions of narrative, realism,

centring, and closure’ (ibid).

T. S. Eliot (1923) encouraged artists in his essay ‘Tradition and The
Individual Talent’ that this awareness of the antecedents of our practice should at all
times underpin our contemporary engagements; ‘the poet must develop or procure
the consciousness of the past [and] should continue to develop this consciousness
(p.17). This consciousness though drawing upon tradition, does not preclude
invention in and experimentation for the individual artist as ‘the material of art is
never quite the same' (ibid p.16). Maya Roth (2009) perceives; 're-shaping classical
myths to speak to audiences of one's day.' (p. 42) has been part of dramatic tradition
for centuries. This tradition dates back to the foundations of western Theatre as
Greek tragedians revised the familiar myths to express their new ideas’ (Foster 2012,
p-34). The origins of this practice illustrate how a fusion between tradition and
contemporary context can inspire diverse dramatic responses as Aeschylus,
Euripides, and Sophocles took the myths and revised them in relation to the ideas of
their contemporary world view. This long-held tradition of dramatic engagement

with classical mythology holds benefits and challenges: one of those is the
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audience’s pre-conceived idea of the mythic discourse, yet this equally has its

benefits, as will be discussed in Chapter 2.

Metamorphic Myths

Classical myths relied upon consecutive acts of re-telling and performance to
endure. As Frances Babbage (2011) discerns that myths 'depend for their
continuance on being retold’ (p.22). These subsequent retellings have led to multiple
versions of singular mythic tracts. In order to endure the mythic narrative must
metamorphose, even myths with dramatically extant revisions often have plural
versions. Gilbert Highet (1949) states that according to Jung the ‘universality’ of
myths is the reason why ‘they can be attributed to no one author, and can be
rewritten again and again’ (p.254) developing therefore a work which is ‘truly
“collective™. (ibid). In this way myth develops and evolves, filtered through the
context and contemporaneous position with each re-telling, made up originally from
Greek and Roman myths which ‘are essentially sfories’ [...] anonymous narratives
that were transmitted from one person to another and from one generation to the
next’ (Hansen, F. 2004 p.2). Every generation that réceives, interprets and re-tells a

myth adds a new layer of meaning.

Hansen goes on to reflect that classical myths ‘are mostly oral stories' (ibid
p-2). Therefore the myths are inherently intended for performance and to be heard
and seen. Therefore even in a non-dramatically extant state the myths are
conceivably an inherently dramatic medium in their original state. The closest one
gets to an original response to the myth might be the initial acts of re-telling; a

dramatic revision, or a poetic response from Virgil or Homer, or indeed the later
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Roman poets Ovid and Catullus. Each generation finds a different way to respond to
the myths and make them their own and thus a singular myth can provide a
practitioner with over two millennia of responses, offering a rich resource a

playwright might draw upon in their own creative response.

Renaissance revisions

The Renaissance is a key age in the history of western engagement with
classical mythology as '[m]any manuscripts of forgotten Latin books and lost Latin
authors were discovered' (Highet 1949, p.15) which opened 'a vast storehouse of new
material to western European writers in the form of classical history and mythology'
(ibid p.20). It created an adaptive bridge between the myths origins and the
Renaissance artists who sought inspiration from the classical age, and the practice of
revision was considered as 'a creative, dynamic exercise' (Glenn et al. p.156), re-
visioning them freely and writing in response, rather than reverence, to the pre-
existing sources of mythology both in its dramatically and non-dramatically extant
forms. As Paul Cobley observes the Renaissance marks a point in time when ‘the
narratives of Ancient Greece [were] incorporated into a ‘Western tradition’. (2013,

p.37) which would continue to inspire artists for centuries to come.

Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) responded to Virgil’s epic Latin poem, the
Aeneid with The Tragedy of Dido Queen of Carthage (1586). Our relationship with
the Dido myth in the west is explored in detail by Michael Burden in A Woman
Scorn’d (1998), which reflects upon the way that Marlowe reignited our interest in
the Greek Queen, an interest which continues to inspire dramatists such as director
Katie Mitchell who with her company and the ENO developed a postmodern

approach to the myth and it’s countless revisions in After Dido (2009). Marlowe’s
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contemporary, Shakespeare drew from a multitude of sources not only mythic ones.

As Linda Hutcheon observes (in MacArthur et al. 2009) ‘only one of Shakespeare's

plays is not an adaptation’ (p.1).

He drew inspiration like '[m]any renaissance playwrights [...] from the plays
of ancient Greece and Rome' (Zarrilli et al. p.551), drawing as he did upon 'Ovidian
echoes of the Golden Age' (Warner 2002, p.64), along with his awareness of his own
time. His long poem Venus and Adonis (1592-93) was a direct revision of the
metamorphic myth and clear references to classical mythology occur in Pericles,
Prince of Tyre (1607-8) and Troilus and Cressida (1602) along with more playful
ones in A Midsummer Night's Dream (1590-6) among many other mythic references
in Shakespeare's canon. Ted Hughes’s The Goddess of Complete Being (1992)
reflects upon the influence of classical mythology upon Shakespeare suggesting all
artists could draw upon the wealth of offered by the ‘myth-kitty' (p.41). He went on
to create his own version of selected myths’ metamorphosis in 1997 in 'Tales from
Ovid, which brought Metamorphosis to a huge new readership and Ovid himself
fresh fame.' (Warner 2002, p.211) and inspired a dramatic adaptation Tales from
Ovid (2000) by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Young Vic. Hughes’s
dedicated the last year of his life to completing translations of The Oresteia (1998)

and Phedre (1998) and Alcestis (1998).

In Among Barbarians; Ovid, the Classics and the Creative Writer, May
McCrory (2010) reflects upon contemporary creative engagements with Ovid's
Metamorphic tales which are 'laden with material [...] with a sense of deja-vu'
(p.195) for the contemporary writer, which in McCrory's view has given 'rise to
magic realism and surrealism as favourite approaches [which holds a] neo classical
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imprint.’ (ibid p.196). With this is in mind Aleks Sierz claim that in the new
millennium ‘evidence suggests that the ‘in-yer-face’ sensibility is giving way to a
more magic realist aesthetic.” (Sierz 2012, p.47) it is clear that contemporary
playwrights seeking to further develop the form might turn to classical mythology

for inspiration.

Section 3 - Contemporary Playwriting

Contemporary playwriting in Britain cannot be simply defined. It is eclectic,
often engaging in multidisciplinary practice and intertextual referencing, whilst
being self-reflective and meta-theatrical. Made up of both solo and collective acts of
authorship, and often multidisciplinary as it draws upon the language of music,
dance and circus along with others to tell its stories. It is as diverse in its forms as it
is in the subjects it chooses to embrace. Aleks Sierz (2012) defines the ‘New
Writing’ scene by the ‘provocative nature of its content or its experimentation with
theatrical form [along with a] contemporary flavour of [the playwright’s] language
and themes.’ (p.54). Examples of New Writing range from the verbatim theatre of
Alexy Blythe’s London Road (2011), to the expressionistic and surreal plays
including Ed Harris’s Mongrel Island (2011), Anthony Nielson’s The Wonderful
World of Dissasocia (2004) and Phillip Ridley’s Mercury Fur (2005), from the epic
scale of recent plays including Mike Bartlett’s /3 (2011) and David Eldridge’s
Market Boy (2006), to the state of the nation plays; Jez Butterworth’s Jerusalem
(2010) and Richard Bean’s Great Britain (2014), to the poetic drama of debbie
tucker green’s plays including Stoning Mary (2005), Random (2010) and Nut (2013)

through to a continuing investment in contemporary adaptations including Duncan
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Macmillan’s 1984 (2013) which posits meditations on contemporary existence just
as clearly as his non-adaptive work which includes Lungs (2011). Needless to say
‘new writing’ is not confined to new and young writers, Not exclusively confined to
young and 'newly arriving playwrights' (Sirez 2012, p.54), though often applied to

their work.

