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Author’s Introduction





The play you hold in your hands is an echo of an echo of an echo of an echo of an echo of an echo.


The original explosion was the Trojan War, some version of which – say the archeologists – may well have taken place at an undetermined date in the Bronze Age.


The first echo of it was the motherlode of mythic and legendary and therefore originally oral Trojan War material – fluid in nature, with different stories told in different ways in different places. The next echo was The Odyssey, an epic poem – or, as Robert Graves would have it, the first novel – that drew on this mythic material, but chose some versions while excluding others.


The next echo consists of the many post-Homeric retellings, stretching from Ovid through Dante and Chaucer and Shakespeare and Tennyson to James Joyce and Derek Walcott and Barry Unsworth and Lewis Hyde, with many more works by many other writers. Nor is the wellspring exhausted yet.


The next echo was my small book called The Penelopiad, written as part of the Canongate Myths Series, and published in over thirty languages in the fall of 2005.


The fifth echo was a forty-minute dramatised version of the first quarter of the book, presented at St James’ Church, Picadilly, for one night only, at the time of the ‘Myths Series’ launch. This event grew out of conversations with Phyllida Lloyd concerning the dramatic possibilities of the book, and was directed by her. It was rehearsed during off-hours in a theatre bar, and then in the up stairs room of Waterstone’s, Piccadilly. There were three Maids, who also played the other parts – Penelope’s Naiad mother, Helen of Troy and Odysseus himself. (I read the part of Penelope on that occasion, and lived to tell the tale.)


And now, here is the sixth echo: the stage adaptation of The Penelopiad.




*





The Penelopiad – the book version – is not simply a retelling of The Odyssey, but includes episodes drawn from the first echo – the body of mythic material not used in The Odyssey – such as Penelope’s childhood, her marriage and the slanderous rumours about her. It was conceived as a composition for two voices – the voice of Penelope herself, and the collective voice of the twelve maids – or slaves – who are hanged at the end of The Odyssey. The hanging of these maids bothered me when I first read The Odyssey as a teenager, and it bothers me still, as it is so excessive in relation to anything they actually did.


Both voices – that of Penelope and that of the Maids – speak from the Greek Underworld, where Penelope is free to tell the story from her point of view. Many events that stretch credulity in The Odyssey (would Penelope really not have recognised Odysseus when he turns up disguised as a beggar? Would she not have noticed when Odysseus almost strangles Eurycleia?) are best explained by wilful silence on the part of Penelope, or by motives not explored in The Odyssey, though the possibilities for them can be found in it.


The chorus of Maids is in part a tribute to the use of the chorus in Greek tragedy, in which lowly characters comment on the main action, and also to the satyr plays that accompanied tragedies, in which comic actors made fun of them. The Maids in The Penelopiad do such things, but also they’re angry, as they still feel they have been wrongfully hanged.


It was this choral activity that suggested the idea of having the Maids play both themselves and also all the other characters in the drama except Penelope. Although in this initial production we are lucky to have the full complement of twelve Maids, the play could be done with as few as seven – all female, mixed, or even all male. In this respect, the play retains the fluidity of the original mythic material.


As to the main characters: Penelope herself – although somewhat weepy – is resourceful and brave, and (as befits the wife of Odyseus, master trickster) a good liar. Some have made a comparison with Desperate Housewives, but that’s a case of convergence, because Penelope is perhaps the first desperate housewife to appear in art. (Absent husband, teenage son giving lip and breaking curfew, louts gobbling up the foodstuffs, a servant problem – who wouldn’t be desperate?)


Odysseus is a famous hero – but by hero the Greeks did not mean a Superman-like creature who always behaves well. He was known to the ancients as a shifty fellow – a charming smooth-talker and inventor of crafty dodges, who shaped himself to circumstance. I have tried to do justice to these attributes.


Telemachus is an adolescent boy raised in a household of doting females who is then confronted by a hundred and twenty challengers. No wonder he’s surly.




*





The structure of The Penelopiad – the book version – owes something to the scrapbook or sampler, and as such has numerous digressions. The interruptions of the Maids represent many forms, from ballad to Tennysonian Idyll. Sadly, in the dramatic adaptation we’ve had to cut some of these digressions: the eighteenth-century play let, the Gravesian lecture – for length, and because they conflicted with the forward thrust of the play. Of ‘The Trial of Odysseus’, in which the evidence for and against the hanging of the Maids is set forth, nothing remains but the Invocation to the Furies.


It would be possible to envisage a different adaptation, in which these and other scenes would be preserved. The ancient myths remain fertile ground. Who knows what might sprout from them next?


AUTHOR’S THANKS


Every play is a palimpsest, composed of many layers of writing and suggestion; and every play is shaped by the circumstances of its development. Many people have been involved in this one.


First thanks to Jamie Byng of Canongate, who tangled me in the web of the ‘Myths Series’, to Vivienne Schuster and Louise Dennys of Knopf Canada, who did the primary editing of the book, from which so much of the text in the play has come.


I’d next like to thank Phyllida Lloyd, and all those others who participated in the first Penelopiad one-night stand. These included Heather Craney, Rebecca Jenkins and Kim Medcalf as the Maids; Kieron Docherty, who was Production Manager; Anthony Van Last, who was Movement Director; and Jason Carr, who composed the original music. Erica Wagner and the Sunday Times must be thanked for their financial and moral support, as must Peter Florence of the Hay-on-Wye Festival.


