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Tragedy as a travelling form 

An introduction

Philipp Lammers, Juliane Vogel and Christina Wald


Travelling is inscribed into the founding myth of tragedy itself. The Greek poet Thespis is not only known for having transformed the dithyramb – ritual hymns sung in praise of the god Dionysus – into the first metres and rhythms of tragedy; a powerful legend states that he also owned a cart with which he travelled through the country, bringing tragedy wherever he chose to stop. As Horace recounts in his Ars poetica, ‘Thespis is said to have invented a new kind of tragedy, and to have carried his pieces about in carts’ (Horace 1971: 275–6). The legend that the origins of tragedy are closely intertwined with an itinerant existence raises questions that are central to our volume: How can we think tragedy – its performances, its acting practices, its actors, its texts, as well as its theoretical and philosophical reflections – in terms of mobility? And how did mobility influence the many shapes in which we encounter tragedy across the ages? How can we think tragedy as a travelling form? This book addresses these questions by examining three epochs in which tragedy was particularly mobile: Antiquity, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and the global postcolonial present. It presents tragedy as a dynamic figuration that emerges, stabilizes and transforms through travel, relocation and adaptation.

Discussions of the transformation of tragedy have to date been dominated by an emphasis on the temporal dimension, focusing on the evolution of the genre (for the most comprehensive history, see Bushnell 2020). Largely neglected so far has been the question of how the spatial dimension has factored in these transformations, of how tragedy’s displacements, its travels from one place to another place, have contributed to its formation. This book turns to the multiple spatial journeys of tragic forms. Learning from Heinrich Wölfflin and Bruno Latour that artistic and cultural forms develop in being ‘passed from hand to hand’ (Wölfflin 1950: 232), we examine how tragedy as a travelling form has been built upon, discarded or continued (Latour 1986) and how tragedy’s travels have produced series or sequences in which continuity and change are equally traceable (Kubler 1970). We are also guided by Franco Moretti’s argument that the evolution of forms occurs not only vertically, in being passed on by tradition, but also horizontally, through cultural interconnections (Moretti 2013). Thus, the persistence of forms is made possible not only by temporal transmission but also by the migrations and diversifications that go along with shifts in location and are supported by specific vehicles and infrastructures. The case studies brought together in this collection focus on the spatial evolution of formal devices and practices that enable tragedy’s transfer and that make it a travelling form. They inquire, for instance, into the transformations of ancient Greek tragedy when it arrives in Rome; into the changes of musical tragedy when it is brought from Vienna to Paris in the eighteenth century; and into the transformations of Attic tragedy as it circulates and is rewritten in a global, postcolonial present. They show how the strategies which made tragedy portable have also expanded and unfolded its formal potential.

Methodologically, our approach brings into dialogue two fields of research that to date have had little interaction. On the one hand, we refer to a growing body of work that investigates the transfer of cultural objects and ideas. In recent years concepts like cultural mobility (Greenblatt et al. 2010), global or transnational circulation (Bourdieu 1999; Casanova 2007; Sapiro 2016; Burns 2019) and transcultural interweaving (Fischer-Lichte, Jost and Jain 2014) have provided useful tools for understanding the emergence of globalized cultural networks (Massai 2017, 2021; Joubin 2017, 2021). In most cases, these approaches have dealt with the movement of individual objects, theories and works of art by reconstructing their itineraries, material histories and conceptual adaptations, without paying specific attention to how form facilitates, shapes and hinders cultural mobility (Beyer et al. 2018; Clare and Goy-Blanquet 2021). On the other hand, New Formalism has again drawn attention to form and formal practices (Mitchell 2003; Levinson 2007; Bogel 2013); in emphasizing the dynamics of form-making, it has sharpened our understanding of ‘the way in which form is reinvented and reshaped and reinterpreted . . . against a historically and politically charged background’ (Bogel 2013: 8). Our volume draws crucial influence from Caroline Levine’s Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, 
Network (2015). In line with her propositions, we describe tragedy as both an aesthetic and a social practice and as a symbolical activity which closely corresponds with form-making within social and political institutions. Looking at travelling tragedy, we broaden New Formalist perspectives – which hitherto have paid little attention to practices of cultural mobility – and place emphasis on the principles that govern the transcultural migration of forms. The contributions gathered in this volume thus view tragic forms as culturally mobile and ask what happens when they cross borders and are adapted to changing and often widely different environments. Tracing tragedy’s impact on social institutions, theatrical traditions, literary patterns and genres abroad, the chapters investigate how tragedies reshape and reorganize local repertoires of form – for instance when Shakespearean tragedy travels to continental Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries or when the colonial import of ancient Greek drama is renegotiated in postcolonial South Africa. Rather than generalizing tragedy as a tragic ‘mode’ (Felski 2008: 14; Frye 1957) or an ‘experience’ (Lehmann 2016: 4), the case studies link tragic experience to the specific formal arrangements that make this experience possible.

This volume conceptualizes tragedy as a flexible morphological arrangement of smaller formal units that is frequently rearranged in the course of its travels. It thus views genre from a formal perspective. We benefit from the fact that genre theory has advocated more recently for a longue durée perspective, ‘a scale enlargement along the temporal axis that also enlarges its spatial compass’ (Dimock 2006: 4) and that sees tragedy as genre that communicates not only across ‘history but also across cultures’ (Mosse and Street 2024: 9). However, as genre theory’s useful concepts of ‘deep time’ (Dimock 2006: 3) and ‘scale of transperiodic vision’ (Robbins 2007: 1650) underline, the main focus has remained a temporal one. Focusing on tragedy as a travelling form, we seek to complement this perspective by focusing on spatial travels and entanglements.

Throughout its long history, tragedy has excelled because of its prestige and symbolical capital, which makes it exceptional among other travelling forms. In Antiquity, the early modern period and also in the postcolonial present, tragedy figures as a particularly meaningful and ‘high’ form of art that can be strived for, subverted, disrupted or developed further. From the early modern period to the beginning of the twentieth century, tragedy occupied the highest possible rank in the hierarchies of poetic genres and served as the touchstone of poetic skills. While it is impossible to define a singular or ideal form of tragedy across the centuries, continents and art forms, each contribution in our volume, be it the development of a Christian tragedy or the ethnological-psychological report Black Hamlet, addresses some specific normative idea and form of the tragic.


Travelling tragedy, constituting communities

Since its beginnings in the fifth century BCE, the attractiveness of tragedy has radiated far beyond its place of inception, Athens. As a form which grew out of democracy but addressed the fate of kings, it travelled to many countries and continents and likewise to different political systems: in monarchies, republics and young democracies, it was used for cultural and political representation and for protest and political resistance. Travelling across borders, it proved an effective means of canalizing collective emotions and became a powerful instrument of affectively engaging audiences in widely different political and cultural contexts. More than any other literary form, it was intertwined with power structures and became the topic of public attention and debate. Paradoxically, tragedy was adopted to evoke many a nation’s, a people’s, a city’s or a group’s past well beyond the artform’s cultural context of invention. The Greek model and its successors proved able to shape a collective’s relation to time and place.

First of all, tragedies were used for imagining and re-enacting the beginnings of societies and provided a form that connected cities, nations and other communities both emotionally and conceptually to an imaginary or mythical past. For instance, the vita Aeschyli reports that the Sicilian tyrant Hieron commissioned Aeschylus with a tragedy to stage a foundational scenario for the newly founded soldiers’ colony Aitne (Bosher 2012). As reign always needs origins (Assmann 2000: 77), Hieron employed a foreign poet who made use of a foreign form to create a genealogy that tied them to their newly founded settlement, with which they had no prior association. Tragedy thus not only united its audience by subjecting it collectively to its emotional protocol but also created a sense of locality which at the same time created a sense of belonging.

Tragedy also offered communities, nations and peoples the means to place themselves in history. Not only did it serve to connect them to an imaginary past; it also lent itself to envisioning a future that would liberate them from the limitations imposed on them by the origin myths that are so essential to the notion of the collective. In this respect, tragedy also proved a productive means to process profound political and social change, including the anxieties and aspirations evoked by this change. It has also served as an experimental ground from which new forms emerged to engage with – and potentially overcome – conditions experienced as tragic. We have recently witnessed how, as it travels in the postcolonial Global South, tragedy is relocated in a context of unresolved trauma. Even though tragedy was previously imposed by colonial history, it has offered a form to stage postcolonial narratives, political concerns and aesthetics – and the postcolonial adaptations have in turn changed tragedy, creating specific postcolonial instances of it. These uses cannot be explained by relating to tragedy as a concept or philosophy alone. First and foremost it is its formal devices that channel emotions, structure conflict, create bondages, evoke the past and open up a space that broadens the horizon of the local sphere. This volume reconstructs and analyses some of the global itineraries of a form which throughout its transformations has provided and critiqued tragic experience for 2,500 years.

From its beginning, the world of tragedy has never been merely local. As tragic plots move back to the past, they also move to foreign sites. Although the Neo-Aristotelian rule imposed rigid constraints on the imagination of tragic space, demanding the unity of time and place, tragedy has always potentially turned to other spaces, cultures, nations and continents. While tragic situations themselves may be sealed and allow no way out, tragic imagination has always reached out to worlds elsewhere and participated in mapping cultural geographies (Sanders 2011: 1–18). Examples discussed in this volume will show how tragedies process knowledge not only of their own cultures but also those of others. Aeschylus moved to the East in his early tragedy The Persians and Shakespeare set his tragedies in the Roman and Greek past, while Voltaire’s tragedies stage spaces which dramatize encounters between different cultures, for instance, Americans and Europeans, Christians and Muslims. Furthermore, tragedy’s spatial scope has been defined by the mobility of its dramatis personae. Tragic characters like Orestes or Medea are travellers criss-crossing the Mediterranean. The concept of nostos, that is, the homecoming of Greek heroes, is formative for Greek tragedy and calls for mobile protagonists. Their fates testify to intensified travel in the Mediterranean Sea and on the mainland. It is not by chance that tragedy’s space is laid out as a space of arrivals and departures: its very structure and performance conventions demonstrate that arrivals and departures are its foundational formal devices (Vogel 2024). Though tragic courses went along with a narrowing down of tragic space in the sense that the latter became a trap for its protagonists, this space was also surrounded by apeiron – the open space of the sky or the sea – which at least potentially enabled escape (Spitzer 1942).



Principles of tragedy’s travels and formal aspects of its portability

The case studies collected in this volume do not aim to weave a grand evolutionary narrative of tragedy as a genre, nor to depict the rise-and-fall scenarios which characterize many genre histories. For a start, not every journey of a tragedy into a foreign cultural space produces significant changes in its phenotype or causes significant shifts in the local repertoires it encounters. Sometimes, tragedy turns out to be untranslatable or simply falls flat. For instance, tragedy did not travel in Arabian culture, although Arabian scholars were the first to translate Aristotle’s Poetics: in this case, no creative theatrical or dramaturgical practice resulted from the travelling of poetological knowledge. In other cases, specific affordances of tragedy were reactivated with a delay; thus, it was not until the twenty-first century that tragedy was practised as a globally acknowledged symbolic tool of therapy that can help both victims and veterans work through traumatic violence. We presuppose neither a continuity nor a unidirectionality of tragedy’s travels. Instead, we look at multiple and multidirectional travelling itineraries without assuming that forms have a clear origin from which they are disseminated. While we acknowledge that forms may travel along diffusionist lines, they may also take other, more discontinuous and fragmentary routes. The contributions in this volume seek to bring attention to the reciprocity between supposedly central and peripheral spaces and to the possibilities of reimporting forms changed by travel.

Since its beginnings, tragedy has been used and abused by political power; it has a history as a ‘public relations strategy’ employed by autocratic rulers in Antiquity (Andújar 2020: 39) and as a hegemonic form that was imposed on local repertoires and has been instrumental in homogenizing heterogeneous cultural spaces since the seventeenth century (Casanova 2007; Markovits 2021). This is especially true for the colonial period, when tragedies were instrumentalized as tools for colonial education and the marginalization of local art forms. However, as postcolonial appropriations of tragedy indicate, once its formerly hegemonic character is critically examined, tragedy can also serve as a medium of resistance and communication on a global scale, which in an age of high connectivity can resonate with widely different traumatic pasts and presents. Pursuing such questions, we adopt a perspective that attends to formal issues both from aesthetic and political viewpoints.

Thus, we propose that the study of travelling tragedies cannot be limited to mapping the itineraries of particularly successful and mobile plays; it must also lay out the principles and operations that make forms travel, that enhance their portability or enable interaction with other forms. In the following, we identify the most salient formal aspects of tragedy’s travels: (1) tragedy travels as a morphological arrangement of smaller units which can also be adopted independently; (2) travelling leads to a blending of forms; (3) metatheatrical elements reflect on tragedy’s travels; (4) tragedies travel together with other forms and skills and (5) on particular infrastructures; and (6) travelling raises questions regarding the boundaries of literary genre.

First, tragedy does not travel as a whole but as a ‘morphological arrangement’ composed of heterogeneous elements (Moretti 2007: 14). In contrast to an idealistic, still-influential wholistic understanding of form as organic unity, maximum coherence or the subordination of parts, tragedy neither constitutes a whole nor travels as a whole (see Levine 2015; Geulen and Haas 2022). On the contrary, travelling supports the ‘rearticulation’ of form ‘into decomposable and recomposable bits’ (Brubaker 2023: 7). It may disintegrate or display lesser degrees of integration. In the case of tragedy, these smaller formal elements include formal devices such as scenes, choruses, dialogues, laments, prologues, messenger speeches, metrics, catastrophic endings and epilogues. Paradoxically, these formal elements also include the ‘whole’, which, as Caroline Levine brilliantly remarks, is a formal device of its own (2015: 24–49). Though formal coherence is regarded as mandatory in Aristotelian discourse about tragedy, the interrelationality of parts which is constitutive of the form in its entirety is one formal solution among others. Thus, even in tragedy, coherence and mobility are not always compatible.

These tragic elements or devices may travel in bundles or separately. Separated, they gain mobility and join new arrangements more easily than tragic plays in their respective integrities. Once isolated, formal elements become modular and can more effortlessly be recombined with local forms. Therefore, travelling involves selection and does not transport every formal device in a given ensemble; for instance, the device of the chorus may not travel, or it may gain more weight in new contexts. Despite Hegel’s insistence on the importance of tragic conflict, conflictual dialogue or other agonistic features are not always at the centre of transmission activities. Instead, travelling tragedy may feature lamentation as its crucial device, while conflict is situated offstage or relegated to the past. For instance, when the Cape Town theatre group Magnet Theatre restaged Sophocles’s Antigone as Antigone (not quite/quiet) in 2019, as discussed in Mark Fleishman’s chapter in this volume, it cut the device of conflictual dialogue in favour of monological and choral elements in which the affective mode of mourning prevails; in the same year, Thomas Köck recomposed Antigone from a European postcolonial perspective as a requiem for European values associated with tragedy (Wald 2023). Tragedy may not always focus on ‘energountes’ (Campe 1997: 215) – dynamic performers of action – and emphasize action in the sense set out by Hannah Arendt (1987). Instead, it may highlight pathos and privilege forms that communicate suffering (Hoxby 2015; Quayson 2021). In many cases, it is the device of the scene which exceeds the circulation of tragedy as a whole. Due to its brevity, conciseness and climactic qualities, the scene proves highly portable. For instance, Shakespeare’s tragedies are transmitted in ‘bits and pieces’ (Lammers and Twellmann, forthcoming) – mainly in grand scenes like Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ monologue or Lear’s mad scenes on the heath (Vogel 2002; Schäfer 2016; Hohl Trillini 2018), which can be inserted into new dramatical contexts. These fragments can be of different sizes and complexities. While a scene is a fairly developed unit with internal structure, the ‘theatergram’ (Clubb 1986) as a memorable plot element is less specified. Bruce Smith has suggested calling such plot elements ‘memes’, ‘units of imitation’ that circulate not as ‘a series of authoritative acts but something on the order of sampling and remixing’ (Smith 2020: 32) – an assessment that we share.

We thus take modularity as one of the primal formal concepts of portable tragedy. Analysing Nigerian modernist theatre, Christopher Balme’s chapter proposes a distinction between modular theatre and culturally matrixed theatre – a distinction which has heuristic value beyond the context of postcolonial Nigeria and modernist theatre. Modular theatre is composed of elements that can be easily rearranged; it enables the recombining of isolated travelling forms. By contrast, culturally matrixed theatre travels less effortlessly, since it is tied closely to culturally specific rituals, festivals, costumes and masquerades. This does not mean, however, that culturally matrixed theatre cannot also travel successfully. Densely matrixed tragedies are sometimes mobilized because of other factors that counterbalance their rootedness in specific local culture. Sometimes, it is precisely the cultural signature as foreign that can cause fascination and lead to productive friction and appropriation. Global circulation in the era of neoliberalism easily embraces and mobilizes what had previously seemed limited to small-scale form ecologies (Beecroft 2015: 33–4).

Second, we pay attention to processes of crossover, blending and grafting. Contacts between local and foreign forms result, on one hand, in harmonious hybridization and the creation of a transcultural form of tragedy. On the other hand, they may lead to collision. Such collisions of form are often created when political identity and national futures are at stake and the historical moment of struggle is reflected in a struggle of forms. Travelling forms are also spaces of translation in which different aesthetic and poetic traditions enter into dialogue. Through merging or grafting, authors and audiences reflect on aesthetic and social processes that occur between cultures. As Simon Goldhill demonstrates in his chapter, this applies to Antiquity, where Hellenistic Jewish writer Ezekiel adapts the form for the great Jewish event of Exodus, and to the Byzantine tragedy on the Passion of Christ, Christus patiens, which refutes the assumption that there can be no Christian tragedy. Here, tragedy enables Jewish and Christian communities in Egypt to place themselves in relation to other cultures while telling their own history of transformation. They do so through the adaptation of a form that is invested with high symbolical capital and provides access to the representational repertoire of the dominant Greek culture. The grafting of forms also applies to the Age of Enlightenment, in which the authors of tragedies and the composers of operas discover and reflect upon the relativity of cultures both in theory and in their practice. As Dörte Schmidt’s chapter argues, tragedies and musical tragedies systematically combine forms with different national connotations, as in Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s Orpheus, in order to meet the different expectations concerning the form of opera in Vienna, Paris and beyond. Voltaire’s tragedies mix forms with continental and English profiles, thus creating the basis for supranational reception. Last but not least, this also holds true for the (post)colonial era, discussed in Christopher Balme’s, Tobias Döring’s and Christina Wald’s chapters on authors as diverse as Herbert Dhlomo, Wole Soyinka and Femi Osofisan, whose formal and political experiments develop an African postcolonial tragedy that merges European and local African formal elements. The form refutes both the imported colonial tragedy and the return to uncorrupted African origins, exploring instead options for the postcolonial future in a syncretic, travelled form of tragedy. The contributions collected here thus also show that in many cases, formal travels include a conscious effort – travel involves travail, as Tobias Döring points out in his contribution.

Third, the effort of making tragedy travel is often reflected on in metatheatrical comment. Travelling involves distancing and constructively alienating formal routines. Mobile forms often carry with them paratexts or supplementary elements like prologues, epilogues or interludes, which not only introduce audiences and readers to the foreign artefacts, but also establish a level of metatheatrical and metadramatical self-reflection. Such commentary can sell foreign forms as always-already-local forms; it can mediate between the known and the unknown, emphasize the frictions and collisions that occur in the processes of import and appropriation and also point to what is untranslatable and intransmissible. For example, it is no coincidence that the metaphor of clothing and costume dominates in eighteenth-century prologues: the Basel anthology Neue Probstücke der Englischen Schaubühne (New pieces from the English theatre) complains about the neighbouring French translators and importers of foreign plays. Any theatrical form that wants to be accepted there must ‘be dressed entirely according to their style’ (
Neue Probstücke 1758: viii). At the same time, Spanish neoclassical authors who drew their forms from France claimed that their tragedies came ‘dressed in Castilian clothes’ and ‘not costumed in foreign ways’ (García de la Huerta 1970: 67–8). Each tragedy can thus potentially inscribe its own travel history into its form in a metatheatrical manner.

Fourth, we observe that tragedies do not travel alone but move in cultural, political and social ensembles, alongside specific skills, practices, forms of knowledge, concepts, institutions and people. Particularly important for the dissemination (and formal transformation) of tragedies are acting skills. The contributions in this volume examine celebrities among troops or actors who, in Antiquity, the early modern period and the postcolonial era, were highly mobile themselves. Special skills travel with them: in Antiquity, Cicero describes Roscius’s skill of exciting the emotions of audiences, as Edmund Stewart shows. Tanya Pollard elucidates how early modern star actresses such as Barbara Flaminia or Isabella Andreini not only shaped the programmes of their companies but also ensured with their sophisticated acting style that more tragedies were performed. With their agility and their physical acting, English travelling troupes contributed to the overcoming of cumbersome, rhetoric-heavy theatre traditions in seventeenth-century Germany, as Juliane Vogel argues. However, performance skills are not the only travel companions of travelling tragedies. Of particular importance in the early modern period and the Enlightenment were bundles that were entangled with political institutions like absolute monarchies, with styles of court representation and with historical fascinations like the classicist dramatists’ obsession with the early Republican Rome; tragedies travel along with the modern obsession with national history or, in contrast, with ideas of a republican Europe or imaginations of a decolonial future.

Fifth, travelling tragedy is supported not only by material and immaterial infrastructures, including trade fairs, streets, sponsoring or bureaucracy, but also by media like journals or books in which travelling tragedy materializes. For example, tragedies circulate piecemeal in the emerging genre of moral weeklies and thus give authors such as Shakespeare a new reach in Europe; seventeenth-century poetics and the discourses on tragedy in the eighteenth century quote extensively from tragedies and exhibit an increasingly comparative character, thus bringing foreign tragic traditions into local traditions through discourse. Many tragedies were thus first made known by pilot pieces in the discursive networks of neighbouring countries before they were translated in their respective entireties, as Philipp Lammers shows. Tragedies travel today mainly via international theatre festivals and theatre exchange, screened theatre productions distributed on DVD and via streaming platforms, universities, the book market and cultural organizations. These infrastructures participate in shaping and reshaping tragedy.

Sixth, the chapters in this collection will address the question of generic flexibility and recognizability. When travelling, tragedy can pass through states of generic indeterminacy or encounter different generic systems – either stable generic systems which called for boundaries, as was the case with French classicism in the eighteenth century, or volatile ones, for instance, when Attic tragedy travelled to Rome in the third and second century BCE, as Antje Wessels’s chapter shows. Furthermore, it can be observed that the protocol of tragedy provoked counterforces when travelling. It was always in danger of being incorporated or mocked by the genres it met abroad. For instance, as cargo of the English comedians in the seventeenth century, it was systematically disrupted by comic interludes and the intervention of leaping and clowning bodies, as Vogel elaborates. On tour, tragedy has always been contested and modified by a comedic counterpart that defies tragic rigidity. This defiance especially affects the question of tragic endings, which are formal devices of their own that may or may not be accepted.

Discussing these formal aspects of portability, the itineraries we will trace are necessarily discontinuous, since they embrace variants as divergent as Greek tragedy and Shakespearean drama, Neo-Aristotelian classicist form, postcolonial tragedy and tragic patterns remediated in psychoanalytic studies and opera. Focusing on three eras that have been particularly productive for tragedy’s travels, we hope that this transhistorical and comparative view of the formal varieties of tragedy can enrich and stimulate discourse on the forms of cultural mobility. The collection starts with Antiquity, then investigates the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries from Shakespeare to Voltaire and concludes with the postcolonial present, in which tragic forms have become transcultural and are circulating so quickly that they no longer are clearly tied to locality, nation or continent.



Tragedy’s itineraries in Antiquity, early modernity and the postcolonial present: The structure of the volume

The volume opens with three case studies of tragedy’s travels in Antiquity. Current research on Antiquity is increasingly aware of the travel routes of Greek tragedy. Scholars have investigated the general dissemination of drama ‘in every self-respecting city and town . . . throughout the Hellenised East’ (Csapo et al. 2014: 4). They have also dismissed the traditional notion of the ‘singular performance’ of Greek tragedy while highlighting the ‘reperformances’ of single plays by travelling poets, actors and guilds (Lamari 2017). Based on archaeological evidence, traces of travelling tragedies and tragedians have been analysed extensively for Sicily and the Black Sea region (Braund, Hall and Wyles 2019; Bosher 2022). The case studies brought together in our volume focus on Rome and Byzantium as hosts of tragedy and explore the specific ways in which tragedy passes through the space of the Mediterranean. We look at the artistic, social, generic and epistemic frameworks which enabled tragedy to travel in Antiquity.

Raising the question of why a Syracusan tyrant, a Carian satrap, an Alexandrine Jew and a Roman emperor were interested in Greek tragedy, Stewart’s chapter shows that Antiquity had already established formal standards which worked across cultural borders and were based on the appreciation of techne and formal skills related to tragedy. Against the trend of focusing on tragedy’s political significance, Stewart emphasizes pleasure as one of the main reasons for its transcultural success. Tragedy circulates because its artistic and formal values created the desire to embrace, to re-enact and to transform an attractive aesthetic artefact. Aesthetic pleasure cannot be separated from its formal foundations. Wessels’s contribution explores the consequences of Greek tragedy being grafted onto Roman comedy and assesses the formal impact of prequelizations and sequelizations of Greek tragedy in Roman contexts. Against a background of a fluid genre system in Italy, tragedies were inverted into comedies while tragic heroes and gods payed visits to comic territories. Wessels’s examples testify to a vivid mythographical imagination which varied the Greek plots in an open field of genre experiment. But since the gods knew their places and returned to their tragic homes, they also contributed to the consolidation of genre boundaries. Goldhill’s chapter pays tribute to the historical-philosophical dimension of tragedy which was unfolded when tragedy crossed the borders of religion and was used to tragically envision foundational scenes of Jewish and Christian communities. It discusses what changes in form ensued when Christian passio was projected onto Greek tragedy and how the dignity of tragic forms nobilitated the memories of the biblical past of the Jewish people. Christians employed tragedy in order to inscribe the scene of the crucifixion into the protocol of tragedy and at the same time transcend it towards redemption.

The volume turns next to early modern Europe, which claimed to have rediscovered tragedy and celebrated the forms of Antiquity as ideal. While the recourse to Antiquity, that is, a temporal category, served to authorize early modern theatre practices, tragedy also began to branch out in space and developed formal variants that stemmed from its travels in a disparate European space. Tragedy’s travels accelerated not least because it became closely connected to political power relations. Early modernity adapts tragedy as a political form which was deeply entangled with the fates of monarchy and internationally used as a medium to reflect on the political and juridical foundations of monarchies. Scholars have identified three dominant mechanisms of exchange in the early modern period that are also important for the mobility of theatre: trade, diplomacy with its festive occasions and institutions and the increase in transnational travel itself (Henke and Nicholson 2016). To this list we can add translations, editorial projects and intellectual networks, all of which also shaped tragedy as a travelling form. Studying travelling tragedy also requires investigation of the materiality of exchange processes, such as the repertoires and the socio-economic conditions of strolling actors and established troupes. It is also evident that tragedy profited from the increased popularity of theatre from the early modern period onwards. A rising appreciation for lively performance and for mimetic and drastic enactment was beneficial to the mobility of theatre. The novelty of these theatrical forms attracted broader audiences across Europe to more elaborated plots in comedy and tragedy.

Across the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, significant differences and continuities of tragedy as a travelling form become apparent. In the seventeenth century, mobile tragedy had not yet been codified or controlled by normative poetics. Taking English tragedy and French tragedy as examples, Vogel’s chapter compares travelling conditions of codified and uncodified tragedy. As her chapter shows, travelling troupes had a variety of formal practices at their disposition, which kept the dramatic material malleable and modular. Moving in an unregulated space and following the insight that comedy adapted much better to change than tragedy did, tragedy played with generic indeterminacy. Tragic plotlines were systematically interrupted by comic counterplay, while the exuberance of bodily acting styles, such as clowning or leaping, countered the inexorability of the tragic script. In contrast to Italy, France and Spain, where professional actresses made lead female roles attractive, the all-male company structures in England shaped tragic templates around male leads, as Pollard’s chapter shows. Tragic form and cast thus were and remain interdependent; just as playwrights adapted their play structures to the dynamics in casting and the emergence of celebrity actors, actors and actresses adapted their acting to the requirements of tragedy, which favoured the highlighting of individual roles – and, depending on the local context, female leads. The Enlightenment era, by contrast, was more strongly defined by the dominance of European courts, which centralized theatrical institutions and codified the genre. A French-dominated neoclassical tragic tradition asserted itself in particular through the international touring activities of theatre companies (Markovits 2021) but also through the export of poetics and editions of dramatic texts. While it is certainly true that Paris was, as Pascale Casanova has put it, the ‘Greenwich meridian’ of literature (2007: 86), the circulation of genres across Europe also entailed ‘alteration and mutation’ (Lande 2016: 325), even of codified tragic forms.

It is these frictions (Tsing 2004) in the transfer of ideas and forms that require us not to take networks and circulation for granted in this age of heightened transnational connectivity (Beaurepaire and Pourchasse 2010). The metaphor of the (cultural) net, which has recently been applied to the field of early modern theatre (Küpper 2018), may obscure historical and poetic aspects of the transfer process. Therefore, this section looks at specific performative and formal strategies that travelling tragedies take in dealing with such frictions. The forms that the successful Orpheus plot took in the eighteenth century, as Schmidt’s chapter shows, reflect the conditions governing the transport and rearticulation of meaning in tragical border traffic. The section also takes into account that while the institutionalization of stages in the eighteenth century makes tragedy more sedentary, there was a simultaneous increase in national competition and tendencies towards globalization. Cultural brokers and tragedians actively participated in this development: Lammers shows how authors such as Voltaire and Conti altered and integrated formal elements from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar in such a way as to make these foreign formal elements comparable to neoclassical models. Rahul Markovits’s chapter explores how Voltaire first realized the project of a global history in the medium of tragedy. Voltaire’s tragedies and his emerging global history of manners are thus intertwined with one another, as tragedy formally borrowed from histories, while historiography was inspired by tragedy’s scenic painting of ‘mores’ as a social form. In the same era, tragedy was also becoming a business, expanding beyond the capital cities into provinces and colonies (Clay 2013).

In the postcolonial present, the tragic form keeps being reshaped in transcultural circulations, with European productions and rewritings of tragedy beginning to acknowledge the postcolonial freight that the form carries. Our third section explores tragedy as a globally travelling form in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, with a particular focus on questions of postcolonial travels of form for which, once more, political questions are of utmost relevance. To avoid a too-heterogeneous approach to the globalized present, our volume focuses on South Africa and Nigeria, two former British colonies. Tragedy’s cultural history as an icon of Western civilization informs its travels in postcolonial global networks in a manner that is both problematic and productive for its appropriations, both in formerly colonized settings and on Western stages. Colonial powers provided an efficient institutional infrastructure for the circulation of Western tragedies, mainly via school and university education and through new theatrical infrastructure. As Balme’s chapter shows, infrastructural support by Western powers, in particular the United States, continued in the postcolonial era and shaped how tragedy was received in African poetological thought and artistic practice. In turn, the plays were performed and rewritten for specific local concerns, merged with indigenous theatrical forms (Balme 1999; Amkpa 2004) and frequently employed to reflect on and subvert colonial authority. Shakespeare as ‘national poet’ and ‘English genius’ played a particularly vital role in legitimizing British colonialism (Dobson 1992; Loomba and Orkin 1998; Banham, Mooneeram, and Plastow 2002). In the twenty-first century, as Sandra Young has shown, ‘the affinities contemporary cultural workers and intellectuals have felt with the liberatory impulses within Shakespeare’s writings have contributed to the emergence of a more multi-faceted, polyvocal and indeed pluralized Shakespeare’ in the Global South (Young 2019: 102). As Döring’s chapter demonstrates, this pluralized Shakespeare has also been created beyond the theatre, for instance, in psychoanalytic theory, where the adoption of Western patterns has likewise required formal transformation.

Postcolonial tragedy is a complex transcultural form, the respective sources of which cannot easily be disentangled and identified. Partly, they reflect the shift around 1800, when the poetics of tragedy was replaced by a philosophy of the tragic. Schelling’s and Hegel’s tragic models unfolded a tragic world view and cultural theory which transcended tragedy as artefact (see e.g. Szondi 1964; Billings 2014). Like Blair Hoxby (2015), though with a different twist, we insist that form may tell a different and more varied story – a possibility which has been invisibilized by the predominance of the philosophical approach. Terry Eagleton sees the philosophy of the tragic and the modern theory that developed from it as a ‘theory in ruins’, not so much because the theory has become detached from its object but above all because many theorists of the tragic see tragedy itself as either ‘no longer desirable’ or ‘no longer possible’ (Eagleton 2003: 21). Refocusing our attention on tragedy’s formal qualities does not mean that we ignore or exclude questions of tragedy’s philosophy: rather, we take them into consideration when they have an impact on the formal process of travelling tragedies. For instance, as both Fleishman and Wald argue in this section, the philosophical-political question raised by David Scott in Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment (2004) as to whether the project of decolonization should be reconsidered as a tragic project is crucial for understanding the formal experiments in contemporary postcolonial theatrical tragedy (and vice versa). Philosophy/cultural theory and theatre mutually influence each other and thus constitute tragedy as a postcolonial form.

Today, reimaginations of Western tragedies are rarely direct adaptations of one particular text or the Western genre of tragedy as such. Instead, postcolonial rewritings draw on and in turn become part of a network created by the transnational adaptation and interpretation history of these texts. As shown by the chapters of this volume, postcolonial tragedies tend to select specific formal features of these networked tragedies and to recombine them with elements taken from different texts, art forms and discourses. In the global context of formal, transmedial diversification in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries as traced in Bloomsbury’s Cultural History of Tragedy in the Modern Age, postcolonial tragedy thus develops specific postcolonial formal strategies that are relevant when investigating ‘global tragedy as a cross-cultural encounter’ (Wallace 2020: 3). As the contribution by Magnet Theatre’s artistic director Mark Fleishman shows, current theatre practitioners in South Africa use the tragic forms ‘ruined’ by colonialism as postcolonial leftovers and combine them with non-Western performance styles and protest forms, thus offering a specific form of fragmentation and reassemblage of tragedy (see also Mosse 2020). Reflecting on the form’s ruination while reconstructing it in new assemblages, Magnet Theatre’s work explores the affordances of tragedy for the postcolonial future. Slowly but surely, European rewritings and performances of the canonical Western tragedies also begin to position themselves as postcolonial, if not always in a felicitous manner, as Wald’s chapter argues in a comparison of Femi Osofisan’s Nigerian Hamlet version Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! or the Resurrection of Hamlet and the latest Hamlet production by the Royal Shakespeare Company, which likewise reset Shakespeare’s tragedy in an African locale.

Our book explores both the political and the poetic effects that have been (and are still being) achieved through such adaptations in the multidirectional, globalized literary network of the postcolonial era (Fischer-Lichte, Jost, and Jain 2014; Massai 2017, 2021; Joubin 2017, 2021), which encompass far more sources of formal innovation than the postcolonial ‘writing back’ paradigm has suggested. Döring’s discussion of Wulf Sachs’s book Black 
Hamlet (1937) elucidates one example of the transversal travels of one of the most widely circulated tragedies from drama and theatre to new forms and media. Black Hamlet is derived not only from Shakespeare but also from Freud’s interpretation of Hamlet and is connected to generic forms of the travelogue, the ethnographic study and the psychoanalytic case study. From this generic assemblage, the voice of the author’s South African interlocutor protests against his association with the European tragic hero, which demonstrates the productivity of formal collisions for this tragedy’s complex afterlife. As Ato Quayson recently remarked in his study Tragedy and Postcolonial Literature, ‘sustained analysis of the relationship between tragedy and specifically postcolonial representations’ is still a desideratum in academic research (2021: 5). Our volume aims to contribute to this discussion and acknowledges that European tragedy performances likewise situate themselves in a postcolonial present marked by intense political debates about multi- and transculturality, identity politics and immigration.

The fact that tragedy has been circulating for over 2,500 years and has once again significantly expanded its travel routes in the twenty-first century not only shows that the morphological arrangement of tragedy is still in motion. It also makes clear the extent to which tragic experience is bound to its form. Regardless of whether it appears as a manifestation of power or resistance, whether it argues from below or from above, the politics of emotions, which makes use of tragedy in the most diverse contexts, works with its artifice. The high emotional charge of tragedy could and can only be communicated via its form, whereby this form is constantly being adapted anew. Tragedy has always already been a travelled form, and it will continue to create unprecedented paths and new formal combinations in the twenty-first century, addressing new concerns on both local and global scales.
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Antiquity

The dissemination of Greek tragedy





1

 Greek tragedy on the move

 Travelling tragedy and travelling tragedians

Edmund Stewart


This chapter attempts to explain the propensity for tragedy to travel in the classical world. This travelling took place over the course of nearly a thousand years, from the late sixth century BC to the fifth century AD, and across the expanse of the Mediterranean Basin and the Black Sea. Tragedy here can be defined initially as works produced at the tragic contests in the festivals of the Greek cities. Yet it is also a form recognizable in many other contexts. Ancient authors had an instinctive notion of the features that characterized these performances: sorrowful mimetic poetry that aroused the audience’s emotions; a peculiar and lofty vocabulary; high-booted, loud-voiced actors in masks; mythical plots concerning the ‘better kind of man/woman’; and so on. These features, collectively the tragic, could be replicated or satirized in other genres, translated into other languages or adapted to tell the stories of other cultures. As such, tragedy is a genre that travels, and yet in all these different contexts and locations it is also recognizably tragedy. Given the scale of the topic of how and why Greek tragedy travelled in the classical world, only a brief outline of factors is offered here, together with select case studies: Republican Rome, Judea and the Jews of Alexandria and finally Carthage with its early Christian community. As is also emphasized in the introduction to this volume, ancient Greece and Rome created the formal standards of a genre that was capable, from the beginning, of travel. In this sense, this chapter itself provides something of an introduction to the case studies in this book that follow it, which chart the transformative travels of tragedy in later contexts.



How does culture travel?

Tragedy spread as part, and not independently, of Greek culture in general. Given that ‘familiarity with dramatic and musical performances and Greekness are the same thing’ (Nervegna 2007: 14), the question of how tragedy travelled is inseparable from the question of how the totality of Greek thinking, art, literature and social practices became so widely prevalent. How and why did culture, including tragedy, travel?

The first point to note is the mobility of populations (and thus also inevitably audience members and performers) in classical antiquity. This does not of course mean that everyone in the ancient world was on the move all the time. Relatively small regional networks, consisting of the individual Greek city (polis), its surrounding territory, its immediate neighbours and shared extramural sanctuaries, would have afforded much of the intercourse and exchange necessary for these communities to thrive. And yet the ancient world as a whole was surprisingly interconnected, despite the genuinely harsh conditions endured by travellers. Modern network theory provides valuable insights into interactions between ancient communities (Malkin 2011: 3–20; Stewart 2017: 12–13, 33–64). This connectivity depended on the weak ties between small, dense and busy regional networks. These links existed for two reasons. First, local networks were each linked to much larger nodes, which provided common meeting places for representatives visiting from the smaller networks. For the Greeks, these larger nodes were primarily the Panhellenic sanctuaries of Delphi or Olympia and the major festivals held there.

To give a sense of how festivals and communities were connected, and how extensive such networks really could be in antiquity, consider the following biblical account of those gathered at Jerusalem for the Jewish festival of Shavuot, or First Fruits, fifty days after Passover, at which the miracle of Pentecost took place. Here, by seeing how Jewish and early Christian ideas were able to spread across the Greek world, we may also come to understand how Greek culture, and Greek tragedy, came to travel among non-Greeks, including Jews and Christians. St Luke describes the participants gathered for the festival in Jerusalem at the time of the Pentecost miracle as follows:


[There were] Parthians, and Medes, and Elamites, and the dwellers in Mesopotamia, and in Judaea, and Cappadocia, in Pontus, and Asia, Phrygia, and Pamphylia, in Egypt, and in the parts of Libya about Cyrene, and strangers of Rome, Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabians. (Acts 2.9–11 (KJV))




Major holy places, and their festivals, clearly bring people together. The geographical spread of this diaspora is quite considerable, extending across the whole ancient oikoumene. In what follows, I will attempt to sketch how tragedy might have travelled over precisely this same territory.

Following a major festival, most of the participants will return home, bringing news of what they have seen and heard, including displays by and conversations with people from very diverse locations. In the process Greek culture travelled across cultural boundaries. Throughout this interconnected world, Jews, for example, were living in the same cities as Greeks. Cultural exchanges appear to have taken place continually. St Luke, in the passage quoted, mentions the presence at Jerusalem of both ‘Jews and proselytes’ (Ἰουδαῖοί τε καὶ προσήλυτοι Acts 2.11), that is, Jews and ethnically non-Jewish converts, which included Greeks (John 12.20; Feldman 2003). In his efforts to spread the Christian faith, St Paul would appeal to both Greeks and Jewish inhabitants of Greek cities.1
 One such example is when he discoursed at Athens, the cultural heart of the Greek world, both to Jews in the local synagogue and to Athenians in the council of the Areopagus (Acts 17.16–34). We shall see that in fact Greek culture and the Greek language were disseminated much more widely among the Jews than Jewish culture was among the Greeks. This included tragedy.

The second reason for the interconnection of local networks is that, while many people may have spent their lives in their home cities (the philosopher Socrates is a good example: he is said to have never left Athens except on military service, Plato, Phaedrus 530d), there existed nonetheless a certain class of individuals who made it their business to travel very far indeed. Merchants and mercenaries obviously fit the mould but so do travelling sages or sophists. Tragedians are very much represented in this class of wandering professionals. Savants of this kind were particularly mobile for several reasons (see Hardie 1983: 23). Skill is a portable asset that is often widely in demand. St Paul was from the perspective of the Greeks just another travelling sage who attracted pupils to learn his new doctrine. In some cases travelling professionals might earn a living, or even substantial wealth, through displays of their cleverness. Tours of foreign cities could result in new patrons or other lucrative opportunities. Alternatively, travelling professionals wished to gain knowledge, and a reputation for wisdom, through travel. Or they hoped to win glory across the oikoumene through frequent performances at international congresses. In all likelihood professionals are brought onto the road through a combination of pressures and incentives. These motives are not mutually exclusive.

Mobility on its own, however, is not enough to effect the transmission of culture across ethnic and political boundaries. Aliens coming into contact with a new idea, practice or art form need to be receptive to it. This requires an openness to outsiders and outside influence. St Luke describes just such an attitude as being prevalent in Athens on the occasion when St Paul visited the city. He was invited to address the Areopagus following an encounter with the Stoic and Epicurean philosophers. They were curious to learn of his new doctrine: ‘for all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some new thing’ (17.21). This internationalism, while exemplified by the Athenians, was in fact broadly typical of Greek cities in general. What motivated such openness?

The answer is that the Greeks and Romans valued genuine art or skill (in Greek τέχνη or in Latin ars) as something potentially beneficial (Stewart 2016; see also Stewart, Harris, and Lewis 2020). These terms cover a wide range of knowledge-based practices, including poetry, medicine, seercraft, architecture and artisan crafts. A genuine interest in art, and art for art’s sake, tends inevitably to promote internationalism, since workers’ abilities will matter more to patrons and audiences than their origins. And internationalism, which affords the possibilities for artists to mix, compete and exchange ideas, in turn enhances the quality of the art. Skilled workers and sophists, especially travelling sophists, admittedly needed to prove the worth of their art through testimonies and displays, and local populations were always wary of charlatans. The Athenians in Acts 17 exhibit exactly this wariness: they ask ‘“What will this babbler say? . . . He seemeth to be a setter forth of strange gods”: because he preached unto them Jesus, and the resurrection’ (17.18). At the same time, they appear conscious of the value of genuine skill and their curiosity, even enthusiasm, is aroused at the arrival of new practitioners. There is always the possibility that this newcomer is possessed of great, even God-given, wisdom and genius. In what follows, I show how tragedy was both admired and also criticized, principally for its ability to excite the emotions of audiences.

