Trojan Women – Approaches to Performance

This is an initial outline for a scheme of work looking at different ways of exploring the text for performance. The various approaches have been linked to the section that I felt they most suited. Each, however, could equally well be applied to any other of the sections, and students should consider how they would apply each interpretation across the whole play. 

Section 1 – The Gods – Symbolism / Set & Proxemics / Status

Use of set to show a given period or location

Use of set to symbolise relationships / social / cultural processes

Using understanding of status to develop character

Consider the implications of historical settings

Questions for discussion

· Are the Gods on the same set that will be used for the main action of the play?

· Are the Gods separated from the main set? How – lighting? Spatially – above, behind, alongside, in the audience?

· Do the Gods enter the main set or stay apart from it?

· Are the women onstage during the Gods’ scene?

· Do the Gods leave, or remain onstage for the remainder of the play?

· If they remain onstage do they remain passive/disinterested, react to the action, intervene or control the action? Could they appear to control the characters either by literally moving them around the stage, or through symbolic action – manipulative gestures / chessboard / battlefield plan?

Set Design 

· Design a basic set that “shows” a ruined city.

· Design a basic set that “suggests” a ruined city.

· Consider how you will decorate it to suggest a particular location / historical period (Bosnia / The Blitz / Iraq / Stock Exchange / Ancient Troy / 9/11 etc.). Does it need to reflect a specific period / location? Could it combine imagery from across periods / locations?

· Build a version of your set in the drama room, using chairs, blocks, cloth, etc.

· Perform the Gods scene (or extracts):

- With the Gods observing the set from outside / above

- With the Gods “touring” the set

- Now use the set to show the relationship between Gods and humans – the Trojan Wars have weakened faith in the Gods, the foundations of faith are crumbling. Perhaps the Gods are trying to come down to Troy, but the damage is such that they cannot find a way. Perhaps the damage is such that it limits the Gods’ movements – they only have small areas that give them a foothold – on top of blocks etc., but cannot move freely around the space. Is there a social / political parallel with the period you have chosen (e.g. Are the Gods Americans in Iraq or the former Iraqi regime?)

- Alternatively have the Gods dismantling the set as they perform the scene (or Athena dismantling & Poseidon trying to prevent her / rebuild).

Points to consider:

If you have selected a specific historic setting how clearly does your symbolic use of set / role of the Gods convey / fit with the issues of that period? Are there any problems or contradictions? Do aspects of your interpretation need to be changed to fit the historical situation / facts? Do you need to make the setting less specific?

Status

· In pairs. Read the lines looking down at the floor. On the text mark an “L” at the points that “felt right”. These suggest that the character’s status is low at these points.

· Read again looking directly at your partner. Mark the lines that “felt right” with an “H” for “high status”

· Read again. Use space to represent status – closer to the other character represents higher status. Move only when your character is speaking. Make notes on the text to show changes. 

· Read again. This time move only when the other character is speaking.

· Discuss and annotate script – how do the two characters manipulate their own and each other’s status in this section?

· Devise a “dance of status”. Perform the scene using only actions that show status changes. Use distance and/or levels (chairs/blocks, etc.) to show the changing status relationships. As well as showing the relative statuses be sure to show how the status changes are effected:

A can pull B up (A is higher than B and raises B’s status)

A can push B up (A is lower than B and raises B even further)

A can push B down (A is higher than B and lowers B even further)

A can pull B down (A is lower than B and lowers B’s status)

A can lower own status in relation to B 

from higher to closer to B’s level / equal with B / lower than B

from equal with B to lower than B

from lower than B to even lower

A can raise own status in relation to B

from lower than B to closer to B’s level / equal with B / higher than B

from equal with B to higher than B

from higher than B to even higher

All these changes can be done deliberately / passively / unwillingly / unknowingly / benevolently / aggressively / etc.

· Use the set you previously designed to enact the scene, clearly showing the shifting status transactions.

Points to consider:

Did all your movements say what you wanted them to say? When you work at a level where actions have a clearly defined symbolic meaning you must be clear about every moment and every movement. Were there any moments when within the “rules” of your piece you said something that wasn’t intended / didn’t fit. How far is the same true about realistic performance styles?

Section 2 – Hecuba – Rhythms of Speech

Explore the rhythms of speech within the play

Explore the relationships between rhythms of speech and action

· Physically beat out a variety of rhythms – fast / slow / urgent / lethargic, etc. Select the key words from Hecuba’s opening speech. Read the speech through making the key words fall on the beat. (Compare with a naturalistic reading).

· Find a rhythm that fits the mood of the speech.

· Repeat with chorus.

· Extend the exercise into action – have Hecuba waking up to the rhythm you have selected, introduce the chorus movements keeping to the same rhythm.

· As an extension find a piece of music that fits the mood of the scene. Listen to the various rhythms in it – underlying beat / long held chords / percussion rhythms / melody / different instruments – and break the chorus into sections giving each section one of the rhythms you have isolated to work to. 

