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SENECA’S TROJAN WOMEN
Identity and Survival in the Aftermath of War

Gyllan Raby

Everybody knows somebody who has been directly affected by war, and
has thoughts about the radical ways in which one's sense of one’s place in
the world 1s affected by war, My mise en scéne for Trojan Women (Seneca,
1996) grew from the premise that Troy represents any decimated
culture whose women face butchery or assimilation. The Cheyenne
nation has a saying that sums it up: ‘e people is not defeated until the heayts
of the women lie trampled on the ground’. In recent decades we've seen
many noble, cosmopolitan cities ruined by war, accompanied by the
systematic rape of women which is an integral part of the war effort. For
example, Seneca’s Trojan Women has similarities to Goran Stefanovski's
play Sara in the Horrorland (1995) about the bombardment of Sarajevo.
Where Seneca uses the great soul of Hecuba to embody the suffering
of his city, Stefanovski uses a young girl, Sara.

When a playwright characterizes a great city not just as a mutable
way of life but as a soul, unique and irreplaceable, it is incumbent on
that playwright to reach an understanding of the hostilities thai destroy
the spirit of place. Stefanovski echoes Seneca in his description of the
confused context of the war in Sarajevo: division among the aggressors,
confusion among the losers, the failure of heroics, no clear-cut villains,
emotion without sentimentality. Both authors ring out the ‘holocaust
mantra’ of exorcism and polemic: ‘never forget, never again’. This
is to tell us that the experience of this war, this play, must leave us
changed for good. Since neither the ideutity of the victor nor that of
the victim can remain stable under war conditions, the observer must
also be irrevocably changed. Since our production was produced by
an American Unjversity in February 1998 - a time when the govern-
ment administration was readying its war machine against Irag — the
resonance of this mantra was a prime objective of the production.

David Slavitt (1992) has noted that Seneca’s anger is not merely that
of a shrewd, cynical observer but testifies ‘to the wreck of an idealist’s
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faith’ (p. x). Our contemporary, Stefanovski, also describes the war-ume
difficulty of holding on to the fundamental ideals in which identty is
founded. Stefanovski (1995) sees the destroyed architecture of his city
as a metanym for the tdentity of his people; it also signifies the lost
humanity of the destroyers. ‘A specific cultural Atlants is sweeping
away’, he writes, “...the fall of Sarajevo is a fall both of Europe and
the World’ (p.48).

From the start, these observations on war, place and idenuty direcled
me towards a contemporary production dramaturgy which would
place situation in the foreground, with an emphasis on action and
a flow across Seneca’s act divisions. For an accelerating urgency and
cumulative effect 1 decided to cut the 1ext for action so as to present
the play with no intermission. Any rhetorical ‘mythologizing which
did pot relate to the situation of the Trojan women was snipped. My
aggressive and decisive policy in determining the cuts aimed to clarify
the ambiguous questions in the drama that have Lraditionally caused
devotees of Seneca most grief in production. A play text is a blueprint
for which any production is necessarily a translation. A clear awack
helps to focus a production; it is also a catalyst for animated discussion.
To bridge the distance between today and a Troy that was mythic even
to Seneca, I planned a production based on my answers to the following
questions about situation, acuon, Seneca’s use of character foil, and the
inaginative sensibility of his play.

I. Imagining the situation

The once and future Troy

1 agree with Talthybius’ statement at line1050, that culture and mythol-
ogy are cumulative processes. | take him at his word: wherever smoke
snakes into the air; wherever the air is particularly black with denomi-
national hatred; wherever a war of attrivion settles over our species, Troy
is there. Troy inspired warrior philosophers and warrior poets down
through the ages, including even the aristocrat poets who contributed
1o our notions of modernity while dying at Gallipoli and so many other
killing fields. The sheer magnitude of the idea of Troy meant that we,
cast of Trojan women and Greek conquerors, had to engage in exercises
first of imagining a fabulous culwre, then in destroying it.

What is Troy? How can the significance of is demise be communicated Lo an
awdience unfamiliar with its ontological myths?

Seneca’s Troy is ancient, potent, culturally exquisite. Reaching up
through its towers to the divine, it has become a timeless archetype.
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The problem with eternity is stasis — the absence of desire. Troy
has therefore stolen Helen, the temporal quality of desive, but as
organization culture theory indicates (Nahavandi and Malekzadeh
1993), superficial borrowings cannot give a static culture the flexibility
)L needs to deal with ‘new procedural challenges’ (p.19), such as an
invasion of Grecks.

