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Introduction


by Charlotte Higgins







What would it take for you to stab to death someone you desperately loved? This is the question that lies at the heart of Zinnie Harris’s adaptation of Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the trilogy of dramas first produced in Athens in 458 BC. In its first part, the King of Argos comes home; he has, after a decade-long siege, finally defeated and destroyed the city of Troy. But on the threshold of his restoration to family life the victorious general is defeated and downed by his wife, slashed to death in the bath. For Aeschylus, Clytemnestra is an impressively powerful, but inescapably terrifying, even barbaric figure: rhetorically able, persuasive and murderous. Harris, on the other hand, while reducing none of Clytemnestra’s power, has dug into her interior; in so doing she takes us step by step through the mind of a wife who becomes a husband-killer – a mind that has become clotted with grief and rage towards a man who first sacrificed their own child to secure from the gods a fair wind to Troy, and then brought back a war-looted concubine to share the marital home.


This particular strategy of Harris’s – to edge us towards the interior lives of Aeschylus’ characters, of her characters, while losing none of the shock of their external actions – leads her into intriguing territory. Aeschylus’ plays – the only complete trilogy to have survived from antiquity – begin with a horrific, seemingly uncontrollable cycle of killing and revenge. The second play, The Libation Bearers, has Clytemnestra killed by her son, Orestes, in revenge for Agamemnon’s death. Orestes is at once beset by the Furies, the mad-making, terror-spreading creatures who pursue murderers.


In Aeschylus’ third, The Kindly Ones, Orestes, still pursued by the Furies, is brought to Athens and tried for his crime. The goddess Athena appears to preside over the court; the god Apollo becomes Orestes’ counsel. The jury of citizens is equally split; Athena exercises the casting vote to acquit the defendant on the supremely sexist grounds that the murder of a mother is a lesser crime than the murder of a husband. (The somewhat casuistical reasoning is that the mother in carrying the foetus acts only as its ‘container’, so is not really a family member. The play, wrote Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex, ‘represents the triumph of the patriarchate over the matriarchate’.) The trial having been concluded, the Furies must be somehow dealt with: and so they are transformed by Athena into ‘kindly ones’, their violence tamed and neutered.


This third play had a very particular resonance when it was premiered. The court at which Orestes is tried is called the Areopagus. The body existed in Aeschylus’ day; traditionally, it had had important legislative powers and was strongly aristocratic in its make-up. But the politician Ephialtes, who had been assassinated three years before the play’s premiere, deprived it of all its functions save that of a homicide court – an important step in creating Athenian radical democracy. The Kindly Ones imagines Orestes’ trial as the first and founding event to be conducted by the body, and, therefore gives the Areopagus’ reduced powers an important mythological aetiology, while hinting that its other functions had been inauthentic accretions. The Kindly Ones, then – the only Greek tragedy to unfold in a kingless city – is a play about democracy, and what must become of a democracy’s most violent, troubling elements. It is important that the Furies are subsumed into the city – to live, literally, beneath it, as if they were become the community’s suppressed unconscious. Their role of terrorising murderers is removed from them, and given to the state judiciary.


Harris’s encounter with Aeschylus’ text, however, has taken her down a slightly different path. For her, Clytemnestra’s daughters become pivotal – both Iphigenia, the child who was killed by Agamemnon before the Trojan war, and the one at home, Electra. In her second play, The Bough Breaks, we are plunged into the second daughter’s mind, as she grows up in the tainted, claustrophobic household of Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus. (In this way, Harris’s play has a family relationship with Strauss’s expressionist opera Elektra.) She loves, almost worships her mother; but the return of Orestes after a long absence breaks this deep attachment, or rather illusion. In Harris’s play, it is Electra, not Orestes, who wields the knife. Guilt and discomfort, pain and confusion, pervade the play. Harris, playing with the internal–external manifestations of this chain of horror, has her characters plagued by odd itches, mysterious ailments, strange hallucinations. Perhaps there are ghosts. Perhaps not.