Theses playwrights and many more have carved out new responses to the
contemporary world and in turn challenged what theatre can be. Alongside these
practitioners are the playwrights engaged with forging contemporary responses to
classical texts and adaptations of books, film and myths. The spectrum of possible
approaches to playmaking is divergent in a theatre where 'transgressions of the
traditional boundaries [...] amount to a search of alternative ways of looking at
twenty-first century life.' (Middeke et al. 2011, p.28). Rapid technological
developments at the end of the twentieth, and beginning of the twenty-first century
have prompted a reassessment of what theatre might be. Personalised technology,
the dawn of the internet, C.G.I movies, immersive video games and virtual reality
have had a major impact on the way a contemporary audience accesses stories,
tantamount to the dawn of the cinematic age. Contemporary theatre has responded
to the challenge these storytelling forms bring, developing and devising new ways to
respond to our changing world, whilst reflecting the dramatic changes in our lived

existence.

In their conclusion to Making Contemporary Theatre, a book which reflects
and records the creative practice and process of a number of contemporary theatre
practitioners, Jen Harvie and Andy Lavender (2012) suggest that ‘theatre-making in
the first decade of the twenty-first century is plural, contingent, influenced by many
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sources and open to all sorts of influences and experiment’ (p.243). Classical
mythology is one of the many sources a contemporary playwright can draw upon in
the creation of a new play. The plurality of contemporary theatre is echoed in the
spectrum of possible approaches to classical mythic sources for the playwright.
Claims of myth’s universality can be challenged or upheld; structural experiments
can draw upon the mythic structures and the key mythic events, actions and
engagements, ‘mythemes’ as Claude Levi-Strauss entitled them (1963, p.221)
which have been perceived to reoccur in myths by structural anthropologists. Myths
themselves, rather than the written discourses they inspire, are equally ‘plural' and
‘contingent'. Haviﬁg no singular original authorial records they are often unpinned
and in flux. Myths have been re-awakened and re-told across the centuries and as
Wendy Doniger in her introduction to Strauss’s Myth and Meaning 'like all things in
constant use, break and are fixed again, become lost and are found, and the one who
finds them fixes them, the handyman who recycles them' (1979, p.ix-viii). This
handyman often takes the guise of the artist but equally myths are subject to acts of

cultural ﬁxiﬁg.

On first inspection a creative engagement between the classical and the
contemporary, might seem paradoxical. There is an inherent tension between the old
and the new, between a theatre that continues to push forward as a form, and the
classical tales of ancient civilisations. However, many contemporary playwrights and
practitioners are drawn to classical mythic sources. How can this tension inspire new
writing? What challenges and rewards might greet the contemporary playwright
engaged in this practice? Steven Berkoff (1992) reflects upon the antecedence of his

own adaptive engagements to myths and other classical stories, and in turn other
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practitioners, as part of the playwrights’ role. There is a sense that it is the
playwright’s role to ‘carry’ the stories forward, to be ‘responsible for the baton until
one must pass it on.” (p.10). Concluding that all playwright have within them a

narrative store:

We are all carriers of traditions and, like an exercise, we change the
information given to us in turn by adding our own input.’ (Berkoff 1992,

p-10)

Re-telling stories through the filters of our own time is a central aspect of the
dramatic tradition yet why choose mythology when there are so many other
narratives to draw upon? As Simon Malpas (2004) observes postmodern practice
includes approaches which lead to ‘fracturing, fragmentation, indeterminacy and
plurality.” (p.5) often drawing upon a variety of sources to develop ‘work that is
challenging in terms of both form and content.’(ibid. p.30). There is a juxtaposition
between classical mythology and the postmodern and therefore post-structural
undercurrent of contemporary theatre. It seems at first puzzling that the postmodern
condition does not preclude engagement with the ‘grand narratives’ of classical

mythology.

Sarah Anne Brown (2008) perceives that there are ‘two main reasons’ for the
clash between tragedy and postmodernism, and in turn a clash between the way we
perceive classical mythology in the West due to its interrelation with Greek tragedy.
Postmodernisms questioning of the ‘stability’ of the subject and Aristotle’s call for
‘coherence’ thréugh the unities. However theses postmodern engagements often
approach classical myths very differently than those who seek a faithful engagement
with the mythic discourse. By breaking ‘the rules of both form and content’ (Malpas

2004, p.30) they challenge, critique and continue to develop new ways of relating to
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their subject and ultimately their audience as mythic discourses are re-told in diverse
ways. In Beyond Adaptation Phyllis Frus and Christy Williams (2010) uphold this
view and observe that postmodern practitioners often to the classics in order to
‘deconstructs master texts using techniques such as intertextuality and parody.’
(p.191) and in turn challenge the foundations of both classic and contemporary

ideologies.

Section 4 - A spectrum of possible approaches

Miriam Chirico observes that throughout the decades there have been
'divergent means of handling mythic material.' (Chirico 2012, p.31). And as has been
observed in the literature review, there is no singular methodological approach to
classical myths for the contemporary playwright. Here with a relation to adaptation
and narrative theory, I reflect upon three approaches which appear particularly
conducive to the diverse demands of contemporary practice in a spectrum of possible
approaches; collage and bricolage, revision, and creative ‘theft’ and spontaneity.
Approaches to mythic sources ranges from the faithful to the playful, from acts of
homage to bricolage. In this section I seek to focus upon the more playful
approaches to mythic engagement through mythic collage, re-visioning the
playwright as ‘thieving machine’ and finally the spontaneous subconscious drive. It
is of note that none of these approaches to creative engagement with myth need
operate in a vacuum, and neither are they as set out here by myself or the theorists
and artists who have explored them as a method by which a myth can be
dramaturgically developed. They do however offer some sign-posts along the road of
mythic contemporary engagements with myths and other distant sources. Before a

playwright engages with a mythic narrative a process of interpretation often takes
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place. The treatment of the source myth depends upon many factors, including the
artistic intentions of the playwright, current theatrical zeitgeists, and, perhaps of
greatest significance in the initial stages of engagement, the playwright’s

interpretation of the mythic source.

Abbott Porter (2008) sates that ‘Interpretation is a fine art involving many
considerations.” (p90) and observes that there are three different approaches to
interpreting a narrative: ‘intentional’, an approach which seeks to interpret the myth
viaits authorship; ‘symptomatic’, an interpretation which takes into account the
original context of the source, and ‘adaptive’, where the source is interpreted through
the playwright’s relationship to the mythic source and their intention to develop in
response to it. In adaptive interpretations, the interpreter is ‘no longer supporting [...]
but creating a reading’ (ibid p.101), whereas intentional and symptomatic
interpretations ‘are oriented toward a meaning that is presumed to lie behind the
narrative’ (ibid p.99). An adaptive interpretation therefore might take into account
both intentional and symptomatic interpretations as they explore the historic
antecedents of the classical myth, but their main focus is to create a response to
what the mythic source might offer, and offer this in turn to their audience. The
faithful homage response might lead to a contemporary or cultural translation which
seeks to serve the myth’s discourse as faithfully as possible. On the other extreme is
a playful act of bricolage that draws upon classical myth as part of a wider body of
inspiration, which does not specifically seek to serve the mythic discourse, but
instead to use the myth to serve the creative and artistic purposes of the playwright
or practitioner in the creation of a new body of work. This would result in a synergy

between tradition and innovation, in which the connection between classical texts
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and practices are developed in relation to contemporary dramaturgy and cultural

contexts.