In the first weeks of rehearsal we created splendid rituals celebrating
Troy’s past, celebrating its mythological origins, vsing the text of
the formal lamenting from act 1 to steer improvisations which our
composer, James Hart, used subsequenty as the basis for his score.
Our Troy is proud and undemonstrative save for formalized mourning
ritual. The society is pre-industrial, slave-based and rigidly hierarchical.
The women live segregated, but wield considerable power depending
on their social station and marriage. Beauty is defined by artifice, which
1s highly valued. The living are divided from the invisible world of the
gods and the realim of the dead by a gauze curtain which certain rituals
can temporarily brush aside. Tallness denotes spiritual ascendancy: this
Jed us to build up the shoes of the aristocrats and temple workers, and
to elevate the ghosts on four-foot high stilts.

The cast researched accounts of post-bombardnmient shock from
Hiroshima, Dresden and the East Bank. We examined the art forms
inspired by these experiences, such as Japanese Bhuto dance and the
performance art of Joseph Beuys. We worked through discussion but
mainly up on our feet, for it is only through bodily imagination that
we could research the physical experiences of awakening from the
surreal nightmare of bombardment into a forever-altered reality. We
represented the brain-numbing shock sustained by the ragged, barefoot
women of the chorus by their slow-motion stnmble 10 Hector’s tomb
during the overture, three full minutes in duration.

The bones and the flesh of Troy

Hecuba is the skeleton, the lesser women, the flesh of Troy. Hecnba
adheres to the cultural structures of Troy, while the weaker members of
the chorus fall away from her. Quite apart from the unpleasant irony,
it makes sense for Hecuba to be coupled with Ulysses by the lottery
because she’s the only one who approaches his strength of will.

What is the dramatic situation of the Trojun Women? When are they on slage?
Houw are their journies defined?

Hecuba opens and closes the play: the stage is her territory. In
our production she remained on stage for the Ulysses-Andromache
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confrontation in act 3 (where, after all, would she goz). Similarly, the
chorus remained on stage throughout, crouching traumatized during
the ‘interior’ second act played upstage by the Greeks. Andromache
speaks most lines and has most swinging emotional transitions: hers is
the most savage arc of change in the play, but Hecuba's will represents
the Trojan problem the Greeks must deal with - and so she drives the
acuon. She never relaxes her sense of who she is, or her efforts to force
her fellow Trojans in line with her. The gods are sick, the Greeks are
evil, Hecuba is and will remain even in slavery, a queen.

The divergence between Hecuba and the chorus is difficult 1o plot,
yet necessary if the events of the play are to expose the collapse of
the identifications, solidarities and agreements on which their cultural
practices rest. John Rajchman’s (1991) definition of event as a ‘moment
of erosion, collapse, questioning or problematisation of the very set-
tings within which a drama may take place’ (p.viii) is appropriate to
the 'holocaust manwra’ of the play because it begs the possibility of
alternative events and settings. Indeed, the preoccupation of the Trojan
women is to imagine what might come out of the collapse of their
world. The imagining undertaken by the chorus provides a ‘normy’
against which the different journies of Hecuba and Andromache can
be contrasted and understood.

The chorus begin numbed and vaguely relieved to find a leader
still alive. Hecuba has refused the comfort of shock. She maintains an
ironic commentary: that Troy, at its greatest in defeat, has never awed
the Greeks as now. Hecuba’s voice hardly reaches the chorus in their
extremity, however, and [ felt that something more than Hecuba's
railing should catalyse them back into consciousness. In our production
a mad captive woman is carried across the stage by Greek soldiers.
Wailing in a song which fragments into five different voices the loss of
her father and homeland, Cassandra prophesies her captor’s death in
a speech drawn from Seneca’s Agamemnon.

The rather radical decision to import this brief new scene from
Agamemnon into Tyojan Women has three purposes. Itillustrates Hecuba’s
physical helplessness to save her daughter, and exacerbates her guilty
need to find herself culpable for the destructon of Troy. It introduces,
as a warning to the other women, the terrifying geography of lost
identity, fraught with hallucination and the divine whimsy of the gods.
Lastly, it pummels the Trojan women into horrified recogniuon thal
the immediate fate of Cassandra is what they must all face, with the
lottery. Their initial shock now gives way to their realization that they
have survived to face new disasters, and that they must quickly find
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a way to understand the new world which is taking shape out of the
combustion and collapse of the old.