The account sketched here, and further justified below, may seem to some old-fashioned. Much of the scholarship of the last half century or more, influenced by postmodern theory, has eschewed ideas of art or the genius of the artist (Griffin 1998: 40–1; for an overview see Carter 2011). In its place, we have prized the politics of the collective and emphasized society’s role in shaping culture. At the turn of the millennium, a scholar such as David Wiles (to cite just one example) was able to state these prejudices with notable clarity and confidence:


I share widespread contemporary embarrassment at the notion of ‘great art’ because I know that the aesthetic taste of one generation, class or culture is rarely shared by the next. . . . The unique qualities of Greek dramatic writing are bound up with the uniqueness of the Greek political experiment, which engaged the public as participants in, rather than spectators of, all public events. The true authors were the Athenian public [rather than the] dramatic poets, for I see theatre as a collaborative process. (Wiles 2000: 3)



This approach, which Wiles justly described at the time as an orthodoxy, has only recently begun to receive sustained criticism. Previously overlooked problems are now emerging.

One difficulty is that, even if Wiles is right, ancient Greeks and Romans themselves did not think in this way.2
 They at least did show an interest in great art and individual artists but lacked any conception of the kind of collective political theatre Wiles envisaged. More seriously though, for our purposes, the approach outlined by Wiles does not explain how and why tragedy travelled. Individuals, as skilled professionals or audience members, are potentially highly mobile, but Wiles looks instead to the largely static political collective as the true author of Greek drama. The universal is replaced with the parochial: that is the narrow politics of one community, the citizens of Athens. We have a unique political experiment or (to use a term popularized especially by Jean-Pierre Vernant) an ‘historical moment’, but what happens when the experiment is over and the moment has passed (Vernant 1972; for recent criticism see Csapo 2014)? Political theatre is, by its design, not a possession for all time. And yet, over many generations, widely differing classes and cultures did in fact come to adopt Greek tragedy and make it their own. If their aesthetic tastes differed as widely as their politics, and if we are to rule out any universal appeal that tragedy might have had (as Wiles suggests), then how exactly did tragedy cross these political, temporal and cultural boundaries?

Let us now look at a few select examples in which this process of transmission occurred. First we will look to the West, specifically Italy, to see how Greek tragedy travelled to the very heart of the Roman Empire. Then, in the second part, we will look East, to how the Greeks influenced Jewish writers and thinkers. Finally, we will consider the Christian community in Carthage at the end of the classical era.



The West: Italy and Sicily

The earliest tragedy whose text survives intact, the Persians of Aeschylus, was performed in 472 in Athens. It was also staged at some point in the 470s or early 460s in Sicily. The Athenian tragedian Aeschylus was one of a number of poets from the Greek heartland to accept patronage from a powerful ruler: Hieron, the tyrant of the Dorian Greek city of Syracuse (a colony of Corinth). Tragedy, as I have argued elsewhere, was thus on the move from the very beginning and in fact drama was not the creation (or export) of Athenians alone (Stewart 2017: 93–115; see also Csapo and Wilson 2020: IV Aix 335–64). The Sicilian poet Epicharmus, for one, produced early comedies during the time of Aeschylus’s stay in Syracuse (Bosher 2021: 14–33). Aeschylus provides an early example of a tragic wandering poet or poeta vagante: a foreigner attracted abroad by opportunities for performance, prizes and patronage.3
 In the following generation, the plays of Euripides appear to have been enthusiastically received by Sicilian and Italian audiences (Stewart 2017: 144–59). Literary texts suggest a hunger on the part of the local population for Euripidean verses (Csapo and Wilson 2020: IV Axi 369–75). This seems to be confirmed by the evidence of vase paintings, many of which seem to be informed by the texts of Euripides’s plays (Taplin 2007).

Vases on theatrical themes were produced from the end of the fifth century BC in the Greek cities of Magna Graecia, most especially Tarentum and Paestum. However, a substantial proportion of the known find spots are in non-Greek settlements (Biles and Thorn 2014: 297–9). Greek tragedy entered the homes and tombs of ancient Italians due to regular and sustained interactions between Greek and non-Greek communities. Greek imports were already being deposited in Apulian burials, such as at Ruvo di Puglia, from as early as the seventh century, but by the fifth-century vase paintings on theatrical themes seem to have attracted native Peucetian buyers. It is possible that designs that evoked the world of the stage were produced with the non-Greek market in mind (Carpenter 2014; Robinson 2014; Bosher 2021: 127–8). There are signs that some at least in these communities could speak Greek from at least the end of the fourth century (Small 2004; Csapo and Wilson 2020: no. Axxi 4). As Alastair Small has noted, moreover, this cultural and linguistic exchange took place notwithstanding political and military conflict between Greek cities such as Rhegium and Tarentum and their Italic neighbours (2004: 282). Culture spreads often despite politics, not because of it.

This exchange was by no means unidirectional. From at least the first half of the fourth century, the Italic peoples were developing their own traditions of musical performance. According to later Roman writers, it was the Etruscan histriones, and not the Greeks, who introduced theatrical games (ludi scaenici) for the first time to Rome in 364 BC (Livy 7.2.2; Tacitus, Annals 14.20–1). One entirely Italic form of drama mentioned by Livy (7.2.12) was the so-called Atellan comedies, which were still performed in the Oscan language even in Rome as late as the first century BC (Strabo 5.3.6). Ancient Italy during the Roman Republic was a multi-ethnic but also highly interconnected world, in which many were bilingual or even trilingual. The poet Ennius provides just such an example: one who claimed to have three hearts because he spoke fluently Greek, Oscan and Latin (Gellius, Attic Nights 17.17.1).

In 240 BC, over a century after the first ludi scaenici at Rome, the poet Livius Andronicus is said to have produced the first play proper (fabula) at Rome (Livy 7.2.8, see Cicero, Brutus 72, Tusculan Disputations 1.3; On Old Age 50; Gellius, Attic Nights 17.21.42). It is significant that Livius was a Greek, possibly from Tarentum, though one who may have gained Roman citizenship.4
 Ennius was himself also a Greek and a citizen of Rudiae, an ethnically Hellenic city in Calabria, and later became a Roman citizen (Cicero, Pro Archia 22; scholion on Horace, Odes 4.8.13–24 = Manuwald 2012, T45, 15; Strabo 6.3.5). Livius presumably melded the existing Italic musical traditions and Greek drama into a new Latin form of tragedy. He and his successors, most notably Ennius, appear to have set about translating Greek tragedy virtually wholesale into Latin.5
 They thus created a new Latin tragic genre that existed side by side with Greek and Oscan poetic forms and which was the result of cultural exchange between bilingual artists and audiences.

The extent to which the new Latin tragedy resembled the Greek original in its actual performance is hard to determine from the scarce surviving fragments. Even harder is to judge how Latin tragedy evolved over time. Two points, nevertheless, should be stressed. First, we have ample evidence that tragedy in some form was not only read but also performed up until at least the third and probably into the fourth century AD.6
 We should not dismiss later Latin tragedy purely as Rezitationsdramen, that is, plays for reading in contexts other than the theatre, or mere excerpts sung or danced by professional actors.7
 It is unlikely that later tragedy was an entirely different creation from classical Greek drama (Stewart 2018). Second, this performance is consistently described as tragedy and can be differentiated from other performance traditions that were influenced by tragedy. These include the so-called Hilarotragodia (ἱλαροτραγῳδία, Suda ρ 171), developed by Rhinthon of Tarentum at the end of the fourth century BC as comic parodies of tragedy. Another offshoot of tragedy was pantomime, in which tragic plots were danced without words. From the end of the second century AD, pantomime and mime came to be incorporated into festival competitions alongside tragedy. But, as Skotheim has recently argued, this does not mean that tragedy was displaced by pantomime (Skotheim 2016: 168–70, 234 
contra e.g. Barnes 1996: 167). By the imperial period, Roman theatres undoubtedly hosted a far greater variety of spectacles than did those of classical Greece, but tragedy still remains (in some form) on the programme and seems, moreover, to have had an influence on those later art forms with which it was now in competition.

Returning to Livius and Ennius – how and why did they find themselves in Rome? One possible reason is that Rome offered the prospect of patronage from the senatorial class of what was now the most powerful state in the region.8
 Ennius developed a friendship with Scipio Africanus (Cicero, For Archias 22) and gained the support of M. Fulvius Nobilior (Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1.2.1), the consul of 189, whose son procured for him the ultimate prize of Roman citizenship. Similarly, in the first century BC, the comic and tragic actor Q. Roscius Gallus from Lanuvium would earn the affection of Sulla (Macrobius, Saturnalia 3,14; 13; Plutarch, Sulla 36.1). A sense of the mobility of Greek artists in the first century BC is provided by Cicero’s description of the career of the epic poet Archias (For Archias 4–5). This individual was a Greek who began life in Antioch, the capital of Syria. He then embarked on successful tours as a wandering poet in Greece and Italy. Cicero tells us that he was granted citizenship and other privileges in Tarentum, Rhegium, Naples and Heraclea: all Greek cities with a well-documented theatrical tradition.9

 He met with such success in Rome that he remained as a long-term resident, where, as Ennius had done a century earlier (For Archias 9, 11; cf. Tusculan Disputations 1.2.1), he gained the patronage of prominent noble Romans, including most especially the Luculli, and also eventually the ultimate prize of citizenship.

Greek artists and sages had a strong incentive then to travel, and to travel to Rome in particular. They could be sure, moreover, that their presence would not be unwelcome, and in fact Greeks were frequently recruited to perform. Following the success of Ennius’s patron M. Fulvius Nobilior in the war against the Aetolians, in 186 ‘many artists (multi artifices) came from Greece in order to honour him’ (Livy 39.22.2). The games instituted to celebrate the triumph included the first ever Greek-style athletic contest at Rome. Musical contests are likely to have also been a feature of these celebrations (Cicero claims that Fulvius devoted the spoils of Mars to the Muses, For Archias 11). L. Anicius Gallus held a similar triumph in 167, for which he ‘summoned the most famous artists (τεχνίτας) from Greece’ and erected a very great ‘stage’ (σκηνή) in the Circus (Polybius 30.14 = Athenaeus 14.615a–e). Here we are explicitly told that the festivities included a musical competition involving tragedians (τραγῳδοί). In the imperial period, Augustus promoted the performance of Greek drama and instituted contests both at the Sebasta festival at Naples and at Rome.10
 Nero established in AD 60 a ‘five-yearly festival at Rome in the manner of a Greek contest’ (Tacitus, Annals: 14.20). This event was eventually replaced at Rome by Domitian’s Capitolian games: once again a Hellenic festival in Rome, at which Greek dress was worn and for which there were competitions in both Greek and Latin (Suetonius, Domitian 4.4). These festivals attracted international artists and provided important spaces in which artistic displays and cultural exchange could take place.

We outlined in the introduction that culture travels, both when there are incentives for artists to travel and also when there exists an infrastructure, as it were, of festivals or gatherings, which function as nodes connected to multiple interlinking networks. So far, we have seen that exactly these conditions were in place to permit tragedy to travel. We also noted that for cultural interactions to be successful, audiences need to be potentially receptive to foreign artists and new cultural forms. At this point, then, we may ask why it was that the Romans were so receptive to Greek culture, and Greek tragedy in particular? Recent scholarship has mostly looked for political motivations to explain this importation of Greek performers and Greek contests: for example, as a form of power play to show Roman dominance over conquered Greeks.11
 There is a simpler alternative, however: Romans liked Greek poetry. Cicero, to give one example, suggests a number of possibilities that might explain Roman fondness for Greek culture in his For Archias as part of a lengthy ‘digression’ on the value of the ‘study of Humanity’ (de studiis humanitatis, 3) (Berry 2004). Archias deserves consideration because of his particular and personal genius (ingenium) as a poet. It is this natural ability in poetry, demonstrated through displays and compositions, that explains his awards of citizenship in the Greek cities that he visited (4). We are told that ‘all who were capable of judging concerning talent (de ingeniis) thought him worthy of esteem and hospitality’ (5).

The value of skill depends not only on the rarity or ubiquity of talented professionals but also on the public estimation of the benefits they provide. What can poets offer? Cicero suggests three possibilities. First, poetry is useful to Cicero as a means to improve his rhetorical skills (13). The second benefit is praise and memorialization: poets glorify the deeds of great men. It is for this reason that Ennius accompanied Scipio Africanus and Fulvius Nobilior, among others (22). Memorialization of great deeds is also the chief reason why cities bestow honours on poets in the epigraphic record, so we can be confident that Cicero’s views here are uncontroversial (Hardie 1983: 18–22). This praise is in a weak sense political, since it serves the interest of prominent statesmen or nobles and by extension glorifies the city of these men as well, though there is no obvious attempt to advance or critique a particular political ideology or programme.

The final benefit conferred by poets is pleasure. Cicero is cautious about making pleasure the central element of his argument, since not all pleasures are equal and, in a tradition going back at least to Plato’s critiques of tragedy, the utility of emotional pleasure is potentially questionable. Yet, he makes it part of his plea nonetheless: if all the other benefits of literature are excluded ‘and if from these studies pleasure (delectatio) were to be sought alone, yet, I think, you would still judge this distraction of the soul to be one most humane and most liberal’ (16). The emotional effect of poets and actors on their audiences is suggested by the example of the actor Roscius:


Who of us was so rude or hard of soul so as not to be moved recently by the death of Roscius? One who, though he died an old man, nevertheless on account of his excellent skill (ars) and charm seemed totally unworthy of death. Thus did he, by the motion of his body, earn for himself such love from us; are we then to neglect the incredible motion of souls and the fast play of minds of genius (ingenia)? (17)



The movements of actors, the modulation of their voices or better still the content of the words they speak have a powerful emotional effect so that ‘rocks and wastelands respond in echo, monstrous beasts are often turned aside by song and brought to a stand; but should we, those trained in the best of things, not be moved by the voice of poets?’ (19). Roscius’s skill at arousing such emotions was very real and very valuable. In an earlier speech on behalf of Roscius, Cicero estimated that the actor might have earned six million sesterces in ten years (For Roscius Comeodus 23). And this was the result of professional skill in exciting the emotions of audiences.



The East: Tragedy’s travels from Parthia to Jerusalem

We have now sketched some of the reasons why drama, and tragedy in particular, may have been enabled to travel in the West, specifically in Italy. Of key importance are the skill and ability (ars/ingenium) of the performer, in memorializing the deeds of his patrons and in exciting pleasure through emotive poetic displays, and the attractiveness of tragedy as a travelling art form. It should therefore be emphasized that it is both form itself and the skill of the performer that is crucial for fulfilling the needs of patrons and audience members. Form, I argue, should not be studied in isolation: it has also a function (the entertainment and enrichment of an audience or readership) and someone crucially has to carry out that function (through composition or performance). Spectators demand performances but (pace Wiles) they do not create performances: poets and actors do that.


Let us now look to the East, where similar considerations also applied. In particular, we will see that tragedy travelled even among communities from which one might have expected, for political reasons, more open hostility. At the furthest eastern end of the oikoumene sketched in Acts 2, with which we began, were the Parthians. These were originally the inhabitants of the Persian satrap Parthia, who would create a kingdom ranging from the Euphrates to the Indus following the expulsion of the Greek Seleucid kings from Mesopotamia. In 53 BC, the Parthian general Surenas defeated the triumvir M. Licinius Crassus at the battle of Carrhae. Shortly after Crassus’s death, his severed head was brought to King Hyrodes, who was celebrating the marriage of his son to the sister of King Artavasdes of Armenia (a former Roman ally who had betrayed Crassus). Plutarch (Crassus 33) records that the wedding was accompanied by many Greek compositions, including a recitation of a passage from the Bacchae by Euripides. The head of Crassus arrived at just the right moment for the re-enactment of Agave’s maddened exultation over the head of her son Pentheus, whom she believes is a dead lion.

Several aspects of Plutarch’s account are significant. First, Greek performers, such as the tragic actor Jason of Tralles, had travelled to this event to perform in Greek. Again this testifies to the mobility of Greek performers, even in non-Greek territories. Second, Plutarch explicitly stresses the linguistic competence of the audience, since both Hyrodes and his Armenian counterpart were learned in Greek. Here, learning the language means learning the literature: as Plutarch puts it, Hyrodes was ‘ignorant neither of the tongue nor the writing of the Greeks’ (οὔτε φωνῆς οὔτε γραμμάτων Ὑρώδης Ἑλληνικῶν ἄπειρος, 33). This anecdote thus demonstrates the continued status of the Greek language as a common tongue even among the Parthians in the first century BC; it is likewise evidence of the high regard with which Greek culture was held. Remarkably this was true almost a century after the Parthians had expelled the Seleucids from Iran. While the conquests of Alexander had initially established Greek as a common tongue in the region, the continued appreciation of Greek culture depended on its willing and even enthusiastic reception by non-Greek elites. Third, once again Greek tragedy is disseminated as an inseparable part of that wider Greek culture. Thus Plutarch tells us that Artavasdas had not only read tragedies but had even written his own compositions.

Another non-Greek people who appear to have embraced tragedy, at least in some cases, were the Jews, with whom we began. The Jews had an uneasy relationship with the Greeks and, like the Parthians, those in Judea had overthrown the rule of their Seleucid occupiers by armed force in the rebellion of Judas Maccabaeus (167–160 BC). We might expect, for political and religious reasons, clear and open hostility to Greek culture. And yet, as noted above, many Jews continued to live in Greek cities where the theatre was a highly visible institution, especially at Alexandria. Jews who learned to read and write Greek, in many cases as their first language, would have been brought into contact with the tragic texts during their education, as was the case for Philo of Alexandria, a biblical scholar and philosopher of the first century AD (Philo, On Mating 148; On Dreams: 1.205). Philo quotes at least three passages by Euripides and also knew the works of one of Euripides’s contemporaries, Ion of Chios (Euripides, Hecuba: 548–61 = Every Good Man Is Free 116; fr. 275.3–4 Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta (TrGF) 
= Every Good Man Is Free 141; fr. 687 TrGF = Every Good Man Is Free 25, 99; fr. 691 TrGF = Every Good Man Is Free 103).

At least some Jews, moreover, appear to have enthusiastically received tragedy: they not only entered the theatre but even produced a new art form, the Jewish tragedy. Philo claims to have often frequented dramatic performances and recalls the effect on an audience of lines attributed by Stobaeus to Euripides’s Auge.12
 We possess some epigraphical evidence for patronage of theatre by Jews, including a second century AD inscription from Iasos recording a donation for performances made by a Hellenized Jew called Nicetas (CIJ II 749; see Lanfranchi 2006: 44). The one certain example of a Jewish tragic poet is Ezekiel (for further discussion see Simon Goldhill’s contribution in this volume). He is called a poet of Jewish tragedies by Clement of Alexandria (ὁ τῶν Ἰουδαϊκῶν τραγῳδιῶν ποιητής Miscellanies 1.23.155.1), which suggests that the Exagoge, the only play known to us, may not have been unique. Despite the biblical subject of the Exodus of Moses and the Hebrews from Egypt, the author’s knowledge of the language and dramatic conventions of classical tragedy are clearly in evidence (Stewart 2018; Snell 1966: 32). The Letter of Aristeas (136; Joseph. Jewish Antiquities 12.113) also tantalizingly mentions a certain Theodectes who attempted to dramatize sections of scripture but was prevented from doing so by an act of God.

It is difficult to generalize on the possible similarities and differences in form between Greek tragedy and Jewish tragedy. I have argued elsewhere that in the case of the Exagoge, at least, Ezekiel produced a composition that Greeks would have recognized without hesitation as a tragedy, one that was written in Greek and which conformed to all the expectations of the genre (Stewart 2018). Whether this was true of all Jewish tragedies we do not know. At the same time it is also remarkable how readily Greek tragedy could be adapted to serve as a vehicle to retell the history of an alien people. This fact suggests the wide, and I would argue universal, appeal of tragedy.

Due to the overall dominance of Greek culture, and the frequency of interactions between Jews and Greeks, it was inevitable that tragedy would eventually reach the Jewish heartland. Theatrical performances certainly began to take place in Judea by the first century BC. Herod the Great constructed theatres at Caesarea, Jericho and Jerusalem and instituted contests, to which he invited a large number of foreign artists.13
 It has been suggested that Nicholaus of Damascus, the advisor and chronicler of Herod’s reign, was an author of Jewish tragedies, including one entitled Susanna (172 Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta; Kotlińska-Toma 2015: 159 and 541). Josephus (Jewish Antiquities 15.268) indicates that such events were not part of Jewish tradition but rather part of Herod’s and his successors’ Hellenizing agenda, which they pursued despite resistance from the Pharisees and other religious groups. While the Seleucids had failed to enforce Greek cultural norms, the Jews’ own kings would later succeed.

Josephus himself was a Hellenized Jew: he notes his own determination to become proficient in the Greek language through the collection and reading of Greek books, including poetry (Jewish Antiquities 20.263). References or allusions to the theatre and tragedy appear to be one way in which Josephus both advertises his own learning and sets his audience at ease. The position of the city of Jerusalem in relation to the Temple, for example, is likened to a theatre (θεατροειδής, Jewish Antiquities 15.410). On two occasions high-flown political orations are compared to speeches by tragic actors. In the first, Nicholaus of Damascus attempts to disprove the accusation that Herod had started a war with Syllaeus by asserting that Herod’s opponents at Rome have exaggerated the case after the manner of tragic actors (τραγῳδοῦντες, Jewish Antiquities 16.346). In the second, Herod Agrippa similarly dismisses those who call for war with Rome (τραγῳδοῦσιν Jewish War 2.348). Tragedy here is characterized instinctively as a mode of speech that is overly emotive and inappropriately applied to rhetoric or history. Tragedians appeal to the audience by exciting the emotions, not through rational arguments, it is assumed. This attitude directly parallels that of Greek historians towards tragedy. Polybius (2.56.7), for example, had criticized Phylarchus for using tragic imagery of women weeping and bearing their breasts to evoke the reader’s pity for the fall of Mantinea. For both Josephus and his audience, mention of tragedy immediately conjured up familiar associations with a particular style of performance. Josephus, as a learned and Hellenized Jew, speaks in a common language and uses cultural references that all his readers can be expected to understand. Here Josephus refers to a distinctive feature of tragedy: its emotional power and the pleasure this affords. It is for this reason that tragedy is so attractive, apparently both for Jews and Greeks.

Josephus is guilty himself of just such an adoption of tragic language and shows some ability in imitating the tragic. This is the terrible story of the woman Mary in the siege of Jerusalem (Jewish War 6.199–219). Suffering from hunger and full of rage at the depredations of the armed factions within the city, she killed, cooked and devoured her own child. Josephus’s narrative is redolent of the emotions and imagery of tragedy, notably Euripides’s Medea. Mary, like Medea, is driven by her passion (οἱ θυμοί, Jewish War 204) and anger to act against her natural instincts (205; see Medea 121, 176, 447, 520, 870, 909, 1056; see Chapman 2007: 421–2). Her child is to be an avenging spirit, ‘Erinys’ on her persecutors (207), just as Medea’s children will be for their mother (Medea 1389). Josephus seems to be attempting to tell a pitiable and dramatic story in a manner which the Greeks would have identified as typical of the genre of tragedy as a whole.

We thus know of at least three Jews in the period from the second century BC to the first century AD – Ezekiel, Philo and Josephus – who belonged simultaneously to two worlds: the one of their ancestors and the other of the Greeks, even (in Josephus’s case) long after the Ptolemies and Seleucids had ceased to exercise political control over Judea. The hostility of many Jews towards Greek art forms is, if anything, testament to the dominance and pervasiveness of Greek culture and the willingness of some of their co-religionists to adopt Greek ways. The introduction of tragedy was only one part of the Hellenization of Egypt, Syria and even Judea.



Africa: The Christians of Carthage in late antiquity

From Jerusalem, let us now return west to Africa, specifically Carthage, lying opposite Sicily: our final destination. Carthage was a Phoenician foundation situated among neighbouring native Berber communities. Following the destruction of the city in 146 BC and its subsequent Roman refoundation, bilingualism is evident in the epigraphy, with inscriptions erected in both Latin and neo-Punic (Świerk 2022: 168). Latin became the dominant language of government and culture, while (as in Italy) educated persons could also be expected to have some knowledge of Greek. Apuleius’s step-son in the second century AD unusually declined to speak Latin and conversed only in Punic and a little Greek (Apology 98).

In the third and fourth centuries AD, Carthage would, at various times, become home to two giants of late antique Latin literature: Tertullian and St Augustine of Hippo. Both were Christian converts educated in the classical tradition. And both show experience of theatre-going, which they regard as incompatible with their new lives as Christians and a danger to the souls of the faithful. Christians who determined not to enter the theatre isolated themselves, consciously and determinedly, from the rest of the classical city of which they were inevitably a part.14
 ‘As both representation and product of Roman culture, theatre is inextricable from a world Augustine had rejected’ – but at the same time this was also the world which Augustine happened to inhabit (Dox 2004: 16). Novatian had observed that everyone frequented the theatre (On Spectacles 6.2). Christians could not escape temptation: all they could do was choose not to succumb. Yet it is clear from Tertullian’s polemic On Spectacles that not all Christians displayed such self-control. Tertullian begins by countering the suggestion, seemingly raised by other Christians, that there is no direct prohibition of theatre-going in Scripture: in fact Scripture does prohibit Christians from consorting with the impious (3; cf. Novatian, On Spectacles 2.1–3). He mentions the terrible consequences for Christians who strayed into the theatre, including a terrifying dream witnessed by a woman on the night following her visit ‘to hear the tragic actor’ (26). And even zealous converts like Augustine could claim experience of the theatre from their previous lives (e.g. City of God 2.4.3), while Tertullian appears to show some casual familiarity with ‘texts of actors’ (histrionum litterae, Apology 15.1).

Why were Christians at Carthage inclined to visit the theatre? Both Tertullian and Augustine stress (as Cicero had done) the pleasurable aspects of dramatic spectacles. Lax Christians went to the theatre, like everyone else, because they liked it. As Tertullian puts it in the On Spectacles: ‘such is the strength of pleasures’ (1). Tertullian urges his fellows to turn to true pleasure: ‘if the learning of the stage (scaenicae doctrinae) delights you, we have enough literature, enough verses, enough wise sayings, enough songs, enough voices – not play plots (fabulae) but truths, not strophes but straight talking’ (29). While for Cicero pleasure had been a minor part of poetry’s defence, for Tertullian and Augustine it becomes a central part of the case against theatrical shows. Augustine in his Confessions recalls how tragedy was an outlet for his youthful passions as a young man in Carthage, at a time when he ‘did not yet love, but yearned to love’ (3.1). Apart from the shameful nature of the actions depicted in drama and the idolatry of the ancient stage, Augustine criticizes the way that tragedy artificially heightens the emotions and thereby brings pleasure to audiences. ‘Why is it,’ Augustine asks, ‘that [in the theatre] a man wants to grieve when he watches lugubrious and tragic scenes (tragica), which he would not want to suffer himself?’ (3.2). This emotional response to tragedy was similarly observed by Philo three centuries earlier, who noted that a given ‘song of tragedians (τραγῳδῶν)’ could have sufficient emotive power to draw the audience to shout applause almost against their will (On Drunkenness 177).

Augustine felt that he had been encouraged to indulge his emotions artificially and so disturb the temper of his soul. He is clear, however, that at the time he very much enjoyed it, as did many others. Augustine says that the ‘wanton craze’ for drama was so ingrained that at Carthage even refugees from the sack of Rome ‘competed in their insanity for the actors every day in the theatre’ (City of God 1.32.3–4). Though we cannot be certain, these performances may well have included tragedy, since Augustine regards specifically tragedy and comedy as being ‘the more tolerable of the stage contests’ (scaenicorum tolerabiliora ludorum) and as plays performed, and not merely read, as part of the general programme of spectacles (in spectaculis, City of God 2.8.4; cf. Novatian, On Spectacles 7.3).



Conclusion

Augustine died in AD 430 while the city of Hippo was under siege by invading Vandals. His passing might be said to mark a terminus for the classical world in the West, and Roman Africa in particular, and so a fitting conclusion for our survey. Internationalism and bilingualism remain, however, notable features of classical culture even in the last years of the Roman West. This internationalism was sustained by the travels of intellectuals and artists. It is evident even in Augustine’s career (as much as that of St Paul, with whom we began): an African teacher from Thagaste, trained in Madaurus and Carthage, who moved to Rome in 383, secured a position as public lecturer in rhetoric at Milan in 384 and finally settled as priest and later bishop in Hippo Regius from 391. Augustine’s life is just one example of how the centres of learning across the Roman world remained interconnected.15



I have argued here that tragedy travelled between these cultural centres. Greek poets and actors were skilled professionals, in demand in many different localities. This is because audiences loved tragedy, principally for its emotional power. Tragedy is not only received as a genre with a coherent formal architecture but as a template for emotional intensities which allow actors to demonstrate their performative skills and virtuosities. The contemporary criticism of the forms of tragedy that we have quoted (overly emotive imagery, high-flown oratory) are universal characteristics that do not change much in the journeys of tragedy. In addition to a set of skills, and a set of tragic characteristics, the common Greek culture must be emphasized. The diverse inhabitants of the oikoumene, when they met, understood each other not only because they shared common languages (principally Greek and Latin) but also because they understood the language of classical culture: a culture which remained completely pervasive even in Augustine’s time – and which perforce included tragedy.




Notes
1 Alexandria, for example: see Josephus, Jewish War 2.494.2 For a recent critique of the notion that ‘artists’ products can be so easily divorced from their agency’, see Seaman 2017: 1.3 On poeti vaganti see Guarducci 1929; on wandering poets, see Hunter and Rutherford 2009.4 Suetonius refers to Livius and Ennius as poetae et semigraeci (On Grammarians: 1).5 Cicero claims that Ennius and Pacuvius had translated Greek originals from Sophocles et al. ‘word by word’ (ad verbum, On the Ends 1.4). This is something of an exaggeration, as Cicero himself acknowledges elsewhere (‘they translated not the words by the sense of the Greek poets’, Academica 1.10). See Čulík-Baird 2022: 67–70.6 Skotheim 2016 lays out the evidence for dramatic performance up to the third century AD. On late antiquity, see Easterling and Miles 1999.7 On Rezitationsdramen, see Boyle 2006: 192–3, 268 n. 7. For the term, see Zwierlein 1966. For criticism of the ‘extract theory’, see Nervegna 2007.8 On Roman literary patrons, see Wiseman 1982: 31–4. On Greek professional poets at Rome, see also Hardie 1983: 2–36.9 Note vase painting from Heraclea: see Taplin 2007: 17, no. 34, 117–21, no. 37, 127, no. 65, 187–9.10 See Paillard 2022: 97–8; on Augustus’s policy to Greek festivals, see Skotheim 2022.11 For example, ‘Greek theatre [in the Republic] was used as a convenient communication medium to display the superiority of Roman culture, to show that Roman entertainments were superior’, whereas under the emperors Greek drama was an appropriate vehicle to justify imperial hegemonic power (Paillard 2022: 101).12 ‘Indeed I have often seen this in the theatre being present myself’, On Drunkenness 177; Every Good Man Is Free 141 = Euripides fr. 275.3–4 TrGF.13 Theatres: Josephus Jewish Antiquities 15.268, 15.341, 17.161, 20.211; Jewish War 1.415; contests: Jewish Antiquities 15.270.14 On the relationship between the early Church and the theatre, see especially Weismann 1972. For further references, see Barnes 1996: 163–4 n. 9.15 See Hardie 1983: 15: ‘a continuous line of Greek professional poets extended from the early rhapsodes through the Hellenistic period into the early empire and beyond’.
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 Booking a family trip

 Greek tragedy, Pacuvius and Roman sequels

Antje Wessels*


According to ancient as well as modern scholarship, Roman literature started with a major translation project:1
 when, shortly after the end of the First Punic War (240 BCE), Livius Andronicus was commissioned to write the first Latin drama to be performed on a Roman stage, he presented a translation of an Attic drama. The ancient story of Livius Andronicus’ translation project was certainly an impressive technique to help Romans anchor their project of innovation and to introduce what they would be willing to accept as dramatic literature: literary works that were in line with the great period of Attic fifth-century drama (see Wessels 2021). But in fact, there were many steps in between, and as with any traveller, Greek (Attic) tragedy had travelled to Rome in a rather long process without a clear goal but, instead, with lots of pitstops and detours.


Travelling through Magna Graecia

In her passage from Greece to Rome, tragedy did not make the journey without encountering others along the way, who would have an effect on her personality: the offspring, so to speak, of her siblings, the post-classical works which, since the fourth and third centuries BCE, had already been flourishing in Magna Graecia and, more specifically, had been engaging with early and contemporary dramatic forms from Southern Italy and Sicily (Feeney 2016 passim and specifically 93–110). As a consequence, early Roman tragedians such as Livius Andronicus (ca. 280–205 BCE), Gnaeus Naevius (ca. 280–200 BCE) and Quintus Ennius (239–169 BCE)2
 had to address a variety of expectations, not only among a philhellenic political elite (who strived to anchor Roman culture in an Attic Greek tradition) but also among the Roman audience in general, which had been accustomed to a rich tradition of theatrical culture, including innovative revivals of (old) Greek plays and the pre-literary genres of (indigenous) Italic theatre with features such as improvisation (Atellana), the celebration of fertility (Mimus) and the combination of tragic and comic elements (Phlyax).3



Although ancient scholars tried to establish their claim that Roman tragedies were little more than translations of previous Greek models, the fragmentary remains of the texts themselves can demonstrate that Roman authors, while adapting the myths of Attic tragedy and presenting themselves as mere translators, simultaneously responded to the multiplicity of genres and developed new forms of tragedy, which would respond to the new, specifically Roman context, as well as to the diverse expectations of prospective audiences.



Multiplicity of genres – or generic fluidity?

The Roman environment in which Attic tragedy and its descendants had now arrived (and where they had to be accepted) was not only characterized by a flourishing dramatic culture and a multiplicity of popular dramatic forms but also by an engagement with a multiplicity of old and new genres: Livius Andronicus wrote tragedies as well as comedies and at the same time was the first poet to publish a Latin epic, the Odusia,4
 a translation of the Homeric Odyssey, which simultaneously translated the Homeric features into an Italic cultural context. Gnaeus Naevius wrote tragedies, comedies and an epic on the Punic War and, additionally, introduced a new tragic subgenre which specifically deals with Roman history, the praetexta; moreover, in his epic, the Bellum Punicum,5
 he combined historical content that is usually to be expected in historiography (which in the Roman tradition, with Fabius Pictor, had started with Greek writings) with elements of Roman myth and the formal devices of poetic writing. Finally, Quintus Ennius, while producing texts in all these genres and being the first to introduce the dactylic hexameter into Latin epic,6
 is also the first to publish saturae (a rather undefined genre which included a potpourri of different writings in various styles and forms).7
 Roman authors at the time not only had to cope with a variety of audience expectations; they were also still in a process of developing and defining solid generic criteria. Only from an ex-post perspective, they can be considered as men of many genres. The first authors who may be considered to have focused exclusively on one specific genre are Titus Maccius Plautus (ca. 254–184 BCE) and Marcus Pacuvius (220–130 BCE).8
 Plautus specialized in comedies; while Pacuvius, a former painter,9
 whom Cicero would later praise as summus tragicus poeta, specialized in tragedies.10
 In any case, this is what scholarship for a long time has suggested.



Translating journeys into sequels: Pacuvius’ tragedies

Pacuvius was famous not only for the complexity and erudition of his tragedies,11
 but first and foremost for the way in which he reacted to the Greek tradition: he was innovative yet at the same time able to anchor his innovations in common conventions. The mythic subjects he presents in his tragedies were neither new nor old but rather elaborated on well-known stories: instead of writing a Medea, Pacuvius deals with the story of Medus, Medea’s rather unknown son;12
 instead of writing an Agamemnon, he presents a tragedy on Chryses, the son of Agamemnon’s affair with Chryseis. Pacuvius focuses on new or less-known details of familiar myths and proffers them as sequels engendered from well-known tragedies: just as Medus is a child of Medea, so is Pacuvius’ Medus a child of Ennius’ Medea. Just as Chryses is the offspring of Agamemnon, Pacuvius’ Chryses is born of Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris. When ancient sources tell us that Pacuvius was a ‘nephew’ or ‘grandchild’ of Ennius,13
 it reads like a biofictional translation of his relationship with his famous poetic predecessor. Similar relations can be claimed for Pacuvius’ Iliona and Ennius’ Hecuba, Pacuvius’ Armorum iudicium and Ennius’ Ajax, Pacuvius’ Teucer and Ennius’ Telamo and, within Pacuvius’ own work, for example, the filial relationship between his Teucer and his Armorum iudicium. Furthermore, in some of the tragedies the journey from (Ennian) prequel to (Pacuvian) sequel is even translated into the plot: between the end of Ennius’ Medea and the beginning of Pacuvius’ Medus lies the journey of Medus and Medea, who both started off from Greek locations and travelled to the Colchian city Aea, the birthplace of Medea, the barbarian heroine.

That said, Pacuvius doesn’t write pure tragic sequels. Rather, he employs features that were first of all associated with Roman comedy and the indigenous Italic Atellana, not only in terms of language and style14
 but also with respect to structural elements such as the tricae (wiles),15
 known from the Atellana,16
 and the doppelgänger motif and happy ending, known from comedy. Some of Pacuvius’ tragedies even remind us of a comedy of errors – the only tragic feature being their mythic setting and the dramatis personae. Some of them, similar to a Greek satyr play (or the late Atellana), would even perfectly fit the function of producing comic relief after the performance of a real (Ennian) tragedy.17
 In the following sections, I want to explore the non-tragic features of Pacuvius’ tragedies, the negotiation of genre in a more or less contemporary comedy, Plautus’ tragicomoedia Amphitruo, and finally zoom in on one of Pacuvius’ plays, the Medus, in order to demonstrate how tragedy has travelled through the multiplicity of genres and finally succeeded in embracing its Italic tradition.


Pacuvius comicus?

In modern scholarship, Pacuvius has mainly been considered as a tragic poet.18
 There are two major objections, however, against this assumption. As Jan Felix Gaertner has pointed out in his article on Pacuvius comicus (2015a), ancient sources either state or reveal traces of evidence that Pacuvius also performed as a comic writer,19
 as the author of saturae (as it is stated by the fourth century CE grammarian Diomedes Grammaticus in his Ars grammatica
20
) and as author of epigrams,21
 whereas 95 per cent of the testimonia do not give any indication on the genre (Gaertner 2015a: 26). Only in the generation after Pacuvius, with Accius and Titius, dramatic authors started to specify on a dramatic subgenre, whereas in the time of Pacuvius and before (think of Plautus’ Amphitruo), negotiations of genre still were a highly disputed issue (Gaertner 2015a: 29).

Gaertner comes to the conclusion that Pacuvius, in addition to his production of tragedies, also wrote comedies. As a consequence, we should have to assume that some of the titles are to be assigned to the tragic genre, whereas others possibly belonged to the comedic genre. There certainly do exist plays within Pacuvius’ œuvre, whose titles allow for the assumption that these plays dealt with comic characters and motives: the tragedy Dulorestes (according to some minor MSS: Dolorestes, cf. Schierl 2006: 240sq.) seems to have presented Orestes in the disguise of a slave (a motif that reminds us of the role of Mercury in Plautus’ Amphitruo). Similarly, the motif of disguise, including double identity, illusion and irony, is a motif which we find in Pacuvius’ Medus, where Medea’s son Medus happens to encounter his mother, both being entirely unaware of the other’s true identity while presenting themselves disguised in a different identity. Pacuvius’ Medus seems to have been a comedy of errors, and, to a lesser extent, the fragments of Pacuvius’ Dulorestes, too, allow for such a conclusion.

On the other hand, the motifs in question are not entirely alien to what is known from Greek tragedies. Veiling one’s own identity is a crucial feature in Sophocles’ Electra (where Orestes announces the death of ‘Orestes’) and disguising as a person of lower social status is a pivotal element in Euripides’ Bacchae, where Dionysos, at the beginning of the tragedy, appears in Thebes as a human being in order to figure out what the Theban inhabitants think about Dionysos, the god.22
 Essentially, disguise and illusion are crucial elements in nearly any narrative which aims at a metatheatrical reflection on the role of the actor and the difference between real-life and fictitious performance. In Roman literature, these elements are crucial in comedy (cf. Plautus’ Menaechmi), tragicomedy (cf. Plautus’ Amphitruo) and tragedy (cf. Pacuvius’ Medus).

When examining the remains of Roman drama including their fragments, we can see that existing concepts, such as genre mix – as it has been developed mainly with respect to the features of Hellenistic poetry, cf. Kroll’s Kreuzung der Gattungen (1924: 202–24) – can only partly help to describe what is at stake here.23
 Roman drama does not only reflect upon or play with given definitions by blending or interfering with existing forms: it also struggles with and works towards marking out new forms, and it creates their new family members on a formal level as well as on the level of content. As a consequence, instead of talking about a genre mix (which assumes a pre-existing clear definition of genres), we should rather talk about generic fluidity24
 – or generic journeys.

Plautus’ Amphitruo on the one hand and Pacuvius’ Medus on the other hand provide good examples. Plautus’ Amphitruo, performed presumably between 190 and 185 BCE (cf. Christenson 2000: 4), and Pacuvius’ Medus, according to Arcellaschi, performed in 192 BCE (1990: 120sqq.; see also Schierl 2006: 353),25
 date from more or less the same period. Both plays deal with a myth which belongs traditionally to tragedy; in both plays this tragic myth travels into the fields of comedy; and in both, a new family member is born – be it literally, as in the case of the Amphitruo which revolves around the production of Hercules, the son of an Olympic god (tragedy) who appears as son of human (comedy), or metaphorically, as is the case with Pacuvius’ Medus which introduces Medus, a son who (compared to Medea’s other children) is rather new to the dramatic tradition. Finally, both plays present themselves as a sequel in a more or less explicit way.



Plautus’ Amphitruo


In Plautus’ Amphitruo, the doppelgänger motif lies at the heart of the play: the god Mercury, when entering the stage in the disguise of Sosia, Amphitruo’s slave, plays with multiple identities. The person seen on stage not only performs the god Mercury, a tragic character who within his role of the play acts as the comic slave Sosia, but also presents himself as the actor who performs these characters, thus the real person behind his mask (if there were masks), a slave who has to fear the beating of his master.26
 According to Mercury, the same goes for Iuppiter and the actor behind him. Iuppiter is not only presented as a character who, within the play, will disguise as a (second) Amphitruo – a human – and ‘perform a performance’ (facere histrioniam, l. 90). He is also addressed, in Mercury’s prologue, as the real actor who performs these double roles. Both gods thus have a triple identity. As a consequence, not only the play itself and the play within the play but also the production of the play is present on stage. In this context, Mercury in a kind of metalepsis refers to a former performance, in which Iuppiter helped during the performance:

ipse hanc acturust Iuppiter comoediam.

quid? admiratin estis? quasi vero novom

nunc proferatur Iovem facere histrioniam;

etiam, histriones anno quom in proscaenio hic

Iovem invocarunt, venit, auxilio is fuit.

praeterea certo prodit in tragoedia.27



hanc fabulam, inquam, hic Iuppiter hodie ipse aget

et ego una cum illo. nunc <vos> animum advortite,

dum huius argumentum eloquar comoediae.

(Plaut. Amph. 88–96)28





Don’t be surprised: Jupiter himself is going to act a part in this comedy. What? You are surprised? As if something new were brought on now, Jupiter taking up the dramatic art. Last year, when the actors called upon Jupiter here onstage, he also came and brought them help. What’s more, he certainly appears in tragedy. This play, then, Jupiter will act himself here today, and I together with him. Now pay attention while I’m telling you the plot of this comedy.