Myth and the Contemporary Collage

Roland Barthes reflected in Image Music Text (1979) the ways in which
etymologically 'text is a tissue, a woven fabric' (p.177). Therefore playwrights
collect aspects of experience and influence and weave them into the fabric of every
new creation as ‘all texts [...] are made out of other texts.” (Porter Abbott 2008,
p.94).Whether playwrights intentionally engage with a pre-existing source or it seeps
into our dreams, woven into our imagination, waiting to be written out upon the
page, undoubtedly the unconscious makes connections, as Simon Malpas (2005)
observes it has “a significant influence on the desires, motivations and interactions
that shape the course of our everyday existence.’ (p.66). Emma Rice (2005) of
Kneehigh Theatre Company states ‘Stories have an ability to present themselves as if
from nowhere. But they never are from nowhere.’ (p.11). Playwrights draw the
found texts they have gathered over their lifetimes into a loom of sometimes subtle,

sometimes complex relationships with the story they are drawn to tell.

Intertextuality makes clear the way in which texts are made up of many other
texts and as Mireia Aragay (2005) suggests when we seek to understand the ways in
which new work is developed in relation to pre-existing sources; ‘intertextuality
explains much better than adaption the complex interplay of sources and the different
kind of relationships involved.’ (p.239). Mythic material can form part of this
contemporary collage of influences and can be threaded and woven into a new

dramatic forms but the myth need not be central to this creative collage of inspiration
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and ideas. For those who intentionally seek a dramatic engagement with myths,
however, the mythic discourse itself can provide a central focus for this collage,
acting as a knot which draws the imaginative threads together, shaping the tapestry
of ideas to reflect what resonates from the myth for the artist. It is significant to note
that this tapestry can be formed via ‘a dialogue with prior texts, consciously or

unconsciously. ¢ (Frus and Williams 2010, p.10).

Myths about the nature of love, death, home, family and the monsters that
haunt our dreams can be drawn, amongst others, into creative and cultural re-
appropriations, a prbcess discussed by Roland Barthes in Mythologies (2009 [1957])
and later by Marina Warner in her 1994 Reith Lectures, Managing Monsters; Six
Mpyths of Our Time. Barthes sees narratives as ‘a prodigious variety of genres,
themselves distributed amongst different substances — as though any material were
fit to receive man’s stories.' (Barthes 1977, p.78). Classical myth is received as part
of our contemporary culture; it continually evolves with each re-telling. We
understand that, though the context has changed, the core of these mythic apparitions
continues in different guises and contexts metamorphosing across the ages. Warner,
writer, academic and mythographer, has written extensively about the power and
nature of narratives from fairy tales and folklore to ancient and contemporary myths.
She observes the ways in which myths endure, but also reflects that they are truly
ephemeral in their nature and rely upon retellings to survive by ‘cultural repetition-

transmission through a variety of pathways.” (Warner 1994 p.xiv)

Levi-Strauss's approach to mythology as a cultural anthropologist was to
draw comparisons between different mythic tales advocating ‘a strategy which
involves looking further than the surface of a myth to identify homologies of
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structure among seemingly different narratives.' (Cobley 2013, p.32). This strategy
included the search for ‘mythemes’, structural building blocks which he claimed
recurred across mythic narratives from diverse cultures. In Myth and Meaning (1977)
he went on to observe the ways in which a collage of inspirations and influences are
drawn into each new creative work, a collage which includes the mythemes of
classical mythology which endure, as aspects of the myths are drawn into new
artistic creations which Miriam Chirico perceives can be utilised by dramatists and
story tellers as ‘transferable units of storytelling’ (2012, p.18). Classical sources can
sometimes be subject to acts of ‘plundering’ and ‘'radical reshaping' (Glenn 2012,
p-11), and contemporary playwrights and practitioners alike can seek to creatively

respond to source material like Levi-Strauss's (1979) 'rag-and-bones man' (p.viii).

This way of expressing the artist's imagination and internal process of
gathering creative inspiration might well be applied to the re-telling of any pre-
existing source, and suggests that myths and mythemes are one of many rags or
bones the artist draws into their net. Even if a myth forms the central core of the
work, many other influences and inspirations will be drawn in to the conscious and
unconscious workings of the artist’s mind. Therefore, myths form only an aspect of
this contemporary bricolage. The mythic source can provide a continuous point of
structural reference to which contemporary allusions are connected: it may be a
foundation from which a whole new narrative emerges, drawing out from the threads
of the source to take its own form, with the playwright seeking to challenge and

deconstruct the mythic offerings until it bears little resemblance to its original form.

Re-visioning: Mythology Revised
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Re-visioning is a practice which engages the source in a creative act of
conversation, in which the mythic discourse is challenged and exposed and is
rewritten in relation to its contemporary context. This process is often engaged with
by playwrights and practitioners who seek to expose cultural biases of the original
source, which may be in the form of gender, race or indeed what might be
considered a negative ideological view which is held in the crucible of the mythic
discourse. Miriam Chirico (2012) defines mythic re-visioning as ' the act of
creatively re-writing a myth in order to move closer to the myth's essential meaning.'
(p.16). This approach has been frequently enlisted by feminist practitioners who seek
to challenge the patriarchal dominancy of the classical canon by offering the mythic
discourse from a female perspective or by highlighting the patriarchal dominance of
the society which produced and enshrined the discourses. Feminist revisions of
Greek tragedies remind us that for centuries tragedy has been a male dominated
genre, as Victoria Wohl observes, feminist have posed searing questions for the

treatment and indeed representation of the female subject in classical tragedy:

Feminist scholars of tragedy both classical and post-classical, have
questioned the universality of tragedy’s humanism, asking what bearings its

insight into the nature of “man” have upon “woman”. (2005, p.145).

Poet Adrienne Rich (1972) offers a way of thinking about feminist retellings
of myths and classic texts, that of re-visioning which she describes as ‘the act of
looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction’ (p.18). Re-visions take creative liberties with the sources they seek to re-

tell.
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Undoubtedly the patriarchal dominance of the classical canon has fuelled the
desire to explore classical myths from a female perspective; as Rich (1972) states
'[w]e all know that there is another story to tell.' (p.26). Of course gender forms only
part of the playwright’s creative context, and therefore the way they interpret mythic
tales. Over forty years later Chirico (2012) offered a new way of thinking about re-
visioning as 'the act of creatively re-writing a myth in order to bring it close to the
myth’s essential meaning.' (p.16). This meaning is in the re-visioner’s hands and
therefore the essential meaning can be contextualised by the artist’s own response to
the mythic material. Re-visions therefore can be culturally, politically, socially and
artistically rendered in response to what the myth offers. The old is woven into the
new in a creative act which might subvert, challenge or change the form in which it
is told, thus making it a unique and original work of art in its own right and in

relation to the source of initial inspiration.

Classical myth and the contemporary ‘thieving machine’

In I Like to Take a Greek Play, playwright Charles Mee (2007) reveals the
deconstructive approach he takes to classical myth as a source of inspiration for new
work; ‘I like to take a Greek play, smash it to ruins, and then, atop the ruins, write a
new play.” (Mee 2007, p.361). In the creation of a new work he states that he feels
‘no need to be faithful’ (ibid) to the source and that his impulse is drawn towards
‘pillage’ (ibid). He admits that this may be viewed as a form of ‘theft’ and observes
that this act is now more commonly called, ‘appropriation’, whilst preferring the
term ‘sampling’ (ibid, p.363) for his own purposes. This is by no means a new
approach to the development of new work responding to an ‘original’ source, eighty

years prior to Mee’s declarations T.S.Eliot (1923) claimed '[t]he poet's mind is in
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fact a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, and images'
(p.19). Eliot affirmed that the way artists utilise these numberless sources of
inspiration in the development of new work is what makes their expression unique,
and the product of an original and contemporary voice. Though the writer might
draw from a classical source, the result need not be a copy, or indeed an echo, but a
creation which builds upon diverse forms of inspiration. As Karelisa Hartigan (2012)
in Greek Tragedy Transformed reflects in the case of Charles Mee, and other

playwrights who approach original sources in this way, the act of ‘theft’ can offer

‘radical reconsiderations of found texts’ (p.40)