First the women of the chorus hold fast to each other and to the
glories of their past. They insist defiantly to the Greek Talthybius that

- their dead enjoy ‘the fruits of happiness’ (158) in Elysium. Bur then,
chastened by his description of Achilles’ powerful ghost, they lose faith
in Hecuba, who is of no use in protecting them from the Greeks, and
in fact endangers them with her uncompromising atutudes. Privately,
they question the foundations of their religion, meditating at length on
the afterlife, ‘They say the soul lives on when we are dead - | Can this
be true? Or s it just a2 myth | an opiate to dull our fears? (371-408).
When they conclude that ‘Nothing exists after death’ they threaten to
destroy the fragile metaphysics that Hecuba insists on, and this marks
their point of greatest dissent with the royal family. Andromache man-
ages to bring them back from this existentialist isolation, temporarily.
Her account of Hector’s suffering ghost exhorts them to act together
to hide the child Astyanax: they now defy the Greeks so as to empower
themselves.

It is a tense and challenging moment for the chorus when they hear
their own words of exhausted despair at the arduous ten years of war
(68-80) echoed by Ulysses as he tries to persuade Andromache it is
within her power to end the pain (548-50). They resist him, and none
of them turns traitor. But after their strategy to save Astyanax has
failed, they feel their identity slipping from them. From holding fast
o Troy's dust in the first act, the chorus at the end of act 3 envision
themselves lost and alone in the far-flung kingdoms of Greece. By act 4,
all they have left to share is hatred for Helen: hatred being the lowest
common denominator of group identity. At the end of the play when
the soldiers compel them to the ships, there is nothing binding them
but the ve of shared suffering.

The mental territory of the aftermath of war

We concluded that, with the exception of Hecuba, it is unlikely the
Trojan women have much chance of maintaining a living cultural
identity across their diaspora. We also agreed: the psychological
exercise of tracking their journey through the play would, on its own,
have fulfilled any educational goal we hoped to gain from doing the
show. Their journey provides the ground against which all other ideas
discussed in the script can be seen. This suggested that they should be
perpetually on stage. Why would they leave Hector's tomb? Where else
is there for them to go burt to the ships?
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The women of the chorus would cling to their Trojan-ness, but it
eludes them. The old social order is dead, their gods have ceased to
protect them, and as the action develops they come to understand
that they must strategize furiously if an iota of their Trojan-ness is
1o swrvive.

II. Imagining the action

Identities are reconfigured in the aftermath of war

Elaine Scarry (1985) writes that war is the declaravon that ‘reality is
officially up for grabs’ (p.137). It is part of the state of war that reality
will be systematically deconstructed by means of lies, falsifications and
fictions. We are familiar with this scenario; our newspapers are full
of it. It follows that, although the bombardment may be over and
the casualty lists drawn up, war continues in the conflict over these
unresolved issues: who will define reality; who will be forced to recant,
to formally apologize; who will define war crimes — how will identity be
defined in the new ovder; where will the new boundaries for culturally
acceptable behaviour be drawn?

In treating the Trojan women, Seneca is not obsessively concerned
with the victims. He is equally interested in the process of conquering,
and this is what makes his play relevant to powerful governmenits today.
Seneca’s Trojan Women occurs here, in the aftermath of war, during
the suspended reality of the fall-out where power struggles among the
victors determine morality, and indeed, can change even the meaning
of the weather.

What does Seneca reveal nbout war by showing scenes of dissent among the
victors and confusion aong the defeated? How does he view conquest?

Conquest and victory are unstable terms, that depend for their definition
on the identity of the defeated. In order to call themselves conquerors,
the victors must first agree on a definition of what constitutes total
victory. Is it to be the razing of the city; the propittation of Greek war
heroes, or a Trojan genocide to prevent repercussions? After some
argument, the Greeks opt for all three - and it is significant that each
strategy undermines the existng identity of Troy in a different way.
Razing the city destroys the birthplace of Trojan identity and defiles
its religion by the sacrilegious killing of Priam in the temple and the
rape of Cassandra. Seneca describes the destruction of Troy on various
occasions, but only Hector’s tomb, the quintessential Trojan artifact, is
actually destroyed on stage. Monument to Troy’s mightiest, the tomb
works first as a gathering place for survivors, a sort of beacon drawing
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them to the memory of what Troy was. The power of the tomb as
a receptacle of Trojan identity makes it the metaphorically optimal
place to hide Astyanax, and also causes Ulysses to seize it as a weapon in
his strategic psychological torture of Andromache.

