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FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR





A single word frees people of all weight and
pain of life, and that word is love.


– SOPHOCLES





 


I was approached to reimagine the play that you are about to read – possibly in bed or a big bubble bath because you fancied something ancient to delve into, or maybe you are being forced to read it awkwardly in front of your class by a keen teacher – by a lovely guy called Alex Clifton, then Artistic Director of Storyhouse, Chester, UK.


Alex himself is a sunbeam of a human who, many times now during my career, has encouraged me to work on projects that initially I didn’t feel too confident about. As well as Alex being lovely, Storyhouse is one of my favourite theatres, largely because it is a beautiful library (with a great children’s section), cinema, theatre and café in one – and for this reason one of the least intimidating theatre spaces I’ve been in. Despite all this, when Alex first asked me I said no thank you. I don’t want to work on Antigone.


I said no, first and foremost, because I did not feel qualified to reimagine Antigone – a play written over two thousand years ago by one of the most enduring playwrights of ancient Greece.


I have not studied theatre, I told Alex. I was not in any school play, save being a shepherd in the Primary nativity, tea-towel thrown on my head for extra credibility. Perhaps more importantly, I thought, I am not really a ‘theatre-goer’, as people say. I had seen, before working on this play, perhaps twenty plays in my entire life. During my childhood and into adulthood, most of the plays I saw were pantomimes or musicals, an outing maybe once a year with family or friends as a Christmas treat. And it was a treat. I loved them, and still do, especially The Rocky Horror Picture Show, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat and most recently the Tina Turner musical. Antigone, on first reading, did not seem to be this sort of play; not the sort of play I ‘got’. It was, as I put it at the time, ‘serious theatre’ and I did not have a great track record with ‘serious theatre’. (By this term, I mean theatre with more serious, less comedic themes, or at least serious themes spoken not sung – I am not implying pantomimes or musicals are not serious art. I firmly believe they are and should be credited as such.)


So, musicals and Christmas pantos aside, I have often found theatres fairly intimidating spaces, so much so that I’ve paid to get into my own poetry gig before for fear of telling the person at the front of house that I was actually the main performer.


Other scuffles with ‘serious’ theatre shows have also increased this feeling of trepidation. Not the plays themselves, so much as the whole experience within these spaces. Examples (in no particular chronological order) include having been glared at for taking a quiet sip from an apple juice carton; been scowled at by a fellow audience-member for opening a packet of crisps, and feeling so awkward about making any tiny noise that instead of chewing them I just sort of sucked each crisp quietly into tasteless mush and swallowed; having been looked up and down by a group of very well-dressed people (I assumed for being a bit scruffy but it may not have been this and I may just have imagined it because I felt awkward and under-dressed in the theatre a lot of the time); and, going back to early childhood, having been forced by my loving parents, when I was about eight, to wear a red velvet pinafore and floaty white blouse (that my gran had bought me and which I absolutely hated) because my school was taking us to see a play and I ‘had to look my smartest for the theatre’. My mum recalls fondly that before this school trip I shut myself in our bathroom screaming ‘I don’t want to wear that horrible dress’. I wore it in the end but sat watching the play refusing to unbutton my anorak. From a young age, serious theatre seemed to involve wearing clothes you felt uncomfortable in in order to look like you were something you weren’t and being quieter than was humanly possible. I longed for the popcorn freedom of the cinema.


In later years, I did start to appreciate the theatre trips my parents took me on, but I still wasn’t great at the seriousness – neither were they. My most vivid memory in this respect was being told off as a teenager by a woman in the row in front of us at the Swan Lake ballet.


My mum had taken two of my school mates and me to see the ballet – a ‘cultural experience’ – but as soon as it started, a dancer leapt across the stage with tights so pale white and tight you could see the shadow of his penis. My mum and I immediately started giggling hysterically. Then both my friends started giggling until we were all stifling our immature sobs into our palms instead of concentrating on the extremely beautiful dancing. The woman in front of us eventually turned around (fair enough, we were literally unable to deal with watching one man in ballet tights and she had paid the same ticket price as us to watch the show), and hissed ‘for goodness’ sake, be quiet or leave’, which of course made us even more giggly. We were in the wrong here, I do know that, but I also think that our laughter was made worse by our nervousness in trying to be so well-behaved initially.


What I guess I’m saying is that I have often felt I’ve had to be on my very best behaviour whilst watching serious plays, not only in the standard polite and respectful way that shared public spaces warrant, but in a more awkward, intimidated way too. It wasn’t ‘fun’. Often, despite the cushioned seats, it wasn’t even comfortable. It was something I did because my parents told me it was good for me or because it was deemed a ‘cultural experience’ that would somehow make me a ‘better’ person or because I was studying the play at school and the class went on a trip. As I became an adult, my prejudice was hard to shift. Musicals and pantomimes brilliant, but anything more serious than that and I was probably not going to understand it, or at the least be told off for something.