The contemporary practitioner, Tim Etchells (1999) of Forced Entertainment,
calls himself in Certain Fragments a ‘thieving machine' (p.101). He recollects the
means by which he and the company draw upon their lived experience to gather
material for the company’s productions which actualise 'collage as a form' (ibid.
p.98). Mythic strands can be prominently threaded into a creative collage, but not all
playwrights and practitioners seek to openly expose the roots. Many draw upon a
collage of inspiration, often at a subterranean level. Though the seams between
diverse sources might not be so easy to perceive, this composition is active in all
creative endeavours. Tradition merges with innovation, and the classical coalesces
with the contemporary as they are interpreted through individual artistic filters.
Together they gather in the creative imagination to form the fabric of the
practitioner’s context. Whether sought consciously or driven by a unconscious urge
in the western world it is likely that classical myth will form part of the collage of

artistic inspiration in the development of new work.
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Polymorphic and unfixed, there is a synergy between the open quality of a
myth and the pluralistic possibilities a contemporary theatre might offer us. Myths
are at heart ephemeral: with no singular extant version of the original oral myth,
except the fragmented relics of classical civilisation, it is almost impossible to
respond with a truly faithful homage, not even if the playwright were to return to the
Greek tragedians for the closest classical revision of the myth. A playwright might
spend years researching the historical antecedents of the myth and its origins, but
equally in the twenty-first century a playwright might choose to playfully respond to
what the myth means to them in their contemporary context. As Potter Abbott (2008)
reflects ‘good’ adapters need not repeat, or indeed recreate; instead they often “are
raiders; they don’t copy, they steal what they want and leave the rest.” (p.105). In the
hands of a contemporary playwright classical myths can be interpreted,
deconstructed and re-created to reflect contemporary concerns. Indeed the act of
interpretation which is at the heart of an engagement with pre-existing sources
becomes a creative act in its own right as “at a certain point [...] what we call
interpretation is looking more and more like what we call creation.’ (ibid p.101). So
where is the line drawn between interpretation and creation, and when does the play

stop being an adaptation of a pre-existing source and become a new creation?

A wealth of examples of dramatist re-telling myths, ranging from faithful
translations through to playful engagements. With so many stories to draw upon why
do playwrights decide to retell mythic stories in new ways? Potter Abbott (2008)
claims that myths form part of the artist’s and audience’s ‘narrative consciousness’

| (p.6) which in turn forms ‘Narrative templates in our mind.’(ibid p.7). The

playwright can respond to this shared awareness, and seek to extend, subvert or
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uphold this culturally conditioned templates through a variety of approaches from
translation, adaptation, appropriation, revision, deconstruction and bricolage. There
are as many different reasons why a playwright seeks to re-tell a myth as there are
different means in which these myths can be re-told. Equally Peter Brook observed
that adaptations are often temporal and do not always have the power of the original
discourse to transcend the era in which they were created. Therefore he calls upon

dramatists and practitioners to:

[R]eassess existing adaptations regularly - they are always coloured by the /
time in which they were written, just like productions, which are never there

to stay.' (Brook 1968 p.156-7)

Therefore this approach might not be seen as an act of theft but instead a
renewal of the myth for a contemporary age as the discourse is ‘recycled’ for a new
age via ‘postmodern techniques, such as bricolage, remake, adaptation, pastiche,

palimpsest and so on.” (Krebs 2013, p.183).

Subconscious and spontaneous connections to classical mythology

Hutcheon (2006) detects that a playwright has their 'own personal reasons’
(p.92) for three choices they make when creating work in relation to pre-existing
sources. First, the conscious decision to respond to a pre-existing narrative;
secondly, the selection of the narrative to be re-told; thirdly, the form this re-telling
will take. Joseph Campbell (1993 [1949]) claims that myths are products of the
‘spontaneous operations of the psyche’ (p.15). The connections Freud, Jung and
Campbell drew between classical mythology and the unconscious might offer insight

into the appeal of classical mythology for the contemporary playwright. As Anthony
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Neilson reflects ‘The story is the route by which your subconscious finds expression

in the real world.” (1998 p.ix).

The contingent nature of contemporary theatre offers a principle of practice
that is based on chance or serendipity and offers random and often unpredictable
responses to the practice of playmaking. The unconscious connections to classical
mythology can be unforeseen, are often hidden and intuitive, acting on a subliminal
and, therefore, not consciously seen level. Since not all of these choices are taken
consciously, as Rice (2005) says, in responding to pre-existing narratives, often the
‘subconscious stakes its claim.’(p.11). We can engage with these subconscious tracts
through the use of automatic and stream of consciousness writing which I will
discuss in Chapter 4. This is a key approach for playwrights who seek to build upon
their personal connections to the myths, yet do we draw upon these mythemes at a
subconscious level even when we do not seek an intrinsic engagement with mythic

narratives?

If we accept that classical myths do form a part of our subconscious narrative
currency in the west, and thus form an integral aspect of our creative inspiration,
then why should we not draw upon the myths intentionally and explore the ways in
which they can inspire creative practice? Our unconscious has been informed and
influenced by many paratextual responses to myth through the multi-various re-
enactments, in different forms and genres of its narrative; in the field of art, music,
playwriting, dance and of course the relics which the ancient civilisations left behind.
These re-tellings provide vast resources of inspiration for multidisciplinary theatre

practice. A collage of responses might be gathered as the practitioner begins to
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engage with the myth, both conscious and unconscious as these re-tellings can

inform a multitude of diverse creative responses.

In conclusion, the history of mythic engagement has informed, influenced
and inspired contemporary playwrights and practitioners. The process of re-
imagining and re-making seems to offer a wealth of possibility for dramaturgical
approaches, a map of pluralistic signposting which can be drawn upon in the
contemporary age. There are strong proponents for the use of classical sources in
contemporary practice, from the classical through to postmodern practitioners. The
singular element that changes is the nature of this engagement, from the faithful to
the playful, from homage to collage. The source might be altered, shifted or
modified, offering a reworking or variation on the narrative, characters, theme or
resonance. Throughout the centuries playwrights have explored 'divergent means of
handling mythic material.' (Chirico 2012, p.31). The creative engagement may entail
adjustments and modifications which allow a conversion from one form to another,
from one setting to the next. No matter what form it takes and how greatly or subtly
the source changes, a transformation takes place. The following chapter illustrates
some of these approaches discussed through the work of several playwrights and
practitioners offering examples of the above approaches along with other possible

modes of adaptive engagements.
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Chapter 2_- The Dramatic Precedents for engagements
with Classical Myths; selected examples of playful mythic
re-visioning and re-making in the Modern and
Postmodern Theatre

Introduction

In order to illustrate the diverse ways in which classical mythology can yield
and metamorphose in the hands of contemporary practitioners this chapter presents
examples of plays that seek to dramatically respond to classical mythology. The
plays range from the last hundred years and have all been staged on contemporary
British stages. The plays are grouped together in four sections which exemplify a
number of approaches that can be taken by a playwright or practitioner seeking to
engage with classical mythology. Miriam Chirico suggests approaches by which
mythic revisions can be examined as 'thematic, comparative, or structuralists’
(Chirico 2012, p.17). And for each play I reflect upon the ways in which the myth has
been appropriated thematically, how it compares to the original source and what
aspects it draws from earlier versions of the myth. In so doing, I will also explore
possible reasons why the writer was drawn to the myth, and any impact the source of

inspiration had on its critical reception. As Linda Hutcheon observes:

Clearly adaptation is driven by passion-personal, political, or (most often)

both. This is why adaptation can be a critical act. (in MacArthur et al. 2009,
p.Xii).

The plays offer examples of psychological, political, post-colonial, feminist

and postmodern critiques of classical mythic structures and sources and I endeavour
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to explore the ways in which these critical acts, have affected the re-visioning of
these myths. Though there is a wealth of examples of devised work developed in
response to ancient Greek mythology, the study is focused on the whole upon

playwriting, though it is of significant to note that The Island and A Mouthful of

Birds were products of a collaborative process.