The honouring of Achilles’ ghost with the death of Polyxena places
the old mortal Trojan hierarchy under the control of immortal —
therefore eternal — Greek ascendancy. Polyxena's death is, of course,
also part of the destruction of the Priam/Hector line. Not content
with sacrificing her, the Greeks send Helen to push Polyxena beyond
emotional endurance with a false offer of life in exchange for marriage
to Pyrrhus. The deceit is reminiscent of the Nazis' technique of sending
Jews quietly 1o slaughter by promising a train to Palesune. Why does
Seneca do this? Not just to show how nasty the Greeks and Helen can
be, but to show how the manipulation of reality in this psychological
warfare breaks Hecuba's spirit. The torment of Polyxena is actually
aimed at Hecuba. To win, the Greecks must destroy the Trojan identity
emanating from Hecuba, the mythic mother of Troy.

The ‘lottery’ assigning the noble Trojan women to Greek masters
concludes and stands for the assimilation which often accompanies
genocide through rape and abduction. The Trojan blood line, newly
identified as slaves’ blood line, will be consumed by the Greek master
race untl it is lost without trace. The killing of Hector's male heir,
Astyanax, represents the Greeks’ refusal to allow Trojan warvior identity
to survive even in a debased form.

The destruction of an artifact, a psychic identity and a human body are
complementary acts of war-.

The killing of Astyanax should be understood in relation to the desecra-
tion of Hector's tomb. Scarry (1985) shows that the ‘systematic destruc-
tion of all benign forms of meaning from the artifacts of the vanquished
civilization’ works as a covollary to torture ‘which destroys the physical
basis of reality within the human body’ (p. 137). Seneca’s play provides
a textbook demonstration of these parallel processes.

Why does the action centye on Heclor’s tombh?

Hector's tomb is central to the Trojans’ fight for psychic survival. The
tomb is Troy's past, Astyanax the Trojans’ future. To destroy Hector's
tomb is to destroy the remaining fragments of whar it is to be Trojan.
To kill Astyanax, son of Hector and, to the Greeks’ knowledge, Priam’s
Jast living male descendant, is to end Troy’s hope of contiguous cultural
identity and revenge. Containing, as it does, her husband’s spirit and
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her child’s life, the tomb is an extension of Andromache’s body — and
Ulysses’ attack on it is tantamount to a physical attack on her.

By placing Troy's past and future in this ‘body’ of Andromache,
Seneca is delivering her to Ulysses for torture. Scarry contends that the
purpose of torture is always psychological. Despite torturers’ pretences
to the contrary,

the first function of injury s the establishment of the categories of winner
and loser [the designalion of winner earns one the right to enact one’s own
constructs]. Injuring in its second funcrion...provides the radical material
base for the winning jssues, investing them with the bodily atiribute of
reality until there is time for both of the populations (winning and losing]
1o consent w them, enact them, make them real. (Scarry, 1985, p.132)

The injuring of Andromache by means of the attack on the tomb
implies that Ulysses’ purpose is more than ending the threat of Hector’s
line. 1t is more than changing the direction of the wind. Ultimately,
it is the torture of Andromache. The purpose of his torture is that of
al) torture: to make the victim betray her ‘self and so eradicate her
identity. To break Andromache's will, her ability to imagine herself as
part of a group, a cultural belief system, must be destroyed.

Both sides use deceit, and it must be remembered that Ulysses is
right to fear: Andromache does want Astyanax to grow up to fight back.
‘He must live to avenge you’, she says to Hector’s ashes, ‘so I can see
your face again in his’ (687). Since Andromache, as well as Ulysses,
equates Astyanax with Trojan retribution, we see how her love and
her warrior ethic are so inextricably bound together in her psyche
that her desire to win as a mother is subsumed in her desire to win
as a Trojan.

