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  INTRODUCTION




  Does it matter that we know how it ends? The audience for Medea, then or now, will likely know as they take their seats that Medea will kill her children before the performance is over. Orestes, famous for killing his mother, does indeed kill his mother in the middle of the trilogy, Oresteia, that bears his name. Oedipus was famous for killing his father and marrying his mother. But neither thing actually happens in the play. It’s all already happened.




  Oedipus was famous (to Sophocles’ audience) from Homer – who, in the Odyssey, has Odysseus visit the Underworld. There he meets Oedipus’ mother, who admits having unknowingly married her son, after he had killed his father. Her name? Epikaste.




  The tradition of Greek tragedy was to take a known story and re-tell it, changing it, re-making it to meet the present moment. Sophocles was to Homer as Shakespeare was to his sources: an audacious adaptor.




  We can see this from two choices he makes: two single words. First: he changes Epikaste’s name. Readers of Homer would expect Epikaste’s arrival as a character: after all, she’s Oedipus’ mother, and they know what Oedipus needs to do with his mother before the play can end. That Sophocles’ Oedipus begins the play married to Jocasta and not Epikaste (Medea begins her play with still-living children) is a clever misdirection. It has, they will come to learn, all already happened.




  Second: Sophocles’ Oidipous Tyrannus, when it was first performed in around 429 BCE, was part of a trilogy (the other two plays do not survive) that took second prize in the competition in which it premiered. It’s traditionally become referred to as Oedipus Rex, which isn’t quite accurate: Sophocles’ title is Oedipus the Tyrant (not ‘the King’). But that word has aged into a different meaning. Then, ‘tyrant’ was an enviable status, not a pejorative one: a leader ‘chosen by acclaim’, often one who served the social and economic cause of the ordinary people, rather than the aristocracy. So we might think of Sophocles’ title not as ‘Evil Tyrant Oedipus’, nor even as ‘King Oedipus’, but as ‘Oedipus: the Chosen One’. The sharpness of its ambivalent irony is typical.




  My election-night setting is an adaptation of that title, as well as a way to preserve the real-time, pressure-cooker unities (of time, place and action). Aristotle used Sophocles’ play as the exemplary tragedy – and it really is a masterpiece: the backwards-forwards structure, the information reveal, the recurrence of threes (even the crossroads!), the way the weight of the dramatic irony never crushes the dramatic tension. Its emotion. And its terrible reminder that we don’t know what we don’t know.




  I could go on about Sophocles’ play or about how a ‘hamartia’ isn’t a ‘tragic flaw’ or a moral failing, but simply a mis-step. But instead, a third word. Our word ‘tragedy’ is from theirs, ‘tragōidia’, meaning literally ‘song of a goat’ (a ‘tragos’ is a goat). We don’t know exactly why. Some have argued a goat was the prize that the winning trilogy won, others that it relates to Dionysus (god of drama) who was associated with goats. I’ve come to prefer a third explanation. Goats were sacrificial animals, valuable possessions slaughtered as an offering to a deity: take this goat and grant me my prayer. The goat suffers so you don’t have to: a scape-goat, who dies so good things can happen.




  To work on the plays from this period is to bear witness to the extraordinary things they demand – and draw – from actors. And, as an audience gathers round the story of Oedipus and Jocasta, they perform a ritual that is nearly 2,500 years old, and one that in its structure echoes a sacrifice. Only now the goat sings: the actor suffers, lives the horror live in front of you, lives it so you experience it without it happening in your life. You stand distant from the suffering, but you bear witness; you feel something but you don’t lose yourself.




  Or at least, if you do, at the end, you are re-found. Life resumes again, after the theatre. Outside the play is the real space of safety, of free choice, of second chances; now the play has ended, life’s time resumes again. What will we ask of ourselves? How might this evening’s existential immunisation protect us, if the day should come when our life, like Oedipus’, suddenly crumbles under our feet?
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  This version of Oedipus was first performed in Dutch at the Internationaal Theater Amsterdam on 8 April 2018.