For this production, I’d like to thank Peter Hinton of the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, who first commissioned the adaptation, and Deborah Shaw of the Royal Shakespeare Company, who agreed to this unprecedented co-production; and Joe Phillips of Curtis Brown, who was my agent for this play.


I’d next like to thank the ‘Group of Seven’ – the seven remarkable Canadian women donors who made this production possible: Gail Asper, Alice Burton, Zita Cobb, Kiki Delaney, Julia Foster, Leslie Gales and Gail O’Brien.


In the next instance, much thanks is due to Jeanie O’Hare, the dedicated Literary Manager of the RSC, who plunged in with both hands, and to the indefatigable Nicola Wilson, who in her role as dramaturg initially suggested how the scenes might flow, and then hovered over the playscript like Eurycleia over Telemachus.


The electric director, Josette Bushell-Mingo, made many helpful suggestions about the script, as did the perceptive leading lady, Penny Downie. For the visual aspects of the play, Veronica Tennant as Movement Director, Bonnie Beecher as Lighting Designer, and Rosa Maggiora as Designer were indispensable. The amazing music and sounds were composed by Warren Wills.


Finally, I must thank the twelve supremely talented actresses who played the extremely demanding roles of the Maids: Mojisola Adebayo, Jade Anouka, Lisa Karen Cox, Derbhle Crotty, Philippa Domville, Kate Hennig, Pauline Hutton, Corinne Koslo, Sarah Malin, Pamela Matthews, Kelly McIntosh and Jenny Young.


For without the Maids, there would be no Penelopiad.




 





Margaret Atwood, 2007






















First Performance





The Penelopiad was first performed by the Royal Shakespeare Company in association with Canada’s National Arts Centre at The Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, on 27 July 2007. The cast was as follows:




 





Telemachus/Maid Mojisola Adebayo


Melantho of the Pretty Cheeks/Maid 1 Jade Anouka


Antinous/Maid/Suitor 1 Derbhle Crotty


Maid 2 Lisa Karen Cox


Naiad Mother/Maid Philippa Domville


Penelope Penny Downie


Eurycleia/Maid Kate Hennig


Oracle/Maid 3 Pauline Hutton


Icarius/Maid/Suitor 2 Corrine Koslo


Odysseus/Maid Sarah Malin


Laertes/Suitor 3/Maid Pamela Matthews


Helen/Maid Kelly McIntosh


Anticleia/Maid 4 Jenny Young




 





Directed by Josette Bushell-Mingo


Designed by Rosa Maggiora


Lighting designed by Bonnie Beecher


Dramaturg Nicola Wilson


Music by Warren Wills


Sound designed by Martin Slavin


Movement Director Veronica Tennant


Fights by Alison de Burgh


Assistant Director Rae Mcken


Music Director Michael Cryne


Company Voice Work by Charmian Gradwell


Casting by Sam Jones CDG


Production Manager Rebecca Watts


Costume Supervisor Christine Rowland


Company Manager Jondon


Stage Manager Janet Gautrey


Deputy Stage Manager Gabrielle Sanders


Assistant Stage Manager Sally Hughes



















Characters





Penelope


Odysseus


Telemachus


Helen of Troy


Menelaus


Penelope’s Naiad Mother


King Icarius of Sparta


Oracle


Eurycleia


Laertes, King of Ithaca


Anticleia, Queen of Ithaca


Antinous


Appolonius


THE MAIDS


Melantho


Tanis


Kerthia


Iole


Celandine


Klytie


Selene


Zoe


Alecto


Chloris


Phasiana


Narcissa






















COSTUME DESIGNS


Rosa Maggiora
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THE PENELOPIAD



























Act One
























SCENE 1


PENELOPE BEGINS HER STORY








Hades.




Penelope


Now that I’m dead I know everything. This is what I wished would happen, but like so many of my wishes it’s failed to come true. I know only a few factoids that I didn’t know before. Death is much too high a price to pay for the satisfaction of curiosity, needless to say.


Since being dead – since achieving this state of bonelessness, liplessness, breastlessness – I’ve learned some things I would rather not know, as one does when listening at windows or opening other people’s letters. You think you’d like to read minds? Think again.


Down here everyone arrives with a sack, like the sacks used to keep the winds in, but each of these sacks is full of words – words you’ve spoken, words you’ve heard, words that have been said about you. Some sacks are very small, others large; my own is of a reasonable size, though a lot of the words in it concern my eminent husband. What a fool he made of me, some say. It was a specialty of his: making fools. He got away with everything, which was another of his specialties: getting away.


He was always so plausible. Many people believed that his version of events was the true one, give or take a few murders, a few beautiful seductresses, a few one-eyed monsters. But I like to think he never played his tricks on me. For hadn’t I been faithful? Didn’t I wait, and wait, and wait, despite the temptation – almost the compulsion – to do otherwise? And yet what have I amounted to, now the official version has gained ground? An edifying legend. A stick used to beat other women with. Why can’t they be as considerate, as trustworthy, as all-suffering as I was? That’s the line they take, the singers, the yarn-spinners. Don’t follow my example, I want to scream in your ears – yes, yours! But when I try to scream, I sound like an owl.
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