Andromache’s tragedy is that she bases her struggle for the future
on the past glories of Hector. In her mind’s eye, she sees bim riding to
save her like a white knight, terrifying the Greeks. Only a vision of the
future can save the future, and torturers do not stop until the victim
relinquishes all claim on defining reality. Thus, Andromache’s spirit is
broken at the moment where she acknowledges the Greeks' laughter at
her fantasies, and realizes her hope of a Trojan future is empty. * Am
1 the only person to see [Hector)?” (684).

To intensify the moment of her defeat, 1 changed the moment where
Andromache pulls Astyanax from hiding, so that her pleading for
clemency and her blessing of her enemy - a classic response of the
victim to torture — is made with the boy as grudging witness.

180



Seneca’s Trojan Women

Is Andromache truly willing to see her son enslaved, or is she merely engaging in
another strategy to keep him alive for fulure revenge?

When she allows her son to see her beg shamefully before an enemy,
Andromache shows that she has no pride left. 1 cut her line “Try plead-
ing with the Greeks. That just might work’ (687) because it implies that
her pleading may not be sincere. In order 1o place dramatic emphasis
on Ulysses’ decision concerning the boy, there should be no doubt that
she is completely beaten and now has no strategy left, no recourse but
to Ulysses' compassion.

Ulysses bhas said, 'Produce your son, then pray’ (784), so giving
Andromache reason to hope. Obediently, she prays to him, and forces
her son to join her. Subsequently, when Ulysses ignores her prayers, she
feels his betrayal more bitterly, and Ulysses’ urickery is more apparent.
A great arc of emotional development is available to the acuress playing
Andromache if, in her defeat, she abandons her political strategy:
she goes 10 the very depths of beggary. Moreover, when the defeated
Andromache separates her warrior ethic from her love for Astyanax
to the point that she chooses the person of the boy over the nobility
of her husband’s blood line, she has undergone a change of values.
This makes her exceptionally gripping as a dramatic character. The
hysterical Andromache who is so fixated by Hector that she can only
weep over his cloak as her son is led to his death — this stereotyped
Roman wife Andromache who never develops or changes — is far less
interesting to me and, I contend, less relevant to our contemporary
concerns with motherhood and peace politics. To return to Hector
personified in his cloak at the end of the scene would put her emotional
journey into reverse gear, 50 [ cut the cloak. Our Andromache renegoti-
ates her identity to the point where she lets go of Hector, lets go of
being Trojan, and just loves the boy.

What does Astyanax do during all thal stage lime, other than cling to his
mother?

Astyanax is a non-speaking role whose function is bathos. I dislike
using child actors as pieces of furniture: I think it always shows poorly.
We echoed the larger themes of the play by casting a twelve-year-old
youth who understands the symbolic significance of his Jineage and
is involved in renegotiating the Trojan identity. Our Astyanax and
his mother join the other Trojan women on stage in act 1, rather
than where Andromache’s text announces their ‘arrival’ in act 3. This
gives both the women and the audience more time to consider his
predicament as he lives through a traumatic narrowing of limited
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choices of identity as a mini-Hector who subscribes to the cult of his
father, o a child begging for life, 1o a last ditch atempt to ‘die well’
m the Roman fashion.

Andromache only ‘sees’ her son independently of Hector when she
forces him to beg for life in slavery. Ironically, as she comes to love
him, he wants to reject her. My aim was to stress the boy’s psychological
turmoil as he tries to work out ‘right behaviour’ throughout the roller-
coaster ride of events he is subjected to. After he is discovered hiding
in the tomb, Astyanax breaks with his princely upbringing when his
mother makes him genuflect o the Greeks. Then, in an about-face
where she rvitually prepares him to meet his ancestors, she seems to
enwrap him in Trojan-ness. She asks permission to, ‘close his eyes
though he’s still alive’. and while he is in this state of suggestible
blindness gives him the courage to die well:

You are so small
but, even now they are afraid of you.
Your country waits. Buoyed with freedom’s pride,
go, join the other Trojans who are (ree.
(787-91)

Andromache is unable o follow through, however. Having given
him dignity she takes it away from him again by reminding him in
her message 1o Hecror that she has no male to protect her: ‘is your
Andromache | to serve a Greek man's lust?” (805-6).

At this point Astyanax can no longer look to his mother for guidance
because of her abject confusion. He chooses the warrior role he is most
familiar with, and takes on the entire Greek army with his fists. Ajthough,
initially, they laugh at him, he dies proud and vengeful with his attempt
to outwit Calchas’ wind-altering prayers to the gods by leaping off
the precipice before their completion. Astyanax’s journey shows in
microcosm the fatal confusion of the Trojan identity., With his death,
Andromache’s attempt Lo redefine Trojans as slaves has failed.