The passage is interesting with respect to Plautus’ playful engagement with illusion and his metatheatrical reflection.29
 But there is a second aspect included in Mercury’s remark: Mercury refers to the support (auxilio . . . fuit, l. 92) Iuppiter had provided in an earlier play, and he highlights that this play was a tragedy. That said, the current performance (i.e. the performance of Plautus’ Amphitruo) is exhibited as a follow-up of Iuppiter’s previous performance. Which play could be meant here? As Eckard Lefèvre has suggested, a possible candidate is Euripides’ Alcumena.
30
 One of the arguments in favour of this suggestion is a verse in Plautus’ Rudens, which implies that the Roman audience at the time when Plautus’ Amphitruo was performed was acquainted with Euripides’ Alcumena and, as we may conclude, that there was a recent reperformance.
31
 In any case, the reference to a previous performance of a tragedy – be it Euripides’ Alcumena or one of the other tragedies revolving around Amphitruo, such as Aeschylus’ Alcumena
32
 
or Sophocles’ Amphitryon
33
 – clearly links the current performance of a tragicomedy to a tragedy which previously existed and which is still in the audience’s mind. Moreover, Iuppiter’s journey is linked to a generic journey: whereas the previous play is marked as a tragoedia (l. 93), Plautus’ Amphitruo is first presented as a tragicomoedia (l. 59) and finally defined as a comoedia (see l. 96).

Two aspects emerge within the prologue: first, the Amphitruo myth (which had been at home in either tragedy or phlyax, a South Italian genre in which elements, later to be attributed to the tragic respectively comic genre, would be combined (Trendall 1959)) has, according to Mercury, now travelled into the realm of comedy. Second, what could be interpreted as a genre mix in fact contributes to a definition of the genres: the realms of tragedy and comedy and their formal requirements are clearly marked, shaped and defined. One criterion is the kind of characters: for as Mercury points out, the current play will (partly) be a comedy, ‘since a slave has a role here as well’ (quoniam hic servos quoque partis habet, l. 62):

Nunc quam rem oratum huc veni primum proloquar;

post argumentum huius eloquar tragoediae.

quid? contraxistis frontem, quia tragoediam

dixi futuram hanc? deu’ sum, commutavero.

eandem hanc, si voltis, faciam <iam> ex tragoedia

comoedia ut sit omnibus isdem vorsibus.

utrum sit an non voltis? sed ego stultior,

quasi nesciam vos velle, qui divos siem.

teneo quid animi vostri super hac re siet:

faciam ut commixta sit; <sit> tragico[co]moedia;

nam me perpetuo facere ut sit comoedia,

reges quo veniant et di, non par arbitror.

quid igitur? quoniam hic servos quoque partis habet,

faciam sit, proinde ut dixi, tragico[co]moedia.

(ll.50-63)



Now I’ll first tell you what I’ve come here to ask you for; then I’ll tell you the plot of this tragedy. (looks at people in the audience) What? You’re frowning because I said this was going to be a tragedy? I’m a god, I’ll change it. If you want, I’ll immediately turn this same play from a tragedy into a comedy with all the same verses. Do you want it to be one or not? But I’m being silly, as if I didn’t know that you want it; after all, I’m a god. I know what your feelings in this matter are: I’ll make sure it’s a mixed play; it’ll be a tragicomedy. Well, I don’t think it would be appropriate to turn completely into a comedy a play where kings and gods come on stage. What then? Since a slave has a role here as well, I’ll make it, as I said, a tragicomedy.34





Plautus’ Amphitruo presents us a travelling tragedy: a journey in which tragedy intrudes the world of comedy, and its protagonists – the gods Mercury and Iuppiter – clearly keep control: for, as gods, they have, of course, booked their return ticket from the very beginning. They perform a comedy, but, in the end, they will reveal their true identity (as gods). Moreover, Iuppiter’s disclosure of his divine identity doesn’t proceed without a subtle allusion to Mercury’s reference to the earlier play (auxilio . . . fuit, l. 92) and finally – strikingly enough, by using the verb migrare(!) – ends with the announcement of his own departure back to the (tragic) world of the gods:

Bono animo es, adsum auxilio, Amphitruo, tibi et tuis:

. . . ego in caelum migro.

(Plaut. Amph. 1131-1143; here 1131 and 1143b)



Take heart, I’m here with help for you and your family, Amphitruo. . . . I’m departing to heaven.



Plautus’ Amphitruo is presented as a sequel of an earlier play, whose characters now reappear and whose content and performance everyone in the audience is expected to be acquainted with. And, as the final words suggest, Iuppiter’s travelling to comedy is followed by a journey to where he is supposed to be. The journey will go on.



Pacuvius’ Medus


In Pacuvius’ Medus,35
 the features of a sequel are even clearer. In the myth the tragedy proposes, Medus represents the next generation. And, as we may conclude from the fragments themselves and Hyginus’ summary of the myth, he actually travels from Greece to the barbarian Aea. According to the story told by Hyginus fab. 27, which for several reasons can be considered to be based on Pacuvius’ tragedy itself,36
 Perses, the brother of Aietes, Medea’s father, has learned from an oracle that he will be killed by a descendant of Aietes. When Medus, Aegeus’ and Medea’s son, on his search for Medea gets into a sea storm and reaches Perses’ place (probably the island Aea37
), he is caught by Perses’ soldiers. In order to keep them from killing him, he pretends to be Hippotes, Creon’s son (and as we may add: a person hated by Medea because he belonged to Iason’s new family in Corinth), but is nevertheless imprisoned. At the same time, Medea, too, reaches the island. As Aietes’ daughter, she, too, has to veil her identity. Since she has learned that there is a drought, she pretends to be a priest of Diana and to be able to help. She doesn’t know that her son Medus is present and when she is told that ‘Hippotes’ is in jail, she sees the chance to have him killed by Perses’ soldiers and tells them that he is Medus, her son. The tragic implication is that Medus who pretends to be Hippotes, and who is declared to be Medus by his own mother, indeed is Medus: Only after Medea actually encounters Medus and after a scene of anagnorisis is the situation clarified: they then both arrange the murder of the usurper Perses so that, finally, Aietes’ power as king can be restored.

As I have pointed out above, the story includes many elements we would expect in a comedy. Arcellaschi (1990: 129sq.) even goes so far as to assume that some of the fragments (fr. 167 and 177) show features of the Tarentine Hilarotragoedia. As Schierl remarks in her commentary on Pacuvius’ tragedies (2006: 350), we don’t have sufficient material from or about the Hilarotragoedia to determine what exactly the features of this genre were, but it is clear that Pacuvius’ Medus is much closer to what we know from the late Euripides (think of Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians or his Ion) who also features comic elements rather than aspects from classical Attic tragedy.

Furthermore, the story developed in Pacuvius’ Medus is itself a story about travelling. Both Medus and Medea travel from Greece, and their arrival in the barbarian world, where Medea originally comes from, is one of the core elements of the play. Moreover, Medea’s appearance (as it is described in Pacuvius’ Medus, specifically her status as an exul
38
) alludes to the alleged end of Ennius’ tragedy on Medea – a tragedy that had been performed some years before Pacuvius’ Medus
39
 and therefore must have still been present in the audience’s mind.

In Ennius’ Medea (or Medea Exul – which is either a second play on the Medea myth (cf. Jocelyn 1969: 342–81) or, as I would argue, an alternative title of his Medea
40
), Medea reaches Athens (Enn. Med. fr. 94 TRF II). As we may assume, Athens is the place where she will meet Aegeus, who would become the father of Medus. We don’t have evidence that Ennius in his Medea / Medea Exul had Medea escape on a dragon chariot, a prominent and praised detail in Pacuvius’ Medus,41
 but the possibility can’t be excluded that Pacuvius has found this element not only in Euripides but also in Ennius, since Medea’s flying chariot42
 was a common motif in the literary and visual tradition of the myth: we know from the Hypothesis on Euripides Medea (8sq.) and the Scholion on Eur. Med. 1320 that Medea, in Euripides’ Medea (1321sq.), used a chariot in order to flee.43
 That said, former tragic versions (be it Ennius or Euripides) were the perfect starting point to introduce her appearance in Pacuvius, where she doesn’t leave but actually arrives in just such a chariot. And there are further elements that allow us to interpret Pacuvius’ version as a comic sequel of the previous tragic tradition: whereas in Euripides and presumably in Ennius, Medea abandons and kills her children, Pacuvius now has her restore the relationship with one of her children: her son Medus. Something similar goes for her relationship with her father Aietes: Whereas Aietes, according to the tragic tradition, has been left and betrayed by his daughter Medea, in Pacuvius, he will be supported by her. Apparently, the restoration of their relationship and Aietes’ lost power was an important part of the play: from the twenty-two (including the incerta and adespota even twenty-nine44
) fragments which can be attributed to Pacuvius’ Medus, at least six45
 or even ten fragments revolve around the anagnorisis between Aietes and his daughter and the happy ending: Medea’s successful restoration of Aietes’ former power. Similarly to the Atellana and its later employment as an exodium,46
 Pacuvius’ Medus, finally, provides comic relief. Possibly, the link between prequel and sequel was even drawn by one of the characters of the play: it is not clear where fr. 186***47
 actually comes from, but if we follow Schierl (2006: 382) in attributing this fragment to a speech of Medea in Pacuvius’ Medus, Medea herself may have drawn the link between her former bad behaviour and the loyalty she will now show towards her father (fr. 186*** Schierl):

cum te expetebant omnes florentissimo

regno reliqui; nunc desertum ab omnibus

summo periclo sola ut restituam paro



When all men sought you out and your throne flourished greatly, I deserted you: But now that you are left by everybody, and are in great danger, I am the only one who prepares a plan to restore you.48





Also in a literal sense, the family which had been torn apart is now, after a long journey and lots of intrigues and errors, reunited – at a place which is, strikingly enough, very far away from Athens.




Notes


* My thanks go out to the Dutch Research Council (NWO, OC project ‘Experiencing Fragments’, project number 406.21.CTW.011) for making my work on this publication possible. Unless otherwise stated, all translations from Latin into English are my own.

1 See McElduff 2013. McElduff’s approach has been further developed by Denis Feeney in his monograph Beyond Greek (2016), which claims that translating Greek tragedy primarily meant translating Attic tragedies and going back to the original Greek texts that – in their Nachleben in Magna Graecia – had suffered from abridgment, embedding into indigenous performance practices and so on. Greek tragedies were present at the time, but their original features had to be reactivated before the translation project could anchor the development of Latin literature in Greek tragedy.2 For the fragments see the edition of the Tragicorum Romanorum Fragmenta
 (TRF), edited (2012) and revised (2023) by Markus Schauer and Gesine Manuwald, here: vol. I (Livius Andronicus and Naevius), vol. II (Ennius). Former editions include the full edition of all dramatic fragments by Otto Ribbeck (1852, 2nd ed.: 1871; rev. 1897) and Maltby and Slater 2022 (Liv. Andr.) and Goldberg and Manuwald 2018 (Ennius) which also provide translations of the fragments. For Ennius’ tragedies see also Jocelyn’s edition and commentary (1969).3 For the fragments and remains see Frassinetti 1967 and Ribbeck 1898: 223–76 (Atellana); Bonaria 1965 and Ribbeck 1898: 277–402 (Mimus); Trendall 1959 (Phlyax).4 Fragments in Blänsdorf’s edition of the Fragmenta Poetarum Latinorum (2011): 16–36: Livius Andronicus’ Odusia (testimonia and forty-one fragments).5 Fragments of Naevius’ Bellum Punicum in Blänsdorf 2011: 37–62 (testimonia and sixty fragments).6 The fragments of Ennius’ Annales are to be found in Skutsch’s edition (Oxford 1986), which also includes plenty of further material on Ennius.7 On Ennius’ saturae, see Vahlen’s edition (1903), ccxi–ccxvi (introductory notes) and 204–11 (fragments). Further works of Ennius include Varia, written in quite diverse (prosaic and metric) forms, such as the Scipio, epigrammata, a propeptikos, the Euhemeros and the didactic epic Hedyphagetica. The fragments of these works, too, can be found in Vahlen’s edition and in Blänsdorf 2011: 70–87.8 All fragments from Pacuvius as well as all testimonia on Pacuvius are quoted from Schierl’s earlier edition (2006), which also includes a splendid introduction and commentary on the fragments. A slightly revised text can be found in the new edition of the TRF, vol. III, ed. Schierl (2023).9 See T4 Schierl = Plin. nat. 35.19.
10 T20 Schierl = Cic. opt. gen. 2. Cicero’s remark highlights that Pacuvius was the best tragic poet; this does not fully exclude the possibility that Pacuvius also wrote in other genres.11 The complexity of Pacuvius’ works was stressed often in ancient literature. The satirist Lucilius highlights the obscure and intricate prologues, see T17 Schierl = Lucil. 875 Marx. And Quintilian, in his Institutio oratoria (T34 Schierl = Quint. inst. 10.1.97), mocks those people who pretend to understand Pacuvius and to appreciate his learnedness, in order to present themselves as learned.
12 Medus was not entirely new, of course. There are plenty of references to this character in ancient literature, see Schierl 2006: 342–6. The most important non-dramatic reports of the myth are Diod. 4.56.1, ps.-Apoll. 1.9.28, and Hyg. fab. 27 (for the latter see below). In the dramatic tradition, however, as far as we can judge from its existing and fragmentary remains, he seems to have played a minor role. Yet, there is evidence for a comedy of Theopompos entitled Μῆδος (fr. 30–32 Kassel Austin).13 T4 Schierl = Plin. nat. 35.19: Enni sorore genitus; T1 Schierl = Hieron. chron. a Abr. 1863: Ennii poetae ex filia nepos.14 As to the use of non-tragic words in Pacuvius, see Gaertner 2015a and b.15 See Varr. sat. 198 Astbury: putas eos non citius tricas tellanas quam id extricaturos (tricas tellanas seems to be a misreading of tricas Atellanas (Pius, see app. crit. Astbury; Aldina, see app. crit. Non. 13 ed. Lindsay)). For a definition of the word tricae, see the entry in Nonius’ (fourth century CE) dictionary De compendiosa doctrina, Non. 13 Lindsay: tricae sunt inpedimenta et inplicationes; et intricare inpedire, morari κ.τ.λ.
16 The Atellana, an Oscan (Italic), that is, indigenous, form of improvisation theatre which arose in the course in the fourth century BCE in South Italy (presumably Atella), can be considered as a kind of Commedia dell’arte avant la lettre. Since the Atellana started as a pre-literary form, we don’t have fragments from their early texts. The earliest evidence comes from the first century BCE, when authors such as Pomponius and Novius wrote down their texts. It is unclear to what extent the features of their fragments are representative for the features of the Atellana in Pacuvius’ time, but titles such as Pomponius’ Agamemno suppositus or Novius’ Hercules coactor clearly indicate that a tragic myth, here, travels into the realm of comedy. Moreover, fertility, a motif which is crucial in Pacuvius’ Medus, was a popular motif in the Atellana.17 The Atellana, possibly from the third century BCE on, was employed as an exodium. The function can be compared to what we know about Greek satyr plays which were performed as the fourth play after a tragic trilogy, within the dramatic performances during the Great Dionysia in Athens. As Frassinetti points out, the Atellanae were ‘farse finali’ (Frassinetti 1967: 5sq.).18 For a list, see Gaertner 2015a: 26, n. 3. For a general introduction into Pacuvius’ tragedies, see Manuwald 2003.19 The most striking passage is certainly a remark in Fulgentius, see T12 Schierl = Fulg. serm. ant. 32, in which Fulgentius quotes Pacuvius in order to substantiate his definition of diobolares (prostitutes, literally: ‘that costs or is worth two oboli’, see Lewis and Short s.v. diobolaris). The alleged quotation, however, can either come from one of his dramatic works (in this case it would be strange indeed that a character speaks about herself as a prostitute, since the character of a prostitute, cf. also meretrix, would rather be expected in a comedy) or a summary of something the poet said himself. In the latter case, the quotation is of no value as to the question whether Pacuvius also wrote comedies.
20 Diom. Gramm. ars I, 485sq., gives a brief history of the satura in which he stresses that, originally, it was just a mix of genres and not, as in later times, abusive and slanderous (maledicum) and then provides a brief summary of (possible) definitions of the satura: the satura, in its original form, either derives from satyr play, from satura lanx (a plate full of food), from farcimen (the Latin word for sausage, and the word, the modern term farce derives from) or from the satura lex. Whatever definition may be the right one, they all show that the (early) satura was characterized by a diversity of ingredients. It is unclear why Diomedes Grammaticus includes Pacuvius in the group of poets who wrote saturae (cf. also Porphyrio’s commentary on Hor. serm. 1.10.46). The fragments themselves don’t show any evidence that Pacuvius actually wrote saturae, unless we assume, with Titus Livius, that the satura also played a role within the development of Italic drama: According to Liv. 7.2, Roman drama started as an Etruscan religious rite in 364 BCE and the performance of Fescennini and medleys (impletas modis saturas) only later was developed into a structured form which also included an argumentum. The features and requirements of this genre (if it was indeed a genre), however, are entirely unclear and vague. A fragment quoted by the grammarian Festus could suggest that even Naevius wrote saturae, cf. Blänsdorf 2011, 63 (= Naevius fr. 61): Fest. 306 Linsday (. . . ut Naevium . . . in Satyra κ.τ.λ.)21 Cf. T15 Schierl = Gell. 1.24. Regardless, the grave epigram that Gellius quotes as epigramma Pacuvii (see Blänsdorf 2011: 74sq.) doesn’t make Pacuvius a real epigrammatist.22 On comic elements in Greek tragedy, cf. Seidensticker 1982.23 The same goes for more specific concepts, such as ‘mythical travesty’ (see Christenson 2000: 156).24 Cf. the approaches presented in Frangoulidis’, Harrison’s and Papanghelis’ volume on ‘generic interfaces’ (2013).25 One of the arguments Arcellaschi mentions in order to support this date are the references in Plautus’ Pseudolus (190–3 and 868–72) to a contemporary tragedy on Medea.26 See Plaut. Amph. 26–31, where the actor who performs Mercury points at his real social status as a slave who fears being beaten, esp. l. 27sq.: formidat malum: | humana matre natus, humano patre.
27 This line, Plaut. Amph. 93, ‘is rightly bracketed by Ussing and Leo, as having the ring of a clumsy marginal gloss (“moreover (?) he did in fact appear in a tragedy”; the combination praeterea certo is found nowhere else in P.) that crept into P.’s text, written by someone who did not fully understand 91–2’ (Christenson 2000: 157). I keep the line here, with Linsday’s OCT edition, since the feature of a gloss perfectly fits the metatheatrical character of the passage and there is no convincing reason to bracket it. If it was a gloss, it would all the more support my argument that Plautus’ Amphitruo reacted to the former performance of a play in which Iuppiter acted as a tragic character.
28 Latin text according to the OCT edition of Lindsay 1904; translations from W. de Melo’s Loeb edition De Melo 2011, here: 21.29 For the metatheatrical reflection see Slater 1985, passim and, for Plaut. Amph.: 181–202 (= Appendix IV: Amphitruo, Bacchae, and Metatheatre, a reprint of Slater’s article, published in Lexis 5–6, 1990: 101–25). Slater first of all points out the relation to Euripides’ Bacchae, which is metatheatre κατ’ ἐξοχήν and according to Slater a ‘model’ of Plautus’ Amphitruo.
30 Lefèvre 1982. Cf. also Jocelyn 1967: 6–7; Slater 1985: 182, and Christenson 2000: 3. Fragments of Euripides’ Alcumena in the TGF V.1 Kannicht 2004: 219–27 (= fr. 87b–104) or in the 1856 edition of the Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta by Nauck, Eur. fr. 89–105.31 See Plaut. Rud. 86: non ventus fuit, verum Alcumena Euripidi. The Rudens was possibly performed in a similar period as the Amphitruo, see McDonald and Walton 2007: 329.32 TGF III, 180 Snell. The only testimony we have about Aeschylus’ tragedy comes from Hesychus, Hsch α Latte: ἀποστάς: φυγών. Αἰσχύλος . . . Ἀλκμήνηι (= fr. 12 Snell). Further tragedies with the same title were written by the tragic poets Ion, Astydamas and Dionysius. From Sophocles’ Amphitryon three fragments have been transmitted (TGF IV, 154sq. Snell = fr. 122–24), partly single words only.33 For a brief summary of previous receptions of the myth in the Greek and Roman dramatic tradition, see Christenson 2000: 47–50.34 Trans. De Melo 2011: 19.35 Pacuvius’ Medus = fr. 161–89 Schierl (2006: 342–85), cf. also fr. 143–64 TRF III (Schierl 2023:166–90).36 It is quite likely that Hyg. fab. 27 is more or less a summary of Pacuvius’ Medus, since it includes the reference to a name which otherwise is not attested, however mentioned in one of the fragments of this play, Pacuv. Medus fr. 177 Schierl: Hippotes, the alleged son of king Creon (the king of Corinth where Iason and Medea arrived as refugees and who would later become Iason’s father-in-law). Second, Hyginus mentions Medea’s arrival on a dragon chariot (fab. 27.3: quo Medea in curru iunctis draconibus cum venisset) – a detail that is praised by later authors, see n. 41.37 The name is not mentioned in Hyginus but, possibly, with a conjecture of Bergk and Warmington in Pacuv. fr. 161 Schierl: access<si Aea>eam et tonsillam pegi laeto in litore, a fragment which also can be supposed to come from the beginning of the tragedy and to be spoken by Medus: ‘I have arrived at Aea and drove the pole in a pleasant beach’ (tonsilla is the ‘sharppointed pole which was stuck in the ground to fasten vessels’, see Lewis & Short s.v.)38 See Pacuv. Medus fr. 164 Schierl: quid tandem? ubi ea est? quo receptat? :: exul incerta vagat ([first speaker] ‘What then? Where is she? Where does she betake herself? – [second speaker] she roams around, on an unknown way, as an exile’).
39 According to Arcellaschi 1990: 150sqq., Ennius’ Medea was performed in 204 BCE.40 Cf. Vahlen who, in his 1903 edition of Ennius’ works, pp. ccviisq. and ibid.: 162–72, assumes that Ennius ‘had combined in one monster tragedy the action of Euripides’ Μήδεια with that of his Αἰγεύς’ (Jocelyn 1969: 344sq.). See also the introductory notes in the edition of Ennius’ tragedies, TRF II, Manuwald 2012: 187–8. Fr. 94 TRF II = Non. 753. Lindsay (asta atque Athenas anticum opulentum oppidum | contempla et templum Cereris ad l<a>evam aspice, ‘Stand here, and contemplate Athens, the ancient wealthy city and look upon Ceres’ temple at the left’) allows for the assumption that Medea, after leaving Corinth, in flight (?), arrives at Athens where she sees the temple of Ceres. If this fragment belongs to the same group of fragments which suggest that Ennius’ Medea played in Corinth, the problem arises that the play included a change of scene, which would be rather unexpected, if we assume that Republican tragedy meets the same requirements as Attic tragedy. There is no reason, however, to assume that the Aristotelean rules also apply for Roman tragedy and that it was impossible in Ennian drama to play in different places (though this seems to have been a persistent bias in scholarship). See further Falcone 2016: 31sq. on the discussion whether there was one single play or two different ones.41 Cicero in his De re publica and Varro praise Medea’s dragon chariot as a Pacuvian element: Cic. rep. 3.14 (= Pacuv. T61 Schierl), Varr. sat. 284 (= Pacuv. T62 Schierl). Her appearance in a dragon chariot seems to be reflected in fr. 172 (linguae bisulcis actu crispo fulgere, ‘forked tongues flashed with flickering throb’) and possibly in fr. 171*** (angues ingentes alites iuncti iugo, ‘Huged winged snakes yoked to a chariot’s yoke’, transl. Warmington 1936 II: 255).42 The flying chariot may remind us to the story that Thespis (a crucial figure within the development of satyr play and Greek tragedy) used a chariot (plaustra) in order to carry the tragic works, cf. Hor. ars 275–7 (Ignotum tragicae genus invenisse Camenae | dicitur et plaustris vexisse poemata Thespis | quae canerent agerentque peruncti faecibus ora). Yet, we must assume that Pacuvius himself couldn’t draw this connection: previous to Horace, we don’t have any evidence about this story, cf. Kiessling-Heinze 1957: 337–9; Rudd 1989: 195. Interestingly enough, however, Horace mentions Thespis’ plaustra shortly after his critical discussion on Roman Republican tragedy.43 See Schierl 2006: 348sq. with reference also to the visual evidence, and Falcone 2016: 8sq.44 Schierl 2006: fr. 161–89.45 If we include the adespota fr. 179***, 181***, 185*** and 186*** Schierl, even ten fragments (Pacuv. Medus fr. 178–87) revolve around the reunion with Aegeus.
46 See n. 17.47 Pacuv. Medus fr. 186*** Schierl is an adespoton. The two quoting authors, Rhet. Her 2.25.40 and Cic. inv. 1.90, both introduce the quotation as an example for a bad way of defending oneself: by veiling a big mistake while stressing something less important. Yet, neither mentions the author and work, where the example comes from.48 Transl. Warmington 1936 II: 263, slightly adapted.
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 Staging God

 Transforming the Bible through tragedy

Simon Goldhill


How can the scriptural narratives of the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels be made into tragic drama? What are the consequences – aesthetic, social, theological – of such a self-conscious transformation, such as clash of cultures and forms? Both tragedy and the Bible have long traditions of self-aware rewriting, from their very inception. Greek tragedy rewrites Homer, and its own earlier dramas – most famously, when Sophocles and Euripides rewrite Aeschylus’ Oresteia in their respective Electras; Deuteronomy is already a rewriting of the earlier narrative of the Pentateuch; so too the four canonical Gospels each offer a different version of the story of Jesus, a different scripture. Reinterpretation, reformulation, reperformance of these narratives remain integral to their cultures of use, through liturgy, commentary, paraphrase, art, music (Foster 2020; Hunter and Uhilg 2017; Najman 2010; Stella 2001).1
 What is more, both tragedy and the Bible dynamically interact with other genres within the literary culture of the West, an unfurling Rezeptionsgeschichte, a travelling of form across space and time: comedy’s mocking but dependent leer at tragedy plays a key role in the self-understanding of theatre, its public persona; Virgil’s epic Dido is formed out of tragic models and re-enters tragic models through opera and drama over the centuries; the Devil in Goethe’s tragic Faust echoes the Satan of Milton’s epic Paradise Lost. Although fifth-century Athenian tragedy remains the privileged paradigm, it is a paradigm mediated through other genres, other lines of interaction. Indeed, performing genealogy is endemic to the intertextual rewriting of both genres. As Hamlet reflects, contemplating a play within a play (in all senses), ‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba, that he should weep?’ (Hamlet 2.2.585–6). Yet, despite this rich history of generic interaction and transformation, there remains a disquieting question over the very possibility of tragedy as a Christian or Jewish genre.


Indeed, George Steiner, in his seminal study of the tradition of tragedy, declared that a Christian tragedy is an impossibility, because of the promise of salvation: the specific potential of a blissful and everlasting afterlife for the good Christian destroys the despair and existential violence that Steiner takes as integral to true tragedy (Steiner 1961). For Steiner, the certainties of monotheistic epistemology stand against the conflict and doubt that for him are also fundamental to what he is content to define as the best tragedies. Steiner’s definition of the tragic tradition, with its deep roots in nineteenth-century Romanticism, scarcely accounts for the experimental variety of form that the ancient tradition, let alone later dramatic models, offers. Calderón, Racine, Schiller and even Shakespeare (and their critics) exemplify the difficulty of excluding religion from the tragic imaginary. But Steiner’s challenge has continued to vex and provoke Christian and other theorists of literature – as much as his perspective on the tragic continues to inform a considerable swathe of literary critical thinking.2
 It is against the backdrop of this continuing critical debate that my opening questions resound.

It is surprising, therefore, that neither Steiner nor his critics have turned to the two most evident examples of tragedy written from within a monotheistic tradition during antiquity. These two works – Ezekiel’s Exagoge and the Christus Patiens, attributed to Gregory of Nazianzus but almost certainly a pseud-epigraphical work of the Commenian Restoration, that is, the Byzantine Greek revival of the eleventh or twelfth century – will provide my central cases. These are approached through three overarching sets of questions guiding my argument about tragedy as a travelling form. First, how does tragedy, or, more precisely, the rewriting of the genre or form of tragedy, become in itself a way of discussing cultural and personal transformation, the travels and travails of the self? How does transforming a genre thus become a way of dramatizing transformation at multiple levels? Second, how does tragic rewriting become a way of talking specifically about the development of religious identity? Monotheism’s otherness to the Hellenic tradition grounds Steiner’s polemic: Is the dialogue of tragic form at odds with the epistemology of monotheism? Third, how does rewriting tragedy provoke a question about cultural inheritance, aesthetic tradition and the role of translation? How authoritative is the form of tragedy as it travels? In sum, what are the cultural, theological and aesthetic stakes in turning scripture into tragic drama?


I

Let me begin with Ezekiel’s Exagoge. Ezekiel was a Hellenistic Jewish writer, and the Exagoge is a version of the biblical story of the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt, written in Greek iambic verses and in the form of a fifth-century Athenian tragedy (Brant 2005; Bryant-Davies 2008; Jacobson 1983; Stewart 2018; Whitmarsh 2013: 211–27). The play was probably written in the second century BCE and certainly before 60 BCE, when it was quoted by Polyhistor. There is no good reason to doubt that he was writing in Alexandria, already one of the largest Jewish communities in the Mediterranean in what was then the largest polyglot city in the world. The way we have come to know this text, usually encountered in Howard Jacobson’s edition and commentary, sums up a crucial element of how texts travel and are transformed in antiquity. It has become the habit both of the most traditional form of the discipline of classics and of the modern trendy historical scholarship of, say, Franco Moretti (2005), that texts are taken to have their significance – their impact – at the moment of their first production, rather than over time, and changing over time. Indeed, the moment of tragedy is a central analytical framework for the hugely influential historicist turn in the criticism of ancient theatre led by Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet (1973): in this perspective, dominant still within the discipline of classics, tragedy is formed in and speaks to the time in which it is written. Reception studies, however, are transforming this habit. And the Exagoge shows why reception studies are crucial for looking not just at the different appreciations of a dramatic work over time but also at the ideology at work in the construction of tradition: the time(s) of meaning.

We know the Exagoge partly because we have a single, long manuscript fragment from Oxyrhynchus from the fourth century CE (first identified in 2010), which shows that Ezekiel was being read and valued now in a Christian environment fully 500 years after his first outing. But, more saliently, we know the Exagoge because it is quoted. It is quoted first by Alexander Polyhistor, a Greek who was enslaved and brought to Rome, where his literary skills and voluminous knowledge were prized, and in his book On the Jews he is the first we know to have quoted Ezekiel at length. This is a fascinating scene of cultural translocation: a Greek who has been transported as a slave to Rome, who, amid his bringing of Greek culture to the Romans, brings Judaism too, through rehearsing a Hellenistic Jew, whose text is testimony in turn to an assimilated culture of the Alexandrian Jewish community, where, as Philo would put it, with full ideological hopefulness, Greek and Hebrew run together like sisters, where translation between cultures can be celebrated ritually by both cultures (Goldhill 2022: 19–24; Niehoff 2001, 2018). Polyhistor is an icon of cultural transformation. But why do we have these passages of Polyhistor quoting Ezekiel? Because they come to us in Ps-Eustathius. Ps-Eustathius is the name given to a text we have in twenty-six manuscripts, which is a commentary on the Hexameron – the first six days of Creation as narrated in Genesis. This is a fourth- or possibly fifth-century CE text, which still has no modern translation or commentary. For Ps-Eustathius, as for Polyhistor, the Exagoge, it seems, is written productively into his construction of cultural tradition. Ezekiel is also quoted by Clement of Alexandria around the end of the second century: Clement was the Christian whose Stromateis is the iconic text of rehabilitating pagan Greek learning – and Philo – into the Christian tradition. Clement is constantly seeking to find the flashing fragments of Christian truth in Greek writing from Homer down to his own day, allowing a place for the paideia that Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa would make central to the intellectual transformation of Christianity in late antiquity (Pollmann 2017). Ezekiel also appears quoted at length in Eusebius – the founding father of Christian historiography – from the beginning of the fourth century. That is, Ezekiel’s text, which is calmly and elegantly packaged back together in the edition of Howard Jacobson, comes to us thanks to a set of repackaging gestures by late antique Christians from Clement to pseudo-Eustathius, drawing on its already repackaged excerpts in the transported Greek of the intellectual slave Polyhistor. Each is telling history and uses Exagoge to do so. It is a text about travelling – the Exodus – that makes its own set of travels and transformations through late antiquity, as Christian genealogical or supersessionist reading retells the tragedy now as its own triumph.

Ezekiel’s status as a Jew has led to the usual treatment of Jewish authors by classicists. Nauck simply excluded him from his edition of the fragments of Greek tragedy. Ezekiel’s poetry was regularly derided by nineteenth-century scholars and their followers for being ‘not classical’ (Fraser 1972: 708).3
 When the Exagoge has been celebrated, it has either been because it is so surprising to find a Jew writing Greek with a modicum of skill or, more recently, because it is like Hellenistic poetry. The like betrays the inherited and unreflective slur. The Exagoge is, simply enough, Hellenistic poetry (Heath 2006, 2007; Stewart 2018). It is, first of all, a paradigm of Kreuzung der Gattungen, a hybridization of genres typical of Hellenistic literary culture. It takes a prose text, the Septuagint, and transforms it into verse; it takes a historical narrative and turns it into a tragic drama. The Exagoge is a text replete with echoes not just of the Septuagint (Kramer 2022) but also of a wide range of pagan Greek writers: that is, it uses the arte allusiva characteristic of Hellenistic poetry, the intertextual playfulness endemic to the texture of Hellenistic literature. It has a locus amoenus, the description of a pastoral haven typical of such poetry, that imagines the grove of Elim, where the Israelites camp – an ecphrasis with an easy symbolism of flowing water and growth of twelve trees to express something about the twelve tribes of Israel and the role of water in the narrative of the desert wanderings and in the metaphorical world of Torah study.4
 The amazing, recently discovered mosaics from the late antique synagogue in Huqoq, excavated by Jodi Magness, have a huge image of the grove of Elim, complete with all the trees and fountains.5
 It ran down one side of the synagogue. It might seem surprising that Elim should be the focus of literature and art: it has barely a sentence in the Torah, and nothing happens there beyond the Israelites temporarily camping and leaving. But it had become the subject of interpretation and allegorical reading early, not least because the numbers of trees and springs provoked a question of hidden meaning. Hence, it may be assumed, its appearance as significant in both Ezekiel and Huqoq; and hence its adoption by Christian writers, who went on to see the twelve trees now as the twelve disciples of Jesus and the waters as the waters of the promised blissful eternal life of the Christian promise.6
 Ezekiel should be regarded as a Hellenistic poet, then – even if Ezekiel inhabited a different milieu from the Library, though we have no evidence for or against his role within or separate from this institutional intellectualism of the city. We should not be surprised, therefore, that, as with Theocritus, Callimachus or Apollonius, there is in his writing a striking cultural project of locating the self through literature within a long tradition of Hellenism, as a construction triangulated against life in the multicultural Egyptian community of Alexandria.

But we can be more precise. Ezekiel’s tragedy rewrites the Bible. The Septuagint, the most influential piece of Hellenistic prose, is a translation into Greek for the Jewish community of Alexandria, most of whom spoke no Hebrew, and it had already become the liturgical text of the community, as it would be for the later Christians too (Rajak 2009). By turning this Greek translation into another form, the privileged genre of tragedy, Ezekiel is also upping the stakes of the cultural interaction between Jews and Greeks in Alexandria. What’s more, the story from the Bible he chooses to dramatize is the Exodus, the journey that makes the Israelites into a people and the people the focus of the narrative (after the single family of Abraham). Abraham can up and leave (lech lecha), Moses demands that Pharaoh ‘let my people go’: from now on it is as a nation that the history of the Jews is to be told in scripture. The retranslated Greek text is about the transformation of a people.

The Exagoge is also the story of a traumatic journey, the dangerous and violent departure from Egypt and subsequent travels, threatened violently on all sides (and from dissension within). It is also therefore a retelling of the story of the Passover, and in the Exagoge, as in the book of Exodus, the narrative is explicitly an aetiology for the rituals of Passover in the Temple. Yet for the Alexandrians, away from the Holy Land, what is the possibility of such ritual (Bryant-Davies 2008)? Does the play take the place of the ritual, a retelling that is also a replacement of cult? Indeed, it cannot be forgotten that the Exodus is precisely an exodus from Egypt. The fragments of the Exagoge that we now have open with Jacob leaving Cana’an – lipôn as so many Euripidean tragedies begin – and recognize that this is a journey back towards idion chôron (our own land). The journey of national formation, however, is narrated in Egypt, as if it has not started. It is the literature of exile. If Callimachus and his associates are all too aware that they do not live in Athens but in the library in Africa, Ezekiel is all too aware that he lives still in what is the iconic land to leave. The tragedy, a transformation of literary tradition, is also an exploration of the cultural and religious tradition that Ezekiel inhabits as a Jew in Alexandria, still longing, still in Egypt. The tragedy of the travelling Israelites is precisely about the cultural journey every Alexandrian Jew is making to find a place of cultural belonging. Tragedy, after all, is the genre to explore a sense of what the cultural self and its strategies of belonging mean (Goldhill 1986).

There is one further very specific reason, however, why the Exagoge may have attracted the attention of the Christians. The text we now have ends with the grove of Elim where the Israelites see a marvellous paradox, the Phoenix, the mystical bird which according to Herodotus dies on a pyre and then is reborn to fly off and is thus an immortal bird (Heath 2006). There is, of course, no Phoenix in the Torah, though there is in later rabbinical writing, and scholars have seen Ezekiel’s description of this miracle both as a typically Hellenistic love of the paradoxical marvel of the animal kingdom and, perhaps most significantly, as an attempt to link the story of the Jews back to the historiographical tradition of Herodotus and thus the privileged status of Greek heritage.7
 The Phoenix, according to all the Greek stories we know, appears only very rarely across the centuries – according to Herodotus (2.73) every 500 years – and it always arrives to mark a moment of significant transformation. The arrival of the Israelites at the grove of Elim, that is, is marked as a significant moment in time, a Greek mythographical way of indicating the Providential nature of history, God’s time. The story of the Israelites becomes the story of historical time. The transformation of the family of Abraham into a people is figured at this climactic moment as not merely a political or cultural moment but as a transformation of world history, marked by the mythic figure which signals significant moments of transformation over the centuries. Through the transformational genre of tragedy, the Alexandrian community – still in Egypt – is offered a reflection on its own place in history.

But for Christians there was a Phoenix in Hebrew scripture. Psalm 91.13 (92 in the Hebrew numbering) reads ‘the just man will flourish like a palm tree’, in Hebrew tzadik c’tamar yifrach, or in the Septuagint’s precise Greek translation, dikaios hôs phoinix anthêsei. The word phoinix (palm tree) is the same word as phoinix (the Phoenix bird). Christian theologians understood this verse as ‘the just man will flourish like a phoenix’, which they further recognized as a symbol of resurrection.8
 The Phoenix bird came back again as a new bird after three days, and this was, they argued, a clear and wonderful precursor and symbol of Jesus’ resurrection after three days, and thus of every just man’s promise of eternal life. To have a version of the Exodus that ended with the Phoenix gave Christians a story of the Exodus that ended with Christianity’s promise.

The Exagoge is generically a tragedy – and a tragedy that was good both for the monotheistic Jews in Alexandria and for later monotheistic Christian writers to continue to use, in the process of understanding their own place in history and culture. Why is the Exagoge such a significant model for both tragedy as a travelling form and for the significance of travelling form for the ideology of tragedy, specifically within the Jewish and Christian communities? Let me hazard six interconnected reasons why this might be so. First, this text is about travelling: the exodus is the tale of a journey to the Holy Land. It fits into an extended metaphorical system of spiritual growth for which pilgrimage is an embodied institutional form. Second, however – and this is specific though not unique to the Exagoge 
– the journey it represents is an uncompleted journey, which leaves open the fantasy of completion, the opportunity to recreate an end point for the journey’s climax, a possibility especially telling for the people still living in the archetypal place-to-leave. It allows for a topography of desire. For Christians too: as Augustine repeatedly reminds us, the Christian is a peregrinus, a foreigner, on this earth, engaged in a constant journey towards a hoped-for home elsewhere – humanity’s longing for the not-yet-achieved city of God. Third, it is a story not just of travel but also of transformation – the coming-to-be of a people, a cultural transformation – that is being told at a heightened moment of anxious transformation for the culture retelling the story – the Jews in Alexandria angsting about their cultural identity as exiles and assimilationists in a Greek and Egyptian environment, two environments bound to produce a certain tension in Jewish self-definition (as the Rabbis keep repeating, we know we are not Greek, we know we are not Egyptian). Retelling the Exodus, retelling it like this, in Greek in Alexandria, provokes the question of cultural identity as a travelling, shifting, transformative capability. Fourth, the narrative is itself a transformation, that is, it is a metamorphosis of literary form, turning the Greek prose of the Septuagint, itself already a translation, into a verse drama: the transformation of form is part and parcel of the narrative of transformation. How is the story to be told now? That is the question. Fifth, it takes as its narrative end point not just a symbol of transformation but also a symbol of rebirth, the Phoenix, and grafts it into the narrative in the most brazen way: the shock of this aggressive addition to the expected biblical narrative demands that we reflect on the history being told in terms of 500-year periods of return to life, what coming back and eternity mean for a people. Sixth and finally, the text itself travels. Whatever is thought about its initial production – and we have no idea what the Exagoge was for, whether it was staged, or read, or studied, or, even, liturgical – the narrative of transformation, with its openness and self-conscious markers of change, makes it a resource for later stories of transformation (see Goldhill 2020: 149–93). Hence its reuse by Christians, themselves obsessed with stories of transformation, personal, institutional, universal – from personal conversion to the transformed history of the world marked by the juncture of the Incarnation. In particular, the opportunity to redraft the narrative of how the nation of Israelites came into being in such a way that it ends with a Christian image of resurrection was too good not to take up – and the Exagoge thus becomes a supersessionist story of the transformation of Judaism into Christianity. Together, I suggest, these strategies show how tragedy as a travelling form becomes a particular resource for imaging and imagining the topography of desire on which pilgrimage, mobility and migration depend.

Would George Steiner accept this as a counter case? Almost certainly not, because the existential despair and epistemological crisis he seeks in tragedy is eschewed in what remains a story of liberation. Yet what the Exagoge does mobilize is a complex and layered set of questions about belonging, translation between cultures and traditions and transformation within a culture and its tradition. If one included in the pantheon of tragedy works like Euripides’ Ion or Helen, or Aeschylus’ Suppliant Maidens, or even, on some ameliorative readings, Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, it would be easier to appreciate that tragedy – this tragedy – can also have a political or social challenge: and put the community in a spotlight, otherwise. The Exagoge is a verse translation of the Greek prose of the Septuagint, itself a translation of the Hebrew; a translation of the genre of scripture into the genre of tragic drama; it transforms the grove of Elim into an epiphany of the Phoenix, the bird of transformation; it tells a story of the transformation of a nation and its travel; the drama itself becomes transformed over time. The Exagoge provides a topographical journey that insists on transformation at every level, a map on which it is hard to find a secure and simple cultural location. For the Alexandrian Jew, and, later, for the Christian, intent on not being a Jew, this text is a reflective provocation. What is the reader’s journey, who still dwells in Egypt (literally or metaphorically)? What is the end of this journey? Can the promise of renewal repair the fragmentation of the present? What longing underpins our engagement with such a narrative of not-yet-fulfilled travel? The fissuring between past, present and future is the uncertain ground on which this drama is staged. The threat of fracturing instability is the necessary dark shadow of transformation. As the Haggadah, another re-dramatization of the Exodus, insists we recite, ‘Next Year in Jerusalem’: next year, the next time we tell this story, we will be in a different place. What has repeatedly been declared to be tragedy’s essence – to pose a question to self-understanding, to the secure placement of the self – is at the heart of Ezekiel’s Exagoge.