The word ‘cultural’ also started to grate. Why was viewing certain art deemed ‘a cultural experience’? A classical music concert, yes. A Shakespeare play, yes. An opera or a ballet, yes. Yet when I danced to Little Mix in concert, or watched the England versus Germany Women’s World Cup match, or sat in awe as Kevin Bridges made a room full of five thousand people laugh hysterically simply by telling stories on a stage, not so much. I did a gig for Cambridge University once. It was at the Museum of Anthropology and Archaeology. I find this museum fascinating and for some reason spent loads of time there when I was pregnant. I was very excited about this gig. I read my poems for half an hour to a crowd of invited guests amongst an array of artefacts spanning two million years of history. After the gig, a man came up to me and congratulated me on the reading. He then said: It’s so refreshing to hear such non-culture in such a cultural setting. I’m still not sure how he expected me to take that as a compliment. Perhaps he didn’t. I called up my mum laughing. Non-culture! What a bloody cheek!


A final confession to Alex to cement my refusal of the Antigone offer: with the exception of Simon Godwin’s 2015 production of Hamlet at the RSC, starring Paapa Essiedu in the title role, Sabrina Mahfouz’s A History of Water in the Middle East and an extraordinary ‘immersive theatre experience’ my boyfriend took me to see which was set in a pitch black shipping container, I had rarely been to watch a serious play that hadn’t made me sleepy, by which I mean I often fell asleep in theatres, added proof I should stick to other art forms. Long play plus comfy seats plus warm theatre plus being forced to stay absolutely still and silent for two hours was a sure-fire way to knock me out. In fact, the first time I saw Hamlet, when I was fourteen, I fell asleep for about an hour. My parents had taken me but I’m not exactly sure why because it was a four-hour version and I wasn’t even studying it at school (in my head this is the only reason I’d have ever gone to see a Shakespeare play as a teenager). I fell asleep after roughly an hour and when I woke up there was a naked man (Hamlet) dancing around the stage, his penis flailing in all directions. It was definitely my favourite part of the play, probably because I had been asleep for a lot of the rest of it and well, because he was naked and seeing a penis no-handed helicoptering like that was a rare treat.


In much more recent years, I have been to watch several incredible and life-changing plays, thanks mainly to my mother and my boyfriend encouraging me to ‘branch out a bit’ during the Edinburgh festival, where you can see more theatre in a week than you (or I) normally can in a year. But for me there is still a tingle of stigma that a lot of theatre is somewhat unwelcoming to the general public – and I desperately did not want to be part of this.


I cautiously told Alex all this.


He said, Great. Can you do it then?


I said, I’m not sure. On top of all my other inhibitions, I didn’t know if I wanted to work on this play specifically.


I had read three different adaptations of Antigone twice each and watched three online productions and although I found many parts extremely captivating – especially Tiresias’s speeches in Seamus Heaney’s version and the dialogues between Ismene and Antigone in Anne Carson’s version – I didn’t love the play at first. I found it fairly miserable. I know, I know, it’s a Greek tragedy. I wasn’t expecting Mary Poppins on ice. But the world is miserable enough, I thought. And being a writer is already quite an isolating career. To be blunt, I didn’t know if I wanted to sit at a desk on my own, surrounding myself with a play filled with grief and death, for months, maybe longer.


A very dear friend had also died to suicide shortly before I read Antigone, and I wasn’t sure whether this play, in being so full of this form of death, perhaps made light of it somehow; even glamorised it for dramatic effect. I especially hated the references to hanging and was worried about the specific details given in some of the translations; the sort of detail we now ban from newspaper stories for fear of copycat culture. That said, Greek theatre was also extremely strict about depictions of violence or suicide, all of which were ‘performed’ offstage and reported on stage by messengers, in contrast to a lot of what we are used to seeing visualised in film and television today.


Still, I told Alex my concerns. He said: well, change those bits. This is a reimagining, Hollie.


If I’m honest, at this point I hadn’t much of a clue what a ‘reimagining’ really meant.


So I can change it then? I said.


Yes! It’s a reimagining, he repeated.


So I started to play around with it. The thought of messing with Sophocles felt ridiculous; arrogant even, but also fairly exciting. Over two thousand years this play has lasted and here I am, sat at a little desk by my bed with a pencil in my hand scoring out chunks of the writing like ‘nah, take that bit out’, or ‘too repetitive, Sophocles’ or ‘no-one would understand this now’, and so on. When I was working late at night, I sometimes imagined Sophocles pacing the room fuming at me, attempting to grab the pencil with his phantom fingers. Then I thought he’d probably have better places to be than my bedroom.


I read various translations over again. I researched more about Sophocles himself. I researched more about the story of Antigone, which I knew zero about initially. I finally started to enjoy the story, to appreciate the beauty of the language, once I wasn’t spending my entire reading time googling ‘who is Hades?’, ‘who is Oedipus’s wife?’, ‘who is Danae?’, ‘what is the house of Labdacus?’, ‘where is Argos in relation to Athens?’, ‘how many affairs did Zeus have and how do Gods have sex anyway?’ (This last one was less to do with the play and more personal intrigue.) I giggled at certain parts – the Messenger’s breathlessness, the chattering or gossiping nature of the Chorus.