Ulysses' definition of Troy wins. Hector's ghost will nal save
Andromache, Astyanax cannol be assimilated into Greek culture and
Andromache’s Troy is refigured as emotionally disproportionate and
culturally barbaric (782-8). The dominant Greek cultural imagination
allows the soldiers 1o see Achilles’ ghost clearly. Trojan ghosts, on the
other hand, are dislodged from the underworld, and suffer in agony;
the Trojan imagination itself is unhinged. This achieves Ulysses’ goal,
for he will keep the Trojans from retribution by making it impossible
for them to imagine themselves.
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In Inis actions, is Ulysses cruel, just or both?

As do all torturers, Ulysses sees the situation as bigger than the
individuals. The obligations of bloodline in a warrior culture make it
nnpossible for Astyanax ever to be anything other than Trojan. No matter
how sincerely Andromache tries 1o redefine her son as a household
slave, Ulysses knows it cannot be. He is Seneca’s model of the Roman
leadership which makes similar moral-political decisions every day to
rule an empire. This is not to suggest that he is a hero, however. Seneca
uses him to probe how secure the Romans are in their ‘rightness’, by
showing how difficult it is for Ulysses the torturer to justify his work
desptte his ideological convicuon that he is making the world a better,
safer place for his own kind. “This mother’s grief and shock really
moves me,’ he says, ‘but still it moves me even more to think | of Greek
mothers’ (736).

Research shows that torturers are not cartoon villains

Torturers are regular people who use ideological compartmentalization
and double-think to justify their actions. They are not monsters, but
complex human beings. The depiction of Ulysses is very modern: he
feels shame at the role he plays. Don’t believe Helen when she reports
that Ulysses doesn’t want Hecuba because she's old and ugly; Hecuba
would be a constant and uncomfortable reminder of his savagery in
Troy’s killing fields. No torturer takes his work home.

Ulysses is motivated neither by Pyrrhus’ blood lust nor Agamemnon’s
superficial empathy for the Trojans, yet he is still too emotional o be
a mere political cipher. He feels admiration and compassion for his
foe. In the very long act 3 we see Andromache earn Ulysses' respect
by her cunning, her passion, and the strength of her will. He does
not enjoy breaking her. He has difficulty hiding his genuine emotion
at the end of the scene when she bids farewell 1o her son; he must
work to curtail his soldiers’ compassion, too. Her accusatons of child
murder bite hard, and her distress over Astyanax excites his pity.
Ulysses is gemiinely moved by Andromache’s bravery and tears - but he
understands the potent force Astyanax represents. He has conflicting
motivations: his hauwed of war and his duty to Greece. Seneca applauds
both Ulysses’ humanity and the strong vision of necessity and the
strength of will it takes him 1o proceed with executing the boy.

The imperial swrategy of “assimilate or eradicate’ has come down to
us through Machiavelli. We hear it from people who argue that Irag
should be flattened until they can’t hit back. I think i's important for
a director to acknowledge wheve her moral viewpoint differs from
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a playwright, and my view on empire is not Roman. Consequently, my
interest in Ulysses lies in his own dislike of his actions.

ITI. Immagining the characters

Seneca’s cleverness at repeating themes in major, minor and sharp
is one of the reasons I felt the play should be musically scored. The
complex double motivation of Ulysses s thrust still further into relief by
the system of character foils that Seneca has designed for him.

What do we conclude from the spectrum of characters Ulysses, Pyrrhus,
Agamemnon, Helen and Talthybius?

The contrast of these lesser minds with Ulysses reveals the deep
humanity of the latter and serves to show his understanding of the
proper relationship between sentiment and pragmatism which is the
pedagogical purpose of Seneca’s play.

Agamemnon has plenty of philosophical rhetoric about the excesses of
war which he will nevey translate into merciful action. He has perfected,
superficially, the five sources of Longinus’ sublime (Longinus, 1995,
pp- 181-3): competence in speaking, the power of grand conception,
vehemence of emotion, proper construction of figures of thought and
metaphor and elevated dignity in speaking. One of the ironies in the
play is that Agamemnon speaks well of resuraint but allows himself
to be emotionally baited into a power struggle with Pyrrhus. Ulysses,
on the other hand, believes what Agamemnon mouths, but is forced
by his conviction of the necessity to wipe out Hector’s line, 10 act in
a Pyrrhus-like way.