In Section 1 I explore two adaptations of the myth of the Oresteia; T. S.
Eliot's The Family Reunion (1939) and Eugene O'Neill's Mourning Becomes Electra
(1931) revisions influenced and inspired by psychoanalytical theories, in their
engagement with the mythic discourse. Drawing then on acculturated responses to
the subject of fate and the supernatural in poetic and political appropriations of
Oedipus, Rita Dove’s The Darker Face Of The Earth and Steven Berkoff's Greek
(1980), the section will conclude with a reflection on the creation of Electra (2006)
by the Polish Company Gardzienice which explores an approach to mythology that
attempts to return to the pre-literate sources of the myth before it was fixed by Greek
tragedians. Section 2 relates the ways in which a singular mythic character can
inspire the playwright and offer a direct connection to a mythic discourse, taking into
account the impact of post-colonial and feminist revisions of classical mythology,
through the myth of Antigone and the appropriations her myth has inspired.
Focusing upon Jean Anouilh's Antigone (1944), Athol Fugard's The Island (1973)
and Moria Buffini's Welcome to Thebes (2010), though there are other influential

responses to the myth, including Bertolt Brecht's (1948) and Seamus Heaney's Burial

at Thebes (2004).

Amelia Howe Kritzer (2008) observes that in the plays of Martin Crimp and
Sarah Kane 'postmodernist thought is deliberately explored' (2008, pp.21-2). In
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Section 3 the impact of this thought on approaches to mythic re-appropriation is
explored through reflections upon Sarah Kane's Phaedra's Love (2001 [1996]) and
Martin Crimp's Cruel and Tender (2004) with relation to postmodern practice.
Section 4 discusses three plays that were created in response to non-dramatically
extant myths, Timberlake Wertenbaker's The Love of a Nightingale (1996), Caryl
Churchill's co-creation with David Lan and Ian Spink; A Mouthful of Birds (1986),

and Joanna Laurens's The Three Birds (2000) and Poor Beck (2004).

Section 1 — Greek myth is complex; revising the Oresteia and Qedipus

Eric Bentley claimed that ‘The point of any myth is to provide a known element as a
starting point and preserve us from the vacuum of absolute novelty’ (Bentley 1987
p33). If this is an artist's intention then how do they seek to ensure that there is a
known point of reference for the audience? T.S. Eliot argued that 'No poet, no artist
of any art, has his complete meaning alone' (Eliot 1923, p.15). The work of Eliot and
O’Neill illustrates the ways in which psychoanalysis deepened the meanings of myth

for both society and its artists as Karen Armstrong relates:

When Freud and Jung began to chart the modern quest for the soul, they
instinctively turned to classical mythology to explain their insights, and
gave the old myths a new interpretation. (2005, p.9)

From their reflections on myth and clinical experience, Freud and Jung
developed the Oedipus and Electra Complexes offering the dualistic meaning of both
myth and modern psychology for artists seeking to adapt the myths. Modern
psychology has offered a connection to myth which still endures in the contemporary
consciousness of our age. It is certain that Freudian and Jungian theories have had an
impact on the way we view ancient Greek mythology, and the tragic discourses they

inspired. No matter how you receive this approach to human psychology, the myths
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have been indelibly linked to our contemporary awareness of the human condition,
and have made these mythic characters household names, though we cannot ensure

an audience knows the mythic narratives which inspired them.

I now reflect upon a selection of plays which actively sought to revision the
mythic tragedies of Oedipus and Electra, and in so doing benefited from the cultural
currency of the myths in modern imaginations. The notion of fate is transposed to the
nature of humanity and the impact of social conditioning on the human psyche.
Almost certainly the concept of humankind fated to follow a path of self-destruction

is the central drive of our contemporary fascination with Oedipus and Electra.

The Oresteia - Ancient Greek tragic trilogy

Aeschylus is the first recorded playwright for whom we hold complete
dramatically extant versions of his work. Aeschylus' trilogy of plays, the Oresteia
written in 458 BC, formed by the tragedies Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and
The Eumenides. Being a sole surviving example of a dramatically extant trilogy, a
playwright seeking a model for the creation and development of classical mythology
for the stage, would be advised to turn to this dramatically extant trilogy for
inspiration. In The Secret Life of Plays (2010) Steve Waters proposes the trilogy is a
'prototype’ for the 'three-act structure, each of its three plays equivalents to one act’
(2010 p37). For Waters, Agamemnon is a 'thesis', The Libation Bearers an 'antithesis'
and The Eumenides the 'synthesis' (Waters 2010 p36). In the 1930s Aeschylus’
Oresteia Trilogy was re-appropriated by Eugene O'Neill in Mourning Becomes
Electra and T. S. Eliot in The Family Reunion. Eliot and O'Neill were exploring

approaches to contemporary appropriation of classical myths, and in the process of
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experimenting with the ancient narratives hoped to develop a new style of theatre

which could dramatically reflect their changing societies on stage.

O'Neill's society was America at the heart of the Depression and Eliot's an
England struggling to recover from the impact of The Great Depression. The
playwrights had both explored Greek tragic form in their work before developing
their own responses to the Oresteia. T. S. Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral (1935) had
employed the tragic genre and style, and Desire under the Elms (1925) has been
critically considered O'Neill's ‘first “Greek” tragedy’ (Berlin 1982, p.71). Jennifer
Wallace (2005) notes that O'Neill was experimenting with mythic sources to develop
new ways of dramatically representing America. American drama had previously
drawn upon the dramatic and literary canons of the many cultures that peopled its
states. Driven by a desire to create [...] a new dramatic language which probed
American dilemmas with equal profundity and power to those classically explored in
the past' (p.75). O’Neill’s work with mythic sources was founded on an
understanding of myth’s connection with modern psychology and a desire, inspired
by current thought on the nature of mythology, to express it through a new dramatic

form for his contemporary stage.

Raymond Williams (2006) perceived that in Mourning Becomes Electra
O’Neill had intentionally ‘substituted psychology for the Greek action.' (p.146).
Nonetheless, as Zarrilli et al. (2006) observe, the inspirations for Mourning Becomes

Electra and undoubtedly O'Neill's other plays were diverse:

[M]any factors may have influenced [O’Neill]. Greek mythology, the work of
Nietzsche, and O’Neill’s family history as well as psychoanalysis [...]

(p.383).
67



K0422045 PhD Lou Miller

Williams (2006) supports this, reflecting that 'O'Neill identified the family as
a destructive entity.' (p.144). Whilst exploring dramatic possibilities, O'Neill drew on
the trilogy's structure to create three interconnected plays: The Homecoming, The
Hunted and The Haunting, each responding to one of the Oresteia's tragedies. The
plays are often produced as a complete production, either over consecutive nights or
in its entirety, as in the 2003 production at the National Theatre. The plays
transposed the mythic narrative from the end of the Trojan War to the aftermath of
the American Civil War, ‘The three plays [taking] place in either spring or summer
of the years 1865-1866° (O°’Neill 1931 p10). Thus O'Neill sought to connect key
moments in American history and Greek tragedy by creating a historic transposition
which embodied the Civil War. The Greek House of Atreus was transposed to the
American house of the Mannons, the surrounding community acting as their chorus,
passing comment on the fate and fortunes of the family, offering historical
exposition, and drawing connections with the source narrative and hinting at the fate

to come,

Stylistically O'Neill experimented with the Greek tragic dramatic convention
of masks, but found they jarred with the psychological realism he sought to inject in
his re-vision, as is illustrated by his Memorandum on Masks (1932) in Toby Cole’s
Playwrights on Playwriting (1960, p.65-9.). Instead, he called for actors to wear a
mask-like faces, suggesting a heightened dramatic form which some critiques
interpreted as melodramatic, with claims including Eric Bentley's that they ‘often
failed to achieve tragedy, [yet] succeeded as often in achieving melodrama’ (Bentley
1987 p214). This was perhaps inevitable as the style and grand narrative offered by

the mythic account often jarred with O'Neill's desire to explore and engage with a
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psychological understanding of the myth in his own contemporary context, relating

to contemporaneous connections between myth and psychology.