II

The Christus Patiens, a 2,600-line dramatization of the Passion of Jesus, has received even less scholarly airtime than Ezekiel’s Exagoge. This muffling of what is a remarkably fascinating text, both in itself and for the idea of Christian tragedy, is testimony to a certain historical impoverishment in the debate about the tradition of tragedy and religion. The Christus Patiens is explicitly labelled in the manuscripts as written by Gregory of Nazianzus, but the majority of modern scholars have argued convincingly that this inscription is a misleading attribution, and the text should be dated to the eleventh or twelfth century, the era, as I have already noted, of the Commenian Restoration (Most 2008; Vakonakis 2011). Classicists, who have traditionally been unwilling to admit into the hallowed halls of classicism both late texts and texts by Christians, have consequently very rarely discussed this play, both very late and Christian, except either to contest its date or, more pointedly, to raid it for possible information about the lacunose ending of Euripides’ Bacchae. Christus Patiens adopts and adapts the model of a cento and appropriates many lines from Euripidean tragedy in particular: hence the hunt for lost lines of the Bacchae. The cento, of course, which becomes a popular form in the Christianity of Late Antiquity, is the travelling form par excellence, as it designedly abstracts, fragments and sets in motion lines from the most authoritative texts, usually Homer and Virgil, in the construction of a new authority (Herzog 1976; Lefteratou 2023; McGill 2005; Roberts 1985). There is, however, much more to be said.

Let us begin with the attribution to Gregory. Gregory of Nazianzus has left us more poetry than any pagan poet from antiquity, but this corpus is not sufficiently read these days either by theologians or by classicists. Gregory, however, along with his friends and relations, especially Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa, is a crucial figure in the transformation of fourth-century Christianity. Gregory locates himself against two enemies. First, he writes against the emperor Julian, who had passed laws to keep Christians out of traditional Greek education: Christians too, insists Gregory, are fully part of Greek tradition. Indeed, he explicitly argues that it is essential that Christians write high-level poetry precisely so that they do not leave the field of elite culture to the pagans. He demands that Christians commit to the values of paideia. Many of his poems are autobiographical in a marked development away from pagan tradition. Along with his published collection of letters, his funeral speeches for members of his family and his book of epitaphs for his family, himself and his community, this poetry constitutes a new form of self-representation. Gregory sets out to articulate across genres and at length what it now means to be an educated Christian. It is self-representation as polemic. His second fight, however, is an internal battle against Christians who despise such learning: they want to spit on culture, diaptuein 
paideian. Education, in these ascetic Christian eyes, is exôthen (outside Christianity), something foreign, treacherous and dangerous and keeping us from God. Like Basil, who wrote a treatise defending the study of Greek literature for Christians, or Gregory of Nyssa, who also saw Greek philosophy as crucial to theology, Gregory defended this high intellectual tradition against the ascetics, who saw any poetry as a distraction. The Cappadocian Fathers are crucial figures in the intellectualization of Christianity and its continuing intimate relation with Greek culture. As Christianity became fully institutionalized in the empire, it made theological understanding, and its intense and fractured relationship to the tradition of neo-Platonic philosophy in particular, fundamental to matters of faith and practice. And, as Susannah Elm has superbly demonstrated, Gregory was a key figure in this transformation (Elm 2012; see also Beeley 2012; Børtnes and Hägg 2006).

Indeed, his theological sermons were the most copied manuscripts in Byzantine society, apart from the Scriptures, and became part of liturgy. His bones were moved in the tenth century from Nazianzus to Constantinople, as he became a cult figure – in all senses – for the church. He was known simply enough as ho theologos (the theologian). In Byzantine Constantinople, to attribute a text to Gregory, therefore, was to ascribe it an unimpeachable authority.

Here, too, then, we see the importance of the notion of tragedy as a travelling form. Christus Patiens, written in the eleventh or twelfth century CE, calls itself – impersonates – a tragedy, as if written by Gregory in the fourth century CE, which would in turn be an imitation of tragedy of the fifth century BCE, which is itself a redrafting of the Homeric tradition. What is more, the Commenian Restoration is a moment – in the Vernantian sense – of cultural transformation, when the past was transvalued as a route to reforming society; the fourth century CE too, as I have just outlined, was a period of fundamental alteration of the direction of Christianity; the fifth century BCE, the so-called Greek enlightenment, was also an era of rapid cultural change, explicit discussion of such cultural change and profound social and political development. The story of the Passion, the event that transforms the world in Christian eyes, comes to us from an eleventh- or twelfth-century moment of transformation pretending to be a fourth-century moment of transformation pretending to be a fifth-century BCE moment of transformation. Layers of renaissance for a story of the resurrection that changes the world. Like the Exagoge, at multiple levels, the Christus Patiens is a narrative of transformation.

The Christus Patiens is also quite remarkable, however, in terms of its form. It pushes the centonic form to its limits. In the fourth century – and this, too, may be another reason for its imagined fourth-century dating – the cento and paraphrase became a key literary form for Christianity, genres which have now begun to find their rightful place in critical discussion, against a long history of denigration (Goldhill 2022: 223–66; Lefteratou 2023; Lefteratou and Hadjittofi 2020; Verhelst and Schjeinen 2022). Within the narrative of accommodation between Christian and pagan literary culture that stretches from Clement of Alexandria’s obsessional discovery of sparks of Christianity in the texts of Greek tradition, through the Cappadocian fathers’ explicit insistence that Greek paideia is integral to Christianity, to the poetry of Nonnus, cento and paraphrase play a specific and charged role. Cento and paraphrase, as genres, rewrite literary tradition and Christian expressivity into a new form of sophisticated, intellectual Christianity, which maps the invention of theology as a Christianization of knowledge (Letteney 2023). Christus Patiens has a prose and a verse frame at the beginning which both announce that this text is written kat’ Euripidên (according to Euripides). It also has a final frame – unaccountably omitted in Tuilier’s Sources Chrétiennes edition – that adds Lycophron also as a compositional model, which opens the text to wider influence than just Euripides (the tragic paradigm is always mediated). But the majority of the text is constructed from lines of Euripides. Yet, unlike other surviving centos, it includes sequences of lines from single plays, which heightens the question of how much the context and semantics of the appropriated lines should play into the semantics of the drama. What’s more, unlike other centos and even paraphrases, Christus Patiens also adds lines written by the poet, not just in the frame but also in the drama itself. These strategies of recomposition make the Christus Patiens a remarkable and bold piece of formal innovation. It is a text of transformation whose very materiality is a transformation of the texts of Euripides. Form and ideology are, as ever, integrally linked.9



Let us turn in some more detail to explore how this narrative of transformation plays out, recalling constantly that the tension between the pagan words of Euripides and the narrative of the Passion of Jesus constitutes a redrafting of past texts at a time when the classical past itself is being restored to value as a cultural and social inheritance of significance: the question of how Christianity and the classical past can be accommodated is a pressing contemporary issue. I will focus shortly on the opening scene of Mary’s anticipation of her son’s crucifixion, but there are basic elements of background that need outlining first.

The opening scene of Christus Patiens, like the whole play, focuses strikingly on Mary, the mother of God, and focuses on her as theotokos. The Gospels, by contrast, barely mention Mary. In Mark, she appears only once to accuse her son of madness. Matthew and especially Luke stage the Annunciation; but only John has Mary, silent, by the cross. In Christus Patiens, the drama is focalized through Mary. Theotokos, mother of God, is the term around which the Nestorian conflict raged in the fourth century. By the eleventh century Mary has become the central figure in what is now called Marian cult (Brubaker and Cunningham 2011; Rubin 2009). Christus Patiens is fully part of this redrafting of the Gospels’ focus. It is a drama that reimagines Mary.

Mary, however, by virtue of the centonic form, is figured through multiple and conflicting voices (as incisively demonstrated in Bryant-Davies 2017). There are four main tragedies which provide the lines for the Christus Patiens, namely Bacchae, Hippolytus, Medea and Rhesus. Mary’s representation is fragmented into multiple voices by the multiform appropriations from these four plays with their four very different mother figures, Agave, Phaedra, Medea and the Muse. But these voices are conflicting not just because of the difference between these varied models of motherhood, inevitably hard to reconcile into a single, coherent image, but also because each is an arrestingly difficult model for Mary. Agaue, maddened by Dionysus, rips her son apart; Medea in vengeance murders her children; Phaedra causes her beloved step-son’s death and Musa is a mourning goddess. None provides an easy model for Mary theotokos. The contrast between Mary and these tragic mother figures vividly dramatizes the dynamic tension between classical and Christian dramatic visions. How can the mother of God rehearse the lines of the most famous infanticides of the tragic stage?

Let us look, then, at how the first scene, made up of the poet’s introduction and Mary’s opening monologue, constructs an image of Mary. The figuration of motherhood is immediately emphasized in the poet’s preface as the work’s explicit theme. He will narrate his story, he writes, hôs ek stomatos metroparthenou korês (as from the mouth of the mother-virgin girl, 6). The portmanteau term mother-virgin, metroparthenos, is paralleled elsewhere in Christian writing, but what is most arresting is the recognition that this is Mary’s story told by herself. Apart from the magnificat in Luke, a brief hymnic response to the angel Gabriel’s annunciation, Mary barely gets to speak directly in the Gospels. Here the drama is ‘from her mouth’ – it is Mary’s subjectivity that is being staged. The story – continues the poet – shows her mourning metroprepôs (as befits a mother). This adverb sets her up in and against the standards of motherhood. But can Mary be just a mother, or like other mothers? What Mary is like is precisely the issue. How motherly is she?

The following lines articulate the problem in theological terms:

πότμου τε τὴν πρόφασιν ἀρχῆς ἀπ᾽ἄκρης


στένουσαν, ὡς φανεῖσαν ὄντως αἰτίαν


τοῦ μητέρ᾽αὐτὴν τοῦ Λόγου χρηματίσαι


Mourning the rationale of Death from the deepest origin


That is revealed as really the cause


Of her being entitled the very Mother of God. (10–12)


These lines are hard to translate, not just because the Greek is a little tricky but also because of a struggle in the conceptualization. (We may note that the only current published translation in English renders potmou prophasin as ‘it’, referring to the crucifixion, which indicates a certain desperation (Fishbane 2002; Tuilier 1969).) Mary mourns not just her son’s impending death but ‘the rationale of Death from the deepest origin’, taking us back to Eve and construing Jesus’ death as a redemption for the original sin. The jingling phrase arches ap’ akrês is a quotation – a very marked one – from the second line of Lycophron’s Alexandra, a story of another virgin prophetess but one who is raped and murdered, another story, however, obsessed with origins. (We have already noted that Lycophron is name-checked as a poetic influence in the afterword of the poem.) The echo of Lycophron here serves to contrast Greek and Christian models of originary narrative. On the one hand, there are competing points of origin for the Trojan war; on the other, the Christian insistence on original sin, the single origin of man’s fall. The Christian model is shared by all humans: ‘If we had not slipped’, the preface continues – the first-person plural links the poem’s readers with Adam and Eve. The poet’s narrative – not surprisingly – is framed within a Christian theology, a Christian account of the unfolding and predetermined history of humanity.

But for this history, the counterfactual, ‘if we had not slipped’, is significant. The poet continues the theological history: if we had not slipped, we would not now need the Incarnation, the Logos could have remained ‘akenôtos’ (without kenôsis, 24) and then the mother of God would not need to see her son crucified. At one level, the poet rehearses a familiar theological idea: original sin by the first Adam leads to the redemption of humankind by the second Adam, Jesus, whose death and resurrection leads to the possibility of eternal life for humanity through the Grace of God. But the ei mê clause – the counterfactual – changes its expressivity. Could it have been different? That question raises a string of theological issues. What is the role of free will in the story? What is the role of God and Providence in the logic? Many heresies arose from trying to get round the destabilizing force of possible narratives. Both the link between Mary and Eve, and the counterfactual, will turn out to be significant in Mary’s opening monologue.

For Mary begins ‘eith’ ôphelon . . . mê’ (if only it hadn’t) – the famous first words of Euripides’ Medea. As so often with tragedy, first words are wholly programmatic: Medea is enacted under the sign of ‘if only I hadn’t’ – the essence of tragedy’s recognition of too-late knowledge, regret for mistakes and howling against the play of inevitability, misplaced complicity and failure of decision-making. In the Pentateuch, unlike tragedy (or Homeric epic), there are very few counterfactuals and only in the mouths of misunderstanding human characters. In God’s Providence there is no what if, no as if. What happens if tragic potentiality is introduced into biblical certainty?

Mary’s narration of the story of Eve opens a surprising view on one answer to this question. Eve, she explains, was ἔρνους ἔρωτι θυμὸν ἐκπεπληγμένη (struck in her heart with desire for ernos, 6). Tuilier translates ernos with a lumpy literalness: ‘la passion de l’arbre’; Fishbane (2002: 130) wildly offers ‘love of the fruit in her heart’; Duvick (n.d.) ‘love of her offspring’. Ernos can, of course, mean both a shoot and scion. It is a common word in tragedy but does not appear in Lampe’s dictionary of patristic Greek. The ambiguity here is fascinating. On the one hand, it could refer to the fruit Eve eats, the shoot of the Tree of Knowledge. Colluthus indeed describes the apple of Discord as προάγγελον ἔρνος (the prophetic ernos) (Rap. Hel. 31), language which also suits the fruit in Mary’s retrospective anticipation of salvation. (Colluthus also calls the ernos ‘desired/desirable’ (epêraton 131).) So the next line (7) reads, ‘she was persuaded she would obtain divinization from it’ – which redrafts part of the serpent’s promise in Genesis that she and Adam, if they eat from the tree, would be ‘like gods and know good and evil’ (Gen 3.5). On the other hand, ernos could reference either ‘the shoot of Jesse’, the prophecy in Isaiah 11, taken by Christians to refer to Jesus, which uses the discourse of branch, trees and shoots (though not the precise word ernos) for the genealogy of the Messiah, or her own children. On this reading, Eve is longing for offspring, either her own children, something which happens only after the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, and/or Jesus. Motherhood is the main focus here. Eve is introduced as ‘mother of the race’ (4); and the result of eating is to be a ‘mother of children’ who ‘gives birth’ in pain (12–13). On this reading, her passion and how she is persuaded betoken complementary desires. Mary’s speech goes on to explain that childbirth with its pains, and the death of humans, arise from this moment of sin. Mary’s own act of giving birth is the consequence and salvation of this long history. She laments this history of suffering with a paraphrase of Aeschylus (Aga 764–5): φιλεῖ γὰρ ὕβρις ἡ πάλαι τίκτειν νέαν, ‘Old sin loves to birth new’ (39). Giving birth is now the expression of causality, the connection between events. All humans share this theologically charged sense of the danger of birth. Agency itself is troped as procreation, a sign of the Fall. Mary goes on to declare that Nature herself weeps and cries for the pains inflicted on her because of sin (43–58), and she describes Nature as ‘Not yet stopping from groans, if she gives birth, if not giving birth, or again if fleeing from birthing’ (59–60) – language she immediately applies to her wretched self, who ‘has known a birthing that is no birthing’ (63). ‘What can I call it?’, she asks, when there has been no pain, no loss of virginity – it is all a great mystery: ‘Oh huge wonder!’ (68). Yet she sacrificed ‘in the manner of a woman’ (79) and now is wracked with pain at her son’s suffering (87), however much she knows it is a redemption for the human race (73–4).

This extraordinary speech dramatizes Mary’s conflicted and overwhelming feelings. Her description of Eve’s passion is taken from Medea’s passion for Jason. Mary – standing in a line with Eve – ‘shakes with fear’ (26); her heart, enflamed, swirls (27–8); she has a desire (himeros 57) to speak out; her sacrifice was made with ‘a fiery zeal, a chastened spirit, an uncontrollable passion [erôs], all too hot’ (84–5). Sharp pain throbs [strobei] in her body (87). Mary in the eastern Church is very rarely depicted as profoundly emotional, though in the West her lamentations are more familiar. Yet here she is wracked by tragic emotions, emotions that rehearse the destructive violent feelings of Medea in particular. Mary’s response to the Passion is passion. Her body, like theirs, is in physical turmoil as her mind screams out the words of tragic suffering. The tension in this speech – which produces and is reflected by the tensions in the grammar and flow of argument – is the tension between the intense joy Mary describes at the recognition that salvation has been ordained through the child she has given birth to and the intense pain she feels at the child’s humiliation and suffering. ‘When I have escaped the toil of childbirth, how can I now have labour pains in my heart?’ (70). The act of dramatic imagination, which allows Mary to speak in the first person of her experience of giving birth, expresses the paradox of the Incarnation from her perspective but also leaves open the question of how like a mother Mary is. Or what all mothers, daughters of Eve, share with Mary. By setting the Passion in tragic form, the destructive pain of tragic suffering is displayed as integral to human experience, even Mary’s. Mary’s figuration is articulated between being a mother and being the mother of God. The drama for the faithful reader of the Christus Patiens is whether the unfurling story of the Passion, which will end with Jesus’ resurrection, can overcome these displays of maternal grief. Can humans not sound out the cries of inherited tragedy?

There is much more to be said about Christus Patiens, which lacks a commentary and even an accurate translation. What I hope to have shown even in this brief excursion into the text is that dramatization, and dramatization specifically through tragedy, and through the quotation and paraphrase of tragic verses from classical Athens, establishes a challenging tension between the disruptiveness of tragic emotions and the scriptural claims of a new transcendent Christian order.

The text ends – as Steiner would declare – with the promise of salvation, both in the voice of Jesus and in the final prayer of the poet. Yet can the disruptive emotions and conflicted narratives of tragedy, once aired, be silenced? The poet opens his afterword with a plea for release: ‘Free [luson] me from these unfreeable [alutôn] bonds in which my lack of care [aprosexia] has bound me’ (2532–3). The poet has not reached the promised equanimity: his attention is distracted; he is careless. He is still in the insoluble bonds that the risen Jesus guarantees is the lot of the person who has not found the grace of God (2530–1). As he seeks a lusis, which echoes both an Aristotelian dénouement and a Sophoclean irony of failed release (Goldhill 2012: 13–37), his end, as so often in tragedy, is mired in doubt and uncertainty. The poet’s closing prayer indeed begins with the hope ‘to turn the final post of life as I began it’ (2587) – a prayer for the innocence of childhood, already painfully undermined by its echo of the tragic death of the line’s first speaker, Euripides’ Hippolytus, undone by sexual desire, deceit and the flaws of human language. This disruptive threat of the uncontrollable, sounded by tragedy, is perhaps the reason why Christus Patiens found no immediate imitators and why the travelling form of tragedy, for the moment, hit the buffers. Yet what Steiner’s account has to repress is the degree to which literary and critical tradition over the centuries has found a Christian salvational reasoning in tragic suffering – even for critics such as Hegel and Schelling, even in such plays as Oedipus at Colonus, Philoctetes or Antigone (Billings 2015; Goldhill 2014). When Christianity and the tragic imaginary become entangled, the result is a question to both – about the fragility of salvation to the one, about the possibility of salvation to the other. It is not that there can be no Christian tragedy but rather that tragedy and Christianity find it very hard indeed to develop a shared perspective that does not threaten them both.




Notes
1 Bibliography throughout is intended to be exemplary, not comprehensive.2 From different angles Williams 2016 and Critchley 2019; Waller and Taylor 2013; and for the most sustained, if still profoundly problematic attempt to recoup tragedy for Christian theology, with references to earlier attempts, see Blowers (2020).3 Fraser 1972: 708 is typical, if more recent: ‘not of high poetic quality . . . pedestrian’.4 Najman (2024), ch. 11, notes that the Dead Sea Scrolls are ‘obsessed with water’: Najman’s sense of the vitality of Hellenistic Judaism chimes well with my arguments here.5 See https://huqoq.web.unc.edu/reports/.6 References in Jacobson 1983.7 On the rabbinical Phoenix see M. Niehoff (1996) . Most interesting is Genesis Rabbah 19.5, which narrates how the Phoenix alone of the animals did not eat of Eve’s apple in Eden and hence is immortal. The word for Phoenix here is chol, based on a midrashic reading of Job 29.18. Sanhedrin 108b gives different story – where Noah blesses the Phoenix with immortality for not bothering him for food on the ark. Most bizarrely, the Greek Baruch Apocalypse in the fifth heaven tells us that the Phoenix excretes a worm which, in turn, excretes cinnamon. The Phoenix, in a similar way to the Leviathan, is one of the amazing creatures through which the limits of the animal and human world are imagined.8 For references see Lampe s.v. φοίνιξ. See also, for the Latin, Tert. De res. carnis 13: florebis . . . velut phoenix.9 On ideology of tragic form, see Wohl 2015; Vasunia 2021.
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 Mercurial acting

 Travelling tragedy and travelling troupes in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Germany

Juliane Vogel


Premodern tragedy travelled in two different forms and two different directions. On the one hand, it moved in an open and uncodified form through a travelling space in which no rules were imposed on it. From the end of the sixteenth century onwards, tragedy was brought to the continent by English travelling troupes, who claimed free licence over their plays and created an open and adaptable variant of tragedy. On the other hand, a second, codified form of tragedy emerged in France in the middle of the seventeenth century, which was in every way opposed to the free practices of the travelling stage. It was governed by a hegemonic travelling protocol that originated in the cultural politics of the French monarchy. The aim of this protocol was to subject the production of tragedy to rigid poetic norms and thus to set European standards under French leadership. From the middle of the seventeenth century until the middle of the eighteenth century, open and regulated forms of tragedy coexisted in tense conflict, until French standards finally gained the upper hand in the poetics of the Enlightenment. As this chapter will show, the travel itineraries of both approaches met in German-speaking lands, where playwrights, actors and critics struggled to produce a form or style of tragedy specific to their own culture and became enmeshed in the battle between the codified and uncodified variants.

The chapter will profile both forms of travelling tragedy and differentiate them from one another. The first part of the chapter discusses the formal operations that made uncodified tragedies transportable. Drawing on the rich literature on the formal practices of English travelling troupes, I explore the challenges that awaited them in an unregulated space. The second part focuses on uncodified tragedy, which was decentred in such a way while travelling that its tragic essence could not condense into a stable form. Paradoxically, tragedy travelled best when it was set on comic vehicles and when lively physical acting such as clowning and leaping interacted with the tragic script. The third and final part of the chapter discusses the travelling conditions of codified tragedy as they evolved in eighteenth-century Germany. This section briefly lays out how Germans employed the codified French model to exorcise the English travelling practices and how shadows of the banished form remained visible.


Part 1: English comedians in Germany

Different reasons have been given to explain why English comedians began to travel the continent in the 1590s. Rivalry among troupes has been one explanation; increasing Puritanism in Britain another. When Hamlet asks, ‘How chances it they travel?’ (Shakespeare 2016: 2.2.293), inquiring about the troupes about to arrive in Elsinore, Rosencrantz names as reasons competition with children’s troupes – ‘an eyrie of children’ (2.2.337) – and ‘late innovation’ (2.2.296), meaning political disturbances. However, given that the players who first set foot on continental ground were highly prominent figures, it now seems much more likely that they were considered prestigious assets in cultural exchanges between the English and continental courts. Comedians accompanied high-ranking English ambassadors on their missions to Belgium or were invited by German princes who had close relations with the English aristocracy (Hilton 1984: 89; Fredén 1939: 96–7). But English travelling troupes never settled down and were never fully integrated into the court system of German absolutism (Zielske 1981: 522). While patronage remained an important factor throughout their continental careers – providing legitimacy, protection and licences to travel and perform – troupes soon began to tour and to address a far greater variety of audiences.

At the same time, these troupes started building up commercial structures and became enterprises operating on their own account. Thus, while they participated in court culture and contributed as actors to the dissemination of princely fame, they simultaneously became ‘merchant adventurers’ augmenting ‘a new form of trade to Europe’ (Hilton 1984: 69, 75). Their itineraries included the courts of Wolfenbüttel, Kassel, Wolgast and Graz; major German cities like Nuremberg and Hamburg; and the major trade fairs, above all in Frankfurt (Haekel 2004: 43). The routes that English comedians travelled intersected with economic circuits, transforming their plays and performances from prestigious items of representation in the courtly world into mercantile goods that had to meet the demands and desires of a wider public in cities and on the road. It is by no means coincidental that Thomas Sackville – who belonged to the first generation of itinerant English actors and was for a time attached to the court of Heinrich Julius, Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg-Wolfenbüttel – became a merchant in his second career (Tittmann 1880: viii; Haekel 2004: 311).


Action, agiren and agile


The main selling point of players on tour, and what rendered them particularly attractive to their courtly audience, was acting or what in the discourse of travelling troupes was called agiren. This German word and its relatives, regularly encountered in pamphlets, requests and titles, encompassed everything that made English plays desirable and raised the prospect of bringing new life to the German stage. In reference to theatre, the term had entered the German lexicon only in the sixteenth century, highlighting the foreignness as much as the novelty of a concept that stressed the physicality of action. On the one hand, agiren implied a professionalization of acting and also highlighted artistic bodily skills far exceeding the ability of German performers, who were constrained by the civil and educational purposes of German theatre (Cohn 1865: lix, lxxv, lxxvii, lxxxvi; Fredén 1939: 96; Bosman 2013: 497). With their lively performances, travelling troupes challenged the oratorical dignity and leaden gravity in speech and gesture that defined the German style of presentation (Hilton 1984: 58–9). At a time when rhetorical treatises were downgrading the canon of actio and moving towards a more intellectual interpretation of learned speech, the contemporary stage lent physical action ever-increasing importance (Steinbrink 1992: 56). Theatrical agiren unburdened theatre of what continental contemporaries perceived as the boredom of declamation and the domination of rhetoric.

But agiren was just one word among others for describing the liberation of physical play from its verbal ties. In the titles of plays, petitions, pamphlets and other documents of travelling troupes, the Latin word actiones expressed the body’s contribution to theatrical performances, while the words agile and agilité signified skills that turned actiones into artistic and acrobatic events (Bosman 2013: 497). For Robert Browne, the director of the first travelling troupe to Germany, who claimed to have visited ‘Zeeland, Holland and Friesland’, agility (agilitez) was so important that it was mentioned before tragedy and comedy among his troupe’s qualifications on their passport (Hilton 1984: 70).1
 Antoine Furetière’s Dictionnaire universel (1690) defined it as a heightened disposition to act with one’s body. Observing that ‘agile people are always ready for action’ (Furetière 1690: s.v. ‘agile’), Furetière’s dictionary describes a condition in which special physical skills can be activated at any given moment. The concept of agility expanded the range of bodily performance inside and outside the protocol of drama, endowing 
actiones with physical spontaneity and opening the stage to a kind of play that enabled performances, which were held in English for at least the first decades, to overcome language barriers.




From stage to page and place to place

Given the prominence of improvisational body work, it is unsurprising that travelling plays resisted print, classification and codification. Troupe directors had no interest whatsoever in having their products printed, distributed or read. The first edition of itinerant plays in German was only published in 1620 in the famous collection Engelische Comedien vnd Tragedien (English comedies and tragedies), which did not compete with academic models of drama and was not addressed to literati (Rommel 1952: 73; Haekel 2004: 116). The word agiret on the title page not only indicates that the collected plays had been acted in German courts and cities but also clearly values performance over publication (Lande 2018: 34). Subsequent collections documented additional styles of public performance. While critics in France were establishing the doctrine classique for regulating drama along Aristotelian lines, and the English were beginning to canonize their classics and purge corrupted texts, seventeenth-century German collections of travelling plays advertised their provisional character. They were extracted from theatrical practice and were meant to stimulate the production of new and vernacular plays in Germany. Rather than a medium of codification, print was supposed to be a source of inspiration for engaging in one’s own performances (Rommel 1952: 73; Haekel 2004: 116). The extended title page of the 1620 collection specifies that the plays have been ‘printed so that they can easily be performed in a playful manner’ (
Engelische Comedien vnd Tragedien 1620: title page). And the literary historian Gustaf Fredén points out that early prints both marked spaces for improvisation with an etc. (Fredén 1939: 188; Lande 2018: 20–2) and noted that the scripts they contained had been recorded by ear and were unreliable in their wording. Thus, as the plays wandered from ‘stage to page’ (Chartier 1999: 111), they did not lose their contingent and unregulated character. Even in print they communicated a plasticity extending to all the aspects of their production, performance and circulation.



Generic non-specification

The fact that comic and tragic plays were lumped together in the 1620 collection, Engelische Comedien vnd Tragedien, indicates another kind of instability. Neither on stage nor on the page did travelling drama enforce generic discipline. Plays with formerly fixed generic identities became malleable under the direction of travelling troupes (Haekel 2004: 138). Touring outside normative frameworks and without any backup in print, codified plays could be manipulated at will. The contemporary witness Johannes Rist described the genre politics of travelling troupes as promiscuous: ‘I have seen plays performed by people from Holland, Brabant, Germany and England that one couldn’t judge whether they were tragedies or comedies, that is, whether they were plays of mourning or of joy, because they didn’t understand the difference between the plays themselves’ (cit. in Haekel 2004: 305). Under such conditions of ‘instability and unrest’ (Greenblatt 2009: 78), travelling entailed a withdrawal or at least an ambiguity of form. Plays were reduced to a state of plasticity or exposed to partial disintegration. Divested of the formal and stylistic features of the original plays, and rendered authorless and generically indeterminate, they augmented the huge pool of magmatic ‘cultural materials’ brought into circulation in early modernity (Greenblatt 2009: 78; Kiséry 2020: 55).



Part 2: Travelling tragedy

In view of all this, it is not easy to trace what made tragedies travel when they perhaps could not be recognized as tragedies anymore. When they migrated to the continent, they altered their shapes in a way that challenged the very generic idea that had been effective in the moment of their making. On tour Hamlet, Lear, Julius Caesar, Othello and Romeo and Juliet as well as Marlowe’s or Thomas Kyd’s tragedies shifted in structure up to the point of becoming unstable as narratives and in their genre. King Lear travelled in both tragic and tragicomic framings. The various titles found on extant play lists announce Shakespeare’s tragedy as a tragedy, as a Tragicomedia von König Lear und seinen 2 Töchtern (Gstach 2017: 526), or without any genre designation at all. Furthermore, dramaturgical practice tended to finalize his sad story in a conciliatory way. The theatre scholar Willi Flemming quotes from a document about the happy ending of an itinerant Lear: Lear ‘takes pleasure in his daughter Cordelia’s obedience, and so the action is closed’ (Flemming 1931: 19; Schäfer 2016).

While this plasticity affected comedy and history as well, travelling in uncodified spaces effected two major shifts in tragedy, dissolving its dramaturgical and conceptual substance. First, by shifting the emphasis from verba to actio, the dominant representational medium of tragedy was pushed into the background. Travelling challenged the supremacy of words as championed by Aristotelian critics on the continent and encouraged dumb shows and related forms. Action and agility moved into the centre of tragic presentation and privileged the body in a context where the sublime had been predominant. Touring in an unregulated space, itinerant tragedy only sporadically connected with rhetoric and poetics, which had been the basis of tragedy in the discussions and exercises of the ‘nobilitas literaria’ and its institutions (Trunz 1995: 233). The German title of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus states this clearly: Eine sehr klaegliche Tragoedia von Tito Andronico und der hoffertigen Keyserin/ Darinnen Denckwürdige Actiones zu Befinden (A very lamentable tragedy of Titus Andronicus and the haughty empress, in which memorable actions are to be found). It highlights performance and foreshadows the stage directions that pile atrocities onto an already gruesome plot (Flemming 1931: 6). Tearing out hearts, decapitations, roasting enemies and cannibalism expanded the register of bodily performance in tragedy and made clear what kind of ‘Actiones’ a ‘lamentable tragedy’ was capable of.

Second, compositional practices divested the plots of tragic coherence and thereby corrupted a form that in other discursive spaces was determined by the unity of action. Coherence and mobility proved incompatible. Tragedies travelling in seventeenth-century Germany did not possess fixed plotlines, compact action or tragic density. Instead, measures were taken to unknit and reknit the dramatic fabric taken abroad. Mixing, combining and recombining fragments, which have been called signature devices of travelling troupes, hampered the acquisition of tragic experience (Lande 2018: 53–5; Haekel 2004: 138). Piecing and patching scenes and characters affected tragedy more than other genres, while the bodily play of agiren and actiones put the linearity of the plot at risk. As the German title of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus shows, the comprehensive dramatic action was dissolved into actiones. The tragic singular was turned into a multiplicity of spectacular physical performances, whose coherence was more than questionable. A dramaturgy based on the practical principles of disintegration inhibited the tragedy’s course so as to accommodate the audience’s short attention spans, whereas the sedentary and canonized form of the genre called for forward progress, precipitation, finalization and closure. While plays like Hamlet, Othello and Lear were certainly oriented towards tragic closure, their travelling counterfeits lacked a sense of an ending (Kermode 1967) and narrative direction. On the road, tragic finales did not develop from the dramatic action or the characters’ tragic flaws but were imposed from the outside. They did not evolve from a carefully constructed plot but were drawn from an archive of formal devices that were extrinsic to the plot and could be arbitrarily attached to bring an action to a close. It was the ending and not the course that made tragedy a tragedy. As a preface to the tragedy Von einem ungerechten Richter (On an unjust judge; 1592) states: ‘Dear reader, so that you know the difference between tragedies and comedies and can better understand what is treated here, you should know that tragedy is a play that attains a bad, terrifying ending, while comedy, by contrast, is where the play comes to a good and happy end’ (Haekel 2004: 142).

Travelling tragedy was thus not considered as a whole whose intrinsic dynamics necessitated fatality; instead, it was defined by an ending that was imposed or confirmed by declaration. The itinerant version of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus established its genre identity in the last scene. Heinrich Julius’ Der ungerathene Sohn (The wayward son), which was modelled on itinerant tragedy, ended with the same clarification of its genre. In some cases, this involved an unpredictable change of generic direction. Heinrich Julius’ play Tragoedia: Von einem Buhler und einer Buhlerin (Tragedy: Of a male and female wooer) follows a typical comic adultery plot but turns into a tragedy by means of a sudden turn of fortune (Haekel 2004: 142). The anonymously authored Tragaedia: Von Julio und Hyppolita (Tragedy: Of Julius and Hippolyta) illustrates how these attached tragic endings were marked as metatheatrical performances. Published in the 1620 collection, it tells the story of the villain Julius, who spins a plot to take possession of his brother’s bride. In the end, when the betrayed brother Romulus returns to take revenge, he codes the play as a tragedy by introducing a ‘tragedy dance’ in which he kills Julius:



julius Ho! musicians, strike up then, strike up the tragedy dance.


The musicians strike up, Julius dances with his bride, meanwhile Romulus discovers himself, draws off his cap and speaks to Julius with a naked dagger in his hand.



romulus Look, perfidious treacherous wretch, dost thou recognize me? See here is the tragedy thou hast danced.


He stabs him with the dagger and then throws him to the ground.



(Cohn 1865: col. 154)

While the dance brings about the ‘bad, terrifying ending’ (Haekel 2004: 142) that makes the tragedy a tragedy no matter what comes before it, the ending is also invested with a liveliness that is strangely at odds with its dark dramaturgical purpose. In Von Julio und Hyppolita, the tragic turn is performed as a jig: a common musical interlude in Elizabethan drama in which exuberance prevailed and dance played an important role (Baskervill 1965: 77–106; Lande 2018: 76). In a highly paradoxical way, the play’s tragic finale was performed with an agility and animation alien to the tragic script. Coming in from outside the dramatic plot, the dance executed the tragic ending with a form and force that deeply contradicted its fatality.





Intervenienti: Leapers and clowns

This tension between tragedy and agility, unity and formal disintegration, extended to other dramaturgical fields as well. The proleptic structure that made tragedy hasten towards its end met with further practices of discontinuation. The coherence of tragedy was not only under attack because it lacked the sense of an ending, it was also disintegrated by interruptions that infused it with bodily activity and exuberance where all signs pointed to death. Among the actiones that interfered with the tragic course, two formal devices gained particular dramaturgical relevance for the performance of tragedy: leaping and clowning. Both were former commedia dell’arte routines with a high interruptive impact that had been circulating throughout Europe and especially in England since the middle of the sixteenth century (Henke 2008: 30). Both introduced a performative vitality, bodily virtuosity and exuberance that at least temporarily suspended tragic progress. These tasks were performed by so-called intervenienti (Rudin 1973: 203) – interveners who stepped in and out not only of the action but also of tragedy itself. Acting extemporaneously, they escaped the protocol of inexorable doom and provided an immediate relief to spectators – as captured in a nutshell in Joseph Hall’s poem Virgidemarium from 1597, which praises the ability of leapers and clowns to pull the audience out of a state of tragic shellshock:

Now, least such frightfull shows of Fortunes fall,

And bloudy Tyrants rage, should chance appall

The dead stroke audience, midst the silent rout,

Comes leaping in a selfe-misformed lout

And laughes, and grins, and frames his Mimik face,

And iustles straight into the princes place.

Then doth the Theatre Eccho all aloud,

With gladsome noyse of that applauding croud.

(Armstrong 1964: 192)


Though often presented in combination, leaping and clowning provided different kinds of relief. Deviating from the course of events, ‘high leaping’ (Haekel 2004: 287), jigs and capering pleased the audience because they went upwards and not downwards. As further contemporary descriptions suggest, they were enjoyable as a movement literally directed against tragic downfall and the tragic horizontalization of bodies. Their exuberant verticality injected vibrancy into the inevitable flatness of tragic death und penetrated a space in which survival was possible.


Clowns, on the other hand, interfered even more deeply with tragic form. Appearing repeatedly and regularly onstage, they introduced non sequitur and episodic elements – which, according to Rainer Warning, are constitutive of the comedic (Warning 1997: 910) – corrupting the syntax and emotional design of tragedy with their speech and action (Lande 2018: 69). Figures like Pickelhering, Jan Posset or Hanswurst (Fredén 1939: 189–205) acted as comic ambassadors who animated the audience in stories bent on death: ‘You perk up as soon as you see something like this’ (Sonnenfels 1988: 30). Their interventions drew on a largely unwritten repertoire of comic devices, lazzi and olla potrida, which were used to break up tragic plotlines. The 1620 collection presents a number of comic interludes that, as the editor announces, could ‘be performed between the comedies as desired’ (Haekel 2004: 116) but were also placed within their course. Jumping in and out of the plot, clowns established a supplementary dramaturgical level outside tragic temporality. Their performances can be associated with what Marika Takanishi Knowles and Christopher Wood have called movements of the parade, which ‘tend not to tell a story but to express the figure’s liveliness and to advertise its potential for mobility’ (Knowles and Wood 2021: 5; Lande 2018: 69). They draw our attention to spaces ‘outside the theatre “proper”’, spaces of the canevas, where chronological order and other plot-related arrangements are not yet determined or once again suspended, where ‘things, figures, are placed, moved around; sequence is unimportant. It does not matter what comes before or after’ (Knowles and Wood 2021: 2, 8). In the capering and clowning scenes of itinerant tragedy, the canevas shines through, alerting us to a scene of creative disorder in the background that is not subject to the tragic script.

On these grounds, clowning is not only a formal device among others but also generically productive. Around 1700, a new type of play evolved in the German countries called Haupt- und Staatsaktion, which was a genuine travelling form that methodically elaborated on the system of intervenienti and consolidated the mixing practices of early English travelling theatre into a new subgenre of tragedy that integrated comic interludes into its foundations. Accordingly, Haupt- und Staatsaktionen were arranged as criss-crosses of serious and comic scenes, creating a balance of contradictory elements and emotions. Though they were still considered tragedies (Weiss 1854: 6; Haider-Pregler 1980: 233), they defied tragedy’s emotional absolutism, or at least predominance, which enforced pity and fear as its defining affects, preventing the audience from being sucked into the channel of tragic catharsis. The invention of the new genre, which reflected and conventionalized the mishmash practiced in travelling tragedy, is ascribed to the German troupe director Johannes Velten, while its more accomplished articulations are attributed to Joseph Anton Stranitzky, who brought Haupt- und Staatsaktionen to Vienna, where they took root and developed into a long-lasting local tradition of generic heterogeneity (Weiss 1854: 6; Rommel 1952; Sonnleitner 1996).



Mercuriality

Most significantly, Haupt- und Staatsaktionen proved that serious matters travelled better on comic vehicles. In their very form, they took into account that tragedy needed a comic mediator to facilitate its transport. Entertainment had an important translational and infrastructural function in the broadest sense. Bodily performance generally facilitated comprehension, and the figure of the clown took over the task of translation. While the coherence of the tragic plot resisted facile adaptation, the comic could be adapted and translated with ease. The clown was endowed with a physical and linguistic versatility that enabled him to recast and translate tragic materials in the changing environments the troupes encountered. As an agent of improvisation, he enabled many kinds of relocations. When Anston Bosman calls him a ‘trickster’ (2004: 564), or when Joel Lande refers to him as a ‘code switcher’ (2018: 65), they both point to the clown’s manifold mercurial abilities, which made him a minor relative of the Greek god of translators. His role encompassed a number of indispensable translational acts. Clowns translated the foreign into the familiar, the distant into the accessible and the verbal into the dumb show. In many instances, they delivered the prologue, set the tone, acquainted the audience with the plot and facilitated understanding the foreign language (Fredén 1964: 319). They also acted as commentators, paraphrasing what was going on while it was happening (Flemming 1931: 27). In general, they translated the Hauptaktion, which was conceived and perceived as a tragedy, into a minor side action that was more socially accessible and less turbulent. While codified tragedy created and fortified distances between the audience and the stage, they minimized social gaps and highlighted the creaturely side of royal figures (Warning 1997: 904). When Juliet confesses to her father that her heart is tortured by love in the itinerant version of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the clown blames ‘toothache’ (Cohn 1865: col. 386) for her sorrow and relentlessly physicalizes and sexualizes her feelings: ‘Sir, you put foolish questions. Does she not tell you that her pains are principally in the neighbourhood of her breast, belly, navel and the adjacent demesnes?’ (Cohn 1865: col. 386). At her death he translates Juliet into a comic figure, likening her to his own kind. Calling her a ‘stockfisch’, he gives her the name of a German clown: ‘Oh dreadful news! There she lies, hands and feet stretched out, and as stiff as a frozen stockfish!’ (Cohn 1865: col. 394; Fredén 1939: 198). In the itinerant Hamlet, Ophelia is likewise drawn into a creaturely sphere when the clown turns her into a nymphomaniacal maenad who chases after him instead of the royal prince. Through the figure of the clown, the sealed universe of tragedy was opened to the contingent universe of comedy.

But ridiculing the main action was not the clown’s only translational function. First and foremost, he was a translator in the literal sense. Bosman employs the useful term ‘vernacular clowning’ to highlight the clown’s assigned role of overcoming language barriers (Bosman 2013: 508). From early on, he addressed the audience in its own language. Bosman mentions how Thomas Sackville, a famous clown in John Browne’s troupe, pushed English performances towards German. Another document reports that the fool entertained the audience in German while the English comedians were changing costumes backstage (Haekel 2004: 47; Bosman 2004: 563). But the clown’s translations were not unidirectional or limited to shifts between German and English; they moved among multiple languages, translating them back and forth, sometimes until the message was spoofed into incomprehensibility or up to a point where translation itself was ridiculed. In Heinrich Julius’ tragicomedy Susanna, the clown mixes Latin and German vocabulary and grammar. Sentences like ‘Armer Mannus ego, per corbem fallere cogor ! / Cor möcht in tausend springere frusta meum’ (Tittmann 1880: xix) translate ad absurdum and mock the academic koine of early modernity. As much as clowns enabled translation, they were also entangled in a multilingual galimatias that reflected, as in commedia dell’arte, a long and complicated travelling history.