Ulysses’ ironic double bind makes his journey the most interesting
on the Greek side. To emphasize it in the dramatic action, I elected
to introduce Ulysses early, in act 2 instead of act 3 where his text
begins (I never considered myself to be restricted by the three-speaker
rule). Consequently, as Ulysses witnesses the struggle between the
Greek Jeaders, the audience sees his double bind develop in the action.
Ulysses js stuck between Pyrrhus and Agamemnon, while they vie for
his support on the Polyxena issue.

In my interpretation, Ulysses prevents Pyrrhus from killing Agam-
emnon, maintaining a fragile unity among the Greeks, by proposing
that Calchas mediate between them by asking the gods for direction.
Ulysses pretends to honour Calchas’ pronouncement even though we
know from his inner thoughts in act 3 that he despises supersttion. His
conviction of the political necessity of eliminating Hector's male heir
torces Ulysses into an unholy alliance not just with Calchas, but with
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Pyrrhus in the sacrifice of Polyxena. He must suffer for his political
convictions.

Flaubert wrote La Sylphide about the particular melancboly of the
Romans,

their dreams loom and vanish againsi a background of immutable ebony.
No crying out, no convulsions - nothing but the fixity of a pensive gaze.
Just when the gods had ceased to be and Christ had not yet come, there
was a unique moment in history between Cicero and Marcus Aurelius,
when man swod alone. Nowhere ¢lse do I find that particular grandeur.

(Cited by Baitey, 1986, p.7)

The grandeur here is not that of Agamemnon’s fake sublime. It is
that of the human will 10 envision and o appreciate a fabulous cultural
identity such as Troy. The concomitant melancholy derives from the
consistent failure of us petty tribal creatures to maintain the vision. The
political necessity which forces Ulysses into his unboly alliance with
Pyrrhus and Calchas expresses both his grand vision and his melancholy
cynicism. At the end of the play, when he's watched the sacrifice of
Polyxena and waits for Hecuba, the fixity of his ‘pensive gaze’ contrasts
with the wailing of the chorus women as they are dragged away. His gaze
replaces the crying out and convulsions characteristic of a character
more rooted in temporal emoton - characteristic, let's say, of Helen.

Helen’s double bind in act 4 is a restatement of Ulysses’ but in
a context less politically urgent and less emotionally genuine. In act 4,
Helen, like Ulysses, lies to the Trojan women. She justifies the deceit
to herself by saying she’s only obeying orders, and anyway Polyxena
will be happier going to a surprise death — but something much deeper
is going on. Helen is isolated by the hatred of both the Trojans and
the Greeks, and she is undergoing the difficult idenuty crisis of the
collaborator. She mourns Paris, and is being towed off to Sparta as if
she were a Trojan woman - she has been a Trojan woman for ten long
years — but she doesn’t want to be a slave and so now adjusts her almost
infinitely flexible identity so as 10 ally herself with the Greeks.

Helen is a brilliantly modern portrait of a confused and dysfunctional
abuse-survivor. The child of rape, pawned off by the gods, kidnapped,
warred over and resented, Helen has not developed a secure identity.
She is stuck in the victim’s cycle of accusation and empathy. The
contextual pattern of her predicament is not clear to her: she lives only
in the present tense.

Helen is tired of the isolation imposed on her by the curse of her
beauty — but she can’t stop using it as a weapon. She wants solidarity
with the community of Trojan women — but without sharing their fate.
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Filtered through dishonesty and confusion, Helen’s double bind mirrors
that of Ulysses - political expedience (I am Creek!) and emotional
sensibility (I want to be with my Trojan sisters). However, since she lacks
both his vision of a politcally stable world and his fixity of purpose,
she can’t attain his dubious victory, and is left with the sense that she
1s sinking alone. Lacking an identity, she has no sense of justice and
can only be cruel. Helen's grand vision is only of herself as a ‘tragedy
queen’. Her melancholy is only that of the diva.