Points to consider:

Would rhythm be beat out through the scene or internalized? What effect would a rhythm audible to the audience throughout the play have? Could the play become ritualistic through the use of strong rhythmic actions? How is a rhythmic accompaniment different from a musical one?

Section 3 – Talthybius – Approaches to character (Given Circumstances)

Use Given Circumstances to explore varying interpretations of character

Talthybius represents the victorious Greeks, but we see a number of different sides of his character. Try playing him in the following ways:

· A stereotypical soldier –of the winning side, aggressive to the women who he considers beneath him, he wants to see them suffer – they are the enemy, a bastard.

· A soldier in Iraq – He has to deal with these prisoners, but is aware of attacks on American soldiers, suicide bombings, etc. and is all the time suspicious and wary, even of women and children.

· A bureaucrat. He is doing his job as dispassionately and efficiently as he can. He does not know who these women are, or pretends he doesn’t. He has too much to do – he carries a clipboard and has to look up details of individuals. He is overworked and overstressed.

· A bureaucrat. As above but disinterested.

· An aid worker. He has to follow Greek mandates, but wants to help the women, or believes he is helping them
Section 4 – Cassandra – Chorus relationships with characters

Explore a range of possible relationships between characters and chorus

Work with the chorus in the following ways:

· The chorus behave realistically in whatever setting you have chosen. They ignore Cassandra.

· The chorus behave realistically. They react as individuals to Cassandra. Try to build in a range of different reactions – give each woman a different opinion.

· The chorus react as a group using stylized gestures to Cassandra. They all perform the same gestures.

· The chorus react as a group to Cassandra using stylized gestures. A range of different gestures are used to convey similar responses.

· The chorus react as individuals to Cassandra using stylized gestures to convey a range of responses.

· The chorus react as an extension of Cassandra, they imitate, expand or distort her actions, perhaps taking some of her dialogue, or repeating lines or words from her speeches.

· The chorus represent Cassandra’s visions – they enact what she is seeing in them.

Section 5 - The Taking of the Women– Images from the text

Develop movement work from images derived from the text

Extend the work beyond merely “acting out what the characters say”

· Select the strongest visual images from the text (single words / phrases / passages).

· Create tableaux or movement sequences from these images.

· Combine these images into a montage:

a) showing the images as they are mentioned in the text

b) showing the images in counterpoint to the text – place them together without worrying about their relationship to the text. Allow the audience to make their own connections.

Points to consider:

Which of the two interpretations seemed to have more “depth” to it? Why?

Section 6 – Andromache – Images of Motherhood

Develop movement work from themes

· Brainstorm or improvise (depending on time) a number of situations between mother and child (“child” should be used to refer to offspring at any age, from pregnancy to adulthood).

· Select the strongest visual images.

· Use these to create either a sequence of tableaux or a movement sequence to be performed by the chorus as a backdrop to the action of the principals.

Section 7 – The Fall of Troy – Grotowski’s Akropolis

Explore some of Grotowski’s ideas

Explore the concept of the play-within-a-play

Extend experience of symbolic use of set

· After watching the video of Akropolis (or just Cassandra sequence if time is limited) try to approach the scene using a similar conceit: The events portrayed are not actually happening, the women are performing the stories as they are kept prisoner.

· Explore the use of rhythms of speech and action that are more in keeping with the framing action and in opposition to / a heightened form of those being shown in the enacted Trojan Women scenes.

· While they are performing their stories they could be:

Attempting to rebuild the city that has been destroyed around them.

Building (a representation of) the ships that will take them away from Troy

Points to consider:

Does this approach overcome the problems of making the characters / action / symbolism of the play fit with the details of your selected historical setting?

Section 8 – Helen & Menelaus – Images of Women

Develop movement work from the performance’s cultural context

· Each section may be viewed a la Everyman with the key woman in the section representing an image of womanhood. Discuss what these aspects might be for each of the key figures.

· Repeat the exercises from section 6 using the wider theme of womanhood – focus in on the role you have chosen for Helen.

· Alternatively, consider the fact that at this point Hecuba might appear less than sympathetic in her attitude to Helen. So far we have seen the women as “innocent victims of war”. Consider the women as the wives of the rulers of Troy. If we choose to locate our interpretation in the context of the overthrow of a dictator these are women who have benefited from the tyranny of their husbands – they have lost everything BUT what they have lost was gained through atrocities against the people.

· Find a way to demonstrate this interpretation of the characters.

· Are the chorus also noblewomen? Or are they the people who have suffered under the dictatorship? How does this affect the interaction between chorus and main characters? How does it affect the earlier scenes?

Section 9 – Looking to the Future 
Section 10 – Astyanax

Resources

Video

The Trojan Women (Edexcel version)

The Trojan Women (1971 film version)

Grotowski’s Akropolis

Uncle Saddam (for background to War in Iraq interpretation)

Books

Introduction to Euripedes: Alcestis / Hippolytus / Iphigenia In Tauris (Penguin edition)

Grotowski: Towards A Poor Theatre