Mobility and messaging

Last but not least, the clown impersonated the principle of travelling itself. The formalized practice of clowning inscribed mobility into the very form of travelling tragedy. The versatility of Pickelhering and others directly corresponded with the range of their circulation. Clowns were as mobile as they were changeable. A figure without a clear sense of dramatic, tragic and spatial direction, they belonged nowhere and, as a relentless companion, went everywhere the protagonists went or wherever they were sent. Unrooted in a ‘structured social-political environment’ (Lande 2018: 17), the clown was in permanent motion. When Juliet announces, ‘I will now leave thee’, the clown echoes, ‘Nor shall I stay’ (Cohn 1865: col. 388). In The Jew of Venice, he declares: ‘I do not want to stay because whenever I do not want to stay, I usually want to leave’ (Flemming 1931: 211). Unsurprisingly, we owe to the clown in that play a vivid description of seasickness that visualizes his spatial disorientation in physical terms (Flemming 1931: 220). Titles like Arlequin’s Journey around the World or Arlequin as Passenger signal his nomadic character, underlining his non-belonging and his ability to displace the scene permanently.

This feature of unrest is also reflected in the fact that the clown was frequently staged as a messenger. Always at hand, he is ready to perform mercurial tasks: going back and forth and transmitting information to other places (Fredén 1939: 194). Designations like Jahnn Posset, der Bott (John Posset, the messenger) or Jahnn der Bott oder Engelländische Narr (John the messenger or the English fool) make clear that clowns were media for matters that could not travel by themselves. Translating and transporting tragedy were confided to a character who was not only comic but opposed settlement and rest. While rigid and codified genre protocols claimed the inescapability of tragic space, the English clown, like the Spanish pícaro, moved across borders and served many patrons.

But if the comic was what mediated tragedy and facilitated its mobility, was tragedy still tragedy, or were its generic features lost in the melting pot of genres and materials whose ever-simmering soup was permanently stirred on the road? What does it mean if in the canevas the forces of survival and escape were stronger than the fatal tragic script? Did tragedy become comic or did comedy become tragic? In reducing the force of tragic speech, breaking up the unity of tragic action, opposing tragedy’s claim to inevitability and activating the force of unruly bodily play, itinerant theatre questioned the very idea of the tragic up to a point where it was no longer recognizable. As Northrop Frye states, it is the comic and not the tragic that facilitates adaptation by softening the rigidity of scripts that do not seem to travel well on their own (Frye 1957: 269). The formal operations that made uncodified tragedy portable were anti-tragic in nature.



Part 3: Codification

It is against this backdrop of generic dissolution that codified tragedy made its appearance in Germany. When Germans began to regulate the production of drama in the 1730s, they explicitly turned away from the generic non-specification and alleged formlessness of English-style travelling tragedy. Seeking recognition from European nations with high poetic literacy, they rejected a form that had successfully circulated among the illiterate and was deeply infiltrated with anti-tragic elements. Endeavours to make German drama competitive at an international level called for an ‘improvement of our stage’ (Gottsched 1741: 7–8) that would codify and regulate what was then perceived as a savage relic of a pre-Enlightenment state. Tragedy, which until then had moved in an unregulated space, was now subjected to formal norms that did not allow mishmash and were represented as universal. In German theatre, Enlightenment took the form of classicism based on the authorities of antiquity.

The sources of these improvements did not, however, lie in the distant past but came once again from abroad. German drama broadly adopted the doctrine classique, which had been created and codified in the second half of the seventeenth century in France. The spirit of the English strolling players was exorcised by endorsing a dramatic code of French origin. While this codified space extended to many countries in Europe (Süwolto 2020: 13–15; Fulda 2023), its main imprint and sources were clearly French. As the first edition of Johann Christoph Gottsched’s Die deutsche Schaubühne (The German stage) states:


Foreigners, and especially the French, have followed the rules and patterns of the ancients much more closely than our German poets of the last century. That is why people have started to think about improving our stage and have made various attempts to enrich our stage with the plays of our neighbours; and they have even taken it upon themselves to produce something new, which could bring Germany more honour than what has come before. (Gottsched 1741: 8)



This doctrine circulated across Europe in a form completely different from that of the unregulated travelling troupes. When Gottsched published his Versuch einer Critischen Dichtkunst vor die Deutschen (Essay on a critical theory of poetry for the Germans) in 1730, he did not go to the marketplace but to the ‘great libraries’, where he consulted ‘Aristotle, Longinus, Horace, Scaliger, Boileau, Dacier, Le Bossu, Perrault, Bouhours, Fénelon, Saint-Évremond, Fontenelle, Callières, Furetière, Schaftesbury, Steele, as well as Corneille and Racine’ (Gottsched 1730: unpag.). This list shows, first of all, that codified tragedies travelled via print, and more and more in editions (Racine edited a collection of his plays in 1676, while Corneille’s oeuvre was canonized as early as 1644). Second, it clearly demonstrates that codified drama did not travel without guidelines. Striving for a national theatre, Germans were looking not only for models but also for rules. The list of authorities from Versuch einer Critischen Dichtkunst testified to the genre’s codification and made sure that the rules established by the French were applied in relocation. Gottsched created a space that was regulated, print-based, situated in discursive space and withdrawn from the contingencies and economic considerations that had determined the forms and repertoires of the travelling troupes.


Especially his history of Die deutsche Schaubühne (The German stage; 1741–5) – which Gottsched published in collaboration with his wife, Luise Adelgunde Victorie Gottsched, to enforce his ideas about regular drama – demonstrates that also in Germany, the Querelle des anciens et des modernes was won by contemporary France. While Gottsched had originally intended to start his publishing campaign with translations of Aristotle’s Poetics and then Sophocles’ Oedipus and Electra, he presented instead two exemplary French tragedies, Pierre Corneille’s Le Cid and Horace, framed by a partial translation of François Fénelon’s Réflexions sur la grammaire, la rhétorique, la poétique et l’histoire (Reflections on grammar, rhetoric, poetics, and history; Süwolto 2023: 383), which shows that French examples travelled alongside normative French critical discourse.

Both the criticism and the plays in Die deutsche Schaubühne demonstrate that Germany had joined the ‘European space of French theater’ (Markovits 2021: 18). Even when competing with the French as a nation, Germany was eager to speak the allegedly universal language of French classicism (Casanova 2004: 67–73) – though it is notable that Le Cid had already been on the playlists of travelling troupes (Flemming 1931: 34) and had resisted formal codification and canonization because of its irregularities. Nonetheless, while seventeenth-century travelling tragedy had been plastic and mercurial, its successor travelled within the coordinates of a French-based European discursive network that was passionately engaged in regulation, purgation and control. By choosing Fénelon as his expert, Gottsched bowed to the authorities of the French academy and the principles of genre policing. In contrast to the genre fluidity of itinerant theatre, the French speaker in Die 
deutsche Schaubühne calls for clear genre distinctions to work out the profile of pure and uncorrupted tragedy.



Travelling troupes and codification

In the course of these proposed reforms and improvements, it was unavoidable for German travelling troupes also to turn against their English heritage. In their home city of Leipzig, where Johann Christoph Gottsched enjoyed the status of a university celebrity, the Gottscheds contacted Carl Ludwig Hoffmann, the head of the Haacksche troupe, and, more importantly, Johann and Friederike Caroline Neuber, the directors and principal actors of another important travelling troupe, in order to win them over for the reforms (Süwolto 2023: 378; Graf 1999). Under the guidance of Gottsched’s authority, these principals took sides against the devices and operations that had made tragedy travel in the previous era of German theatre. Notably, Caroline Neuber, who was not just the troupe’s director but also an actress, argued for expelling the clown from the stage, or at least for putting him in his place in comedy. In her prologues, she rejected the generic promiscuity of the Haupt- und Staatsaktionen and called for ‘pure, unadulterated tragedy’ (Haider-Pregler 1980: 233). Gottsched’s classicist rules dictated that troupes should not be the masters of their own repertoires. Instead, they were expected to subscribe to the true-to-text performance of literary drama, which did not allow any space for improvisation or concessions to local culture (Süwolto 2023: 378).

However, this shift did not occur without prior developments in the same direction. Since the 1670s, French travelling troupes had been circulating in Germany as early emissaries of a ‘French Europe’ (Markovits 2021: 11) and rule-based drama. As Rahul Markovits has shown in his seminal study Staging Civilization, French troupes began to travel across the continent after 1648, increased their activities at the end of the seventeenth century and continued until the 1770s. In contrast to England, whose authorities did not much care about the dramaturgical principles of English comedians, French travelling troupes were monitored by the Comédie-Française. Classicist tragedy was regarded as a prestigious object that set the standard for the production of tragedy across Europe, ensuring the cultural hegemony of France (Markovits 2021: 11–13). Though Markovits states that French troupes also adapted their performances to changing local demands, the circulation of French tragedy still entailed processes of codification, recodification, editions, print and translation, which affected and controlled the way in which it was disseminated.

But codification was not limited to French drama alone. Once the normative space was established, codified forms also prevailed when the Germans turned back to English drama in the middle of the eighteenth century in search of models that promised liberation from the constraints of French classicism. The discovery of Shakespeare’s plays did not mean a return to non-specification. It occurred in the same discursive space in which Gottsched had initiated his reform in the 1730s, despite the fact that Shakespeare violates the neo-Aristotelian rules. Moreover, as Richard Daunicht has shown, the Germans were mainly acquainted with English plays through French critics: ‘the whole English thing [in Germany] was definitely determined by the French’ (Daunicht 1963: 143). Interest in English drama was thus embedded in and monitored by a discourse about translation and rules that radiated into processes of literary nation-building, including plans and projects for a German national theatre. Codification presupposed stable institutions, academies, universities and theatres – like the Comédie-Française or a German national theatre-to-be – which contrasted the new dramaturgy with the no man’s land of uncodified theatrical forms that had still been predominant at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The codification of dramatic forms went along with theatre troupes’ efforts to settle down and enter the regulated spaces of modern cities.



Revenants

Still, as Lande argues, travelling theatre did not completely disappear when German tragedy was purged of the dramaturgical heritage of itinerant theatre. In his book on the fool in German Enlightenment theatre, Lande traces an undercurrent that resurfaces time and again, making clear that even codified tragedy did not fully settle down (Lande 2018: 237–300). Passages from dramas by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing or Friedrich Schiller paradigmatically confirm his observations. They evoke the disruptive vibrancy of English leapers and clowns in the context of otherwise coherent tragic structures. In the form of relics or citations, these authors left-handedly reintroduce a theatrical force and vivacity that was not available in codified tragedy. Lessing’s second bourgeois tragedy, Emilia Galotti, which deals with a case of brutal sexual harassment, recalls the agility and ubiquity of the clown in the murderer Angelo. His name betrays that he is a messenger, a mercurial angel, who represents survival and mobility within a sombre setting. Paradoxically, it is the criminal who stays agile and escapes punishment. While the main characters remain entangled in the tragic script, he announces, ‘we still want to get across the border today’ (Lessing 2002: 104).

And the young German dramatist Schiller reactivated agile play in his early tragedies to an even greater extent. Moving rigorously along the lines of codified tragedy, and himself a master of tragic precipitation, he endowed tragic roles with an agility that recalls the leaps of travelling theatre, performances of which he had attended during his time at the Karlsschule in Stuttgart. Again, it is the disruptive forces of agility that defy the protocol of fatality in his plays. They activate exuberant physical activity that resists tragic finalization and at least potentially signals the possibility of escape. Schiller’s characters move vigorously upwards while they are simultaneously drawn to their downfall (Vogel 2024). Already in his first drama, Die Räuber (The Robbers), Schiller makes his characters ‘jump up wildly’ (Schiller 1979: 42) or ‘suddenly’ (Schiller 1979: 106). His second play, Kabale und Liebe (Passion and Politics), underlines that leaping and jumping are manifestations of resiliency. The tragic hero Ferdinand is called a ‘whipper-snapper’ (Schiller 2005: 174), and he ‘jumps over the gate’ (181) when approaching his lover’s house, while his lover Luise frequently jumps up during conversation. In all these situations, leaps are actuations of vital forces; they open unexpected perspectives and ensure that those who jump up at least momentarily move in the direction of life or at least chance. Within a framework of codified tragedy, they recall an intermediary form of theatre – Bosman would call it ‘intertheater’ (Bosman 2004) – that contests tragic inexorability and lets the canevas shine through.

Of course, these demonstrations of liveliness only suspend the rules of codified tragedy for a short moment. While early modern codification averred the inescapability of its course, travelling tragedy resisted tragic closure and allowed insights into the protean grounds from which tragedy had emerged. Instead of imposing tragic finales on dramatic matter, their heterogeneous and ever-changing forms – their piecing, interrupting, clowning and jumping – resisted the death sentence of a script that nobilitated sacrifice and demanded slaughter.



Note
1 All translations are mine unless otherwise noted in the references. I am very grateful to Anthony Mahler who revised and edited this text with competence, care and skill.
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 Casting tragedy

 Actors, gender and transnational tragic roles

Tanya Pollard



Actors have greater influence on the stage than the poets.

Aristotle, Art of Rhetoric




Early in Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, a travelling player describes his troupe’s specialties. ‘Tragedy, sir’, he tells Rosencrantz; ‘Deaths and disclosures, universal and particular, denouements both unexpected and inexorable, transvestite melodrama on all levels including the suggestive’ (Stoppard 1967: 23).1
 The latter category includes casting-specific options: ‘Now for a handful of guilders,’ he offers, ‘I happen to have a private and uncut performance of The Rape of the Sabine Women – or rather woman, or rather Alfred’ (26). Although Stoppard’s player has a seamier edge than Hamlet’s original, his strategy of shaping tragic plots based on the available talent has earlier analogues. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream (c. 1595), Peter Quince runs into trouble with casting a male actor for a female role in his production of ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’. ‘Nay, faith, let me not play a woman’, Flute demurs; ‘I have a beard coming’ (Shakespeare 2017: 1.2.43–44). In Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (c. 1587), by contrast, Hieronimo insists on the importance of casting a woman in the tragedy he has scripted. ‘Now, my good lord,’ he addresses Lorenzo, ‘could you entreat / Your sister Bel-Imperia to make one? – / For what’s a play without a woman in it?’ (Kyd 2013: 4.1.92–94).

Although A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Spanish Tragedy are both English plays, their depictions of casting tragedies offer microcosms of the national traditions they claim to represent. Hieronimo’s assumption about the importance of female players reflects his play’s setting in Spain, where women performed professionally on public stages, as they did in other continental European countries. As Shakespeare’s Flute and Stoppard’s Alfred are forced to accept, however, England’s dramatic culture operated differently. Important scholarship has made clear that women were able to act in some settings – including court masques, aristocratic homes and other private performances – but they did not perform in public commercial plays until 1660, leaving female roles to boy actors.2
 Inevitably, these different models of casting resulted in very different kinds of plays, with significant consequences for tragedy as a travelling form.

This chapter examines early modern approaches to casting tragedy in order to explore the impact of actors and playing companies on the genre’s development as it crossed both chronological and national borders. As classical tragedies re-emerged into visibility across Europe in the sixteenth century, national traditions developed new company structures, which in turn shaped tragic forms through creating new templates, plots and characters. As a genre, tragedy carried a special prestige. Kyd’s Hieronimo draws on a long-standing literary hierarchy, rooted in Aristotle and Horace, when he announces that ‘stately-written tragedy’ is suited to kings and other elite audiences, while ‘comedies are fit for common wits’ (Kyd 2013: 4.1.152). This association raised potential challenges for the genre’s commercial appeal: linked with classical, academic and aristocratic audiences, it might not have seemed an obvious match for public stages. Identification with popular actors, however, offered to broaden its attractions. And conveniently, tragedy’s characteristic focus on individuality and interiority encouraged the development of star vehicles, dramatic structures disproportionately featuring a single character and accordingly a particular player. The genre’s rise to prominence in the sixteenth century coincided with the emerging phenomenon of celebrity actors in commercial theatre, creating heightened pressure on playwrights to design structures that would highlight these marketable figures. The history of travelling tragic forms, accordingly, has always been shaped not only by authors but also – and perhaps sometimes even more directly – by the players who brought them to life.

Although early modern tragedy has come to be associated especially with Shakespeare, he was a relative latecomer to the genre’s development in England. As Lucy Munro has observed, during the 1580s English children’s companies began staging the kinds of tragic performances, featuring music and female roles, that travelling Italian players were developing and occasionally bringing to English stages (Munro 2017; also Brown 2021). Tragedies including Christopher Marlowe and Thomas Nashe’s Dido, Queen of Carthage (late 1580s), as well as mixed-genre plays featuring lamenting women, such as Peele’s The Arraignment of Paris (c. 1581–4) and Lyly’s The Woman in the Moon (c. 1588), drew on elements of the female-centred classical tragic models that had been appearing on continental European stages. This emerging pattern, however, was interrupted as new models of tragedy began to attract attention to the adult male companies. The Spanish Tragedy, in which the grieving father Hieronimo steals the spotlight from Bel-Imperia, became a runaway favourite, as did the larger-than-life hero of Marlowe’s Tamburlaine (c. 1588). These plays, along with the imitators that followed in their wake, paved the way for Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Othello, Lear and Macbeth, which have come to represent the period’s tragedy.

In the context of this volume’s focus on how tragedies’ forms change as they travel across borders of time and space, this shift highlights some broader aspects of the genre’s development. Tracing the downfall of a powerful male figure was neither the only available structure for tragic plots in the early modern period nor the primary structure in the plays from classical antiquity that they admired and took as models. Of the thirty-three extant tragedies by Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, seventeen, or 51 per cent, were titled for female protagonists, most of whom dominate their plays’ speech, and many of these figures neither die nor even exactly decline over the course of the play; instead, they succeed in their plans to bring justice to their adversaries and/or gain heroic renown for themselves.3
 Tragic protagonists such as Medea and Hecuba not only speak lengthy monologues but are also framed by long speeches from female chorus members. The prominence of these female figures does not simply reflect Athenian priorities. Early modern editors, translators, publishers and critics of Greek plays, which were widely seen as authoritative representatives of the genre, markedly preferred female-centred Greek tragedies to those centred on male protagonists (Pollard 2017).

The contrast between early modern preferences for ancient tragedies featuring women and new English tragedies featuring men highlights differences between the physical forms taken by the two theatrical traditions. Both featured all-male casts on public stages, but in ancient Greek productions, the performers were masked, which meant that prestigious adult male actors could play male or female roles interchangeably, including both in the same play. Writings from antiquity, in fact, praised male actors for standout performances in female tragic roles; the renowned Greek actors Polus and Theodorus both were remembered for their skill at performing Sophocles’ Electra.4
 English plays, by contrast, were performed by unmasked male actors. Although the boy actors of the children’s companies could play both male and female parts, female roles in adult male playing companies were performed by apprentice boy actors, while shareholding company members could only play male roles.

Tracing the effects of casting situates the evolution of tragedy as a travelling form in the context of a growing body of scholarship exploring the significance of actors and acting companies in shaping plays (van Es 2013; Palfrey and Stern 2007; Munro 2020). The popularity of Marlowe’s 
Tamburlaine responded in large part to the rise of Edward Alleyn, a star actor who came to both reflect and define influential tragic roles. Alleyn was especially identified with his swaggering performance as Tamburlaine; as Susan Cerasano has noted, the ‘role – perhaps more than any other – shaped Edward Alleyn’s career, elevating him to the status of a celebrity performer’ (2005: 47). This status, coupled with Everard Guilpin’s 1598 reference to ‘Alleyn’s Cutlacks gait . . . Stalking and roaring like Job’s great devil’ (cited in Lopez 2011: 169), also made Alleyn, as Jeremy Lopez has pointed out, ‘the representative of an early modern acting style’ associated with ‘a specific verb, “stalk”, used repeatedly and in a variety of contexts, that characterizes the way he moved while performing’ (2011: 169).5
 Alleyn’s popularity as Tamburlaine did more than burnish his own career. As Cerasano has also observed, it ‘created audience expectations for the future repertory of the Admiral’s Men, [which] in turn, directly affected . . . the selection of plays to be performed . . . [and] influenced the theatrical scene as a whole’ (2005: 47).

Possessed of what Joseph Roach has called ‘It’ – the charismatic glamour inherent in celebrity – Alleyn paved the way for a model of heroic tragedy identified with a larger-than-life male protagonist characterized by a distinctive swagger (Roach 2007). The influence of a celebrity performer, that is, exerted a substantial impact not only on a particular playwright and company but also on a larger commercial scene, and accordingly on the shape of an evolving genre. Holger Schott Syme has pointed out the risks of focusing exclusively on star actors, emphasizing that companies were collectives in which no individual actor could consistently play leading roles (Syme 2020). Within a company’s rotating repertory, however, individual actors could and did develop identifications with certain kinds of parts, and certain kinds of plays. Syme, moreover, observes that ‘[t]ragic leads are, on average, much larger than leads in other plays’ and that ‘the lead in a tragedy was simply more work’, supporting the possibility that an actor known for large tragic roles might balance them with smaller roles in other plays (43). Alleyn’s particular reputation for strutting tragic heroism seems not only to have been his hallmark but also to have contributed crucially to the popularity of the plays that featured him.

Alleyn was not the only actor whose fame shaped the period’s plays. Stage clowns such as Richard Tarleton, Will Kemp and Robert Armin developed personal followings and influenced not only their theatrical parts but also the performances in which they appeared.6
 But the actor whose fame did the most to shape English tragedies was Richard Burbage, who played leading roles in many of Shakespeare’s best-known plays. When Burbage died, an elegy attributed to the playwright John Fletcher proclaimed, ‘No more young Hamlet, old Hieronimo, / Kind Lear, the Grieved Moor, and more beside, / That lived in him have now for ever died’ (Fletcher 1619: 62v). In describing Burbage’s most famous tragic characters as dying alongside him, Fletcher imagines these fictions as dependent on Burbage for their very existence. At some level they were his creations, as well as – or even more than – Shakespeare’s. As Tiffany Stern and Simon Palfrey observed, for many of the period’s audiences, ‘Hamlet, Lear, and Othello were Burbage’s – indeed, in a sense were Burbage’ (Palfrey and Stern 2007: 49).

As this brief list also shows, Burbage was known for tragic roles quite different from Alleyn’s swaggering Tamburlaine. Writing for a popular leading actor pushed Shakespeare, like Marlowe, towards a model of tragedy as a star vehicle focused on a compelling male protagonist. But in contrast with Alleyn’s swaggering heroism, Burbage’s roles were typically characterized by brooding melancholy, interrupted by sudden snaps into violent rage. Alexander Leggatt has traced a particular repeating action typical of Burbage’s tragic figures: citing a verse from Fletcher’s elegy, ‘Oft have I seen him leap into the grave’, he observes that the allusion seems likely to refer to Hamlet leaping into Ophelia’s grave, but that ‘[o]ther Burbage roles show a tendency to hit the ground: Romeo flings himself to the stage floor . . . ; Othello falls into an epileptic fit, and flings himself on Desdemona’s bed . . . ; Ferdinand throws himself to the ground in an attempt to throttle his own shadow’ (Leggatt 2004: 15). These recurring Burbage movements suggest ways that a charismatic celebrity actor might inspire particular directions in a playwright, a company and even the development of a genre. With theatrical profits contingent on pleasing audiences, giving spectators both the star and the plots they wanted offered a powerful formula for success. As Lope de Vega wrote of Spain’s commercial theatre, ‘Since after all it is the crowd who pays / Why not consider them when writing plays?’ (Lope 2000: 137).

Discussing the effects of stage roles on defining actors, and vice versa, Scott McMillin has noted, ‘[o]f the thousands of roles acted by Elizabethan players, I know of only twenty from the Annals lists of plays assignable to adult companies, 1580–1610, which run to more than 800 lines . . . [V]irtually the entire list can be divided between only two actors, the two who were the giants of their profession, Edward Alleyn and Richard Burbage’ (1987: 61–2). In the absence of actresses to anchor productions, leading adult male players became the primary focal points for star vehicles. Playwrights had compelling reasons to shape tragedy – the genre identified especially with individuality, interiority and powerful monologues – into a distinctively male phenomenon, with particular sets of characteristics, gestures and actions framed to highlight their stars’ distinctive traits.


Celebrity influence over dramatic structures was a new development in early modern London’s commercial theatre industry. Susan Cerasano has argued that ‘the 1590s witnessed the rise of the celebrity player as an unprecedented phenomenon on the London stage’ (2005: 47–8). Mary Luckhurst and Jane Moody observe that the ‘verb “celebrate”, meaning “to make publicly known, to proclaim, publish abroad”, has a first citation of 1597; “celebrity” appeared circa 1600; . . . “famous” only began to gain currency in Shakespeare’s time’ (2005: 4). Celebrity, which has recently become a topic of considerable theoretical interest, offers a useful lens for making sense of the very different kinds of tragic structures that developed across early modern England and continental Europe.7
 As the period’s playwrights responded to the re-emergence of classical dramatic genres following the growing accessibility and circulation of Greek play, tragedies written and performed in early modern Italy, France and Spain continued to follow the female-based model of tragedy embodied in the period’s preferred classical models. This was the case even before women joined acting troupes in those countries, which sharply heightened interest in highlighting female roles.

The English were well aware that women acted professionally in continental Europe and that some actresses acquired significant fame. One late-sixteenth-century traveller abroad, Fynes Moryson, wrote of a professional playing company in Florence that ‘the parts of women were played by women . . . And one Lucinia a woman player, was so liked of the Florentines, as when she died they made her a monument with an Epitaph’ (cited in Ritchie 2017: 77). Travelling European troupes visited England, allowing local audiences to see women onstage without even crossing the channel (Brown 2021). There was even bemused agreement that women could be skilled performers. Thomas Coryat famously responded to seeing female players in Venice in 1611 with surprise that they could represent female characters as well as boys could: ‘I saw women act, a thing that I never saw before, though I have heard that it hath been sometimes used in London, and they performed it with as good a grace, action, gesture, and whatsoever convenient for a Player, as ever I saw any masculine Actor’ (cited in Ritchie 79).

The contrast between England’s male acting companies and their continental mixed-sex counterparts attracted discussion then and continues to do so now.8
 For the purposes of this volume and this chapter, it is especially striking that allowing women to perform on commercial stages had important consequences on shaping tragedy’s plots, themes, structures and tones. This was not inevitable: in theory, boy actors could do anything that female players could do. As Roberta Barker has discussed, boys were frequently touted for their exceptional theatrical skill (2009, 2015). Replying to Stephen Orgel’s question, ‘Why did the English stage take boys for women?’, Pamela Allen Brown has suggested that a ‘better question is not why but how’, arguing that talented boy actors allowed companies to reap the benefits of female performance (2021: 65). Even apprentice boy actors in adult male playing companies such as Shakespeare’s played some spectacular tragic roles such as Juliet, Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. Boy actors in children’s companies, where they were not simply apprentices, had even more scope, as critics including Lucy Munro and Andy Kesson have made clear (see Munro 2005; Kesson 2015).

In practice, however, bringing women onstage correlated with more and larger roles for female characters. David Amelang’s Rolecall database, which charts the speech of characters in early modern European theatre, shows that female characters speak considerably larger portion of lines in plays from Spain, France and Italy than in plays from England.9

 Its coverage is not comprehensive, but of the 193 plays currently listed as English tragedies performed between 1587 and 1643 on commercial stages (the Theatre in Shoreditch, the Globe, Blackfriars, Whitefriars, Red Bull and Cockpit/Phoenix), 22 per cent of lines are spoken by female characters. It is also worth noting that within this set, the plays performed by boys’ companies (the Children of Paul’s and the Children of the Chapel/Queen’s Revels/Blackfriars) have a far higher average portion of lines spoken by female characters: 32.5 per cent. In the plays performed by adult companies (Queen Henrietta’s Men, Lady Elizabeth’s Men, Chamberlain’s Men, King’s Men and Queen Anne’s Men), female characters speak an average of 18.8 per cent of the lines.

In countries with mixed-sex acting troupes, the rates are strikingly higher. There are no records from the unscripted, improvisational performances by Italy’s commedia dell’arte troupes, in which female performances were especially central, and other records are, again, not comprehensive. But the details we can find are telling. In Spain, of the fifty-one tragedies currently included by Rolecall in the category of stage plays (excluding aristocratic plays, closet dramas, street theatre, liturgical spectacles and musicals), female characters speak almost 27 per cent of lines in their plays; in France, applying the same filters, female characters speak almost 38 per cent of the lines of the 172 plays included; and of the ten Italian plays included in this category, they speak 26 per cent: all considerably higher than the 18.8 per cent of lines in included plays by England’s professional adult male companies (
Rolecall 2024). Given the well-documented skill of English boy actors, there are clearly other factors behind this discrepancy. And, as we saw in the case of English plays, theatrical celebrity offers a compelling reason.

Actresses were not the only force shaping prominent female roles in Europe. Carmen Sanz Ayán has observed that in sharp contrast with England and France, ‘in Spain from 1540 to 1710, approximately 11 per cent of all who directed and managed commercial theatrical performances were women’. Ayán has further argued that this proliferation of female managers shaped female roles (2015: 115). Female theatrical managers necessarily had experience with acting; as Maite Pascual Bonis has pointed out, they ‘needed to have worked as women actors and to be familiar with the business of the theatre’ and many ‘alternated roles as women actors with the job of women managers throughout their professional lives’ (2008: 83, 85). Women also authored substantial numbers of plays in early modern Spain, far more than in England (Samson 2011). Considering the industry at large, Barbara Fuchs notes that the ‘gender system of early modern Hispanic literary and theatrical production was . . . itself more inclusive and equitable than in England’ and suggests that ‘[t]his larger role and agency for women off stage may account for the more extensive representation of female agency within the drama itself’ (2023: 374). Yet among these other structural differences, the advent of women onstage in European national traditions became a signal focus for theatrical celebrity, which left a striking artistic imprint on plays’ plots, styles and tones.

Observing that in Spain, in contrast to England, ‘women not only were present on stages, but they also could reach the highest echelons of their profession and ultimately even head their own companies and write their own plays’, David Amelang concludes, ‘[t]hat one country allowed while the other forbade women from actively partaking in the creative theatrical process must have had a strong, indeed determining impact on the formulation, representation, and reception of women onstage’ (2019: 120). Alejandro García-Reidy sees the presence of actresses in continental Europe as evidence that the phenomenon of celebrity began earlier than 1660, when it has often been identified as responding to the rise of women on the English stage. In particular, he argues that understanding the origins of early modern celebrity requires considering ‘how fame and celebrity were generated and operated within the framework of Spanish commercial theatre’, where ‘new types of public renown expanded beyond the realm of the power elite and opened up to a vibrant society where ordinary men and women could become the focus of public attention, and gain prestige and success thanks not only to their accomplishments, but also to the charm and allure that theatre, the newest media of the time, put into circulation’ (2018: 181–2). Within this arena, actresses rapidly became the primary attraction.

Tragedy itself had a complicated place in the changing landscape of commercial continental theatre. Italian Renaissance playwrights wrote influential early female-centred tragedies based on classical models, including Gian Giorgio Trissino’s Sophonisba (1518), Giovanni Rucellai’s Rosmunda (1525), Giambattista Cinzio Giraldi’s Orbecche (1541), Pietro Aretino’s 
Orazia (1546) and Gugliemo Dolce’s Marianna (1565), but the mixed-sex commedia dell’arte troupes did not categorize productions as comic or tragic, and the actresses that commanded attention often moved fluidly between these modes in performance. Similarly, Spanish theatre rarely specified generic titles, and formal tragedies themselves were rare. Yet both countries sustained traditions of formal tragedy (Di Maria 2002; Sullivan 2018), and even beyond clear-cut examples of the genre, female performers attracted acclaim in hybrid plays for tragic elements including lament, madness and unrequited love. As in England, the attractions of celebrity players fulfilled a crucial function in drawing popular audiences to the historically elite and aristocratic genre.

Fascination with actresses took root first in Italy, with the development of the commedia dell’arte. Women such as Vittoria Piissimi, Isabella Andreini and Barbara Flaminia created enormous popular demand through their reputation for talent, sexual charisma, novelty and scandal. The new emerging mode of performance, according to Rosalind Kerr, ‘owed its unprecedented success to creating a mass market through the sensational packaging of its goods and services, [and] its secret weapon proved to be the addition of female performers’ (2008: 191). By 1595 Tommaso Garzoni wrote, of Piissimi, ‘[b]ut above all worthy of the highest honours is the divine Vittoria who metamorphoses herself on the stage: a beautiful sorceress of love, she entices the hearts of a thousand lovers with her words; a sweet siren, she enchants with smooth incantations the souls of her devout spectators’ (cited in Richards and Richards 1990; see also Parolin 2012: 18). Actresses quickly became the focal points of companies, which, as Kathleen McGill writes, ‘became known in reference to their female “stars”. Thus, Gonzaga of Mantua wrote to “Piissimi and her troupe”; the Desiosi were known as “those of Diana”; Marie de Medici wrote to her sister of “the actress Isabella and her company”, etc.’ (1991: 68). These women regularly overshadowed their male colleagues: McGill adds that ‘the men accompanying the troupes frequently were named in reference to the women, as, for example, Drusiano Martinelli, who, though famous in his right, was called the “husband of Angelica”’ (1991: 68).

Some sceptics complained that actresses’ popularity owed more to their erotic appeal than to artistic talent. One early critic, the Jesuit priest Gian Domenico Ottonelli, complained that a female performer earns money ‘because she pleases by singing and playing an instrument . . . beautiful actresses are often praised, flattered, and occasionally courted by people of rank’.10

 Yet even in attacking the motives behind audience interest in female performers, Ottonelli acknowledges their skill in ‘singing and playing’, and admirers went even further in praising their theatrical talent. In his 1625 treatise La Ferza (The Scourge), the author and actor Giovan Battista Andreini, son of famous diva Isabella Andreini, asked, ‘If the commedia is full of marvel and if admirability is a precept of this so rare dramatic poem, why should we deprive it of the greater marvel that it is to hear the astonishing wonder-working speaking woman in the theatre?’11

 For Andreini, female performance lay at the heart of the theatre’s popular attraction.

Isabella Andreini not only acted but also scripted her own performances, establishing full control over her image and theatrical style. In 1589 a contemporary, Giuseppe Pavoni, described her La Pazzia d’Isabella (The Madness of Isabella), which she performed in Florence to celebrate the wedding of Duke Ferdinando de’ Medici to Christine of Lorraine. The guise of madness allowed Andreini to showcase both her command of multiple languages and a dazzling array of multiple personae and moods. ‘Isabella’, he wrote,


like a madwoman, went running through the city, stopping now this one, now that one, and speaking now in Spanish, now in Greek, now in Italian, and many other languages, but all without reason: and among other things she set to speaking French and also singing certain little songs in the French manner, giving such delight to the most serene bride that she could hardly express it. (MacNeil 1995: 198; see also Halton 2008)



Just as Hamlet’s antic disposition, Othello’s jealous frenzy or Lear’s madness on the heath offered Burbage an opportunity to regale audiences with both changeability and extremity of emotion, La Pazzia d’Isabella allowed Andreini to step outside of ordinary behaviour and speech into an altered state of heightened intensity. As Jane Tylus has observed, her performance differed radically from depictions of madwomen as simply suffering or distraught, offering instead ‘testimony to Andreini’s linguistic and intellectual prowess, a dazzling display of learning that resists any one subject position, particularly that of victim’ (Tylus 1995: 79). With pleasing audiences the primary goal, using plot and character to highlight a player’s particular brand of theatrical virtuosity offered a winning formula. According to Pavoni, Andreini’s performance induced ‘such whispering and wonder in the audience that for as long as the world goes on, her beautiful eloquence and worth will be praised’ (MacNeil 1995: 199).

As La Pazzia d’Isabella shows, beyond drawing spectators and profits, actresses exerted a significant shaping influence over the commedia’s artistic style. Observing ‘that the development of repertory improvisation in the theatre occurred simultaneously with the appearance of women performers on the stage’, McGill argues that Italian female performers had a substantial role in developing this new and influential theatrical mode (1991: 59). In particular, she describes female contributions as shifting repertories from low comedy to a more sophisticated literary style: ‘Whereas prior to the participation of women, male troupes generally performed simple farces, women performers, according to the report of their contemporary audiences, demonstrated a facility for eloquent dialogue which surpassed that of the poets’ (1991: 61). In addition, she finds that contemporary emphasis on female skill at improvisation, ‘notably absent in references to the men, argues strongly that it was the women performers who introduced, developed, and excelled at the practice of comic repertory improvisation’ (1991: 65). Although McGill, like many scholars of the commedia, emphasizes its comic repertory, the eloquence and lofty register that she attributes to female influence – which she contrasts with ‘simple farces’ – were especially important elements in the tragic material that the troupes also developed. Traffic between the commedia and other theatrical forms ensured that actresses’ influence was felt on other stages as well (Sampson 2015).

As a result of the increasingly prominent focus on female celebrities, theatrical plots began to focus on their leading actresses’ most celebrated strengths, especially in love scenes and mad scenes. In contrast with the stories of powerful men falling from greatness that came to define London’s best-known tragedies, Italian plays cultivated plots centred on love and madness in order to showcase the affective intensity and physical virtuosity of their star actresses. Brown has credited the new Italian actresses not only with changing plays’ shapes but specifically with designing new tragic models to highlight their own theatrical strengths. ‘In raising their sights to the most prestigious genre and daring to play bold women of the highest rank,’ she writes, ‘the versatile actresses broke with decorum and brought a crowd-pleasing immediacy to moments of ecstasy, madness, cruelty, and death’ (Brown 2021: 91). In 1567, Luigi Rogna described Barbara Flaminia’s performance in a tragedy based on an episode in Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, noting that ‘Flaminia was much applauded for her cries of grief in her interpretation of a tragedy performed by her group, drawn from that story by Ariosto’ (cited Rose 2019: 111). Margaret Rose describes ‘Flaminia’s lead role as a grief-stricken wife in what must have been an action-packed revenge tragedy, in which her character determined the tragic ending by poisoning herself and her second husband, after which they die on top of her first husband’s corpse’ (2019: 111). Identified with a flair for emotional and erotic intensity, actresses pushed companies not only towards the prestige of tragedy but also towards the particular kinds of tragedy that would show them to their best advantage.


The success of Italian commedia actresses offered a model for other national traditions. Critics including Melveena McKendrick have traced the rise of Spain’s professional actresses especially to Italian influence.12

 In 1574 Barbara Flaminia travelled with the Ganassa company to Madrid, where documents of their visit show that they performed fragments from Giraldi Cinthio’s female-centred tragedy Orbecche in Spanish translation, alongside adaptations of Medea and Hecuba, highlighting what Brown has described as ‘the laments of tormented mothers and wives’ (2021: 97). This Italian actress-driven emphasis would go on to feature heavily in Spanish tragedy as well.

Spanish authorities vacillated for a time on whether it was worse to feature women or cross-dressed boys onstage, but with boys ultimately outlawed, actresses became consistent features of the theatrical landscape and acquired significant power.13

 As McKendrick has observed, ‘the wholesale emergence of female actors on the Spanish stage . . . at the end of the sixteenth century was a remarkable development’ (2004: 16). The commercial stage offered a new model of popular entertainment that created both stars and popular demand for them. Observing that ‘large audiences flocked to the playhouses to view performers on stage’, García-Reidy writes, ‘[s]ome of these men and women enjoyed such fame and public interest in their lives that they became early modern types of celebrities’ (2018: 172). Contemporary commenters bear out this claim, with a particular emphasis on the women. In his tirade ‘Against the Theater’, Lupercio Leonardo de Argensola decried the phenomenon of otherwise upstanding men devoting their attentions and resources to ‘the love of some silly little actress’, resulting in ‘many lewd and scandalous matters’ (Argensola 2018: 403). Others, however, praised the actresses’ art. In 1623, Richard Wynn, an Englishman travelling in Spain, wrote of Spanish players that ‘[t]he Men are indifferent Actors, but the Women are very good, and become themselves far better than any that I saw act those Parts, and far handsomer than any Woman I saw. To say the truth, they are the onely cause their Playes are so much frequented’ (cited in Tigner 2012: 173; see also Samson 2009).

These female performers were not merely ornamental; they had a constitutive role in shaping the period’s dramatic production. Amy Tigner has observed that ‘[w]omen’s legal right to be on the stage influenced the nature of the theatre itself: the writing of scripts, the methods of playacting, and finally the audience’s interaction with the plays and players’ (2012: 171). Their effect on playwriting, she points out, was analogous to the impact of playing company members in England: ‘Much like Shakespeare who had to make sure that he had sufficiently good roles for the shareholders in the company, Spanish playwrights wrote good scenes for principal actresses who were also politically important in the companies’ (2012: 172). Contemporary testimony bears out her claim: Lope de Vega’s heavily metatheatrical play Lo fingido verdadero (c. 1608), which depicts the life of a Roman actor, San Ginés, and his conversion to Christianity, indirectly echoes Hieronimo’s line in The Spanish Tragedy on the necessity of female performers: ‘Como te va de mugeres, / que sin ellas todo es nada’ [How are you doing for women? / Without them all is nothing] (cited in Tigner 2012: 172).

As in Italy, the visibility of actresses in Spain led to an unusual degree of fame, identified with unconventional lives both onstage and off (Boyle 2014). García-Reidy writes, ‘[t]hese performers became figures of fascination in a society that did not have any other comparable type of mass entertainment’ (2018: 171). Their popularity earned substantial rewards. Noting that the ‘celebrity status that some achieved had significant economic benefits’, García-Reidy has pointed out that ‘[s]alaries within professional theatrical companies were determined by the roles performed by each individual. However, at the same time they also depended on other factors related to their appearance, charm and appeal, which were especially relevant in the case of actresses, since they attracted part of the male audience to the playhouses’ (2018: 175). In a striking inversion of most industries, ‘[i]n early modern Spain, [the] gender wage gap in the theatrical show business actually favoured actresses, the hottest stars on the stage’ (2018: 176). One example, from 1658, showed that ‘the highest salary, 11 reales per day, was for the leading actress, Francisca de Valencia, whereas Juan de la Calle, who was not only the theatrical director but also the leading male actor, earned 10 reales per day’ (2018: 176). Similarly, ‘in 1658 the authorities in Madrid sent 400 reales to the famous actress Francisca Bezón so that she would accept to perform during the Corpus festivities, even though she had suffered a miscarriage two days before. Even in normal circumstances, actresses were paid a lot more than actors when performing during Corpus’ (2018: 176). Amelang similarly notes that ‘other than the manager himself (or herself!), the most important player by far was the primera dama or female lead’, adding that ‘[p]rimeras damas were literally the main attraction of their troupes, actresses of renown and significant celebrity who could earn up to three times more money than their male counterparts’ (2019: 122).

Plays did not have to be clearly defined as tragedies in order to highlight female tragic performance. Lope de Vega’s Fuenteovejuna (c.1612), which Fuchs describes as one ‘of the few comedias to achieve truly canonical status beyond the Hispanic world’ (2023: 376), places female heroism at the core of its violent story, which dramatizes an actual fifteenth-century village uprising. After Laurencia, the play’s protagonist, becomes the latest in a string of female villagers to be raped by the corrupt and predatory commander Fernán Gómez, she angrily confronts the village council on their inaction. Laurencia’s rapid switch of theatrical mode – from a teasing, jesting romantic heroine to a figure of passionate grief and fury – reflects the extreme emotional shifts for which the period’s actresses were so admired. ‘You let me pass, for I’ve a right / To enter where the men confer. / A woman may not have a vote / But she can make her voice be heard’ (Lope de Vega 2018: 97). Her moral outrage proves as persuasive as it is powerful: in response, the villagers band together to kill Gómez and go on to maintain their solidarity in the face of the magistrates’ grilling as to who carried out the crime, to which they respond only by saying ‘Fuenteovejuna did!’ (Lope de Vega 2018: 109)

Laurencia’s control over the villagers’ actions and her play’s plot reflects women’s broader prominence in Spanish dramatic roles and theatrical structures, not only in the playful comic arena conventionally allotted to love plots but also in the usually more serious and prestigious realm of the tragic. And as we see in Fuenteovejuna – a play featuring a wedding, a rape, a murder and an arguably triumphant ending – this generic division itself was often hard to sustain. Fuchs emphasizes that ‘in Spain, the term comedia simply means a play, and was applied to tragedies and tragicomedies as well as to fully comedic plots’ (2023: 373), and Amelang points out that ‘Golden Age theater, and Lope’s plays in particular, defy ready categorization as either tragedies or comedies’ (Amelang 2019: 123). Yet regardless of generic terminology, serious plays featuring violence and grief often found women at their centres. And as in Italy, the tragic sphere increasingly came to encompass plots involving love, courtship, marriage, jealousy and sexual predation, rather than the English emphasis on the falls of kings or other powerful men, to showcase the attractions of star female performers.