I assigned Helen the third choral lament at the end of act 4 in order
to clarify her conflicung desires 1o crow over the other women, but at
the same time to despair at her own loneliness:

(s sweet 10 see your whole nation
suffering as you suffer -

moaning as you mosin —

Grief and tears bite

mitch less savagely

when everyone is weeping -

You always, always wish evil on others
when sorrow strikes —

You love to see 1thowsands go to their doom

But when yours is the only ship that sinks

as you cross the sea —

when you swim ashore naked,

and alone -

then you cry, then you lament your fate. (1009-30)

Meanwhile, as an important side benefit to reassigning the choral
song, the women of the chorus remain bancded together in their grief for
Polyxena. 1fthey descended into the solitary cell of that chorus, ‘naked
and alone’, at the end of act 4, then the agony of their parting at the
end of the play would be diminished. 1 made this choice to emphasise
Helen's complexity and to give the emotional journey of the chorus the
maximum arc, covering the whole span of the play.

Talthybius provides the sharpest character foil for Ulysses, where
Seneca shows that compassion is Oeeting whether voiced in the philo-
sophical tones of Agamemnon or Talthybius' empirical simplicity.
Neither of them grasps the framework of political necessity in which
Ulysses operates, where the possibility of mercy depends on a considerved
context of legal precedent and probable consequences. In the Trojan
Women, Seneca demonsirates dramatically the principle outined in
his treatise ‘On Mercy' (Cope and Procopé 1995): compassion exists
independent of case, while mercy takes case into account. Compassion is
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not an adequate moral response because it does not relate 1o judgment
or to action. For example, Agamemnon can lament the fall of Troy
without lifiing a finger to stop it. Helen can grieve for Polyxena while
dressing her for her death. Talthybius can weep over Astyanax then
run for a front-row seat at the death of Polyxena. Only Ulysses resists
the wild emotional swings that make the others subject to their destinies,
not forgers of destiny.

He rises above the emotional rammels of traditional superstition,
familial empathy and poliucal intrigue o achieve a sort of immutable
Roman identity that can never be undermined by the multiple realities
of modern times.

IV. Imagining the sensibility of the play

Our language of ‘inalienable rights’ diminishes the concept of identity
as an inherited thing, ted to territory, ontological myths and ancestry.
Warrior concepts of blood-ordained status would clash with contempo-
rary United Nations human rights standards. We would insist that
Astyanax should be considered as a child before a Trojan. We would
require individual autonomy for him, and assert hijs right to grow up
as a citizen of Disneyland if he wanted t0. The Trojan mindset. on the
conwrary, is indigenous, aboriginal where the concepts of gods and
landscapes are inseparable. It is a great stretch for contemporary actors
to comprehend the absolutism of such idenuty.

How powerful ave the gods? What is their role?

The gods flicker in and out of sight throughout the play, as does
Hector’s ghost in Andromache’s dream. Ulysses does not believe in the
gods, save in their power to influence others who are condituoned to
believe. As an arch politician unencumbered by belief, he manipulates
others through a religion they hold and that he does not. When he
urges his men against Andromache in act 3, we see that he doesn’t share
his soldiers’ fear of Achilles’ ghost. A good Stoic, Ulysses strives to work
the big picture, objectively and rationally choosing political sirategies
which project a world vision beyond the present-tense superstition and
emotional involvement which envelop the others.

In rehearsal. one of the most difficult things to remember was that
Seneca’s people live in a pre-Enlightenment, pre-Newtonian-physics
universe. Their world abounds in hieroglyphic signs: meanings for
humans to divine. Seneca’s language carries the essential elements
of his world. It is impossible to miss the fact that the most important
recurrent metaphors are the Stoics’ components of the universe: fire,
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(both Hector’s celestial creative fire and the destructive fire of war)
and water (Achilles’ sea storm); also dust, earth and rock (to which the
chorus cling), and the important wind, or air (which stops the Greeks
from sailing). Interestingly, this all-important sense of Troy's being
came to us only after we began o shoot the video sequences.

How can one communicate the unified, continuous, sentient universe of the Stoic
lo a contemporary audience?

Associatively structured ‘video poems’ provide an ‘environmental image
bed’ for the dramatic world of the play. I did not want the actors to
be upstaged by a video visual narrative, and so designed the imagery
o work as an underscore, much like the music. According to a system
derived as much from feeling as from logjc, I wrote a video shoot script
to take us in cycles of fire, water, earth and air throughout the entire
duration of the play. We shot seven hours of our own expressionistic
images during twenty-four hours’ work in January, which were then
digitally edited to layer-in with the environmental images of five, water,
carth and air,