It is worth reﬂecting' the ways in which the use of masks might has been
explored and championed by influential practitioners such as Jacques Lecoq and
Peter Hall and the impact this has had on contemporary performance practice. An
example of this influence was John Barton's Tanzalus (2000), dramatically
responding to the Trojan War and its aftermath in an epic ten-hour production which
toured to the Barbican with Denver Arts, directed by Peter and Ed Hall. The
production used masks throughout, attaining a tragedy with contemporary overtones
which equally framed the historic foundations of storytelling from classic to
contemporary. If O'Neill had developed his tragedy in the theatre of the third
millennium, no doubt the use of masks would have been read and received by his

audience in a different way.

However, masks were not the only dramatic convention he drew from ancient
Greek tragedy. Along with the form of trilogy, O'Neill adapted elements of choric
narrative into snatches of contemporaneous music. The Chantyman’s singing drew
his audience into the depths before Brant’s murder, ‘They say I hanged my mother’
(O’Neill 1931, p.175), with the recurrent refrain of ‘Shenandoah’ underscoring the
narrative. O'Neill's Orestes, Orin, returns a weary soldier, a shadow of his former
self, discovering bloodshed has not been contained by the battlefield. He finds a
family at war with themselves: ‘To think I hoped home would be an escape from
death!’(O’Neill 1931, p166). Thus O'Neill illustrates the impact of war on the
domestic environment as many of the ancient tragedies sought to do. Vinnie,
O'Neill's contemporary embodiment of Electra, is consumed by a wish for revenge
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and a desire to be free from her mother Christine's (Clytemnestra's) matriarchal

dominance.

The actions, desires, drives, and super-objectives of O'Neill's contemporary
revision are drawn directly from the Oresteia with some contemporary adjustments.
The ability to develop contemporary characters from ancient sources suggests that
the archetypal qualities of human nature and primal instinct that drive us to success
and also to destruction are universal and can be adapted to reflect the concerns of
any age by skilled dramatists. However in O'Neill’s and Eliot's versions of the
mythic narrative, the characters are distanced from their archetypal source with
contemporary names, suggesting that this is an emanation in character type for a new

age, rather than an attempt to re-setting the myth for a modern stage

Eliot, much like O'Neill, experimented with dramatic forms and conventions,
bringing together elements of Greek tragedy, modern drama, poetry, spiritualism and
the supernatural in the claustrophobic environment of The Family Reunion (1939), a
tragedy which he presented in two acts, rather than adopting the sources' trilogy
form. Certainly, Eliot's collage of approaches anticipates contemporary trends in
theatre, where forms merge and boundaries blister, as practitioners draw from
various sources and forms in the creation of new work. Eliot drew the inspiration
into a new form, re-casting the myth in a country house in North England, where his
Orestes, Harry returns home for his mother Amy's birthday. Eliot's matriarchal re-
visioning of Clytemnestra is reunited with her son after a seven-year absence in
which his wife died under suspicious circumstances, hovering over the proceedings

like the shadow of death which haunts O'Neill's Orin after the war.
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David Pattie (2012) perceives the way in which Eliot applied the Eumenides
to an ‘English country house murder mystery.” (p.80). Indeed when the play was
revised in 2008, 70 years after it first premiered Dominic Cavendish perceived that

the play was many layered:

“This isn't one play but three - an intense revenge drama taking in Greek
tragedy, a conventional potboiler and a satire on mid-20th-century country-
house drama - interwoven with a slim volume of modernist poetry and an
agonised chapter from Eliot's otherwise unwritten autobiography.’
(Cavendish, 2008, p.16)

This multifaceted approach to mythic revision works on numerous
intertextual levels as it is studded with mythic resonances. With the cause of death in
question throughout the play, the tragic plot is restructured to suggest the structure of
a 'who-done-it' rather than tragedy. Though with revelations about Harry's
relationship with his mother, we perceive the tragic root of his actions. Amy has
controlled him throughout his life, even in death she wishes to tie him to the country
estate, selecting him to inherit, rather than his two hapless brothers who never arrive
due to further mysterious road accidents. Even as Harry rejects this bequest, he is
plagued by the Eumenides, an emanation of his mental disturbance and a form of
family curse, which continue to haunt him after Amy dies. Stylistically Eliot drew
from Greek tragic form the use of choral episodes and verse, and supernatural

emanations and rituals, closing the play with a quasi-ritual, recalling a libation;

‘AGATHA and MARY walk slowly in single file round the table, clockwise. At

each revolution they blow out a few candles, so their last words are spoken in

the dark’ (Eliot 1939, p.124).
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Significantly the Eumenides drawn directly from the myth seem out of place
in his otherwise contemporary setting, causing some of the greatest incongruities in
the re-visioning. Comparable to the masks which O'Neill soon disposed of, the
Eumenides belong to another world and performance style. Their appearance jars
with the contemporary style and though originally they symbolised the Furies
following Harry to the grave, they lack relevance in this contemporary context. The
Family Reunion therefore illustrates the obligation of the contemporary dramatist to
approach mythic territory with awareness not only of the source narrative’s style but
also contemporaneous ones when appropriating and transposing supernatural
elements which can de-rail the frame of dramatic realism, a disturbance which, may

or may not be of dramaturgical use depending on your intentions.

Bentley observes, '[a]t the core of any good tragedy is a profound disturbance
of the human equilibrium.’” (Bentley 1987, p.303). Eliot and O'Neill both eloquently
transpose this disturbance in their contemporary appropriation of their mythic
counterparts, with the action of the plays pinned upon their protagonist's
psychological states. Eliot's Harry runs out into the world seeking escape, followed
by the Eumenides, whilst O'Neill traps Vinnie inside the house, a mausoleum of
familial dysfunction. They continue to be haunted by their actions and discoveries;
Vinnie is tormented by the ever-present family portraits, whilst Harry is pursued by
seemingly supernatural entities. In both plays the influence of Freud's developments
in psychology can be clearly traced in the context of these dramatic explorations of

myth. In part one, The Homecoming (1931), Brant exclaims:

‘Well, I suppose that’s the usual way of it. A daughter feels closer to her
father and a son to his mother’ (O’Neill 1931, p.41).
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Thus, O'Neill directly signposts connections to the Electra complex which
Freud drew from the same mythic character. This closeness leads to the destruction
of the entire Mannon family, as Christine blames her love affair with Brant, the core

inciting incident of the play, on the absence of her son:

CHRISTINE: I never would have fallen in love with Adam if I’d had Orin
with me’ (O’Neill 1931, p.57).

The besieged families that O'Neill and Eliot create are cursed by mental
disturbance heightened to supernatural, rather than purely psychological, levels.
Tonally the plays share other-worldly atmospheres, which do not entirely gel with
the performance styles they are retold in. Both playwrights were not entirely satisfied
with the results of the bridge between narrative and form they had created; however
what they learned from these experiments with myth led to further dramaturgical
developments in their work and that of other playwrights. T. S. Eliot created The
Cocktail Party (1949) as a contemporary revision of Euripides' tragedy Alcestis, and
Wallace (2007) see's O'Neill's Long Day's Journey Into Night (1941) as a direct
continuation of O'Neill's engagement in the development of a new style, where the
Greek sensibility has become more refined and more understated, an American tragic
form: 'A combination, in other words, of new world and old world attitudes'

(Wallace 2007, p.79).