If Aeschylus’ The Kindly Ones takes us into a different world from that of the other two plays, so does Harris’s final drama, Electra and Her Shadow. By Aeschylus, we are brought into a more rational world, one where reason may prevail, one in which a certain light is let in to the sometimes grimly atavistic language of the preceding plays. By Harris, we are ushered into a modern psychiatric ward: the place where, in our own world, we are brought in the last resort to banish the demons that haunt us. Again comes the dance between the external and internal: it is never quite clear whether we are witnessing hauntings in the outer, visible world, or ones that takes place entirely in the minds of the characters. There is a moment in The Bough Breaks when, looking into her brother’s face, Electra says, ‘It’s like a mirror’, and for a while in the third play it seems as if violence will bounce back its image in infinite regression, as if the madness will never end. But Harris’s play shows that inner resources can, in some cases, be found to heal deep and seemingly intractable pain, and to dislodge the mechanisms of apparently endless cycles of behaviour.


All translations, versions, or adaptations of works involve a conversation with an earlier writer; an encounter, in this case, across the span of two-and-a-half millennia. Aeschylus’ Oresteia was itself a conversation with Homer, taking the Odyssey’s accounts of Agamemnon’s return home and radically expanding and reimagining them. Harris’s trilogy This Restless House is another iteration of this long conversation between dramatists and poets of different eras, one that sees the fertile stories of the Greeks doing what they have always done: seeding themselves in the minds of writers and then generating new stories for new times.
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PART ONE



AGAMEMNON’S RETURN





















Characters







Chorus


of old and dishevelled men


Iphigenia


Watchman


Clytemnestra


Ianthe


Electra


Messenger


Agamemnon


Cassandra


Aegisthus


An assortment of hangers-on



























Act One
























SCENE ONE








A Chorus of old and dishevelled men come on to the stage. They stagger, they limp. Some may even crawl. If they had names they would be things like ‘the ancient one’, ‘the one who can’t see’, ‘hollow face’, or ‘lost in his own thoughts’.


Once on, they look straight at the audience. They stare at the audience without flinching, brazen. One of them has a slight tic, another occasionally moans.




Chorus




go on then avert your gaze


look away


don’t stare at us for too long


turn your heads gentlewomen


men hide behind your hands


you walk past us on the street after all


you close your curtains


shut your door


we’ve seen you do it


you bolt the gate and bolt it again


who can blame you?


we are the abandoned


left out in the rain


yes the given-up on by the gods


and who wants that to cross their land?







They look around.







don’t worry we are impotent


we can hardly stand


we won’t chase you


the most we will do is kind of half a wave 


don’t get too near though you might catch something


the shake my hand and my arm falls off


the don’t mind my leg, it’s just a stump


why have the gods left us to this? you ask


did we deserve our witless state?


our pain?


did we offend them?


good question


curse them perhaps?


we aged that’s all.


some are blessed, others not it seems


we sit here as a reminder


say your prayers


do what they tell you


for the gods have no mercy


and life can be long







They look out at the audience.







oh, no one’s leaving?


there’s the door


let me tell you this tale is not for everyone


and it’s not going to be funny either


comedy this is not


if you want to laugh try elsewhere we suggest







Pause.







alright, we’ll start then


the story starts ten years ago


right here in Greece


a woman called Helen


a married woman


a queen


smiled too sweetly at another man


it’s not the smile that mattered


would the gods have minded a smile?


it’s a euphemism


screw the euphemism 


you don’t run off to Troy to ‘smile’ at someone


she was snatched, Paris took her


no, she was a harlot


a slut, she opened her legs


she defied the rules of marriage, let us say that


offended the gods


and her husband King Menelaus


fucked-off and fearful of the payback from above


he had to act


so he and his brother, our King Agamemnon got together


they raised an army to bring her back


well – there followed a war


a holy war –


you might have heard of it


a war so terrible


you remember the horse?


I actually think, it starts years before that


it starts with a meal that was served to Thyestes, that’s where it starts


yes the meal of his roasted children, he’s right


before then though the house of Atreus was cursed


you have to go right back to the beginning to understand the blight on this place


the gods have never been happy


I think it started with a girl


Iphigenia


bless her holy name


you can’t start with Iphigenia


why not?


it starts with the eagle


the eagle yes, the day of the sailing


even you agree now?