Tragedy has stayed alive, over many centuries and borders, in large part through its formal elasticity and the evolutions spurred by its new settings. Despite many attempts to pin it down, it has never had a singular identity and form but instead has found meanings and audiences by adapting to the times and places through which it travels. Along these travels, it has evolved in large part because companies have reimagined what tragic protagonists look like, which inevitably changes the genre’s plots, themes and structures. The genre’s forms depend on local conventions, conditions and raw materials, beginning and ending especially with the people who make the plays. Early modern writings show that they understood tragedy as rooted in the classical world – and specifically rooted in ancient Athens – but as the genre crossed borders, acting troupes in London, Madrid, Paris, Venice and elsewhere made their own versions of the genre based on making the most of what – or rather whom – they had.



Notes
1 For generously reading and advising on earlier versions of this essay, I would like to thank the editors of this volume – Philipp Lammers, Juliane Vogel and Christina Wald – as well as David Amelang, Barbara Fuchs and Lucy Munro. For help with research and formatting, I am grateful to Jessica Lugo.2 On female performances in early modern England, see Brown and Parolin 2005, McManus and Munro 2015, McManus 2002, Ritchie 2017, Stokes 2015 and Tomlinson 2005.3 Twelve out of nineteen of the extant plays attributed to Euripides in the period were titled for female protagonists, as were two out of the seven plays attributed to Aeschylus and three of the seven plays attributed to Sophocles. On the interest in women’s heroic triumph in these plays, see Pollard 2017.4 On Polus’s performance as Sophocles’ Electra, see Gellius 1927: 6.6; on Theodorus’s performance as Sophocles’ Electra, see Plutarch 1603: 787, Duncan 2005 and O’Connor 1908: 101.5 See also Gurr 1963.6 On clowns and their fame, see Halasz 1995; Wiles 2005; and Preiss 2014.7 Beyond Roach 2007, a journal titled Celebrity Studies, founded in 2010, has dedicated itself to the academic study of celebrity; see also Turner 2004 & 2010, Morgan 2011, Inglis 2010 and Deutermann, Hunter and Gurnis 2021.8 For reflections on the reasons behind these differences, see Orgel 1996 and Heise 1992.9 
Rolecall; see also Amelang 2019 and Amelang 2018.10 G. D. Ottonelli, ‘Se si permettono le meretrici, non si possono anche permettere i mercenarii comedianti?’ (‘If prostitutes are legal, couldn’t we also accept the commercial actresses?’), in Taviani, La fascinazione, 441–3, cited in, and translated by, Kerr 2008: 193.11 Andreini 1625, in Marotti and Romei 1991: 510; cited in, and translated by, Kerr 2008: 194.12 ‘It was probably the Italian players of the commedia dell’arte who, in the late 1580s, introduced into the Spanish theatre the idea of using professional actresses’ (McKendrick 2006: 72).13 On the legal debates and developments, see especially Heise 1992.
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 Travelling with Orpheus in early modern European opera

Dörte Schmidt


More than any other theatrical culture, the Italian-influenced opera of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries was a European phenomenon that travelled far beyond Italian theatres, as far as Scandinavia and the Russian czar’s court (Callela 2013: 171–81). For pragmatic reasons alone, the genre developed forms that made this kind of migration possible; as a result, Italian opera forms flourished while subject to the most diverse cultural, political and theatrical constraints. This chapter will examine Italian opera as a travelling form, focusing in particular on formal strategies in tragic scenes.


Why Orpheus? Or: The tragic opera scene as a transitory form

It was precisely the mobility and flexibility of Italian opera forms that distinguished them as complementary models from the structures of the French theatre system, which was centred in Paris and the French court. The French tragédie en musique competed directly with the tragédie classique in the system of courtly forms of representation institutionalized in a landscape of privileged theatres, as the genre name programmatically indicates.1
 Italian-influenced dramma per musica, on the other hand, was embedded in very different theatrical, social and political landscapes.2
 While the dramma per musica had replaced spoken drama in Italy and (until the advent of the bourgeois tragedy) in the German-speaking world, in England it also had to be positioned in the early eighteenth century against a tradition of classical spoken drama. After the Edict of Nantes, England had become an important country of exile for French Protestants, and so for political reasons a direct formal reference to the prestige media of the French court was out of the question. Against this background, opera was positioned in new circumstances by carrying out specific modifications of the Italian model.

As a form of representation, dramma per musica always interacted in political, cultural and social contexts and took on diplomatic tasks through cultural politics. By offering symbolic spaces for action, its aesthetic forms create both political and social meaning. A crucial aspect of the political or diplomatic mission of such prestige aesthetic forms was that they were not directly oriented towards universal aesthetic progress as individual expressions of creative subjects but rather towards meaningful forms of relation, such as codification, transfer, appropriation or rejection. Further development was only one of many possibilities in this multifocal communicative field. What happened here was a matter of productive interaction. Opera thus offers a field of investigation for studying the conditions under which tragic theatrical forms travelled. It is a field as complex as it is revealing.


Dramma per musica and tragédie en musique share with the tragic model a high degree of formalization, which indicates their orientation towards dramatic idealization, as opposed to comedy or opera buffa, which on the level of character formation are based on typification. Such dramatic ideals, however, manifested themselves formally in different ways. Since the late seventeenth century, the various criteria have been the subject of numerous, quite polemical disputes over the supremacy of Italian or French opera. In the broader context of tragic theatre, these disputes are interesting because they focus on the relationship of both operatic models to classical tragedy, not only in terms of plot but also and especially in terms of the genre’s formal structures. Behind the polemical opposition between drama and virtuoso showpiece, to which the vocal-emphasized Italian opera was often exposed, lies the crucial question of whether and how singing actors can be credibly motivated on the dramatic stage.

In a sense, French opera subjected music to the formal conventions of spoken tragedy including a five-act structure, the scene as the smallest formal unit and the monologue as the central form, musically arranged as récitatif.3
 By contrast, Italian opera seria codified a three-act structure, with musical formal units (recitative and aria) taking precedence over dramatic ones. Following the Italian logic, the smallest formal unit of a dramma per musica is defined musically, so the sung monologue would at some point typically be formed by two formal units: recitative and da capo aria. The question of dramatic credibility, or, in the terms of French theatrical theory, vraisemblance, which is crucial to tragedy, remained to be resolved in Italian opera. In the Italian dramma per musica, the inherent tension persisted between recitativo singing as enhanced declamation following the formal rules of speech and arias as independent forms of musical expression.


The different formal principles followed by the authors in France and the Italian-influenced parts of Europe also had consequences for transmission and codification, and likewise for performance practices. In France, for example, both the libretto and the music were printed, while in Italian-speaking theatre only the libretto was usually published, with the musical realization being part of the respective stage production. While the French tragédie en musique could count on stable ensembles, the Italian-speaking opera landscape was often characterized by a high degree of fluctuation. Individual singers were replaced, or singers travelled with their roles in different productions, taking their showpieces with them to new performance contexts, even in serious operas – which is easier to do within a structure determined by musical conventions. It was not only the works themselves that were mobile but also the individual arias with the singers. In fact, the inclusion of music expanded the levels of and opportunities for possible travelling.

Consequently, music theatre, in which different media types (text, music, staging) always interact, offered specific physical and formal possibilities for transport. Key was whether migrating performers transport embodied forms, or authors, or even scripts that convey textual and/or musical forms in handwriting or print, in their entirety or in parts. Not only could the productive relationship be negotiated between a ‘model’ (which refers to a consistent ‘ontological, epistemic, normative, or material order’) and a ‘token’ (which ‘as an established symbol . . . [serves] as a replacement or evidence of the order for which it stands’), as highlighted by Behrends, Park and Rottenburg (2014: 3), but also the retroactive effects of migrating formal models can be brought to the fore.

The Orpheus myth tells the story of a singer par excellence who during his travels is enabled by music to master several challenges, from enchanting the Sirens and pacifying wild animals to overcoming the guardians of the underworld to rescue his beloved Euridice; this is the most popular passage in the opera because of its link between music and love (Gluck 2014). Since this plot is not a tragedy per se, why should it, of all plots, provide suitable cases for mobility in the tragic field? If one were to look for tragedies in the history of opera, one would find numerous examples that seem more appropriate to the genre, notably Iphigenia or Phaedra. Nevertheless, Orpheus is a particularly revealing case for discussing the formal conditions of and possibilities for the migration of tragic situations in music, because the mobility of these tragic situations is inherent in it. That the story was placed in the context of tragic action from the very beginning of its adaptation for the operatic stage can be deduced from the fact that the sixteenth-century Italian poet and opera librettist Ottavio Rinuccini provided his libretto with a prologue, in which La Tragedia herself appears as an allegorical figure and apologizes for the conciliatory ending, which is not really appropriate to the drama but is required by the prestige context of the performance (see Rinuccini 1600: 9–10).

In Orpheus operas, the question of travelling tragedy concerns not only the migration of the play itself but also of scenes within the play: the formal devices of the scene, a formally domesticated space, can serve here as a transitory form, offering the possibility of acting in tragic situations, allowing for failure and for proactive intervention into or resistance to fate.4
 Music, as the myth implies, functions as an enabling force under conditions of dislocation and cultural discrepancy. As a singer, Orpheus enters drastically different contexts. With music, he has at his disposal a language that allows him not only to be heard but also to be understood by other species and in the underworld. The Orpheus myth presents music as a universal language that not only bridges the most diverse cultures and regions but also potentially expands the space of communication beyond the boundaries of the human being. These are the conditions that govern its mobility.

The plot of Orfeo et/ed Euridice highlights the role of music in tragic border crossings: The singer as hero embodies the possibilities of his art for overcoming tragic crises. The tragic model of the conflict between duty and desire runs throughout the story, albeit with changing participants. Thanks to the versions of the story from Ovid and Virgil that were widely available in the eighteenth century, librettists could assume that contemporary audiences were familiar with the backgrounds and variations of these tragic conflicts. Orpheus loses his beloved to a snakebite (provoked, in some versions, by her fleeing from a rival) and struggles to come to terms with his loss. His reaction directly refers to the motif of mobility and the supernatural power of music. He threatens the gods by descending into the underworld himself to bring her back. Delivered by Amor as a messenger of the gods, Zeus’ offer to grant Orpheus access to Hades transforms the heroic task of overcoming Cerberus, the guardian of Hades, into a musical one. This task ultimately proves to be solvable for the singer Orpheus. His music causes the ferryman Caronte to be dissuaded from his duty to refuse to cross the Styx into the underworld; Hades cannot resist either and releases Euridice. (Ultimately this reverses the story of the Sirens, except that Caronte and Hades obviously could not take any precautions to prevent the breach of duty.) However, the conflict between duty and love that Zeus imposes on Orpheus for the return journey, the requirement that he must not turn and look at his beloved on the way back, proves to be unresolvable. The interesting question for opera history, especially against the background of the changing dramatic ideals during the eighteenth century, is what consequences follow from this tragic conflict, that is, how the plot ends.


The various models for tragic scenes in opera provide the formal possibilities for the pivotal points in this plot. Orpheus operas in particular qualify as a laboratory for formal experiments on the level of scenes and their musical equivalents (recitative and aria): The plot, like few others, allows dramatists to test and illuminate the specific formal conditions of the transport and rearticulation of tragic situations in the media compound of language, music and staging. The libretti refer to them and offer formal suggestions that the composition can then take up, reformulate, modify or counteract. They can be taken as models or tokens, to use the terminology of Behrens, Park and Rottenburg. On the level of form, scenic models can thus be put up for discussion, not only by referring to the models as such and thus to the theatrical reference system they represent but also by transforming them into formal tokens of a new reference system.

This is why we find Orpheus at a central crossroads in the development of opera seria in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: from Florence, with Jacopo Peri’s setting of a libretto by Ottavio Rinuccini commissioned for the wedding of King Henry IV of France to Maria de Medici (the first opera to survive in its entirety) and the competing composition of the same text by Giulio Caccini, Monteverdi’s Mantuan version of 1608 based on Alessandro Striggio’s text, and Luigi Rossi’s Orfeo (to a text by Francesco Buti of 1647, commissioned for the Paris Carnival and the first Italian opera in Paris) and others, to Gluck’s famous treatment of this plot in the second half of the eighteenth century. Gluck’s version, to which we now turn, was seen as a contribution to one of the far-reaching and highly politically connoted debates between the French- and Italian-influenced opera worlds on the question of opera’s theatrical possibilities (see Kapp 2016 and also Kapp 2011).



Gluck’s Orfeo as a test run

The capacity of travelling forms in opera, and the significance of tragic opera scenes as transitory forms, can be explored in greater detail using a specific example: Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s Orfeo and its travels through Europe from Vienna to Parma and Paris,5
 especially those versions in which Gluck himself was involved as author.6
 These versions, directly related to Gluck, were embedded in a kind of public campaign that provides particularly revealing source material for the questions discussed here.

Gluck’s Orfeo was conceived from the outset as a setting for travelling models in a specific way. The genre designations of the printed scores signal that this opera is a contribution to the current debate on musical tragedy. The published Viennese version (Gluck 1764, printed in Paris) uses the term azione teatrale to refer to a genre that emphasizes formal freedom in the three-act scheme it shares with the dramma per musica. This version refers to the tragic genre, respecting the unity of place and time by moving the setting from Thrace to Lake Avern, which was considered the entrance to the underworld in ancient Rome. The printed French version, on the other hand, explicitly places the work in the tragic genre on the title page, calling it a tragédie opéra (Paris 1774, overturning the Italian three-act deviation from the five-act model).7



Coming from an Italian opera culture and a court whose court poet Pietro Metastasio had written what were probably the most travelled libretti of his time, Gluck and Calzabigi, by adopting French forms, invited the dramatic model thus codified to step onto a foreign stage. Orfeo stages cultural mobility by addressing formal conventions of two different origins. This opens up a space of negotiation between two different languages or cultures of opera. The very first scene of the Vienna version programmatically introduces the key intercultural character of Orfeo: the authors have their Orfeo figure, conceived as a castrato part – and thus unmistakably the most Italian-influenced of all vocal subjects – formally step into a French space and thus into a foreign dramaturgical system. He enters a scene which opens with a chorus, a formal strategy familiar from France in which strophic forms with embedded recitatives, arias, arioso sections or dances were used to group scenes into larger units and establish large-scale relationships. In French tragédies en musique choral airs have usually been used for this purpose since Lully. At first glance, Calzabigi seems to be blending this chorus with the expected Italian opening of recitative and aria. Orfeo interrupts the chorus’s lament for the loss of Euridice and sends the lamenters away. The chorus sings the verse that concludes the scene, then departs, leaving Orfeo alone. At this point, Orfeo could move on to an elaborate da capo aria expected in the Metastasian operatic tradition and associated with this type of role and his castrato voice. But he does not. Instead, Calzabigi and Gluck use the stanzaic strategy for Orfeo’s monologue in the second part of the scene to build a simple romance in triple meter interrupted by dolorous, recitative-like, French-inspired invocations. Here the formal closing potential of the strophic form is not used. Instead, the scene concludes with Orfeo accusing the gods, which at the end brings out the dramatic power of the French recitative monologue. Right at the beginning of the opera, Calzabigi and Gluck thus open up the formal and expressive potential of French opera to the main character, whose voice is unmistakably Italian; here forms merge without losing their cultural (and even national) signatures. That is precisely what makes them so relevant in terms of Habsburgian cultural policy of that time. With this opening, Gluck addresses the specific needs of the Viennese context. In the revision for Paris, this tension was out of the spotlights for various reasons – first of all, of course, because Orphée is no longer a castrato but is now a tenor, for whom these forms of expression are genuinely appropriate and consistent. By changing the tessitura, that is, the range, and the type of voice, the authors abandon a register that was meaningful for Vienna but at the same time make the piece suitable for the French context. Obviously, the meaning of the formal strategies in this piece changed with the context.

The work was first performed in Vienna in 1762 on the occasion of the Emperor’s name day. Two years later it was printed as a score in Paris at the instigation and expense of Giaccomo Durazzo, then general director of the Vienna Court Theater.8
 At the same time, a French version of the libretto was published in Paris, translated by the lawyer and playwright Pierre-Louis Moline. In Parma, which had become dynastically linked to the Habsburgs in 1760 through the marriage of Isabella of Bourbon-Parma to the future Emperor Joseph II, the play was performed in 1769, modified for a new singer in the title role, as the final act of Feste di Apollo, a production consisting of three independent one-act plays on the occasion of the marriage of the Habsburg Archduchess Maria Amalia to the Infante Ferdinand of Parma. Finally, in 1774, a newly composed version of the work, now in French with libretto by Moline, was performed on the stage of the Opéra in Paris as part of a major opera commission. Gluck, who had come to Paris in the entourage of Marie-Antoinette after her wedding, performed not only new compositions but also programmatic adaptations of his often so-called Viennese reform works – a kind of cross-check to see whether and how these pieces would work under French conditions. Orphée was the second of Gluck’s operas to be performed in Paris, after the tragédie 
Iphigénie en Aulide,9
 but the first of these test runs.




Renversement des alliances and the impact of form

The political framework for these productions was obviously provided by Maria Theresia and her cabinet.10

 Orfeo appeared in the midst of a cultural campaign for a rapprochement between the Habsburgs (Italian-oriented on the operatic stage) and the Bourbons in the context of the so-called renversement des alliances, a policy closely associated with the name of the state chancellor, Wenzel Count Kaunitz. The question of how Italian opera might learn from French opera and vice versa was much discussed at the time. The first step was to establish a French opéra comique troupe at the Burgtheater, to avoid explicitly entering the field of dramma per musica (see Brown 1991). The cultural-political rapprochements were negotiated and then gradually affected the central festive serious operas, accompanied by a media campaign.11
 Gluck and Calzabigi take into account the aesthetic background, the far-reaching European debate on the question of a musical drama, which was oriented towards French spoken theatre, by taking up the criticized conventions and modifying them in a revealing way.

This is evident not only at the beginning but also at the end of Orfeo/Orphée. In keeping with the occasion of a festive opera, the work follows the operatic convention of the happy ending that deviates from the tragic protocol. However, in the way they execute this form and in whom they allow to enter it, the authors play with models from the Italian and French traditions: no veritable deus ex machina floats out of the laced floor of the stage machinery (in Monteverdi’s version, Apollo still intervened here, and the French opera used such divine spectacles up to the eighteenth century). Instead, in both versions it is Amor, the son of Venus and Mars, who enters the scene. His special quality is that he can cause confusion in the world of men as well as in the world of the gods (a similar position is occupied by Hercules a little later in Alceste). This Cupidus deus ex machina does not come from outside at the end. He is part of the argument and enters the stage in the second scene of the opera. As an allegorical figure, he is a prerequisite for the plot, for the love that unites Orfeo and Euridice. It cannot therefore be explained as part of the convention – in the sense of the Rinuccinian apology of La Tragedia, for example – but represents competing criteria within a potentially tragic plot. When Cupid appears in the second scene, he proclaims the condition under which Orfeo can bring his beloved back to life, thus setting the test that is ultimately impossible to fulfil under the conditions of truly human love; he then sings his little chirpy aria with a simple refrain and leaves. One might say that unlike Orfeo, Cupid appears in an Italianate setting and in a somewhat down-tuned style. Orfeo now passes Cupid’s test by failing it for love and thus showing himself to be human.

The shift in judging the conflict between duty and inclination is symptomatic of the changes that the Enlightenment brought to the concept of humanity. The opera celebrates this at the end with the reappearance of Cupid in the dramatic outcome that Italian convention has in store for him. However, this is not formally followed by an elaborate lieto fine, as the opera seria with its heaven of gods would prescribe here, but takes account of this inner-worldly sphere of the human being by leaping into the very genre that had devoted itself to these humans: the French opéra comique, with which Viennese audiences had been familiar for some years from the Burgtheater. In fact, Gluck composed a classic vaudeville finale: a strophic song with choral ritornellos and solo verses for each of the three main characters. In this way, he relates this finale to a new theatrical ideal. In essence, Orfeo simultaneously positions itself within the contemporary European opera landscape and draws conclusions from the formal-historical constellation that Reinhard Kapp (2011) has delineated in the early Orpheus settings, which trace back to Peri and Caccini and which can be directly traced to Gluck. In both respects, the interplay of form and content has consistently constituted the fundamental linchpin of musical drama.

In the Lettre sur le mechanisme de l'opéra italien, published anonymously in Paris in 1756 (with Naples as the fictitious place of printing), a path of practical exploration was charted which would later lead to an opera that is neither Italian nor French but suitable for presenting the new political self-image of the Habsburg Empire, which almost logically claimed European validity and included France. For Vienna, therefore, French influences are clearly inscribed in the opera and thus encounter the well-known Italian traditions in the work (and not only in Orfeo): ‘If this project can be carried out, it can only be done by comparing the opera forms and analyzing the parts’, says the Lettre (Lettre 1756: viii).12
 
Orfeo unmistakably follows this method. The impression of a synthesis is achieved above all by blurring the strict separation of recitatives and arias so characteristic of Italian opera. In favour of a design that is more strongly oriented towards the scene as a dramatic unit, Gluck dispensed with secco recitatives, which are accompanied only by the basso continuo group (violoncello and harpsichord), in favour of the orchestral recitative customary in France, so that the break is less obvious in its sonority, even though formally not much has changed. As Gluck’s Orpheus operas show, the cultural-political strategies of the Habsburg renversement des alliances proved to be integrative formal politics geared towards mobility in the theatre.



Literarization and mobility

The two poles that shape Gluck’s composition parallel two traditions of the literarization of opera: the first of these was the frequent transcending of performance via script that emerged in the late seventeenth century.13
 In France, the written record of tragédie en musique as printed scores explicitly became the medium of canonization, following the model of classical spoken drama. Both printing and performance were protected by royal privilege. The operas that Jean-Baptiste Lully and his congenial librettist Philippe Quinault created for Louis XIV remained in the repertoire of the Paris Académie Royale de la Musique for about 100 years, experiencing numerous revivals and new stagings, which the press explicitly discussed in reference to the published text.

Consequently, few already existing librettos were set in France during this period. And these libretti made reference to a specific musical subtext secured by the recent stage repertoire and/or by published scores. This reference was one of the paradigms for new compositions of this kind.14
 In the Italian sphere of influence, the work that was literarized and thus also became repertoire was usually not the score but the libretto. The latter usually was formally related to the music (in terms of strophic form, rhyme and meter) but was necessarily not tied to a specific composition. New compositional settings of pre-existing libretti were common. From this point of view, the music belonged to the staging, the interpretation of the poetry. The music was key to the exclusivity and novelty of each performance and was therefore directly tailored to the venue and the participants – in particular, collaborations in the Italian hemisphere between singers and composers were more direct than in France.15



The publication of Gluck’s Viennese Orfeo, taking into account the cultural-political circumstances, oscillates from the beginning between the Italian tradition, committed to Metastasio’s libretti for the Habsburg court, and the French tradition, which offered specific possibilities for transporting formal elements of the work. This is indicated by the scores of the Viennese version published in Paris in 1764 and 1774. The print of the Viennese version documents the performance, providing the names of the ballet master, the stage designer and the singers, alongside that of the composer. The published score of the French version of 1774 contains no information about the performance, but it does contain a dedication to the Queen – the House of Habsburg-Lorraine’s Marie Antoinette. Traces of travel are likewise present in the printed work. This published score obviously assumes that its readers are at least aware of the earlier Viennese version or even familiar with its score, because the revisions (e.g. the addition of the ballets, new instrumentation, etc.) are explicitly indicated by the note ‘R(efait)’, placed in one instance right at the opening chorus of the first act, such that one notices it immediately. The libretto print also addresses a broader perspective in that it is not a performance libretto, the latter of which functions as a programme and thus documents the occasion.16
 Even in the context of the Viennese premiere, a whole series of publications appeared with clearly different aims. Not only was there an Italian libretto print documenting the details of the performance (the participants, the scenic peculiarities, the stage changes, the ballet scenarios, etc.): as was customary in Vienna, a German translation was produced in parallel by Jacob Anton Edler von Ghelen, preserved until today in two versions. The first of these was a programme issued by Ghelen’s publishing house in 1762, featuring the names of the authors and performers and scenarios of the ballets. The second, clearly made using Ghelen’s printing plates, was a literary version as part of the Deutsche Schaubühne series.17
 In addition, a bilingual edition in Italian and French was immediately published in Vienna by Ghelen’s rival publisher, the university and court printer Trattner. The title of this edition has no mention of the translator, but the subtitle is traduction libre (free translation). This libretto preserves the formal world of Italian poetry and provides a kind of reading aid for French readers. Two years later, in 1764, a French libretto translated by Pierre-Louis Moline was published in Paris to accompany the score of the Viennese version printed that same year. The prints of the Viennese and Parisian versions of Orfeo and Orphée, respectively, both published in Paris, highlight an intertextual play with the formal possibilities of Italian and French opera, at both the textual and compositional levels. With the libretto and the score emancipated from the performance, the media – here, the libretti – in which form is transported from one location to another prove to be mutable, adaptable carriers of meaning.



Prosody and metrics, distance and translation

Evidently, Moline translated the composed text from the score and not from an Italian libretto edition. Moline’s version does not map the formal suggestions of the Italian libretto print with respect to strophic forms (e.g. a two-strophe text, which might have met the needs of da capo arias for Orfeo) but follows the composed version with all its repetitions and so on and chooses instead to shift the attention to the levels of meter and prosody. Moline seeks to follow the metrical conditions of the composition as closely as possible (i.e. to obtain a text that can be sung or read directly to the music). The metre is immediately evident to the French audience, to whom adaptations of the scene structure only become apparent when comparing the text versions (e.g. the division of the first scene into two scenes right at the beginning of the opera, following the formal connection through the strophic forms of the chorus and the Orfeo aria). In principle, Italian and French verse metrics are essentially incompatible with each other, such that Moline’s French verses must, when measured by French standards, often appear metrically off due to their binding to the pre-existing, metrically Italian music. In the preface to his translation, Moline therefore immediately addresses this problem, one which is particularly stark in the context of musical composition:



Calzabigi is the author of Italian poetry. In the translation, we have kept as close as possible to the words of the original: Our feeble work has required more indulgence than any other, because of the extraordinary difficulty of adapting the French verses to the expressive music of an opera which has already been successfully performed in the principal theaters of Europe.18
 (Moline 1774: 4)



Fundamental difficulties arise with regard to the verse forms customary for operatic texts: in Italy, seven-syllable and eleven-syllable verses (usually without end rhymes) are used for the recitatives in the libretto. In French serious opera, however, the vers heroïque – the twelve-syllable Alexandrian (indicating opera’s equal footing with the spoken theatre) – is softened by eight-syllable verses. (Both types of verse are usually rhymed, thus exposing rather than concealing the formal patterns and constraints of the speech.) Moreover, these French verse forms are characterized by fixed accents and pauses, which are key for the composer, whereas in Italian verse, these are partly variable and also offer relative compositional freedom. While in Italian recitative verse the composer’s task is to set the accents with the greatest possible variety and thus to achieve the freest possible diction under the conditions of versified speech at the highest stylistic level, in French, changes in the setting of the accents are always perceived as an intentional and meaningful transgression of the rules (e.g. as a sign of strong inner movement).

The fierceness of the confrontation between the different prosodic and metric practices becomes clear not only in the recitatives but also in the strophic texts of the arias and choruses, as can be observed in the famous Underworld scene at the beginning of Act II, again a strophic choral scene oriented on the French model introduced at the very beginning of the opera. But this chorus of the Furies (who are then defeated by Orfeo’s singing) in a French strophic form at least sings in Italian verse form, thus marking them as Italian operatic figures who have ended up in a French scene. Programmatically, Calzabigi uses a verse traditionally associated in Italian opera with scenes of the Furies, one which opera-literate audiences will immediately identify and link to this type of scene: the so-called quinario sdrucciolo, a five-syllable or six-syllable verse with a dactylic ending (i.e. the stress on the third-to-last syllable, the sdrucciolo).19
 This form does not exist in French, but the translator, following the composition, decided to keep it in his version, despite the difficult prosodic circumstances. One can hear clear imperfections and frictions with the composed metre in almost every verse of the translation. However, these intentional frictions emphasize the difference from the Italian tradition and ensure that it is noticed. In a way, Calzabigi used this to build an Italian framework for the tenor cast in Paris, which is less a problem of translating content and more one that emphasizes questions of form.

Libretti can convey their own information at a musical formal level. As can be seen from the readily available facsimiles, eighteenth-century printed libretti placed great emphasis on the careful typographical marking of verse and strophic forms, to which the composer then refers musically. The strophic arias and choral texts are clearly typographically distinguished from the recitative verses, for through typography the librettist signals compositional formal traditions that the composer can then either take up or subvert. In the case of Calzabigi’s libretto, this is interesting not only because of the adoption of the formative function of strophic choruses and arias from the French tradition discussed above (which the author inscribes in his libretto, as can be seen in the first scene) but also with regard to the da capo aria, which was under scrutiny at the time and which hardly appears in this opera (see von Ammon, Krämer, and Mehltretter 2017).



Arias as models and tokens

The libretti demonstrate how authors experimented with operatic models and tokens. In Italian libretti (of the Metastasian type), aria texts were usually notated as two-verse texts whose stanzas usually had between three and five lines. The da capo was not usually notated: rather, it was considered a natural part of this formal tradition. This strophic form is found in Calzabigi several times in the context of Italian scenes with a recitative followed by such an aria text. This was present in the very first scene for Orfeo’s entrance, then continued in further stanzas. This is clearly present in the second scene of the first act for Amor, in the first scene of the third act for Euridice and in the same scene for Orfeo – the famous ‘Che faro’. Each of the characters thus has at least one such strophic text, which for Orfeo and Euridice would typically imply a da capo form.20
 It is notable that only one of these texts, the one for Euridice, is composed in the da capo form. Consequently, this is the only text that can be identified as da capo within Moline’s translation.

Particularly striking, however, is Orfeo’s aria and its function in the formal compositional setting of the central tragic scene of Act III, where he hopes to regain his beloved but immediately loses her. This scene shows succinctly how the formal strategies of libretto and composition interact under conditions of formal and cultural referentiality. Calzabigi’s libretto text offers a classical Italian scene layout that begins with a recitative, then provides an entrance aria for Euridice: in two stanzas, as such potentially ready for da capo form. This is followed by a short recitative, then a text for Orfeo’s aria, also in two stanzas, but now with explicit mention of a da capo. In terms of the Italian conventions, the scene should end here – if Orfeo were a representative of the Italian formal world and accepted Calzabigi’s offer of a da capo aria. However, from an Italian point of view, with the death of Euridice a dramaturgical challenge had occurred: if Calzabigi had followed the Italian formal convention directly, Euridice would have had to leave the stage after her aria and possibly die backstage. Nevertheless the librettist has her die on the open scene, and in the face of the dead Euridice Gluck can allow Orfeo to fall back on his genuine expressive possibilities: the composer dramatizes this aria in strophic form with recitative interpolations and opens it up into a French-influenced recitative monologue.

The bending of this scene into the French repertoire of form and expression seems more consistent than the da capo form for the dramatic representation of the grief of Orfeo, who has supposedly failed in his task. This bending also allows the dead Euridice to remain on the stage and be found by Cupid in the next scene. According to Italian convention, it would not have been possible to react to a heroine sinking into a deathly sleep on stage.21
 The impetus for the reversal of the central scene of the third act thus already lies in the supposedly substantive impulse to leave Euridice on stage: hence, Calzabigi directs the formal readings of the text of the Orfeo aria. But now that Amor finds Euridice on stage in the following scene, he can put his solution to the problem into action and bring the play to a happy conclusion. The formal multidimensionality, however, only becomes clear in the comparison between libretto poetry and compositional realization; one would not be able to follow this play with formal conventions closely if the libretto text had formally followed the compositional setting. In this sense, the libretto is a genre in its own right, one that demands to be read according to its own rules.

A glance at the libretto of the Paris version shows how the play with Italian and French formal possibilities in this scene was tailored to the Viennese context and an audience trained in the traditions of Metastasian opera. In the end, this tailoring also determines what can be read as ‘model’ and what as ‘token’. The adaptation to the tradition of the central genre of the Paris Opéra, the tragédie en musique, becomes abundantly clear in the finale: the original vaudeville finale (itself a subversive joke told via the confrontation of the formal requirements of a lieto fine in dramma per musica with the opéra comique tradition in Vienna and its link to Paris) must be reinterpreted as a veritable final divertissement, the dance parts of which are indicated in the libretto. To this end, the penultimate scene was also subject to reconfiguration. While in Vienna it celebrates Orfeo’s pain and Euridice’s resurrection in a large recitative scene, in Paris it is considerably shortened: it features a trio of the three protagonists and at the same time musically concludes the actual action while also inaugurating the great celebration of the final ballet.

In Paris, a shift in interest is evident in the mode in which the various forms are handled. This can already be seen in the first act: although it remained more or less unaltered, it changed its function. It was no longer necessary to emphasize the Frenchness of the form as an alternative to Italian-influenced solutions. Similar shifts can be observed in the previously mentioned central scene of the third act: in the libretto print of the Paris version the two-stanza structure of the aria texts for Euridice and for Orfeo is condensed into a single stanza, such that it is no longer possible to let Italian formal tradition shine through. (Likewise, the problem of making it clear onstage that Euridice has died is no longer a reason to reject this tradition.) As a logical consequence the musical realization of this formal proposal as a da capo aria for Euridice, which in the Viennese version made the Italian opera as interpretative horizon audible, now also finds a new solution: the B part of the da capo aria is arranged as a duet for Orphée and Euridice, followed by the repetition of the soloistic A part.22
 But it was now no longer necessary to emphasize the formal subtext, that is, to make this solution visible as a reading of a da capo text. The Paris version encountered a different horizon of reception. The journey not only changed the forms themselves but also the ways in which meaning is assigned to them: models could be turned to tokens and vice versa.



The coda: From productive interplay to aesthetic teleology

The Orpheus plot, with its variety of tragic situations, provides a paradigmatic example of tragic forms both as models and as tokens. This makes it an especially rich exemplar of travelling forms, particularly in the context of opera, where the consequences can be observed on various interacting levels: regarding musical and poetical forms, addressing cultural, political and aesthetic dimensions. In consequence, the Orpheus operas are particularly suited for discussion of travelling forms. This also applies to the subsequent reception of these works, whereby a notable shift occurs in the relationship to form. The German libretto editions of the following period are formally based on the French libretto but sometimes follow the composed forms in the strophic structures of the arias rather than the poetry (and in some cases include composed text repetitions). An example of this is the edition issued by the Berlin scholar, publisher and musician Johann Daniel Sandner, which is still in circulation today. It was apparently translated for a 1786 performance in Berlin of the French version, based on the Paris performance libretto. In contrast to the Viennese publications, Sandner follows a French model and is no longer concerned with making recognizable the formal ideas of the poet and the interplay of formal ideas between libretto and score.23
 With these productive interactions, contexts also recede into the background, replaced by the association of tragic form with teleological notions of aesthetic (and moral) progress. The libretti increasingly tend to emphasize the progressiveness of the musically dramatized forms of Gluck’s French version, a state of affairs which is reflected in a complexity of form now interpreted from the perspective of individuation. The typographical design of the later libretto prints can be used to trace this change in ideas on libretto and form and thus also the change in the relationship between libretto and composition in the course of the opera’s performance and canonization. Migration changes the aesthetic perspective on the travelling forms and their models in tragedy and opera: the monologues prove themselves to be privileged sites of innovation and individualization, both aesthetic and formal.



Notes
1 The contemporary generic term tragédie en musique related to a form of opera which was oriented towards and paralleled with spoken theatre. On a formal level, this was generally reflected by the five-act form, the emphasis on the monologue and the principles of the doctrine classique. But while spoken theatre was subjected to vraisemblance, the tragédie en musique followed the logic of the merveilleux, including its formal and dramaturgical consequences.2 In the eighteenth century, the term dramma per musica (or occasionally also opera seria) adopted the dramaturgical principles of serious spoken theatre. Formally, it followed a clear system of rules but established itself as a musical alternative to the tragédie en musique by means of three-act structures and a formal orientation towards the musical forms of recitative, aria and ensemble, which also directed and determined the entrances and exits of the protagonists.3 A musical form that imitates the inflections of the spoken word. In French opera it is considered the musical-theatrical counterpart to the spoken monologue of classical tragedy, a kind of heightened declamation, and formally follows the text, which is usually set in free verse. It may be accompanied by basso continuo (récitatif simple) or dramatically shaped by the orchestra (récitatif accompagné).
4 For the concept of the scene as a transitory form, see Vogel 2021.5 There are numerous papers on the European dissemination of this opera, see, for example, Robinson 1975: 395–414; Degot 2011: 147–57; for the Swedish adaptations see Hansell 1991: 253–80.6 Related considerations to those presented here can also be made for Alceste; see Schmidt 2011b: 71–81. On Gluck and the question of tragedy see Miller 2010: 90–131.7 Initial reflections on the questions discussed here can be found in Schmidt 2014: 123–47.8 Durazzo had maintained close contacts in Paris for some time, especially with the theatre entrepreneur Favart, who not only arranged plays for the French troupe at Vienna’s Burgtheater but also collaborated on this publication of Orfeo. See Heartz 1995a: 143–234; Brown 1991: 358–81.9 A choice that probably followed the suggestion of Francesco Algarotti in his widely read Saggio sopra l’opera in musica, first published in Venice 1755 (see also the contemporary English translation: Algarotti 1767).10 For the broader political context of the European debate on French theatre, see also Stollberg-Rilinger 2017: 405–17 and throughout; Markovits 2021.11 The diplomatic context brought up several operatic experiments, and the question of how this deals with the former concurrent hegemonial interests of France and Habsburg is worth following not only from a political but also from a formal perspective. See, for example, the debates on Traettas works for Parma in Heartz 1969: 271–300.12 My translation. See also the dispute on the Lettre and possible authorships: Heartz 1995b: 158–64, Chegai 2005: 229–41 and Brown 2020: 9–32.13 See Schmidt 2013.14 See, for example, the case of Armide (Schmidt 2001).15 This then also became a problem in Gluck’s work with French singers, because he understood their way of working in each case as interventions in his own territory and vice versa. Gluck’s quarrel with the Paris singers is legendary, see Schmidt 2011a.16 Only the version for Feste d’Apollo in Parma has left a performance libretto of this kind, one which is not integrated into the communicative network of the printed scores. However, the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris keeps a manuscript score of the Parma version. See https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b52502339f.17 On the importance of Ghelen in the adaptation of French plays in Vienna, see the chapter ‘The Logic of Adaptation’ in Markovits 2021: 83–6.18 My translation. The genre designation chosen in this print refers to Diderot’s concept of theatre via the term drame and sets itself apart from the tradition of the tragédie en musique.19 For eighteenth-century Italian opera in general and the importance of the quinari sdrucciolo see Fabbri 2003; for the formal traditions in French music theatre see Reckow 1984: 128–57.
20 The text for Amor, consisting of two stanzas with identical rhyme and verse structure, suggested a refrain form to set this role apart from the two main characters in the hierarchy of characters.21 It is not by chance that Giaccomo Durazzo and Gianambrogio Migliavacca, in their Armida for Tommaso Traetta, also written for Vienna, wake the sleeping Rinaldo and decisively rewrite the Quinault scene with Armida and the dagger, at the end of which Rinaldo is carried by zephyrs to the magic island, see also: Schmidt 2001: 194–210.22 Orphée’s aria adopts a final climax that Gluck had developed for the singer of the version performed in Parma, the soprano castrato Giuseppe Millico, but did not need to be fundamentally rethought for Paris. For the Parma version, see Ulm 1988.23 For Sandner’s relationship to the Berlin staging of Orphée see Henzel 2006/7: 117–35.
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 Julius Caesar, altered

 The travels of tragedy under neoclassical conditions (Voltaire, Conti)

Philipp Lammers



Stoop, then, and wash. How many ages hence

Shall this our lofty scene be acted over

In states unborn and accents yet unknown? (Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, 3.1.111–113)



Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar has Cassius and the conjurers rejoicing with blood-soaked hands after the murder of Caesar. Cassius’s question is a metatheatrical one: it poses a challenge to Shakespeare’s posterity. First, it draws attention to that which is inherently dramatically engaging in the story of Caesar’s assassination. Second, it signals that the characters themselves are aware of the spectacular nature of this scene. The question points to a problem: In what ways do tragedies travel through space and time? What are ‘lofty’ scenes in the eyes of posterity? What does it take for a play to become known across borders (‘states’) and languages (‘accents’)?1



In the following, I hope to contribute answers towards these questions. I will examine the first continental tragedies of the eighteenth century that emerge in reaction to Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: Antonio Schinella Conti’s Giulio Cesare (1726) and Voltaire’s La Mort de César (1735), looking at both plays as adaptations – in a broad, non-pejorative sense (Fortier 2016: 1046) – of Julius Caesar and the forms in which it was conveyed in Restoration-era England. In the eighteenth century, adaptation in the sense of reworking was a central travelling mode of tragedies, which were cast in new forms rather than being translated in the narrower sense. This is also the case for the early dissemination of Shakespeare’s plays (Clare and Goy-Blanquet 2021: 12). The historical term for this formal process, ‘to alter’ (Depledge 2011: 199–200), indicates that tragedies are not stable objects. Even before Shakespeare’s tragedies travel across English borders, the plays are shifted to other formal states in England itself as they are ‘improved’ and ‘altered’ by authors and companies (Davenant 1674; Spencer 1963: 78). Conceived as a change ‘made only in some part of a thing’ (Johnson 1755), alteration implies gradual changes to a model form; as a widespread contemporary practice, however, it also shows that individual parts could be detached from a whole and changed. I will argue that historical practices of alteration involve operations that also apply to the broader reworkings that made Shakespeare’s tragedy travel.

Indeed, the case of the early neoclassical reactions to Julius Caesar – especially those by Voltaire and Conti – is paradigmatic of the frictions and problems that occur when forms travel. No survey of the ‘Worlds of Shakespeare’ can fully omit Giulio Cesare and La Mort de César: while pioneering, they occupy a minor role because of their great distance from the ‘original’ (Bassi 2016: 694; Petrone Fresco 1993: 52). Giulio Cesare and La Mort de César were therefore sometimes considered either as completely independent works or as ‘cosmopolitan’ (Fletcher 1981: 439) forms integrating a variety of influences and formal traits. My approach, instead, insists on travelling forms as altered forms. Both plays purposely react to Shakespeare’s tragedy. Even in the negation and alteration of Shakespearean forms, I argue, parts of these forms are carried further.

My argument is also about literary history. Whoever asserts the untranslatability between Shakespeare (or, non-codified formal languages) and neoclassical (or, codified) formal languages risks contributing to a teleological view that emphasizes the triumph of romanticism and the decline of neoclassicism. Per Paul Kottman, this is a view that has been adopted by scholars since Johann Gottfried Herder and within which neoclassicism seems unable to contribute anything to an understanding of the ‘formal freedom’ and ‘heightened self-reflexivity’ (Kottman 2016: 9–10) of Shakespearean tragedy. My approach counters this in a twofold manner: first, it reminds us that the ‘full-scale canonization’ of Shakespeare was not carried out against, but via ‘wholesale-adaptation’ (Dobson 1992: 4–5). Second, and more importantly, it considers neoclassical forms as carrier forms for innovations. Giulio Cesare and La Mort de César are indeed the first tragedies that, alongside their paratexts, convey an idea of Shakespeare on the continent while also reacting through their forms to the foreign form of Shakespearean tragedy. Like the great translation projects of the late eighteenth century, these early tragedies prepared the ground for Shakespeare’s further dissemination. They have however received insufficient attention as forms in their own right, ones that innovated neoclassical tragedy following contact with Shakespeare and the English theatre (Agarez Medeiros 2013; Fazio 2020).