Though O’Neill and Eliot may not have explicitly drawn upon mythic
sources again, its traces can be observed in their choices of themes and archetypal
characters, and dramatic conventions were refined in the plays that followed, and
those that were inspired by them. Raymond Williams sees the difference between

O’Neill’s initial experiments with Greek tragedy and those that followed as ‘more
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internal, and to that extent more moving.” (Williams 2006, p.14) in their tragic effect.
However Sarah Bay-Cheng (2012) reflects that 'the poetic realisation Eliot calls for
in 'Poetry and Drama' never emerged on stage [though] he has left behind moments
of unquestionable poetic beauty on stage' (Bay-Cheng 2012, p.118). The plays
illustrate the struggles we face in trying to break the mould of nature and nurture,
and their experimentations with myth marked a pivotal movement in their writing
styles, challenging the then-prevailing style of naturalism and leading to further
questions about dramatic form which they continued to explore throughout their

practice, influencing those that followed them.

Oedipus - A Tragic Hero for the Twentieth Centaury

The mythic heroes of the Greek story cycles, like Oedipus, like Jason, like
Orestes, served as tragic warnings; their pride, their knowing and unknowing
crimes, the matricides and infanticides, self-blindings and suicides, all the
strife and horror they undergo and perpetrate didn't make them exemplary,
but cautionary: they provoked terror and pity, not emulation. The tragedies they
inspired offered their heroes as objects of debate, not models. (Warner 1994,

p.27)

The debates at work in the following appropriations of Oedipus, like those of
the Oresteia, take the essential discourse of the source and transpose them to reflect
the cultural context of their re-staging. Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex frames the crimes of
patricide and incest. First staged ¢.429BC, the play includes appearances by oracles
and supernatural agencies in such a way that is almost impossible to transpose these
references to a contemporary age, without losing the plot completely. A way of
bypassing the possible incongruities of supernatural elements of mythic narratives to
a multi-cultural and multi-faith society is to re-centre the myth in a specific culture
or society whose belief system offers the possibility of directly transposing these

supernatural elements, something which in varying degrees the following
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appropriations do. Treating their appropriations in a self-referential way, embedded
within their contemporary text, the authors make the myth and its ritual antecedents

become part of the landscape of their re-telling.

Drawn to use the Oedipus myth as a filter — Berkoff recollects 'Greek came to
me via Sophocles, trickling its way down the millennia until it reached the
unimaginable wastelands of Tufnell Park' (Berkoff 1980, p.97) — Steven Berkoff
created Greek (1980) in the wake of 1979’s Winter of discontent which brought a
Conservative govemmeﬁt led by Margaret Thatcher into power and ushered in cuts
in the arts which would have a major impact upon theatre. Berkoff developed the
play as a political critique to the changing landscape of Britain and to respond to
what he perceived to be a dearth of stories for London's East End. In Greek 'London
equals Thebes and is full of riots, filth, decay, bombings, football mania, mobs and
the palace gates, plague madness and post-pub depression.' (Berkoff 1992, p.139).
Helen Foley perceives that the landscape of his revision ‘intertwines class and sexual
issues' (Foley 2004, p.87). Ancient Greek culture is thus transposed to the East End,

with Berkoff approaching supernatural elements of the myth by transposition.

The prophecy of his Oedipus, Eddy, is delivered by a funfair fortune teller,
and the riddle by radical poetic feminist Sphinx. As Elaine Aston and George Savona
observe, 'pioneering semioticians and formalists have been quick to recognise that a
text which subverts expectations may usefully serve to reawaken our perceptions of
literary construction [...]’ (Aston and Savona 1991, p.18). Greek reframes and
subverts the tragedy as ‘a love story’ (Berkoff 1992, p.139), breaking its tragic form
by a final twist in the tale, Eddy deciding, despite the incestuous nature of his
marriage to Wife, that he loves her, thus denying the audience the expected
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gruesome end. Foley noted 'Many modern, post Freudian adaptations of Sophocles'
- Oedipus Tyrannous enlarge on the gender relations between mother and son and
frequently make them more sexually explicit than in the original’ (Foley 2004, p.80).

This is passionately illustrated by Eddy's lusty closing speech:

Oedipus how could you have done it, never to see your wife's golden face
again [...] it's love I feel it's love, what matter what form it takes, it's love I
feel for your breast, for your nipple twice sucked / for your belly twice
known [...] loving cunt holy mother wife / loving source of your being / exit
from paradise / entrance to heaven (Berkoff 1994, p.140)

A knowledgeable audience thus oscillates between the known and unknown,
the expectation and Berkoff's creation. In Berkoff’s production of the play references
to its classical roots were accentuated by aspects of staging, with the actors wearing
chalk white face paint ‘like the masks of Greek statues [...and...] the family the
Greek chorus for each other and also playing the roles.’ (Berkoff 1992, p.139). In
creating a mythic re-vision we can subvert expectations by offering a mixture of the
familiar and the new, a connection to something known, in a new shape or form, or
perhaps somehow disrupted and redirected, offering the reader comfort and

knowledge, whilst creating a new vision of the source it is drawn from.

Nicole Borieau discerns that in Greek ‘Berkoff achieves a symbiosis between
the abstractly literary and the mythical, between the ritualistic and the subversive.’
(Boireau 1996, p.77). However an audience without prior knowledge of the source
will not understand the double intentions of a playwright's adaptive work, and
therefore will not experience this symbiosis. The adaptive text therefore must stand
on a double level for the knowing and unknowing audience. Yet Greek offers enough

embedded references to the source myth that even an audience without prior
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knowledge of the myth can see the correlations between the ancient and

contemporary Oedipus.

Though it is significant to note that the influences which inspired Berkoff
were diverse as his environment, political views and personal context along with
other narrative sources inspired his creation. He recognises that Greek was a
response to a ‘cross-fertilization of the many influences that were then prevalent.’
(Berkoff, 1992, p.9). Greek certainly provides this double pleasure and intertextual
richness of the known and the unknown with its sometimes free-wheeling verse,
explicit language and violent imagery which punctuate the play with poetic aplomb.
Eddy's weapon of choice in the unwitting battle with his father is one of words, in

which he wins out, to win the hand of Wife, his birth mother.

Berkoff's choice of title along with embedded and intertextual references to
mythology, specifically the myth of Oedipus, signifies to the audience what he is
doing with the myth and letting them in on the game of cultural references and
deviations to the source. And in turn by disrupting these expectations, Berkoff
‘destabilizes his audience’ (Boireau 1994, p.84). The mythic discourse serves
Berkoff’s intention to challenge and question his audience and in-turn society, for as
Boireau affirms, ‘[b]reaking taboos needs tradition, yet the burden of tradition cries
to be broken.' (ibid). The ability to break taboos and challenge expectations is central
to our continuing engagement with mythic sources in contemporary theatre and
Berkoff playfully allows the knowing audience to oscillate between their awareness
of the tragic account and its traditional reception and their experience of his re-vision

in which he jestingly subverts expectation, whist providing contemporary corollaries
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to situate aspects of the tragedy which he remains faithful to, offering a vibrant

interplay between the source and his remaking of it.