two armies line up, ready to set sail to get Helen


the two kings at their helm


Menelaus and Agamemnon,


temples visited, prayers said 


anxious to set off and bring the beauty home


when overhead, two eagles


soaring


one black one white


fly across, make a great arc in the sky


and everyone remarking


look at that they said


at first they thought it was a blessing from above


oh what luck, two eagles flying over two armies


a sign of the gods’ delight


one black one white


and on the right-hand side too


the side of fortune


what a great day, everyone said


victory is written, given from the heavens


this is a holy war indeed blessed from the start


the army were delighted


the wives saying goodbye to their husbands, reassured


traders knowing their workforce would return


smiles all around


but then those birds,


on closer look, those eagles


turned – a bit ugly


not so nice after all


savage in fact


they swooped down and seeing a hare


large with babies


right there with the army and crowd watching


they ripped it without a second’s thought


ate it


tossing its body


it makes me scratch to remember


it was a bit revolting truth be told


graphic, you know how these things can be


the babies still quivering


what does it mean, King Agamemnon? the soldiers cried 


what does it signify, King Menelaus? asked the army wives


if this came from the gods then what is the message?


King Agamemnon couldn’t answer


he was as stumped as they were


and, not liking to be silent in front of his people,


he called for the holiest in the city


the high priest and his entourage


the holy man came to the port, looked at the shredded hare


chewed his beard


stroked his face


it means victory of some sort, that is certain


a blessing he said


the crowd go crazy


but that’s not all, he adds


the gods have given you a coda


a little postscript


you aren’t making sense your holiest


King Agamemnon then irritated


the holy man raised his voice


yes, you will take Troy


restore honour to marriage


yes, you will slaughter the men


yes, you will walk over the corpses of those you have killed


but –


after


afterwards perhaps –


here is the uncomfortable coda –


the gods see all the death ahead and are not happy


what do you mean holy man?


Agamemnon again


restless


irritated


the gods can’t be against us?


no, but there’s a cost for this war,


and they want you to feel it


what? they cried, you aren’t being clear


the gods aren’t being clear came the reply


but I think they need appeasing







Beat.







and that is how he left a worried King


a father


the army ready to depart


let’s just go


his first thought


stupid holy man, what does he know of gods and wars?


let’s just –


be off


let’s just –


get out of here, do the damn thing


we are assured that the gods are on our side


but the weather was not with them


a storm, a hurricane


every time they left the port, they were blown back


it’s too dangerous the King was told to leave in this weather


the ships were being wrecked on their own rocks


it’s the gods cried the naval officers


I told you said the holy man


they need appeasing


and so the lonely King –


this is the part you might not like –


the faint-hearted still have a chance to leave


it’s a bit, you know, the next bit


you have to understand how it is for men like Agamemnon


himself a holy leader


anointed by the heavens themselves


the men already sick from being on the boat, and not having even left the shore 


his brother, miserable and worried for his city


the crowd, bloodthirsty for victory


he took to prayer


he went down on his knees and offered himself


listened


harder


and harder


until


he knew he had to offer something so dear that the tears fell as he heard the answer


something so precious –


NO, not that, he shouted out


then be damned, howled the gods right back


I am damned if I do, and damned if I don’t he answered in a sweat


do what? said his wife


his Queen


Clytemnestra – his only true love


busy with their new-born


do what, precisely?


but he couldn’t tell her


how could he even utter the words?


do what? she repeated


but he shook his head and left her alone


do what? she shouted after him. Do what? Do what?


this is where the daughter comes in


this is where, well


well what is there more precious to a father than a daughter?


any daughter, but Iphigenia?


bless her holy name


what is there more precious to lose?


Iphigenia was their first born


others came later – Orestes, Electra – but Iphigenia,


even the people who weren’t her father had to agree


she was pretty special 


a much-loved child, adored by her parents


not spoiled but –


tell them about the suitcase


the suitcase kind of breaks my heart, do we have to talk about the case?


tell them about the yellow dress then


do we have to fill in the details?


they have imaginations, they can colour it in for themselves


but without the stain, without the detail?


what is a story without the pigmentation?


Iphigenia


bless her holy name


just eleven


her body just starting to show the first signs of womanhood


Iphigenia


dressed in yellow


cadmium yellow


with a red ribbon


and carrying a little case


close to cornflower blue


into which she had put everything she could think of for her father’s trip


what does a man need, when he is to become a soldier?


she thought


what is required?


will he know how to be brave out there?


will he be courageous?


he has never fought much before, will he know how to fight?


and so she had looked it up


Burdock


came the answer


Burdock for brutality


a little well-pressed and made into a poultice 


Burdock for brutality


and Bilberry for bludgery


and so she put them into the case


Foxgloves for fearlessness;


Garlic for endurance, crushed up, and eaten raw.