I found myself shouting at the TV as I watched Donald Trump’s final speeches as US president, ‘that’s just like Kreon on page . . .!’ And again, whilst watching re-runs of The Office, I wondered whether Sophocles would have recognised some of Kreon in David Brent’s tragic ego, some of his insecurities too, perhaps. And what about Tiresias and Game of Thrones’ Bran Stark? I think they would have got on well. I found myself poring through speeches online and obsessing over the pairing up of words spoken by these ancient characters and the modern day politicians and activists I was brought up learning from. How closely some of Antigone’s lines on law-abidance echoed Martin Luther King’s most famous warnings. Or Vanessa Nakate’s and Greta Thunberg’s more recent laments on the need to shake politicians into action on the environment. I put on the radio and as Alicia Keys’ ‘Girl on Fire’ sang loudly through my kitchen the lyrics shook me – ‘that’s Antigone!’ I got very excited.


Instead of thinking: why aren’t we focusing on new work rather than regurgitating old plays written two thousand years ago, I started to find it incredible, and also deeply depressing, that so many of the themes of Antigone are still so relevant today: the position of women in society; the unjust power of monarchy; the belittling treatment of the working classes; the use of many men in war as ‘battle fodder’; the effect of power on the ego of those who are given it; the importance of speaking up against injustice and the difficulty so often in safely doing so. Two thousand years and so little seemed to have changed. I read the final lines of the play about wisdom and burst. I read the opening scene again and was comforted by the fact that the stage direction – two women alone outside – would no longer shock most modern audiences. So some things have definitely changed.


Saying this, this play stood out in ancient Greek times because it had a central female protagonist – not only that, but two named female characters who speak to each other about something other than a man. A large proportion of modern cinema still doesn’t pass this basic Bechdel test. Antigone does. Two thousand years. Seriously.


As well as the story of the play itself, once I could read it without a dictionary beside me, the research which cemented my desire to give this ‘reimagining’ a go was into Greek tragedy and Greek theatre more generally. It calmed all my concerns about crisp-eating.


I read that Antigone, as with most of the tragedies in ancient Greece, was often put on as part of religious festivals, the most revered of which was the Great Dionysia. This was essentially a festival celebrating pleasure in honour of Dionysus, the Greek God of many things pleasure-related including fertility, phalluses, wine and . . . theatre. Theatre! Tragic Theatre was seen as a godly pleasure alongside kissing and feasting and possessing a magic cup constantly refilling with wine. I wish I had known this when I was sucking the salt off more soggy crisps during Scene 3 of Richard III.


I learnt that Greek tragedies tended to be put on during these festivals as part of a theatrical competition each year. For over fifty years, Sophocles was the most celebrated playwright of these dramatic competitions. Apparently, he never came lower than second place. There were often comedians on before the plays. The theatres were more like stadiums and the audiences not only weren’t scowled at for eating a few crisps or giggling at a penis outline on some ballet tights, they were often actively encouraged to heckle, drink and feast, and their viewing experience sometimes began with a parade of several giant phalluses across the stage. I imagined Sophocles each year back to defend his Tragedy Title like a champion boxer cheered into the ring again.


Ancient Greek theatre began to fascinate me. I was jealous that Greek audiences got to sit and glug wine and woop and see comedians before watching these serious plays, whilst I was forced into uncomfortably smart dresses and silence to watch mine. Put into the context of these festivals, the tragedies came to life a little more. I imagined the excitement of the competition, the effect on audiences of the rather over the top nature of these tragedies. I started to see them (apologies Sophocles) as more akin to modern-day soap operas. Think EastEnders in togas before we had any sort of television at all. Or perhaps more as if soap operas were only shown once a year in a festival during which hundreds of us gathered around a giant screen to watch three different versions of the most dramatic Christmas episode of EastEnders one after the other with comedians doing a set in between whilst we sang drunkenly along to the theme tune and feasted ourselves on wine and chocolate in praise of Pleasure. I began to like the idea of Greek theatre a lot.


I don’t think theatres can ever be like this again, because of course we now have so many forms of entertainment that didn’t exist in ancient Greece. I also don’t really want theatres to resort to the Dionysus days. Firstly, it is contested whether any women were allowed in to watch the plays, so I’d possibly not have seen any plays at all. Secondly, as well as the food and drink and festivities, it has also been suggested that these festivals encouraged human trafficking of people forced into sexual slavery to please a drunken male theatre audience – much like what occurs worldwide during World Cup football matches nowadays. Thirdly, I’m not really keen on us going back to pigs being sacrificed on stage or lines of young boys carrying a giant model penis to praise the God of fertility before each play (unless there’s a giant clitoris alongside it perhaps). So not everything about Greek theatre appealed, but there was a lot that enticed me. It seemed to me (and I am in no way an expert here) a combination of tragedy, stand-up comedy, musical theatre, soap opera, football crowds and piss-up.
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