In examining Julius Caesar and its reworkings as paradigmatic cases of travelling eighteenth-century tragedies, I will proceed in three steps: at the level of historical actors and networks, I will ask which sociocultural conditions shape the form of travelling tragedies. At the level of literary form, I will analyse how a number of Conti’s and Voltaire’s operations on Shakespeare’s tragedy (and its adapted versions by English Restoration authors) shine through in the continental authors’ plays. At the level of discursive strategies and intertexts in Conti’s and Voltaire’s work, I argue that both authors seek to create a discursive framework within which foreign Shakespeare and familiar neoclassical authors can be compared.


Agents and networks

Shakespeare’s tragedies do not travel alone, nor of their own volition. In contrast to the seventeenth century, it is not English acting troupes that export the plays during the eighteenth century; rather, intellectual circles on the continent first adapt and later translate parts of them, a process that privileges the written over the spoken word and the fragment over the whole. Both in England and on the continent, authors fit parts of Shakespeare’s tragedies into neoclassical arrangements. The Tragedy of 
Julius Caesar is among the most adapted plays and, more importantly, the first tragedy to be translated, adapted and imported both in parts and in whole on the continent. The following will aim to analyse the ways in which literary forms are transferred in a century known for its rich international networks and culture of translation. Special attention will be paid to acts of mediation, to actors and structures that serve as cultural brokers and nodes, thus potentially transforming the forms they receive and work with.

Both authors discussed here had travelled to England: Schinella Conti, after years in Paris, lived mainly in the City of London and in Kensington from 1715 to 1718. Voltaire found exile in England from 1726 to 1728. Both brought their impressions of the English theatre back to France. Without a doubt, theatre performances – especially Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar – had left an impression, especially on Voltaire (Voltaire 1967: 155; see also Edelstein and Kassabova 2020, Martinez 2015). Conti and Voltaire both transfer their experience as spectators of English theatre immediately to their own playwriting practice. Conti, who until then had been a natural scientist and scholar, writes that he owes England one thing above all: ‘the resolution to write a tragedy’ (1726a: 46). Voltaire begins to compare strengths and shortcomings of the respective theatrical traditions in England and France; while still in England, he drafts the first act of his tragedy Brutus ‘en prose anglaise’ (1998: 157)2
 and probably also the first sketches for La Mort de César. Neither Conti nor Voltaire carries the whole of Shakespeare’s 
Caesar with them to translate it. Rather, both produce their own sketches and take them back to France, where they go on to develop and refine them (Fletcher, in: Voltaire 1988: 5–15; Conti 1726a: 61). However, it would be illusory to trace an initial ‘Shakespearean impulse’ (Gronda 1964: 164–5) to Voltaire’s and Conti’s continental plays. The paradigm of influence and imitation does not help here: instead, the notion of travelling tragedy can help trace complex, non-straightforward relationships and itineraries of forms and actors. Perceiving the process of travelling tragedy not as bound to an original but as a continuous translation and alteration of forms turns the focus on the journey itself and its intermediary instances.


Agents as mediators

While personal experience of the two continental travellers in England has no explanatory potential in itself, it is nonetheless connected to socio-intellectual contexts and other historical agents who enable such experiences. Mediators who actively transform the ideas and literary forms they pass on (Latour 2005: 39) play a crucial role in the present case. Both Conti and Voltaire knew little or no English and learned it only on their arrival. They were thus dependent on mediators. Conti’s first contact with Shakespeare’s tragedy proves indeed to be a highly mediated one: John Sheffield, duke of Buckingham, an admirer of Dryden and friend of Pope, not only gives Conti his classicist Essay upon Poetry to translate but also hands him his own adaptations: The Tragedy of Julius Caesar, altered and The Tragedy of Marcus Brutus. Buckingham had divided Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and adapted it in a neoclassical manner. Thus Conti, who himself had been socialized within French academic circles in Paris, encounters Shakespeare through a French-trained neoclassical poet in England. Buckingham was not only a mediator of Shakespeare’s tragedies and English literature as a whole; as a Tory and Jacobite, and as a poet schooled in French culture, he also served as a bridgehead for continental scholars like Conti. The latter acquires his English literacy thanks to Buckingham, learning the language through his translation of his Essay, which interprets and conveys English literature and Shakespeare in a very specific way.

In the reverse direction, another agent may be considered a bridgehead of English literature and ideas on the continent. Henry St John, Viscount Bolingbroke, a Tory who was close to the Jacobites, received a wide range of guests in his country house near Orléans, among them Voltaire and Conti. Adopting the language of network theory, Bolingbroke can be described as a ‘hub’ (Levine 2015: 113, 120). Threads of various network clusters come together in his country house. Bolingbroke is also an important mediator, having contributed, among other things, to Voltaire’s perception of English literature. Bolingbroke and his guests, including Conti after his return from England, discuss, adapt and translate works of philosophy (Locke), science (Newton) and literature (Pope, Dryden, Shakespeare) (Fletcher, in: Voltaire 1988: 35; see also Fedi 2009). When Voltaire arrives a few years later at Bolingbroke’s, he gains insight into English literature and the mediation thereof via these very activities. The Bolingbroke circle contributes to the formation of an idea that will become dear to Voltaire: the relative intrinsic value of national literatures and authors in comparison (Fletcher, in: Voltaire 1988). It is only after his visit to Orléans that Voltaire exiles himself in England and attends performances of Julius Caesar.3
 Voltaire, in turn, dedicates his ‘English’ tragedy (1998: 157) Brutus to Bolingbroke. In his dedication, the Discours sur la tragédie, he puts Shakespeare’s piece at the core of his considerations of the merits of English and French theatre cultures.



Modes of distribution

In the eighteenth century, Shakespearean adaptations and the journey of Shakespeare’s tragedies to Europe do not depend on the modes of personal experience and live performances: instead, the crucial sites and modes of diffusion of the plays in question are Parisian salons and letters. Immediately after Conti’s return to Paris in 1718, he presented his unfinished Giulio Cesare to Luigi Riccoboni and Elena Balletti, ‘the greatest actors in the theatrical reform of [the Italian] early 18th century’ (Alfonzetti 2009: 271); further readings of the constantly improved script followed at the house of the ambassador of Spain and at that of the envoy of Parma. The play is discussed in letters to Italy and to literary circles in Paris; copies of the play are passed on ‘from hand to hand’ (Robertson 1906: 319) in local networks. It was in the form of letters – and via comments and paratexts of Voltaire’s and Conti’s plays – that Shakespeare’s name and the actual plays themselves were most widely disseminated. In addition to the readings, leading political and intellectual figures of the time – such as the papal nuncio Bentivoglio and the scholars Giovan G. Orsi and Ludovico A. Muratori – receive and comment on Conti’s manuscript (Conti 1726a: 62). The enlightened Republic of Letters famously turned the private medium of the letter into a genre that helped ‘to bridge the gap between the private circles in which [the philosophes] gathered and the public arena that they sought to shape and conquer’ (Goodman 1994: 137). While it may not be not surprising that authors send plays to friends and mentors before performing them, it is striking that the contemporary reception and circulation of Voltaire’s and Conti’s plays happens mainly on letter paper. There are strategic reasons behind the commentary on and diffusion of the plays by letter. Conti’s and Voltaire’s pieces do indeed undergo problematic first printings: Giulio Cesare was printed in 1726 at the instigation of the papal nuncio, although Conti was hesitant. A pirate edition of Voltaire’s La Mort de César was produced on the basis of the first college performance (at collège d’Harcourt), against which Voltaire waged a passionate campaign. The authors opposed these editions because in the age of illicit prints and circulation of the book as a ‘common object’, reading practices via private letters ensured distinction (Chartier 1989: 174).

The diffusion of the plays, and of Shakespeare’s name in the medium of the letter, would have consequences for the literary form. Reacting to the pirated edition and its poor quality Voltaire had mainly promoted his play in letters to influential acquaintances and friends, concentrating his efforts on one single scene – one which had not been included in the aforementioned school performance. It is the last scene of his play: falling completely out of the framework of classical bienséance, it stages the bloody corpse of dead Caesar. Calling it ‘the’ ‘scène de Shakespear’ (Voltaire 1968–1977; D934, Voltaire to Cideville, 3 November 1735), Voltaire uses the name Shakespeare to advertise the novelty of his play. At the same time, he explicitly limits the ‘Shakespearean’ form of his play to this one scene which represents a formal break with the rest of the play. Voltaire sends this scene, falsely advertised as an exact translation of Shakespeare’s scenes of Caesar’s death and Antony’s subsequent speech, to a multitude of correspondents, including the editor of Mercure de France, a central organ of the French elite. It has the status of a ‘pre-translation’,4
 testing and preparing the ground for possible innovations – a strategy that underlies the entire economy of letters outlined here.

Without Conti’s and Voltaire’s personal experiences in England and its theatres, the travelling Caesar tragedies would probably not exist. More decisive, however, are the mediating steps: the impulse to turn Shakespeare’s tragedy into one’s own tragedy, the orientation towards neoclassical reworkings, discussions with cultural brokers and a veritable cascade of readings, discussions and letters in salons and with peers from these very circles. This mediatedness can also be seen in the form of the tragedies themselves, which I have thus far not discussed. The mediated character of the journey of Caesar (testing strategies, hesitant publication) is also an indication of the actors’ awareness of the new character of their plays.




Operations on the tragic form

Why is Julius Caesar the first tragedy by Shakespeare to be discussed, transferred and adopted by Italian, German and French authors? The subject of Julius Caesar’s death lends itself without doubt to modern interpretation, since it stages a prominent moment of ancient history – and a moment that had not been treated in any antique tragedy. The figure of Caesar and the tyrannicide allow modern authors to discuss questions of just rule, legitimate violence and the superiority of republic or monarchy (Mazouer 1986).

In the following, however, I am concerned not with the various reinterpretations of the ‘character’ of Julius Caesar (Fletcher 1981) but with the reappropriation of a classical theme by neoclassicism. Obviously, the Roman theme of tragedy harmonizes with a formal tradition that sees itself as classical, as stemming from antiquity. For Enlightenment thinkers, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar combined a seemingly perfect tragic plot with a provocative form. The critical paratexts of the neoclassical plays say much about the strategic interests of their authors. For example, the Avertissement of the edition of La Mort de César, written by La Marre on Voltaire’s behalf, justifies the creation of the play by asserting that Shakespeare’s tragedy is, due to its ‘barbarie’ (Voltaire 1988: 246), translatable only in parts and not in its entirety.5
 Instead, Voltaire decided to write a Jules César that did not resemble Shakespeare’s play but claimed to be written ‘yet entirely in the English taste’ (Voltaire 1988: 246). Voltaire thus publicly and strategically describes his play in relation to Shakespeare’s play.

The following section examines Conti’s and Voltaire’s plays as reworkings, reappropriations and deliberate responses to the provocation that the ‘barbaric’ form of Shakespeare represented for neoclassical formal traditions. Conti and Voltaire respond explicitly, I argue, to two elements of Shakespearean tragedy: the duality of the plot, which finds a continuation with the battle after Caesar’s death; and the problem of the blood-soaked and spectacular tyrannicide followed by Antony’s speech. The following remarks aim to map out the formal operations that accompany the adaptation to the continental public, while seeking also to reveal the extent to which significant differences in the neoclassical repertoires of form manifest themselves within a comparable classicist line – the reduction of the dramatis personae, the adherence to Aristotelian rules and the elevation of dramatic language.


Cutting and compressing

The most obvious difference to Julius Caesar is the compression of the plot in Giulio Cesare and La Mort de César. Both tragedies focus on the conspiracy against Caesar up until his death and cut the sequel at Philippi, from Shakespeare’s fourth act on. There is an important – and already mentioned – model for the division of the tragedy: Buckingham literally cut Shakespeare’s tragedy into two parts, The Tragedy of Julius Caesar, altered and The Tragedy of Marcus Brutus. In line with Aristotelian poetics, he thus preserves the unity of place, action and time. One could speculate that Shakespeare’s continuation of the tragedy after Caesar’s death quickly came to be regarded as a predetermined breaking point. The title of an acting version attributed to Dryden and Davenant points in this direction: The tragedy of Julius Cæsar; with the death of Brutus and Cassius: Written originally by Shakespear, and since alter’d by Sir William Davenant and John Dryden.6



Conti adopts the cut Buckingham proposed but criticizes Buckingham for not having adapted ‘irregular’ Shakespeare to completely fit the rules (1726a: 54–5). Accordingly, Conti sacrifices the central scenes of Caesar’s death on stage and Antony’s speech to neoclassical conventions. With his ‘traduzione-rielaborazione’ (Rabboni 2008: 58) of Buckingham’s version (Buckingham 1752), and in ending with Caesar’s death, Conti thus joins the ranks of the improvers. Voltaire, however, goes a step further: La Mort de César ends with the third act. Given its all-male cast of characters, this can be partly explained by its first performance at a Paris collège, where plays had to be shorter. However, this explanation is not sufficient, since the play was later also performed at the Comédie and underwent further changes after its first performance. Three acts meant an intensification of action, and it was precisely this kind of action that Voltaire envied in English tragedies and for which he was willing to defy strongly entrenched French classical conventions, such as the one that a tragedy must have five acts (Perchellet 2004: 166; Voltaire 1974: 44). Voltaire’s three acts thus seem to deliberately mark the end of the third act in Shakespeare’s play. This is also clear from the position of the cut: La Mort de César ends not with the assassination of Caesar but with Antony’s speech. This non-exact cut ensures that elements of Shakespearean tragedy can migrate into the neoclassical form. Voltaire’s theatrical experience in England, witnessing Brutus take the stage with a bleeding dagger and gathering the Roman people (‘avec quel ravissement je voyais Brutus tenant encore un poignard teint du sang de César, assembler le peuple romain’; Voltaire 1998: 169), finds a mediated, formal response in his own play. The attention is shifted to Cassius appearing in Brutus’s stead, ‘dagger in hand’ (César 3.7). More importantly, Voltaire thus prolongs the play beyond its first catastrophe and beyond the rule of the unity of action, preparing the last scene including Antoine’s public speech to the citizens of Rome.

The division of Shakespeare’s tragedy following Buckingham leads to very different results for both authors, Conti and Voltaire. At first glance, Conti’s cleanly cut tragedy in five acts seems to overplay Shakespearean forms and his ‘gross violations’ (Conti 1726a: 54) of the unity of action. Voltaire, on the other hand, emphasizes Shakespeare’s legacy by singling out and putting to the fore a particular scene he advertises as Shakespearian.




Amplifying and making-antique

In line with my initial thesis – that even in the negation and alteration of forms, parts of said forms are carried further – it is worth examining Conti’s attempts to build a classicist and historicist tragedy (Rabboni 2008: 305–6; Mattioda 1994) out of Shakespeare’s (and Buckingham’s) tragedy. Giulio Cesare first seems to be modelled more strongly on antique than on contemporary and Shakespearean forms. As in Buckingham, a chorus is introduced; Conti amplifies historical details in his play, in accordance with dominant contemporary, neoclassical Italian poetics. However, this anticization is not so much due to a vertical dialogue with ancient sources. Rather, Conti amplifies elements of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar that serve the purpose of a specific imaginary of antiquity. This applies in particular to the area of religio and superstitio in Julius Caesar, that is, nightmares, supernatural powers, sacrificial rites and the interpretation of all of these by the protagonists. Sacrifices with troubling results, warnings from prophets and nightmares (Caesar 1.3.15–30) are prominent in Shakespeare’s play (and less so in the ancient sources like Plutarch). In Giulio Cesare, however, these signs and their interpretations multiply from the middle of the third act on. Disturbed slaves report eerie things; wolves are sighted, Caesar’s victory insignia have fallen over (Cesare 3.5). It is precisely in their redundancy that these elements can be characterized as amplifications of a single aspect of Shakespeare’s form: the uncanny presence of signs that need to be interpreted. These amplified signals of disaster and their interpretations determine the whole of Conti’s tragedy and even compensate for the omission of other central features to Shakespeare’s tragedy, namely Caesar’s death on stage. Here, Conti again lets signs – linguistic and visual – take the place of overt action (Alfonzetti 1989: 161–2). The protagonists refer to Caesar’s death only in terms of linguistic and visual indications: ‘io vidi / Uscire in fretta del Senato Bruto / Con un pugnale insanguinato’ (I saw / Brutus rushing out of the Senate / with a bloody dagger; Cesare 5.7.181). Only rumours and shadows remain of the conspirators’ bloody hands and daggers.

This shadowiness is the poetic programme of Giulio Cesare. It is a rearrangement of temporally vertical (i.e. ancient), and horizontal (i.e. Shakespearean and eighteenth-century continental) forms. The strong presence of shadows as an element of plot in the tragedy may be linked to its very form and more precisely to the formal operation of cutting Shakespeare’s model tragedy. From the beginning, a shadow chases the characters of Conti’s tragedy. As an unavenged past, the ghost and shadow of Pompey besieges and determines Caesar’s tragic present. Conti refers here to ancient drama, more precisely to the spirit of Polydor in Euripides’ Hecuba; at the same time the strong presence of the ghost throughout the play can be related to Shakespeare. Pompey’s ghost added in Conti’s version may be seen as a prequel to the ghost of Caesar that famously makes his appearance only in Act IV (Caesar 4.3) of Shakespeare’s tragedy, in the run-up to the battle of Philippi, where it announces the battle to Brutus and its own intervention. In Dryden’s and Davenant’s 1719 version, Caesar’s ghost appears even more prominently, after the death of Cassius on the battlefield (Caesar altered 5.4). There, the ghost considers himself half avenged and calls on Brutus who fears the ‘fatal shadow’ (Caesar altered 4.3 [74]).

In Conti’s tragedy, the spirit of Caesar as successor to the spirit of Pompey makes an appearance in the very last words of Antonio: ‘Ombra illustre, che qui forse t’aggiri. / Vendicarti conviene. O Sacerdoti, / Sollecitate, commovete Roma’ (Illustrious shadow, who may be lurking here, / Avenge you. O Priests / Urge, stir up Rome; Cesare 5.8.185). The call for revenge on the ghost reads here not only as a preview of the ensuing catastrophe of civil war, omitted in Conti. It also ensures a presence of Caesar’s ghost before the cut Conti operates on the form of Shakespeare’s tragedy. The severed and discarded half, ‘Caesar’s revenge’, looms as a trace and shadow in Conti’s tragedy.



Producing grand scenes

While the cut and the formal operations in Conti’s case tend more towards an amplification and phantomatic presence of single Shakespearean formal elements, cutting through a given formal model like Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar can bear very different and even contrary results. This is the case for Voltaire’s La Mort de César which, I shall argue, focuses on grand scenes. Although Voltaire, like Conti, avoids openly showing the murder of Caesar (the ‘lofty scene’ as Cassius had it in Shakespeare’s play), he conserves and translates the other great scene of Julius 
Caesar, namely Antony’s speech. This scene is known to be a masterpiece of (political) escalation and uncontrollable force. Voltaire is aware of this scene’s potential, both in terms of its plot and of its placement. By putting it at the end of the play, Voltaire transgresses the unity of action. This is proven by the fact that Voltaire keeps the scene mobile, deleting it for the first staging of the tragedy and subsequently circulating it to a great number of correspondents, critics and journals. Voltaire brands it explicitly as the ‘Shakespeare scene’, pretending to have translated it faithfully (Voltaire 1968–1977; D934, Voltaire to Cideville, 3 November 1735 and D937, Voltaire to Asselin, 4 November 1735). Antoine’s speech and the appearance of dead Caesar are thus mobile elements in Voltaire’s tragedy but also foreign ones. One may see here a precursor of what Juliane Vogel has named the ‘dramaturgy of the great scene’, a ‘theatre of highlights, of operatic climaxes’ (2002: 10). It is no coincidence that individual scenes of Shakespeare travelled and continue to travel widely – in them a general characteristic of dramatic scenes is condensed: ‘“scenes indicate change”, and therefore escape the control that normative poetics seek to exert on dramatic production’ (Vogel 2021: 4).

How, then, does Voltaire translate (in the broadest sense) Shakespeare’s grand scene? He takes over and develops three features of Julius Caesar in particular. First, and most importantly, Voltaire’s separating of Antoine’s appearance before the crowd from the rest of the tragedy introduces Caesar’s dead body at a very late stage. Shakespeare’s scene had introduced Caesar’s body together with Antony much earlier, during Brutus’s speech; Antony then lifts the cloak of the body during his own speech. Voltaire’s play brings Caesar from offstage (where he must lie according to neoclassical rule of bienséance (Scherer 2014: 607)) onto the stage at the very end of Antoine’s speech. The importance of the body’s appearance is evident in the detailed stage directions: ‘Le fond du théâtre s’ouvre; des licteurs apportent le corps de César, couvert d’une robe sanglante; Antoine descend de la tribune, et se jette à genoux auprès du corps’ (The rear of the theatre opens; lictors bring the body of Caesar, covered with a bloody robe; Antony descends from the tribune, and throws himself on his knees beside the body; César 3.8.239). The play thus turns dead Caesar’s presence intro a real entrance, the performance of the dead body is given a state-republican, classical touch with the appearance of the lictors.

Second, as a kind of climax to Antoine’s speech and the tragedy as a whole, the dead body transforms the character of the speech itself. It shifts from a rhetorical masterpiece to a real spectacle that no longer needs the kind of retardation structures in Shakespeare’s version of the speech. Everything in Voltaire’s tragedy pushes beyond the end of the tragedy itself and into a new action. The Romans and Antoine himself run after the conspirators in their last words: ‘Oui, nous les punirons . . . Courons.’; ‘Succédons à César, en courant le venger’ (Yes, we will punish them . . . Let’s run; Let’s succeed to Caesar, by running to avenge him; César 3.8.402–3). Antoine’s speech, following quite closely that of Antony, opens up the ‘cerebral’ (Haas 2024: 16) form of neoclassical tragedy.

Third, with Antoine’s speech, Voltaire introduces the people on stage, even if their presence is tamed. Nonetheless, the eloquence of the protagonist does not serve to convince a sovereign or court assembly but to seduce a popular collective. ‘Les Romains’ make their appearance in the play only in the last scenes, which are the ones that most closely refer to Shakespeare’s form. Voltaire’s translation of Shakespeare coincides, quite deliberately, with the bending of neoclassical rules and the arrival of the people on the stage. This appearance and agency of the living body of the collective is contrasted with the daring appearance of Caesar’s dead body.

Voltaire develops his own, neoclassical dramaturgy of the grand scene. Neither he nor Conti makes Shakespeare’s ‘lofty’ scene of the conspirators’ murdering, bathed-in-blood hands travel across borders into the domains of neoclassical tragedy. Instead, the neoclassical poets transform Shakespearean tragedy into their own conception of a ‘lofty ideal of majestic austerity’ (Voltaire 1988: 109–10). This indicates a further general development of the century: neoclassicism opens itself up to the spectacular and seeks the sublime in particular scenes, taking the risk of weakening the coherence of tragedy and classical unities. In Voltaire’s and to a lesser degree in Conti’s case, however, it is interesting to see that innovations to the neoclassical form are accompanied by branding or mediating strategies, such as highlighting the foreignness of the scene and name of its author.

In the last part of my text, I will take a closer look at such mediation strategies. Whereas my analysis of Conti and Voltaire has shown the transpositional power of neoclassical forms in the eighteenth century, I would like to further substantiate my claim that La Mort de César and Giulio Cesare stand for two central aspects of the migration of forms: lateralization and mediation.




Creating comparability

Voltaire and Conti were among the first to make the foreign name of Shakespeare known on the continent (Cronk 2015: 193; Agarez Medeiros 2013). This foreignness of Shakespeare is evident not least in Conti’s spelling: he refers to ‘Sasper’ (1726a: 53) in his cover letter to Martello, printed in the first edition of the play. This can serve to demonstrate the influence that mediators like Conti have on the first diffusion of Shakespeare: German-speaking critics like Johann Jakob Bodmer adopt ‘Sasper’. The fact that research has mostly focused on such early mentions of Shakespeare on the continent only shows that the journey of a foreign form also involves discursive and paratextual strategies of those who host it. For this process, names are crucial. It means classifying the foreign name by placing it alongside more familiar names and forms for domestic audiences. In the final part of this text, I will investigate these mediating strategies by using comments and paratexts to connect discursive strategies to formal strategies, through intertexts, in Voltaire and Conti. What does it take to integrate new and foreign forms and names into a common frame?



Discursive strategies: Making ‘Sasper’ commensurable

Conti and Voltaire connect two other names to Shakespeare: Pierre Corneille and Joseph Addison. Both Conti and Voltaire contrast Shakespeare’s irregular genius with the more ‘moderate’ French genius of Corneille and his English alternative, Addison, who possesses Corneille’s elegance but seems too ‘effeminate’ (Voltaire 2022: 484). For his part, Conti writes in his letter to Pier Jacopo Martello, added to the 1726 edition of Giulio Cesare: ‘Sasper è il Cornelio degl’Inglesi, ma molto più irregolare del Cornelio’ (Sasper is the Corneille of the English, but much more irregular than Corneille; 1726a: 53). He continues explaining to his correspondent that ‘the English despised Aristotle’s rules until Cato’ (Conti 1726a: 55). Voltaire too compares Shakespeare and Corneille as early as 1735 but devaluates the former: ‘Shakespear, le Corneille de Londre, grand fou, d’ailleurs’ (Shakespear, the London Corneille, a great fool, moreover; Voltaire 1968–1977; D934, Voltaire to Cideville, 3 November 1735). Compared to irregular Shakespeare, Voltaire considers Addison in his letter On tragedy to be ‘the first English Writer who compos’d a regular Tragedy’ (Voltaire 2022: 484).

As an axis of comparison, the trio of Shakespeare, Corneille and Addison also offers us a means of assessing poetic codification. Grand Corneille forms the model of neoclassical theatre for both Conti and Voltaire and is thus worthy of imitation. However, he also represents a certain poetic licence in the age of doctrine classique. By identifying Shakespeare as the ‘London Corneille’, Voltaire and Conti acknowledge Shakespeare’s greatness, authority and the grandeur of his scenes, despite his ‘faults’. Conversely, Corneille is made the poet of great scenes and great heroes but not the author of ‘perfect’ tragedies (Voltaire 1975: 231–2).7
 At the other end of the scale is Joseph Addison with Cato (1712). The mention of Addison shows that, in contrast to Shakespeare, English neoclassicism is already known and appreciated on the continent (Paulin 2012: 316) and is therefore suitable as a basis for classifying other English playwrights. By 1715, Addison’s successful tragedy had already been translated and circulated on the continent. Cato provided a substantial impulse for continental authors: its republican ideas, the strong semantics of freedom and the heroic sacrifice of the protagonist energize the neoclassical form. Voltaire, however, is careful not to present Cato as superior to French neoclassical tragedies – rather, he pretends that Addison took the polish of English tragedy too far.

Thus, first, the incommensurable, ‘irregular’ genius of Shakespeare becomes commensurable through comparison; second, the more codified, neoclassical alternatives, Corneille and Addison, are presented as potential models. However, Voltaire relativizes the merits of English neoclassicism: particularly revealing are his comments in his letter On Tragedy, in which he sees the ‘English theatrical genius’ only in ‘detach’d passages’ and ‘resplendent flashes’ (2022: 483–4). In the same letter he refers critically to the migration of theatrical forms ‘pass’d from Paris to London about 1660’, namely ‘the Custom of introducing Love at random and at any rate’ (Voltaire 2022: 484), the very thing he accuses Addison of. Voltaire, the importer of great scenes from England may thus have been implying that English theatre should not polish itself via imported (and anachronistic) French forms, but that French theatre should enrich itself with single ‘English’ elements such as action and ‘energetic’ language.



Intertext: Pompey and Cato re-enter the scene

It is without doubt because it fits particularly well into a common horizon with neoclassical models that Julius Caesar is the first of Shakespeare’s tragedies to have travelled to the continent in the eighteenth century. Voltaire’s and Conti’s axis of comparison also points to the fact that Shakespeare, Addison and Corneille handled the late Roman Republic in their tragedies. To Voltaire’s and Conti’s contemporaries, Corneille’s Cinna and La Mort de Pompée and Addison’s Cato were well-known, paradigmatic examples of the genre. Whoever adapts or rewrites Shakespeare’s conspiracy of Brutus against Caesar in the first third of the eighteenth century must also relate to the respective struggles of Pompey and Cato against Caesar. Both names, like Brutus, evoke counter-models to Caesar’s model of rule and evoke the famous tragedies of Corneille and Addison. It is no coincidence that Conti, who was in London at the time of the success of Cato, sees in his Brutus a copy of Cato (Conti 1726b: 24).

Studies have noticed the similarities between the two Caesar tragedies and Corneille’s and Addison’s Pompey and Cato tragedies. Their findings are key to my thesis on the mediation that Voltaire proffers: Alfonzetti showed how Voltaire’s last Shakespeare scene borrows formal procedures from Addison, namely the entrance of the dead body that closely follows Addison’s stage directions in Cato (Alfonzetti 1989: 39). This is to say that Voltaire integrates Shakespearean scenes through the mediation of renewed, neoclassical protocols (which, in the case of Addison, are themselves influenced by Shakespeare). The exposition scene of La Mort de César, on the other hand, borrows from Corneille (Voltaire 1988: 54–60). Conti’s borrowings from Addison’s Cato are well documented (Perrone 2006).

Yet the most obvious mediation practice of Giulio Cesare and La Mort de César has not been studied so far, presumably because of its obviousness: the sheer presence of the names of Cato and Pompey in the neoclassical plays. This formal procedure can, in keeping with adaptation studies, be understood as amplification. Compared to Shakespeare’s play, the references and allusions to Pompey and Cato multiply in Conti and Voltaire. Although both historical figures were already dead when Brutus’s conspiracy against Caesar took place, they play a prominent role in Voltaire’s and Conti’s tragedies. Pompey is referred to twice as often in La Mort de César and in Gulio Cesare as in Shakespeare’s tragedy – references to Cato quadruple (Voltaire) or triple (Conti).8



This has two principal effects: first, both neoclassical plays intensify the representation of the past as a burden, something that was already present in Shakespeare. In Conti, the permanent appearance of Pompey as an ‘ombra gigante’ (Cesare 4.1) refers to the recent past as a burden for the tragic present; in Voltaire’s play, Pompey, together with ‘divin Caton’ (César 2.2.29), is repeatedly invoked as an authority by the characters. Second, Pompey’s and especially Cato’s intensified presences reinforce the semantics of freedom in both plays. Voltaire and Conti thereby introduce conflicting political ideals in the characters’ private relationships with each other. In Giulio Cesare, Bruto’s wife Porzia is a more independent heroine than in Shakespeare and legitimizes her courageous actions with constant references to her father, Cato. Bruto, in turn, is constantly driven by Cato’s spirit. La Mort de César, on the other hand, forges an intimate bond between the opposing parties, the freedom-loving Brutus and the ambitious Caesar, thus intensifying the tragic conflict: Caesar is literally Brutus’s father. Brutus is characterized by Voltaire as a ‘farouche’ who sets out to avenge ‘Caton, Pompée, et le peuple romain’ (César 2.5.220; and 2.4.174). At the same time, Caesar not only reveals to Brutus that he is his father but also that Brutus is the fruit of Caesar’s secret marriage to Servilie, Cato’s daughter. In Voltaire’s work, Cato and Caesar literally become relatives – the republican fight for freedom and paternal ties collide, bringing the tragedy closer to the aesthetics of tears in a bourgeois drama (Sclippa 1993; Bret-Vitoz 2003: 169).

With the permanent presence of Pompey’s and Cato’s shadows, the shadows of Corneille and Addison also enter the plays; the prominent semantics of freedom combined with the repeated invocation of Cato in the two neoclassical plays must in particular have been understood by contemporaries as an Addison quote. On the level of political ideals, Conti and Voltaire thus react to Addison’s tragedy, which is perceived as republican, and bring differing political models into conflict. On a formal level, both authors very consciously renew neoclassical tragedy by integrating Shakespearean forms through the mediation of different neoclassical models. Conti’s and Voltaire’s formal practice and accompanying discourses open up a common space of comparison, putting Shakespeare in perspective by naming Addison and Corneille but also by deliberately using recognition effects through the presence of Pompey and Cato.




Conclusion: (Trans)national appropriation

This chapter has shown the contexts, the paths taken and the effects of the journey of Shakespeare’s tragedy on the continent during the early eighteenth century. On the level of networks and communication, forms do not travel without people who import and circulate them. At least as important as a lived experience in a London theatre, however, are hubs such as Bolingbroke and Buckingham who help mediate between different literary traditions. My study of the respective forms of Conti and Voltaire has shown that neoclassical reworkings do not merely enforce expectable, uniform rules: they also allow for innovative operations on Shakespeare’s literary form. Even Conti’s bypassing of Shakespeare yields traces of Shakespearean form; more important, however, are the traces in Voltaire’s La Mort de César which innovatively integrate single Shakespearean (and other) scenes into a reformed, neoclassical frame. On the level of the discursive and intertextual strategies, this chapter has established that both Conti and Voltaire specifically relate the foreign Shakespeare to recent and successful (Addison) or authoritative (Corneille) models of neoclassical tragedies. In this way, they open up a common space of comparison and recognition for their readers and spectators.

Rather than highlighting a sweeping cosmopolitanism on the part of Conti or Voltaire, my case study has sought to examine the frictions and national concurrences that arise in the transfer of tragic forms and ideas. While the ancient authoritative models (Plutarch in particular) remain important, Conti and Voltaire increasingly relate their work to modern models such as Shakespeare, Addison and Corneille. The neoclassical tragedy is by no means a monolithic, temporally vertical, form. Instead, the lateral comparison among ‘neighbours’, ‘in which crossing boundaries of place or language or genre is as important as crossing those of time’ (Hardwick 2003: 4), signals that the neoclassical tragedies of the eighteenth century also compete with each other and become increasingly mobile. Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, a modern tragedy with a classical subject, is particularly suited to becoming a contested site for reformed, neoclassical tragedies. Both projects discussed here follow this logic. For Conti, Roman history is a proto-Italian national history. According to him, it should be the task of Italian national theatre to present it (Conti 1726b). Voltaire locates his tragedy explicitly in a transnational context, seeking to ensure that it is not measured solely by French standards. La Mort de César is destined ‘to promote the taste of its neighbours’, namely ‘English theatre and even Italian theatre of which it gives some idea’ (in Voltaire: 1968–1977; D931, D940). Adapting his communication strategies to his respective addressees, Voltaire presents La Mort de César as a novel form, a mediation between English/Italian elements and the French tradition. Consequently, Voltaire’s tragedy is not a cosmopolitan form per se; rather, Voltaire advertises it as such.

The further history of adaptations of Julius Caesar confirms its primordial role in the dissemination of Shakespeare’s work as a whole. The tragedy is the first of Shakespeare’s plays to be available in full translation in Italy (in 1756 by Domenico Valentini). In the German-speaking world, too, Julius Caesar was the first of Shakespeare’s plays to be translated (in 1741 by Caspar Wilhelm von Borcke). In France, Voltaire published a magnificent commented edition of Corneille’s theatre in 1760 and sold it by subscription throughout Europe. Within this edition he inserts his (relatively faithful) new translation of Julius Caesar but ends with the third act. Once again, and in a very different way to his first César, Voltaire seeks to convey Shakespeare on the back of and in comparison with Corneille. By cutting Shakespeare’s tragedy after the third act, he maps its form onto his own former reworking, La Mort de César. Voltaire wants to show the world Corneille’s excellence by comparing him to Shakespeare – and implicitly brings his own tragedy into play.

Despite their differences, Conti and Voltaire work towards a revitalization of tragedy. For this purpose, they recur to antiquity but more prominently, as has been argued here, to the English theatre. Voltaire and Conti also show that the renewal of neoclassical tragedy does not amount to a dissolution of the codified form – rather, Voltaire and Conti use it innovatively in order to create a new neoclassical ‘aesthetics of the severe’ (Frantz 2019: 20) and sublime ‘lofty’ scenes that, paired with a new taste for the intimate, could in turn then be exported and thus travel.



Notes
1 I would like to thank Renaud Bret-Vitoz (Sorbonne Université) and my co-editors for their valuable and generous reading and comments on earlier versions of this text.2 
Brutus is already linked to Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: it is designed as a spectacle and envisages larger collectives on stage.3 Even this immediate experience is mediated: to aid in his own understanding, he obtains printed acting versions from another mediator, the prompter of Drury Lane theatre, William Rufus Chetwood. These acting versions are abridged adaptations, and it is on the basis of these that he receives Shakespeare’s plays. According to Fletcher (in Voltaire 1988: 35), the text used for performances by the Drury Lane Company was the adaptation of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar by Dryden and Davenant.4 I adapt the term from Bachmann-Medick (2018: 277), who uses it to mean ‘often-overlooked pivot points in each translation process’. I use pre-translation here as a deliberate pilot project prior to literal translations of Shakespeare on the continent.5 The fact that Voltaire later develops a veritable politics of translation is shown by his argument that Shakespeare was ‘abridged’ and adapted as early as the early eighteenth century in England itself (Voltaire 1967: 192).6 The attribution is not proven. However, the formula ‘alter’d’ places this version in a common horizon with the adaptation by Buckingham.7 The great absentee here, who advocates for perfection, is of course Racine.8 Occurrences: ‘Cato’ 5x in Shakespeare (excluding minor character of ‘Young Cato’), 15x in Conti, 20x in Voltaire. ‘Pompey / Il Magno’ 5x in Shakespeare, 16x both in Conti and Voltaire (excluding occurrences like ‘Pompey’s porch’).
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 Tragedy goes global

 Voltaire, ethnological ethopoeia and the history of civilization

Rahul Markovits


On 6 September 1755, Voltaire’s old friend and former classmate Pierre Robert Le Cornier de Cideville wrote to congratulate him on the success of his latest tragedy, L’Orphelin de la Chine. The play had premiered to great acclaim a fortnight previously. Writing in verse form, Cideville marvelled at the recent evolution of Voltaire’s tragic inspiration. According to him, Voltaire had literally gone global, foregoing the traditional Greco-Roman setting in order to embrace a much wider geography, one that encompassed South America, the Near East and distant Asia. Interestingly, he conveyed this idea through the metaphor of travel, picturing how Voltaire and his muse had embarked on a kind of world tour in the process:

Brutus, Caesar, Oedipus, Orestes, Cicero:

You had placed their busts atop mount Helicon

Betwixt the medallions of Cinna and Athalie,

And Corneille and Racine were your only equals;

You came and ceded to them Greece and Italy:

You wished to rule unrivalled,

Soon, in order to take possession of your noble apanage

You were seen descending to those shores,

Where Cortez docked the perfidious ships,

That greed was fitting out against the new world; . . .

From thence your dramatic muse,

Wrapping the folds of a proud turban around her laurels,

Crosses the seas and paints for us the deceitful leader,

Ungodly missionary and inexorable tyrant,

Cynical interpreter of a pure God whom he irks,

whose Quran Arabia in chains adores; . . .


But behold! Do you hear the great knocks destiny has struck?

Who is it that summons you to Peking’s ablaze walls?1



(Voltaire 1968–1977; D6464, Cideville to Voltaire, 6 September 1755)


According to Cideville, Voltaire’s Greek and Roman plays (respectively Brutus, La Mort de César, Oedipe, Oreste and Rome sauvée) had put him on a par with Corneille and Racine, the two great tragic poets of seventeenth-century France. It was in order to surpass their achievements and establish his superiority that his muse had embarked on a trailblazing journey across the globe, leading her from the shores of America to the walls of Peking. Cideville’s verse refers to three landmark plays, which he construes as being part of a series that had admittedly started somewhat earlier with Zaïre (1732), set in Jerusalem during the Crusades. The first of the landmark works was Alzire ou Les 
Américains (1736). Located in sixteenth-century Peru (and not Mexico, as Cideville’s referring to Cortès’s boats might lead us to believe), the play pits the newly appointed Spanish governor Gusman against the rebel native Zamor. The second was Mahomet 
ou 
Le Fanatisme (1741). Centred on the siege of Mecca, the tragedy’s climax is the murder of Zopire, the sheriff of the city, by his long-lost son Séide, brainwashed into action by a ruthless and cynical Muhammad. L’Orphelin de la Chine (1755), finally, is the story of how Genghis Khan, having conquered China, is subsequently subdued by the civilization of China and his love for Idamé, who along with her husband Zamti has attempted to save the life of the deposed emperor’s last descendant.

In dealing with this corpus of three extra-European tragedies, this chapter will use the lens of setting to consider the issue of tragedy as a travelling form. What did the displacement of tragedy into distant lands do to the tragic form? The main consequence of this displacement, I will argue, was to operate a shift in focus, from passions to mores as the primary subject matter of tragedy. Therein lies the originality of Voltaire’s approach. Indeed, although setting tragedies in distant locales was not an innovation on his part (it had long been especially common in English tragedy for instance), I contend that the ethnological perspective that he brought to this displacement was distinctive. Taking our cue from Caroline Levine’s work, we might define mores, the collective behaviours specific to a time and place, as social forms, or ‘patterns of sociopolitical experience’ (Levine 2017: 2). Drawing them from history, Voltaire transformed them into the elementary formal units that composed his tragedies. These elementary units then combined into an overall formal pattern that might be characterized as a contrast, albeit a dynamic one. It is this process of transmutation and combination that we will try to understand. To do so, let us start by considering the plots of these three tragedies.


All three deal in a historical vein with the rise of empires and more specifically with the moment of conquest or its immediate aftermath. This subject matter leads to the dramatization of the conflict between the conquerors (the Spanish, Muhammad’s followers, the Mongols) and the conquered (the Peruvians, the inhabitants of Mecca, the Chinese). Fuelled by contrasting ways of life and ethical values, the conflict between the two groups drives the plot forward until some kind of resolution takes place, usually in the form of conversion or acculturation, brought about by the love of a woman. In Alzire, the process works both ways, as Zamore ends up converting to Christianity while Gusman, with his last breath, converts to a softer kind of rule. In L’Orphelin de la Chine, it is Genghis Khan who converts to the virtues of Chinese civilization, leaving his newly conquered kingdom in the hands of Zamti and Idamé. In Mahomet, on the other hand, no conversion takes place, as Muhammad ruthlessly establishes his ascendancy over Mecca. Voltaire himself theorized the inflection that this pattern implied for tragedy as a genre. In the preface to the Parisian edition of Les 
Scythes (1767), a later tragedy built on the same oppositional structure (this time between the Persians and the Scythians), he explained how the focus on mores might contribute to a renewal of the genre: ‘In order to give to the public the novelties that it always craves (novelties that will soon be exhausted), an amateur dabbling in matters dramatical was forced to stage the ancient knights, the contrast between Mahometans and Christians, between Americans and Spaniards, between Chinese and Tartars. He had no choice but to add to well worn-out passions mores previously unseen on stage’ (Voltaire 2012: 350). Alluding to Tancrède, Zaïre, Alzire and finally L’Orphelin de la Chine, Voltaire retrospectively revisited a sizable share of his repertoire and, considering passions had been explored thoroughly, advocated for a moral tragedy, one that would place at its centre the study of mores.

Although this focus on mores was explicit and theorized by Voltaire himself, critics have failed to take it seriously. The reasons are twofold. First, Voltaire’s plays have long been read with an eye to their philosophical content, meaning the political message about religion and tolerance that they were held to convey more or less explicitly (Ridgway 1961). Second, the widening geography of Voltaire’s tragedies, part of a broader trend that characterized eighteenth-century French theatre more generally, has been viewed as an attempt to appeal to the lure of the ‘exotic’ in order to ‘estrange and surprise’ the reader or the spectator (Bret-Vitoz 2008: 30–3). A corollary of the exotic is the notion that these settings are for the most part imaginary and do not correspond to historical reality. For instance, the depiction of China in L’Orphelin de la Chine has been dismissed as largely fanciful (Étiemble 1988–9: 184). A second corollary of the exotic is that it functions as a kind of veil or mask, enabling Voltaire to address issues pertaining to the French context obliquely, without risking the censors’ intervention. Typically, for instance, Mahomet is considered to offer, under the veil of Islam, a critique of Christianity and fanaticism in general.