Mistletoe, to lose all gentle spirit,


Willow to feel unabashed, brazen,


Comfrey to feel no pain.


Dandelion as blood-thickener.


cleanse the spirit with Guelder Rose,


Camphor stored in oil increases strength


Liquorice for courage.


Thyme to clean wounds, Lavender to sleep when you need to.


only don’t sleep for long, she told him


wake up fresh and start again, you’ve got might on your side but you can’t be complacent.


Caraway for cruelty.


Hibiscus, Hawthorn to bring you luck.


Sweet Linden to forget.







A girl of about eleven and dressed in yellow comes on to the stage and watches them, unnoticed. She is carrying a little blue suitcase.







only there’ll be no forgetting she told him. Only of the city when it’s done. We’ll get the news then we’ll celebrate me and Mummy, and the baby, we’ll be laughing. You did it, you went and did it. That’s what we will say. Even the infant will talk. You fucking nailed it







Beat.







and the father


in answer


and now convinced


took his girl and embraced her 


this girl he had cradled so many times through so many nights


this child he had so often sung to sleep


he put his big soldier hands around her back


and tight


tighter than he had ever held her before


and get off Dad and what are you doing?


and holding out his knife


tears already in his eyes


but Daddy said the girl


is this a game? You’re hurting me


your grip is so hard


no game


he said and


I’m sorry my love


the rain now heavy and running


the gods have made me


what then, she asked seeing the knife


a look of terror in her eye


a scream


panic setting in


realising she was caught


the trap made from her father’s hands


let me go


let me go let me go


the blood


already forming on the yellow dress


Daddy she screamed out


with a sound that no child should make


let me go


no child should even hear


the cry of the torture chamber


of the horror unbelieving


the pleading, the clutching


still surely a game


Daddy 


but the knife was in her back and not watching how she flailed


he put it in and in and in


and again


a frenzy now


a thin line of sweat on his upper lip from all his work


and in and in and in


until she –







Pause.







then lifeless and limp


and covered in blood, he put her on the sand


and he raised his hands to the skies above, and said see


I did it,


I did what you asked


and now can I sail to victory?







The girl is sitting on the ground with her little blue suitcase in front of her.





Iphigenia




a compass? I know you don’t need it. A plastic plate to eat your dinner off, a woollen hat for the cold and a pair of gloves? Don’t laugh at me


a knife to slice out the eyes of the enemy. Don’t you want that?


some hemlock and belladonna for Helen the whore?


you have to think like a savage if you’re going to win







She pushes the case in front of her. As if she expects the other person to take it.







She feels in her pockets.







Beat.







I haven’t got anything else.


I put it altogether. I put it in a case. Won’t you take it?


I sewed a little row of hearts on a cloth, you could keep it at your breast? And I know stitches are just cotton and commonplace, but maybe by some charm they’ll bring you back safe –







Beat.







Daddy?







The heavens open. It starts to rain.







Daddy?







Her dress runs red.







DADDY?





Chorus




can we save her?


she’s a ghost


bless her holy name


you can’t even touch her





Iphigenia




DADDY?





Chorus




must we watch it?


put up your umbrellas, shield yourselves


I can’t see it again


we’ve watched it every night for ten years


no more







Her last scream curdles the blood.





Iphigenia




DADDY







They put up their umbrellas. The rain comes down hard.







A moment passes.







Then the rain eases. They take their umbrellas down.







The ghost has gone. 





Chorus




the mother should have buried her


I agree


properly, she’s a martyr


she did bury her


she came down to the sand when she heard what he had done


she had her carried from the shore


yes but


not a proper grave


a grave in the garden – tut –


the girl needed a proper grave


oh the mother should have buried but the father was alright to slaughter her? It’s the mothers fault that she can’t rest?!


the gods asked it, of course he was right


we saw him anguish, didn’t we?


kneel down in prayer?


it was a holy act


not holy enough –


don’t even think that, do you want them to curse us more?


who’s that?


where?


another ghost?


this is the night for them


he has a torch


shush, maybe he won’t see us







A Watchman enters. Dressed for the cold.