As Sanders (2005) observes, T. S. Eliot felt the audience should have an
awareness of the source myths that the new narratives were being drawn from so that
'the comparative and contrastive relationships that [he] regarded as crucial to the
aesthetic process' (p.97) could be made. An interest in 'Archetypal subjects’ (Berkoff
1992, p.9) has been key to Berkoff’s engagement with re-writing many classics from
the dramatic and literary canon in his own comparative and contrastive style
throughout his career, from his first significant adaptation, of Kafka's
Metamorphosis (1969) onwards. With Greek Berkoff creates an immoral society in
which Eddy's unnatural desires outweigh the plague it prompts. Personal désire and
self-preservation are prioritised over the demands of society, unlike our next
Oedipus, Augustus, who conversely gives up everything for his community. As
Berkoff explains the plague he summons in Greek the ways in which the mythic
source were used as a crucible for Berkoff's diverse influences and intention is

apparent:

'the plague symbolized the gross acts of violence being perpetrated the length
and breadth of Britain, which for me meant a fairly bitter, strife-ridden
society[...] that solved it's differences with bombs in pubs and massive
displays of frustration at the weekly ritual called football. Of course I am
being a touch ironic here, since Greek was also in part inspired by the pain of
a bitter relationship I was going through... [...] The love letters that were
unsent were recycled in the text.' (Berkoff 1996, p.4)

Steven Berkoff talks about his approach in developing Greek in his various
memoirs he proudly admits that he 'ransacked the entire legend.' (Berkoff 1992,
p.139). As Boireau (1996) observes 'Turning everything upside down, carnivalizing

ordinary reality to better confront patterns of moral oppression, is Berkoffs strategy
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for creating electrifying theatrical events.” (p.81). Though he subverted the mythic
materials, Berkoff recognises that the influence of mythology and in turn the
foundations of its retellings in Greek tragedy, inspired the way in which he sought to

explore and in-turn present characters, the plays East and West as well as Greek:

I attempted to write plays whose themes were non-representational images of
human behaviour rather than simply lifelike 'characters' [...] all of which
could not have been written had I not been stimulated by the idea of a theatre
drawing on its ancient myths.' (Berkoff 1992, p.10)

Following Eric Bentley’s aphorism, ‘A tragedy is a kind of poem' (Bentley
1982, p.69), the next tragic revision we turn to, The Darker Face of the Earth (1996),
was written by former American Poet Laureate (1993-5) and Pulitzer Prize winner
(1987) Rita Dove, a writer who has crossed genres and forms determinedly
proclaiming her right to; 'I'm a writer, and I write in the form that most suits what I
want to say.'(Dove 1986, p.240). Peter Burian describes the relationship of the
Oedipus myth and the unconscious as follows: Freud in our own century raised the
Oedipus myth to the status of master discourse of the unconscious’ (1997, p.240).
With The Darker Face of the Earth Dove took this master discourse and made it her
own, drawing together historical facts and classical mythology. In her revision of
Oedipus Dove offers a post-colonial ‘counter-discourse’ which is made possible by
her use of canonical classic. When asked why she choose to revise the myth, rather
than purely retell it, she reflected that ‘I didn’t follow it exactly because I didn’t want
the play to be a kind of checklist against a Greek myth.” (Dove 1999 p.186). Helen
Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins (1996) reflect on the possibilities of these counter
discourses and in turn illustrate the significance of canonical classic mythology for

the post-colonial practitioner:
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There are many counter-discursive possibilities even within one culture's
encounter with the master narratives which have impacted upon its history.
Whatever the route taken, the subversion involved in these practices can free
up a space for the colonial subject to renegotiate an identity that is not
necessarily constituted by the authority of the coloniser's perspective of the
past, present, or future. (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996, p.50-1)

The play re-envisions this discourse on a cotton plantation, staffed by slaves
in pre-Civil War 1840s South Carolina. Jocasta is re-imagined as Amelia, daughter
of the Plantation owner, and Oedipus, her illegitimate son, Augustus, who returns
home twenty-two years after his birth and exile. Rather than focusing on the sexual
relationship between mother and son, the political application of the mythic revision
in cultural and historic terms is central. Dove calls on the classic to frame a key
point in the history of racial equality in America, following the precedent set by
Mourning Becomes Electra. As a postcolonial appropriation of the Oedipal discourse
the choice to revise the myth from this point in history an act of ‘historical
recuperation’ which is a direct way in which post-colonial discourse can critique not
only the cannon, but the claims for universalism which do not embrace the cultural

experience of those whose story was left untold by those who oppressed them:

Historical recuperation is one of the crucial aims and effects of many post-
colonial plays, which frequently tell the other side of the conquering whites'
story in order to contest the official version of history that is preserved in

imperialist texts. (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996, p.12)

Dove's central theme is the liberty to love, and the last words of the play a
call to freedom: the theme is filtered and amplified through Oedipus, yet its
consequences are revolutionary, rather than purely psychological. Dove transposes
the ancient Greek systems of belief through representation of diverse forms

contemporary to the setting; spiritualism, voodoo, superstition, Christianity and
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astrology. We are introduced to a world where beliefs are troubled and complex,
different ideologies clash and spar, until finally they congeal to create an
environment of uncertainty. Scylla's curses arrest imaginations, Hector hunts snakes
to keep evil away, and the spirituals of the gospel ebb and flow chorally

underscoring the action.
Louis, the plantation manager, searches the skies above for signs:

LOUIS: The stars can tell you everything - / war and pestilence, love and

betrayal (Dove 1999, p.102).

His beliefs draw his attention from what is happening in his home, as his
wife's baby, whom he had exiled and cruelly scarred in his crib, returns to the
plantation and begins a love affair with his mother. Our stories are written on our
bodies as well as in books; symbolically the scars Louis gave him are in the shape of

stars and moons and Augustus's slavery and origins is marked on his back:

AMELIA: Your back is like a book / no-one can bear to read to the end - /

each angry gash, each proud welt... (Dove 1999, p.89).

The need for stories and those that can tell them is a recurrent theme

throughout;

SCOPIO: You always wanting a story! / how many stories do you think I

got? (Dove 1999, p.32).

To weave the narrative strands Dove opens the play with a prologue, which
presents Augustus's story, his origins and exile; then we are transported in time to

twenty-two years later and the main action of the play. Giving the audience pre-
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knowledge of Augustus's origins dispenses with the need for the prophecy, though
Scylla's words point to the fates that face him, as does Louis’s commentary of the

stars.

However with the narrative frame already cast by the prologue, these
references can be subtle, passing and lightly metaphorical. Dove engages with the
myth to explore issues of cultural identity with Augustus acting as a bridge between
the black slaves and the white plantation owners, as the love child of Hector and
Amelia. After breaking the codes of their world with an illicit affair, Hector and
Amelia lose their son, and are imprisoned by the expectations and conditions of their
society. Amelia draws Augustus into her world to read her stories and offers her
what Hector once did, the intellectual stimulation and companionship her husband
Louis never gave her, and all on her own terms. It can also be debated that she
brought him in, a rebellious and educated slave, to overturn a system she no longer

believes in.

Augustus unwittingly forms an attachment with his mother and is drawn into
a coup for freedom on the plantation; he has the choice between his new-found love
and freedom for his community. He must sacrifice his happiness for everybody's
future and chooses the greater good over his personal desires. With that choice, he
unknowingly agrees to destroy his mother. He also unwittingly murders his father
whom, since Augustus was exiled as a baby, is a broken man caught in superstitions.
Hector inhabits the swamp-land, catching snakes and guarding the plantation and his

former lover from the threats he perceives;

SCYLLA: He thought evil could be caught (Dove 1999, p.93).
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Hector is a cipher for Oedipué’ father and also the Sphinx which Augustus
must destroy; when Hector challenges Augustus, he is destroyed. Augustus's mother
and father stand in the way of freedom, not only for him but for all the slaves; it is a
choice between personal passions and his commitment to community. Dove's
characters reflect on the power of love as a force for change: If fear eats out the
heart, / what does love do? (Dove 1999, p.79.) Yet central to Dove's appropriation is
the question when pushed to the edge how do we chose between: 'love or freedom -
it's the devils choice’ (Dove 1999, p.102). Dove's Jocasta, Amelia, 'grew eviler year
for year’ (Dove 1999, p.21). Her character has traced a trajectory from equal to
owner since the loss of her child. Some boundaries can be crossed whilst others are

impenetrable. Amelia's first act of rebellion, the love of Hector, sets into motion a

chain of fateful events:
‘DOCTOR: Some mistakes you live with until you die' (Dove 1999, p.14);

Yet these events lead to a future in which freedom and love will no longer be
in opposition. Dove's work can be seen as activating the binary oppositions inherent
in the myth and adding to t