  The cast was as follows:
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        CORIN
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        CREON
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        JOCASTA
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        Writer/Director
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        Video


      



      	 



      	

        Tal Yarden


      

    




    

      	

        Translation
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        Assistant Director


      



      	 



      	

        Daniël ’t Hoen


      

    


  




  

    

  




  




  This version of Oedipus was first performed in English at Wyndham’s Theatre, London, on 15 October 2024 (previews from 4 October), produced by Sonia Friedman Productions.




  The cast was as follows:




  

    

      	

        TEIRESIAS


      



      	 



      	

        Samuel Brewer


      

    




    

      	

        CREON


      



      	 



      	

        Michael Gould
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        Sara Hazemi


      

    




    

      	

        JOCASTA
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        DRIVER
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        ETEOCLES


      



      	 



      	

        Jordan Scowen


      

    




    

      	

        OEDIPUS
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        POLYNEICES
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        Writer/Director


      



      	 



      	

        Robert Icke
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        Costume
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        Lighting
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        Sound
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        Video
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        Casting 
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        Associate Directors
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        Alice Wordsworth


      

    




    

      	

        Company Stage Manager
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        Deputy Stage Manager


      



      	 



      	

        Natalie Braid


      

    




    

      	

        Assistant Stage Managers
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        Louise Quartermain


      

    


  




  

    

  




  




  A NOTE ON THE TEXT




  A forward slash ( / ) marks the point of interruption of overlapping dialogue.




  A comma on a separate line ( , ) indicates a pause, a rest, a silence, an upbeat or a lift. Length and intensity are context dependent.




  Square brackets [like this] indicate words that are part of the intention of the line but are not spoken aloud.




  Two speakers followed by (chorus) indicates the two lines are to be spoken simultaneously.




  The stage directions here are presented for ease of reading, not as a thorough account of the production decisions.




  Future productions are welcome to make other decisions, and encouraged to adjust characters’ ages and key dates (i.e. Laius’ death, Oedipus’ and Jocasta’s wedding, and so on) to suit their needs; though the age gap between Oedipus and Jocasta should remain thirteen years.




  When [TIME] appears, the characters should refer in real-time to the live ‘election result’ countdown clock. If not using such a clock, an approximate time until the result is due (e.g. ‘twenty minutes’) will be fine.




  This text should be played without an interval.




  

    

  




  




  CHARACTERS




  OEDIPUS




  CREON




  MEROPE




  JOCASTA




  ANTIGONE




  CORIN




  LICHAS




  TEIRESIAS




  POLYNEICES




  ETEOCLES




  DRIVER




  




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  




  It begins before




  in the headquarters of a major political campaign: phones ring, printers spool out documents, screens flash graphs and faces and the endless news cycles tumble on to each other, it’s alive, full of action, full of posters of OEDIPUS’ face, a ‘days to go’ digital counter shows that there are fifteen days to go –




  and then a curtain falls.




  Projected onto it, OEDIPUS on a screen, talking live to a huddle of reporters, the camera tight on his face, maybe microphones, etc., in shot. He’s speaking impromptu, no notes, he’s midway through:




  OEDIPUS My children – my brothers and sisters – all of them. What will they inherit? What kind of start?




  ‘Are you the country’s father?’




  A father to the country? (he laughs) Perhaps the country needs a father after thirty years of coalition and compromise – we’ll find out tonight.




  ‘Do you think you’re going to win?’




  The result will be with us in a couple of hours. I have always said that if I am offered the role, I will accept it. My team tell me it’s looking good. But I say: count on nothing till you hold it in your hand.




  ‘People are saying, you must be aware of this, that the symbolism of another white man…’




  Should there have been a different set of applicants? That’s not my job to fix – at least, not yet. Now, let me ask you one: do you think this job is important enough that symbolism shouldn’t be allowed to be a factor?




  But you know what? This was a new movement, a tiny new movement, only three years ago. This didn’t seem possible then – not least because I am the candidate that people wanted and not the one the people in the suits told them they should want. (I’m wearing a suit, I know.) My point is: things change fast.
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