Watchman




who are those voices? I can hear you





Chorus




just the old sir


the lame


the weird 





Watchman




I can’t see your faces, do I know you?





Chorus




we mean you no harm







The Chorus step forward, the rain has stopped.





Watchman




praise the gods then





Chorus




in all things and all ways







Greeting over, the Watchman looks at them.





Watchman




well help me up


my legs are as bad as yours





Chorus




we can’t lift you sir


we are the useless. the forgotten





Watchman




give me a hand I said





Chorus




you see the grass that grows around us





Watchman




what, you can do nothing?





Chorus




we can sit


sometimes we can chew on very softened food


sometimes we lift a very heavy finger to shoo a very tired insect







The Watchman manages to get up on to the stage.





Watchman




you need to get your ideas about you then 







there’s news tonight


look over there





Chorus




where?





Watchman




a light


this isn’t the night to sit about complaining about your crippled legs, how your old teeth ache


this is the night to be leaping, running, shouting with joy


there’s news





Chorus




what news?





Watchman




the best news of all


you see – there? A flare







They all look.





Chorus




I’m not sure where we are looking





Watchman




behind, there – further over





Chorus




I see it


I don’t


lend him your eye-thing





Watchman




are you the blind as well as the infirm? Goodness sake there.





Chorus




I still can’t see it


you are looking the wrong way, over there 





Watchman




ten years I’ve been watching. Ten years up that hill, and looking at nothing. Absolutely nothing.


but tonight


tonight my useless friends –





Chorus




and it means?





Watchman




and it means? And it means? Only the best it could mean


Troy has fallen


that’s what it means


it means we did it


they did it


merciful are the gods


ten years it might have taken sure but


they fucking nailed it


move out of the way, I need to get to the bell





Chorus




you are waking the household?





Watchman




yes





Chorus




are you sure?


the royal household?





Watchman




the Queen will want to want to wake up


give me a better reason to wake a queen





Chorus




it’s just


the Queen


she needs notice sometimes





Watchman




what do you mean, notice? 





Chorus




you can’t just barge in


and, well, not so very long ago


you remember the past?


things have always been bleak around here, let’s be honest


and now this


good news, blessings?


it just doesn’t sit well


I agree





Watchman




wake up, misfits


shake off whatever place or dream you were in


you aren’t listening


open your ears, your bloodshot eyes


see – a fire – like the sun


that is no omen


it’s a fire lit by a watchman like me


a final flame in a great chain of flames lit right the way across Greece.


look


the Greeks have won


that’s what it says


Agamemnon fucking nailed it


he fucking nailed it


and tip of the top


he’s coming home


Agamemnon’s coming home







The Watchman rings the bell for all he’s worth.
























SCENE TWO








The late stages of a private party in the palace. Only this is not a party of celebration, rather the sort of party that happens too often, with the same hangers-on and the same host singing the same song as she drinks too much. It has a queer quality, maybe some women dressed as men, old men dressed as women.


Clytemnestra is the host, looking worse for wear and dripping in admirers and adornments. She is standing at a microphone singing a song, karaoke-style.


She gets the tune wrong and has to go back to the start. The song is a lament for someone you once loved. It has a chorus that the people around her join in with, in as much as they can. Some are asleep, some are stoned. No one is sober.


The song describes the feeling of being in love and how the singer thought it might last forever.


There is a kind of harmony and joint endeavour of singing the song through.


The song comes to an end.


Someone shouts out a suggestion – another song. This time about the rain.




Clytemnestra




we sang that yesterday





Partygoer




again





Clytemnestra




alright but you’ll have to give me the note







They begin the second song.







A female assistant, Ianthe, comes in and whispers something in Clytemnestra’s ear.







The hangers-on carry on singing. Heartily now.







Clytemnestra has stopped.







She grabs Ianthe; she needs to hear what she said again. 







Ianthe whispers again.







The people around her haven’t noticed that Clytemnestra has stopped singing.







She wants them all to stop. Now.







She rips out the microphone.





Clytemnestra




time to go home.







There is general grumbling – what about the song. etc.







She starts to shove and pull at the sleeping.
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