However, the notion of the exotic has increasingly come under scrutiny. Ill-defined, it seems to relegate the extra-European world to the realm of the imaginary, ignoring that representations fed more or less directly on real-life connections and interactions and an increasingly dense corpus of knowledge. It has for instance been suggested that if the century between 1650 and 1750 can be described as the age of Turquerie, it is because Turquerie was ‘not solely a European representation of a foreign people, but a set of responses to an increase in the movement of Ottoman goods and ideas’ (Bevilacqua and Pfeifer 2013: 75). The Ottoman Empire, in other words, was not merely an object of fantasy and imagination but a major commercial and diplomatic partner whose material and cultural productions travelled extensively and were received by European elites. Though it remained uneven and was not devoid of blind spots, knowledge of Ottoman society and politics (and the same could probably be said of China) was extensive and often up to date – it cannot be dismissed out of hand as merely ‘orientalist’ (Bevilacqua 2018; Osterhammel 2018).

Taking seriously the category of mores as central to Voltaire’s global tragedies means shifting the perspective from the exotic to the recognition that tragedies were related to this corpus of knowledge, and more specifically to history. It means taking stock of the fact that Voltaire did extensive research throughout the process that led to the production and publication of a play. True, mores are no longer a valid category of literary analysis. Yet, this divergence of vocabulary is precisely at the root of the problem at hand. Indeed, it points to the anachronistic nature of the great divide between literature and knowledge that underpins contemporary understandings of Voltaire’s writings, distinguishing between his plays on the one side, implicitly considered as literature, and his historical works on the other, which are seen as pertaining to knowledge. One of the aims of this chapter is thus to examine how tragedy’s travels through space and time entailed a crossover with the form of history-writing. Indeed, it is no coincidence, I contend, that the plays Cideville referred to bracketed the composition of the Essai sur les moeurs, Voltaire’s massive universal history. Begun in the early 1740s, a few years after he had completed Alzire and while he was working on Mahomet, it was first published in 1753 as the Abrégé de l’histoire universelle depuis Charlemagne jusqu’à nos jours before finding its definitive title, Essai sur l’histoire générale et sur les mœurs et l’esprit des nations depuis Charlemagne jusqu’à nos jours in 1756, a few months after the premiere of L’Orphelin de la Chine. This continuity was not merely chronological, however, and it extended to the contents of both the plays and the Essai. Several chapters of the Essai, indeed, cover the same historical ground as the tragedies, regardless of whether the Essai provided a reworking of material that had already featured in the plays or whether it was the other way round. Yet, although it has been suggested before there are echoes between the tragedies and the Essai (Ligier-Degauque 2023; Bret-Vitoz 2018), they have never been explored systematically, probably owing to the effects of academic specialization. Specialists of Voltaire’s theatre rarely venture outside the corpus of his plays. Conversely, scholars interested in Voltaire’s historical production have largely ignored the tragedies (Pierse 2008). Although John Leigh, attuned to the ‘simultaneity of diverse works’, has searched for Voltaire’s ‘sense of history’ outside the corpus of his historical works, delving into ‘satire, epic, poetry and conte’, he has eschewed the theatre because, according to him, Voltaire viewed tragedy as being above history in the hierarchy of genres. ‘Voltaire’s conception of genres and his respect for the partitions between them ensure that theatre and history remain apart’, he writes (Leigh 2004: xiii–xv). This argument, it seems to me, is fragile at best. In 1740, as he contemplated for the first time writing a history of France, he explicitly envisaged how his skills as a tragedian might enable him to write history of a new kind: ‘only those who have composed tragedies will be capable of enlivening our dry and barbaric history’ (Voltaire 1968–1977: D2148, Voltaire to d’Argenson, 26 January 1740). As I will endeavour to demonstrate, tragedies and history-writing were from Voltaire’s point of view two sides of the same coin, two modalities of the same project, sustained by one and the same logic, that of painting mores. Zooming in on these elementary units will reveal their mobility beyond the traditional boundaries of genre.

In attempting to establish the centrality of this notion and to blur the distinction between literature and knowledge, I draw on the philosopher Barbara Carnevali’s insights into the long tradition of ethical mimesis or ethopoeia that accompanies the Western tradition as a continuous base. According to Carnevali, mores may be defined as the ‘phenomenal units out of which ethical reality is composed’, these elementary units including ‘individual and collective habits, characters, behaviors, attitudes, passions’ (Carnevali 2010: 294). Ethopoeia, literally the representation or reproduction of ethical characters, is thus from a rhetorical point of view a modality of ekphrasis that takes moral qualities as its object. In fact, Carnevali distinguishes between two strands of ethopoeia, one focusing on individual mores (the character study in the mould of Theophrastus) and the other on collective mores (the étude de moeurs). However, in her wide-ranging overview of the genre, Carnevali, having duly noted the centrality of the peinture de mœurs to eighteenth-century literature as epitomized for instance in Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, leapfrogs from seventeenth-century moralists to nineteenth-century novelists. The aim of this chapter is, therefore, to focus mainly on the three plays singled out by Cideville, to plug that hole, emphasizing how painting of mores was also central to eighteenth-century tragedy. In the process, it will be shown how mores moved across genre and how tragedy became a means to broaden the diffusion of Voltaire’s history of civilization.


Tragedy, distance and estrangement

Voltaire was neither the first nor the only tragic author to venture out of Ancient Greece and Rome. His efforts were part of a larger and longer trend. In his important study on the spatial aspects of eighteenth-century French tragedy, Renaud Bret-Vitoz notes that this widening geography was a major development (2008: 30). He also draws up a tentative geography, providing a list of tragedies produced between 1691 and 1759 that are set in Mesopotamia (3), Ancient Egypt (4), the Middle East (10), northern and southern Europe (4) and south America (4). While it would be a worthwhile endeavour to make use of distant reading techniques and digital humanities to arrive at a more comprehensive picture of this geography of French tragedy and French theatre more generally, the preliminary data at hand testifies to the importance of the Orient as the main alternative setting to the ancient world.

Indeed, there existed a corpus of Ottoman tragedies that went back to the sixteenth century: the subgenre went on to flourish in the middle years of the seventeenth century. From 1621 to 1656, ten plays (seven tragedies and three tragicomedies) set in the Ottoman Empire were published (Requemora 2004). The most famous, Bajazet (1672) by Racine, was thus a late addition to the corpus. The play revolved around the death of Bajazet (brother of the sultan Amurat, known in English as Murad IV), an event that had taken place a mere thirty years previously. Could recent history provide subjects for tragedy? Didn’t the respect due to tragic heroes thrive on distance, to quote from Tacitus (major e longinquo reverentia (Racine 2010: 31))? In the successive prefaces to the play, Racine famously raised the issue, defending his choice of plot through the notion that geographical distance compensated for temporal proximity. Although he advised tragic authors to abstain from representing recent events in their own countries, he thought in the case of Bajazet that the Ottoman setting restored the necessary distance. ‘The remoteness of the country compensates in some way for the too great proximity in time. For most people make hardly any distinction between what is, if I may put it so, a thousand years away from them and what is a thousand leagues away’ (Racine 2010: 31). Contemporary Ottomans were therefore soon regarded ‘as ancients’, due to the fact that their ‘manners and customs are so completely different’ (Racine 2010: 31). We might thus say that the spatial paradigm Racine introduced by displacing tragedy to a distant land ultimately equated to a temporal paradigm in which distance in space is equivalent to distance in time.

This introduced the issue of representing these distant mores on stage. Racine duly laid stress on the care he had taken to conform to ‘what we know of the manners and principles of the Turks’ (Racine 2010: 31): ‘My principal concern was to change nothing relating to the mores and the customs of the [Turkish] nation’ (Racine 2010: 29). He achieved this by referring to Paul Rycaut’s recent The Present State of the Ottoman Empire (1667), which had swiftly been translated into French (1670). Rycaut, who had served for several years as private secretary to the Levant Company’s ambassador at the Porte before taking up the post of consul at Smyrna, had established himself as the foremost expert on the Ottoman Empire and his description was the most recent, up-to-date and authoritative description thereof. There was an ethnographic dimension to it, especially in the first part, which described the ‘maxims of the Turkish politie’ (Rycaut 1667: title page) and the inner workings of the seraglio. Racine’s referring to Rycaut is proof that he was anxious to establish that his depiction of Ottoman mores was grounded in fact. There was a contradiction, however, between the strangeness of the Ottomans, which relegated them to the past and conferred upon them the dignity of tragic heroes, and the extensive knowledge that existed concerning them, epitomized by Rycaut’s book.

A later critic, Jean-Baptiste Dubos, did not fail to pick up on this contradiction. According to him, geographic distance did not provide a shield comparable to temporal distance to the halo of veneration that tragic heroes needed, because it was constantly breached due to the everyday connections and density of linkages that existed between France and the Ottoman Empire. Responding directly to Racine, he wrote that


nobody ever comes face to face with someone who lived one thousand years before his or her time, but one encounters every day people who have lived in that country one thousand leagues away, and what these people say undermines the veneration we are supposed to feel towards these men who have become Heroes by merely crossing the seas. Furthermore the trade between France and Constantinople is so considerable that we are, owing to the spoken reports of our friends who have lived amongst them, much more familiar with the mores and customs of the Turks than with those of the Greeks and the Romans, which we know about through the accounts of dead authors, to whom it is impossible to ask for explanations when they are unclear or too concise. (Dubos 1755: I, 161–2)



Perhaps because he was sceptical, like Dubos, about men becoming tragic heroes by merely ‘crossing the seas’, Voltaire was careful to set all his global tragedies in the distant past. Alzire is set in the sixteenth century, Mahomet in the seventh and L’Orphelin de la Chine, even though the conquest of China by Genghis Khan might be interpreted as a take on the Ming-Qing transition (Voltaire hinted at this in the preface), in the thirteenth.

The move towards mores as the focus of tragedy may have been underpinned by a shift away from the Greco-Roman world, but it was simultaneously rooted in an ethnological reading of Greek tragedy, which emerged in the writings of the Jesuit Brumoy. In order to rehabilitate Greek theatre, which according to him was, in the wake of the quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns, fast slipping into oblivion, Brumoy had translated a selection of tragedies by Sophocles, Euripides and Aeschylus, as well as comedies by Aristophanes. Conscious that the plays might strike an eighteenth-century reader as strange, he warned against projecting modern notions of decorum on them: ‘we need to transport ourselves to Athens, and forget the mores and turns of mind of Paris, if we are to do justice to the Ancients’ (Brumoy 1730: 1, 384). This mental displacement, dépaysement in French, was therefore thought of on the model of travel through space. Reading the tragedies meant transporting oneself to a foreign country and this country was Athens, whose ‘customs and habits’ (Brumoy 1730: 1, cxvi) were on display throughout the corpus: ‘Same way of litigating, of making speeches, of defending oneself, of weeping the dead, of imploring the Gods; . . . in one word, same turn of spirit, and always Athenian’ (Brumoy 1730: 1, cxvi), Brumoy wrote, thus inaugurating an ethnological reading of the stage according to which plays were understood to encapsulate and mirror the customs of a time and place. Voltaire, who had been schooled by the Jesuits and knew Brumoy well, was certainly influenced by this conception of the theatre when he started displacing his own tragic plots to distant locales.

This double, mirror-like displacement, through space and time, as modern Ottomans were likened to the Ancients and the Ancients, conversely, were likened to inhabitants of a foreign country, paved the way for the establishment of a new form of tragedy, central to which was the painting of mores. Through this process, mores as social forms of life were transported to an aesthetic plane and acquired a visual dimension.




The painting of mores and moral truth

After putting the finishing touches to Alzire, Voltaire reported excitedly that he was breaking new ground. ‘It is a brand new world, full of brand new mores. I am convinced that it would be a hit in Panama and Pernambuco’, he wrote to his friend d’Argental (Voltaire 1968–1977: D804, Voltaire to d’Argental, December 1734), seemingly confident that his tragedy would withstand the test of travelling to South America. He was all the more dismayed when he heard that another playwright, Lefranc de Pompignan, had also seized on the South American theme. A new setting had commercial value, undeniably. Voltaire hastened to write to the actors of the Comédie-Française in order to pressure them into performing his play first: ‘You do realise, gentlemen, that the sole value of this subject resides in the painting of American mores in contrast to the portrait of European mores’ (Voltaire 1968–1977: D965, Voltaire to the actors of the Comédie-Française, 1735). Cideville echoed this: ‘Nothing is so felicitous and so full of genius as this continuous contrast between the simple mores of America and the corrupt mores of our Europe. Through image and portraits, it offers a never-ceasing lesson that is most illuminating and pleasant’ (Voltaire 1968–1977: D1002, Cideville to Voltaire, 5 February 1736).

Nearly twenty years later, the preface to L’Orphelin de la Chine was couched in more or less the same terms. The title of the play was, as is well known, a reference to The Orphan of Zhao, a thirteenth-century Chinese play by Ji Junxiang. The translation by father Joseph de Prémare had been published by Jean-Baptiste Du Halde in his Description de la Chine (1735). Voltaire in his preface explained how, having drawn inspiration from the title of the Chinese play, he had decided to transpose the intrigue to the thirteenth century: ‘My choice fell on the great period of Genghis Khan and I decided to attempt the painting of the mores of the Tartars and the Chinese. However interesting the plot, it amounts to nothing when it doesn’t paint mores; and this painting, one of Art’s great secrets, is but a frivolous amusement, when it doesn’t inspire with virtue’ (Voltaire 2009a: 114–15).


Ut pictura theatrum, that is, painting as a metaphor to designate the stage, was a legacy of Jesuit pedagogy, based on the primacy the Jesuits conferred to sight among the senses. In his Discours sur les spectacles published in 1733 (the text is actually a translation of a discourse in Latin composed by father Porée), Brumoy likened the stage to a living painting (peinture vivante), capable, through a vivid re-enactment, of transporting the spectator back in time. This quasi-magical power of the stage made it superior to history books, as did the possibility of representing contrasts within the same frame of action, something that once again likened the stage to a painting:


History-writing is constrained by time, place and the succession of events, which it cannot ignore. Usually, it dares expose virtues and vices only separately and each in its own place. The stage on the other hand (akin to painting, which draws on the resources of color and chiaroscuro) is capable of contrasting vice and virtue within one and the same frame of action. (Porée 2000: 25)



It is this potential for chiaroscuro and contrast that Voltaire, who had studied with the Jesuits and knew Porée and Brumoy well, adapted to the painting of mores.

Conversely, mores were from the outset at the very heart of the Essai sur les mœurs, as evidenced by the final title. In a text published in 1763 as a supplement to the Essai, Voltaire explained the rationale behind its composition. It had been written for his friend Mme du Châtelet, in order to overcome the ‘disgust’ (Voltaire 2016: 15) that a learned woman such as her, knowledgeable in all the sciences (Mme du Châtelet was well known as translator of Newton), could not but feel towards the science of history. European history from the age of Charlemagne was indeed both petty, strictly confined as it was inside the boundaries of Europe, and fastidious, bogged down in endless detail. To combat this disgust and convince du Châtelet of the importance of history, Voltaire had felt it necessary to both embrace a wider geography that included the Islamic world, India and China, and to change the very subject of history. No longer a narrative of disjointed events, it would become a history of civilization based on the ‘painting of mores’, one that would reveal the process through which nations pass ‘from politeness to barbarity’ (Voltaire 2016: 20).

If both the tragedies and the Essai converged towards the goal of painting mores, they would still seem to be separated by the difference between fiction and fact. However, this distinction was in fact secondary according to Voltaire. He readily admitted that the plots of his tragedies were not based on fact. This is what differentiates his approach from that of Racine in Bajazet. In his preface to the play, Racine had indeed laid claim to the plot of Bajazet being a true story, told to him by M. Nantouillet, who in turn held it from M. de Chézy, French ambassador at the Porte. Voltaire, by contrast, did not claim that his plots were true. The episode of the murder of Zopire by Séide, at the heart of the plot of Mahomet, for instance, has no factual basis in the Quran or the Vie de Mahomed by Boulainvilliers, Voltaire’s main source, and he did not pretend that it did. ‘I am well aware that Muhammad did not engineer exactly the kind of treason that constitutes the subject of this tragedy’, he wrote in a dedicatory epistle to Frederick the Great, before adding: ‘I did not aim to stage a true plot, but true mores’ (Voltaire 2002: 155). There were thus two regimes of truth, the one factual, in relation to the plot, the other moral, in relation to mores. A few years later, in the preface to the Roman tragedy Rome sauvée, he repeated the same distinction: ‘Scholars will not find here a faithful telling of the Catilinarian conspiracy. They do not need to be convinced that a tragedy is no history; but they will find a true painting of the mores of that time’ (Voltaire 1992: 149).

The convergence between tragedy and history, with both adopting mores as their primary units and subject matter, is apparent. It remains to be seen how this convergence translated into a true crossover.



Tragedy as visual history

The crossover was underpinned by a common source base. Although this is not the place to delve into details concerning Voltaire’s sources, one may cite Agustín de Zárate’s Historia del descubrimento y conquista del Perú (Antwerp: 1555), of which Voltaire possessed a French translation published in Amsterdam in 1717; Garcilaso de la Vega’s Commentarios reales (Voltaire 1989: 7); the count of Boulainvilliers’ La Vie de Mahomed (Voltaire 2002); and Du Halde’s Description de la Chine and the Histoire de Gentchiscan et de toute la dynastie des Mongous ses successeurs (1739) compiled by father Gaubil using Chinese sources (Voltaire 2009a). Voltaire used these works to nourish both the Essai and the tragedies. Indeed, all three tragedies under consideration have their counterpart chapter or chapters in the Essai, each of them revealing how mores circulated from one genre to the other. Alzire may thus be read in parallel with chapter 148, which deals with the conquest of Peru by the Spanish; Mahomet with chapters 6 (‘Of Arabia, and Muhammad’) and 7 (‘Of the Quran, and Muslim law: Whether the Islamic religion was new and whether it was bent on persecution’); and L’Orphelin de la Chine with the opening two chapters on China, and chapter 60 (‘Of the Orient, and Genghis Khan’).

When read in parallel with the Essai, the tragedies reveal their ethnographic quality. Beyond the local colour provided by names, whether of individuals or of cities, Voltaire indeed offers a number of snapshots regarding the laws, customs and ways of life of the nations he puts on the stage. These are the building blocks out of which his overall pictures are crafted. His annotations amount to an effort to situate the Incas, the Spanish, the Arabs, the Tartars and the Chinese on the ladder of civilization, using a modified version of the checklist first devised by the Jesuit José de Acosta at the end of the sixteenth century (Romano 2016). Among the main attributes of civilization according to Voltaire are literacy and the use of writing, the existence of formalized laws and of a central government and city dwelling. In Alzire, emphasis is thus placed on the advanced nature of the Incan civilization, with Voltaire aiming to counter any lingering assumption among the public that they were savages. Voltaire takes great care to underline their scientific achievements in astronomy or the fact that they possessed a central government (Montèze, Alzire’s father, was formerly the king of Potosi). In Alzire, this is achieved in particular through the use of footnotes, which are used to explain or justify historical specificities – a clear instance of a formal borrowing from the genre of history-writing. ‘People in Peru were steeped in astronomy, geography, and geometry. They used to record equinoxes and solstices by engraving lines on columns’ (Voltaire 1989: 142), reads one footnote. When pointing out in another that the Incas believed that the founder of the city of Cusco was the son of the sun, Voltaire adds that Europeans too have their own fables and that it is therefore no sign of cultural inferiority. Conversely, the Spanish are depicted as technologically advanced, but cruel and ruthless, in keeping with the sombre vision of the conquest elaborated by Bartolomé de las Casas. They are the true barbarians. ‘The people are afraid of the Spaniards, but they hate them / We are the scourges of the new world, unjust, vain, greedy, / The true barbarians of these climes’ (Voltaire 1989: 129), laments Alvarès, Gusman’s father – verses that are echoed in the Essai, where the ‘ferocity’ (Voltaire 2013: 240) of the Spanish conquistadors is denounced. Alzire is the picture of a world still reeling from the shock of the violence unleashed by the conquerors, and herein lies the difference between the Essai and the play. Whereas the former focuses on the actions of Pizarro and the civil wars that engulfed Peru after the conquest, the play, in adopting the viewpoint of the vanquished and exploring how they have adjusted to their demise through rebellion or conversion, sets the underlying contrast between the Incans and the Spaniards in motion.

Voltaire eschewed footnotes after Alzire, content with having a certain number of keywords disseminated throughout the plays function as operators of ekphrasis. These keywords, which echo directly those used in the Essai, were sufficient to conjure up wider social realities. ‘I see an ancient, industrious, and numerous people’ (Voltaire 2009a: IV.2: 43), exclaims Genghis Khan with admiration when speaking about China, for instance: it is a verse that echoes as a kind of summary of chapter 1 of the Essai, in which Voltaire evokes successively the antiquity of China, its population and its industry. When Idamé portrays China as ruled by fatherly law (‘This empire, now laid waste, and which should have been immortal, / Was based, my Lord, on fatherly law’ (Voltaire 2009a: IV.4: 54)), she echoes one of the main thrusts of Voltaire’s description of the Chinese government in the Essai (‘The foundation of the Chinese government is the respect children bear their fathers. Fatherly authority is never diminished there’ (Voltaire 2009b: 44)). Deciding to put an end to destruction, Genghis Khan calls for the preservation of the archives of the empire, wherein lies its true power. Conversely, the description of the Mongols in both the play and the Essai emphasizes the twin fact that they are nomads and illiterate, which places them at the bottom of civilization. They are a brute force of nature, bent on destruction and carnage. The same holds true for Muhammad and his followers, who are presented in a very dark light in the play. This is not the case in the Essai, where the prophet is depicted much more favourably. In spite of the shift in Voltaire’s views of Islam that is widely acknowledged to have taken place in the intervening years, it is noteworthy that the basis of Muhammad’s success is presented in the same way from one text to the other: ‘J’abolis les faux Dieux, et mon culte épuré / De ma grandeur naissante est le premier degré’ (Voltaire 2002: 210), an echo of which can be found in the Essai’s evocation of the ‘austerity’ and ‘simplicity’ of his laws and doctrine (Voltaire 2009b: 158).

On stage, costumes became the primary vehicle for the visual representation of mores. They were the material embodiment of these social forms. It is probably no coincidence that the first staging of L’Orphelin de la Chine is generally recognized as having initiated a shift towards more authentic costumes, although it is quite difficult to judge whether this was indeed the case, the issue being not the authenticity of these costumes but whether they looked authentic to the audience. The evidence relating to the costumes that were used on stage is unfortunately insufficient to draw any definite conclusions. Prints representing the costumes used for the staging of L’Orphelin de la Chine exist, but they are from a later date. The closest we can get to the original production is via the detailed bills for the original costumes of L’Orphelin de la Chine. They demonstrate that the comedians sought to achieve an overall contrastive pattern. On the one hand, Genghis Khan wore a tiger hide and bore a bow, a quiver and a saber. On the other, Zamti’s white satin robe was adorned with seventy-two Chinese ideograms (Comédie-Française archives). These costumes thus signified very clearly the contrast between savagery and civilization, here symbolized by the Chinese characters, themselves a symbol of the literacy and culture of the Chinese elite. Five years later, when consulted about the costumes for Alzire by Louise Dorothea of Meiningen, who was preparing a staging of the play at her own private theatre, Voltaire gave specific instructions that testify to his ambition to draw on the resources of costume to sharpen the contrast between the Spanish and the Peruvians. Even though the latter would wear a Roman costume, their breastplate would need to be adorned by a representation of the sun, while feathers of all kinds were to distinguish them from the Spanish, clad in long black coats and fire-coloured stockings (Voltaire 1968–1977: D8709, Voltaire to Louise Dorothea of Meiningen, 15 January 1760).

This chapter has focused on how Voltaire displaced tragedy to new and distant settings. This displacement had precedents in the Ottoman tragedies of the previous century, Bajazet in particular, and also in the Jesuit Brumoy’s translation of Greek tragedy, but nevertheless gave birth, through a crossover with the forms of history-writing, to a new kind of moral tragedy. Indeed, mores, the depiction of which was at the core of Voltaire’s historical project, also constituted the elementary formal units out of which his global tragedies were built. Signified through a set of keywords or materially embodied on stage through costumes, they coalesced into an overall contrastive and dynamic pattern structured around the opposition between the conquered and the conquerors and the places they occupied on the ladder of civilization. It remains to be seen whether these global tragedies travelled far and wide, especially with regard to those locales that were depicted on stage. Was Alzire, for instance, successful on the stages of colonial South America, as Voltaire had hoped? Whatever the case, by widening the geography of his theatre to the dimension of the globe and putting before the eyes of the audience the varied canvas of the universe, Voltaire transformed tragedy into an instrument for widening the diffusion of historical knowledge and for philosophical questioning on the relativity of cultures in a globalizing world.



Note
1 All translations from French are my own, unless otherwise stated.
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 Black Hamlet and the resistance to travel

Tobias Döring



I

It must have been a strange encounter, under the burning sun of Western Africa, when in September 1607 a group of English sailors performed The Tragedy of Hamlet. This seems to be the earliest Hamlet performance for which a record is available. It took place onboard the Red Dragon, an East India Company ship bound for the Spice Islands but, after a storm in the Atlantic, forced to anchor on the coast of Sierra Leone for repairs. Captain Keeling soon established contact with regional inhabitants and, through a local interpreter, procured the help he needed. Perhaps it was in compensation for such help, or to lift the spirits of an idle crew, that he organized and staged the show. His journal entry for 5 September reads: ‘I sent the interpreter according to his desire abord the Hector [another ship of the small fleet] whear he brooke fast and after came abord me wher we gave the tragedie of Hamlett.’1
 The occasion raises questions: What could a group of English seamen, stranded in the tropics, have made of Shakespeare’s melancholic prince? What must the African interpreter, a member of the local audience, have thought of this strange show about a court, a ghost and a delayed act of revenge? What happens to Hamlet when the play is engaged in maritime passages and cultural displacement?

The authenticity of Keeling’s diary has long been both doubted and defended;2
 some years ago, in an ingenious piece of detection, Bernice Kilman forcefully argued that the entry is a nineteenth-century hoax (Kilman 2011). But her argument has not dissuaded the editors of a leading recent Hamlet edition from citing Keeling as a source of Hamlet’s early performance history.3
 The putative forger could, at any rate, only have been so successful in their work by anchoring it in some form of cultural plausibility. Whatever the archival evidence might be, Hamlet’s African excursion in the early seventeenth century has become part of the tragedy’s perpetuated history and so serves as an apt reminder that tragedy, in the general and fundamental sense explored throughout the present volume, is always on the move. Shakespeare’s Danish hero and his plight, often taken to epitomize tragic drama after classical antiquity,4
 thus also epitomize the close connection between tragedy and travel.

In the broad generic terms here being investigated, it may be rather harder to identify what in tragedy remains, that is, what the formal or thematic constants are that define and make up tragedy and can be found in all its transformations across space and time. Current critical responses do not offer much assistance. In her series preface to A Cultural History of Tragedy, Rebecca Bushnell notes that tragedy ‘has appeared in a myriad of forms’ and also ‘surfaced in other literary genres such as narrative, poetry and novels’ (2020: ix). In the same series, introducing early modern tragedy, Naomi Conn Liebler evokes the parable of several blind men trying to define an elephant and cites Stephen Booth on tragedy’s principal ‘indefinition’ to suggest how confusion and futility prevail (2020: 1–3, see also Booth 1983). Similarly, John Drakakis in his recent concise study grapples with the elusive ‘essence of tragedy that can be recovered and refashioned from one epoch to the next’ (2024: 122, emphasis in the original); after all, he muses in the final chapter, ‘tragedy is not some essential quality that is handed down from generation to generation’ (2024: 144). What, then, could we posit is the subject in tragedy’s travels?

When indefinition is tragedy’s only enduring feature, and the common denominator of all its multiple travelling forms, tragedy reiterates the problem which Paul de Man once diagnosed for literary theory when he observed that ‘the main theoretical interest of literary theory lies in the impossibility of its own definition’ (1986: 3) – hardly an auspicious start for critical discussion. And yet, for Hamlet perhaps rather suitable. For it seems as if the ongoing search for tragedy’s putative form, as opposed to its various transhistorical and transcultural realizations, bears some resemblance to the teasing game which Hamlet plays with Polonius when he asks him to identify the shape of a cloud – ‘almost in shape of a camel’, ‘like a weasel’, ‘or like a whale’ (Hamlet 3.2.367–72) – a game which Michael Neill has called a ‘parable of the vain interpretative fetches to which the action persistently drives both characters and audience’ (1998: 219) of the play. That is to say, Hamlet as a tragic figure and likewise Hamlet as a drama that exemplifies the tragedy tradition appear to be shape-shifters and hence continue to provoke interpretative acts. Desperate efforts to interpret, define, identify and name just what exactly we are faced with take place, not only on the level of the spectators or readers who engage with Hamlet but also within this very play, that is, on the level of its characters, as Neill reminds us with the cloud game, and their constant search for certainty of sense.


This doubling, clearly, makes the play well suited to explore tragedy as a travelling form. Notably, the Red Dragon record draws attention to the many acts of travel – between Elsinore, Wittenberg, Paris, Norway, Poland and England – which constitute its plot but which, since all of them take place offstage, may easily be missed. In many ways, Hamlet appears to stage a resistance to travel: it is the most localized and locally grounded of all Shakespearean tragedies, centred entirely on Elsinore castle and its immediate neighbourhood, without major geographic moves of scenery.5
 Even the name Hamlet, derived from the Germanic word for home, as Margreta de Grazia points out, denotes ‘a cluster of homes, a kingdom in miniature’ (2007: 6). And yet this homely setting is presented to be criss-crossed by journey lines and haunted by a ghostly shape that forms the central hermeneutic challenge both in and of the play, the persistent figure of a traveller ‘doomed . . . to walk the night’ (Hamlet 1.5.10) and paradoxically redolent of that ‘undiscovered country from whose bourn / No traveller returns’ (Hamlet 3.1.78–9). To the extent that much of Shakespeare’s play is concerned with figuring out this ‘questionable shape’ (Hamlet 1.4.43) as a travelling form, trying to determine its identity and credibility, Hamlet may be seen as a metatheatrical quest to question the tropology of travel.

In a recent engagement with Hamlet’s travels in the Global South, Sandra Young has focussed on the ‘play’s capacity to effect discomfiting social critique’ (2023: 142). For this purpose, she argues, the ‘brooding, introspective, post-Freudian Hamlet’ has increasingly transformed into a rebel figure ‘to reckon with the struggles of dispossession, political turmoil and police surveillance’ (2023: 142). Her account draws on a contrast of the psychological with the political, a juxtaposition long familiar in the reception history of the play and the many instantiations of its hero whose political employments are not, in fact, a new development. In the case history from the Global South I wish to present in this chapter, the point may well be that its strategic use of Hamlet arguably overwrites this overfamiliar juxtaposition by making the psychological the political. At any rate, the case exemplifies how and why Shakespeare’s Hamlet, because of such protean possibilities, has become ‘a generative figure to think with’ (2023: 152), in Young’s felicitous phrase.6
 What, then, do such acts of thinking generate? What kind of thinking does Hamlet provoke? And what does the figure suggest about tragedy as a travelling form?



II

In the framework sketched so far, the following scenario deserves consideration. A father has died. He was a man of great authority, well respected and regarded as a leading figure in the life of his community. He leaves behind his wife and family, among them a young son who expects to succeed the father and eventually gain his role and title. But soon after the burial, the widow marries her brother-in-law; in consequence the title is withheld. The mother’s new husband, both uncle and uneasy father to the filial heir, has claimed the heritage and public office of his older brother for himself and so effectively usurped a position which the son sees as his own, rightful by paternal lineage. Caught between allegiance to his mother and rebellious resentment against his uncle-father, the mourner feels sidelined, desperate and deprived.

If this scenario seems familiar, it is because we are indeed facing a case of Hamlet’s travels, all the more so when we learn that the father’s spirit returns to speak to the son:


John told me that his father would often come back from the dead to speak with him. For John, as for all Africans, there is no rigid dividing-line between the living and the dead: he has no conception of ‘another world’. The dead continue to exist in this world in the form of midzimu, the spirits of the ancestors; and John believes implicitly that the midzimu come and speak to him, giving him advice and help. This is an interesting form of what psychologists call an introjection of an object. (Sachs 1996: 82–3)



In a precarious combination of ethnographic and psychological discourse, exemplified in the short passage quoted, this text unfolds a tale of haunting and bereavement, of struggle, delay and revenge presented in a tragic model. Under the programmatic title Black Hamlet, the European-educated author Wulf Sachs here transfers Shakespeare’s play in its most influential twentieth-century reading to a very different time and place, Southern Africa in the 1930s, where several of its major features he claims have recurred.

Published in 1937, Black Hamlet is a piece of prose narration, yet it stages the familiar drama of a son deprived of his rightful role, haunted by his father’s ghost and called upon to put things right. The titular figure is called John Chavafambira, a Manyika labour migrant from Southern Rhodesia, who has been living in a Johannesburg slum yard for some time where he struggles to establish himself as a healer-diviner, his father’s traditional profession and position which now, back home, the uncle has usurped. The central doubt recurs from Hamlet, too: the son’s suspicion that his father’s death was neither natural nor incidental but committed by the scheming brother, effectively a murderous poisoner. Again, the son is called to action but prevaricates, postponing a decisive deed. And it is here, according to the narrator as our only source of information and authority on this case, where the travelled tragic pattern becomes functional. Sachs openly resorts to Hamlet in a psychoanalytic reading as the key by which the heart of his protagonist can be unlocked:


Hamletism is a universal phenomenon symbolizing indecision and hesitancy when action is required and reasonably expected. Many hypotheses have been put forward to explain Hamlet’s incapacity to revenge his father’s murder. . . . As I have explained more fully in my book on Psychoanalysis, Hamlet’s hesitancy cannot be explained in terms of conscious reasons, for his hesitation is due to an internal conflict to fulfil his filial duty and some special cause for repugnance towards it. . . . John’s tragedy, at first glance, may seem far beneath Hamlet’s, and one is justified in ridiculing at the start any comparison between John the witch-doctor and Hamlet the Danish prince. But the comparison is built up on the basis of its psychological content. . . . It is the problem of Hamletism from whatever angle it is viewed. (Sachs 1996: 236–8)



With this grand gesture, we are prompted to see the young African throughout called John as a Black Hamlet in the sense that his predicament can be described and analysed in the same terms as Shakespeare’s prince because they essentially find themselves ‘in a similar situation’ (Sachs 1996: 238) – John’s life in Johannesburg, we read earlier in a phrase echoing Hamlet’s first soliloquy (1.2.33), seemed to him ‘flat and stale’ and made him yearn for his mother who ‘alone’, he felt, ‘could satisfy his every need’ (Sachs 1996: 144) – even though many of their circumstances widely differ.

The text, in fact, suggests some further Shakespearean inflections. Chavafambira’s ‘hero’, we learn at one point (Sachs 1996: 202), is Paul Robeson, the African American actor, son of a runaway slave, whose powerful performance as Othello at the Savoy – the first Black man to play the part on a major English stage7
 – captivated London audiences in 1930. At a point of personal crisis, John roams the streets searching for cinema windows showing Robeson’s photograph (Sachs 1996: 202), which he first discovered with surprise – ‘“Look!”, he exclaimed in wonderment. “Here is a Bantu man among all the white men!”’ (Sachs 1996: 150) – in a magazine that his girlfriend once browsed through. Neither Robeson’s profession nor his role is ever mentioned in Black Hamlet; yet Robeson’s tacit presence serves as a reminder of the tragic role that ‘John’ in Sachs’s script is cast to play.

A ‘highly undisciplined text’, as Arthur Little aptly calls it (2021: 75), Black Hamlet is a convoluted narrative of unclear genre, partly a travelogue and ethnographic field account, partly a psychological biography, partly also a story of initiation and political awakening and, at any rate, a strong tale full of turns, hair-raising adventure, sex and crime and punishment. Sachs’s main ambition may have been to argue for the universalism of psychic conditions and afflictions across ethnic boundaries, as suggested in his opening remark – ‘the manifestation of insanity in its form, content, origin, and causation, are identical in both natives and Europeans’ (1996: 71) – just as in the ‘Hamletism’-passage cited. But for present purposes it is more significant that his argument, at a crucial point, resorts to a specific tragic figure so as to give verbal form to a South African predicament, the Hamlet analogy being ‘the grid’, in Saul Dubow’s words, ‘through which John’s evidence is squeezed’ (Sachs 1996: 17). For this reason, the book has found quite some attention since the 1990s in postcolonial and in psychoanalytic Shakespeare studies.8
 Whether or not it might also help the project recently proposed by Ato Quayson ‘to rethink postcolonialism through the prism of literary tragedy and vice versa’ (2021: 4) stands to reason. Its use of Hamlet may rather be a case of displacement and dissection, like the surprising Hamlet reference in the 2018 TV series Black Earth Rising, which Christina Wald describes as ‘a transformative reenactment in an unexpected context that at first sight has little to do with Shakespeare’s play’ but that still ‘signals the latent presence of larger meanings . . . that are derived from Hamlet and from what has become the echo chamber of its reception history’ (2020: 138). My chapter sets out, in a symptomatic reading of Black Hamlet, to manifest and mediate some of these larger latent meanings by looking at the text in two complementary perspectives, focusing on its claims of universalism and the resistance to travel.



III

First, however, some contextual information.9
 Wulf Sachs, born in 1893, was a medical doctor, a Freudian analyst and a Jewish socialist from Lithuania. Trained in St Petersburg, London, and Cologne, in 1922 he emigrated from Berlin to Johannesburg. There he set up a medical practice and started an impressive series of scientific, social and political activities. Cultivating close relations to the South African Institute of Race Relations, founded in 1929, and with liberal intellectuals based at Witwatersrand University, he effectively established psychoanalysis in the country and soon took special interest in what he called native psychology, his field of research at Pretoria Mental Hospital. In 1933 through anthropologist Ellen Hellman, another member of the Jewish diaspora, he came into contact with Chavafambira, then in his late twenties, who, in an uneasy alliance of native informant, patient, protégé and colleague, became the subject of Sachs’s best-known publication.

This life and text, which intensely occupied Sachs for fifteen years – he died, aged only fifty-six, in 1949 – went through no less than three distinctly different forms by which he sought to give shape to what he saw in his local interlocutor: a paradigm of traditional culture struggling with modernity. He first wrote a novel entitled African Tragedy: The Life Story of a Native ‘Doctor’, which has remained unpublished, the typescript archived to this day in Wits University library.10
 He then wrote the case history already introduced, published in London in 1937 as Black Hamlet: The Mind of an African Negro Revealed by Psychoanalysis. Ten years later, Sachs republished the book in a substantially rewritten and extended version for the American market, published in Boston under the title Black Anger. These differences in genre and focus are already significant enough. Yet there exists even a fourth version, the stage adaptation Black Hamlet by a left-leaning Hollywood screenwriter called John Bright, who was aspiring to become a Broadway author and was evidently working on this script in dialogue with Sachs (see Wright 2021 and 2022; Bright [1947] 2022). His pseudo-documentary and politically committed play, however, has never been produced and just recently come to light in the Library of Congress.

What we are looking at, then, is a transformation process from Shakespearean tragedy via African tragedy to ethno-analytic case history and political parable onto an activist Broadway play: quite a trajectory across cultures and genres and one that merits attention when exploring tragedy as a travelling form. In the introduction to a recent collection on Migrating Shakespeare, the editors remark that ‘migrating texts follow similar patterns’ as human migrants ‘in so far as every act involves an origin, a destination, sometimes an intervening set of obstacles, and in Shakespeare’s case, can become strongly involved in the sufferings, trials and ideological campaigns of the countries they enter’ (Clare and Goy-Blanquet 2021: 1). In the present case, the two aspects combine: the migrating text of Shakespeare’s Hamlet also involves migrating people, Sachs and Chavafambira, whose roles as protagonists and readers of the travelling tragedy are not as easily determined and distinguished as one might expect. Nor is it clear how, in this case, such fundamental features of travel as origin and destination can be singled out.

In a study of what may be called the science of travel, that is, anthropology, Johannes Fabian once noted a crucial difference in notions of travel when he distinguished travel to and travel from: the difference lies in the location of authority. Travel to denotes a journey like a pilgrimage towards, for instance, centres of religion whence the entire travel project gains its rationale; by contrast, in Fabian’s words, secular travel is ‘from the centers of learning and power’ (1983: 6) that authorize the enterprise and where all loot or knowledge gained by the journey is to be deposited. The Hamlet figure under discussion is a complex case because it travels both from Europe and, slightly later, from South Africa when it is transformed and then transferred to America. It thus has several points of origin, also involving Sigmund Freud and Ernest Jones as strong originators, and certainly has various different destinations. In this sense, the ‘intervening set of obstacles’ which Clare and Goy-Blanquet set out gain prominence and power. Since points of departure and arrival multiply, it is the crucial area in between, and the interventions that may happen there, to which we need to turn when reading, and rereading, Black Hamlet.



IV

Sachs structures his book in three parts, not unlike the three-act structure of a tragedy. The middle part is entitled ‘Black and White Medicine’, presumably to indicate that Sachs’s professional domain is being compared, perhaps to some degree also equated, with the so-called black medicine that Chavafambira wants to practice as herbalist-diviner, thus suggesting a collegial sense of parity between the author and his subject. It is near the opening of this part that Sachs comments on the colour marker black, when Chavafambira shares a dream interpretation with him and declares: ‘It’s not lucky to see black in a dream, because black means dead people.’ Sachs is ‘very much’ surprised to learn ‘that black symbolized evil even to the black native’ and takes this as a piece of evidence ‘that black must have in Man, irrespective of colour, some fundamental origin connected with night and day or some similar source’ (1996: 200). However, the surprise he registers here is itself surprising because his argument throughout is based on just this kind of psychological universalism.

Above all, in the central interpretive act quoted earlier, when he declares ‘Hamletism’ a ‘universal phenomenon’ (Sachs 1996: 236), he makes precisely such a claim by generalizing a putative category of Freudian diagnosis across all boundaries of culture, time and place. When Freud, in The Interpretation of Dreams, turned to tragic drama as a model of male psychic development, he was especially interested in the dramaturgy of revelation which shapes Oedipus Rex and which he likened to his own work as a psychoanalyst,11
 just as he was interested in the different historical inflection of the same psychic development that Hamlet, as he argued, demonstrates.12
 Sachs, when following the Freudian reading, shows little interest in either aspect. For him, ‘Hamletism’ is a timeless human predicament without cultural specificity, thus reiterating the age-old notion of Shakespeare’s universality, in the words of Chua and Ho, as ‘the originating genius who can speak undeniable truths about the human condition’ (2023: 8). This notion crucially affords the author and analyst with the tools of trade which his case study employs so as to analyse and frame his subject. In this way, the universalist claims double: the narrator believes themselves to have identified the Oedipal scenario of the mind of John, in which what is at stake is the ability not just of Shakespeare’s but also of Freud’s legacies to travel.

The point has repeatedly been pressed and critically debated by postcolonial readers, largely following Frantz Fanon, himself a Black psychologist who, when it came to the transcultural transfers of psychoanalytic categories, remained sceptical and resistant. As he argued in his 1952 debut Black Skin, White Masks, ‘the Oedipus complex is far from coming into being among Negroes’ (1986: 151–2). So the ready imposition of this complex, in Black Hamlet, onto an African subject may well be considered an act of colonialism, on Sachs’s part, buttressing Ranjana Khanna’s fundamental view that ‘psychoanalysis itself is a colonial discipline’ (2003: x).

With regard to Hamlet, no doubt, universalist assumptions have long abounded. But they have also found a well-known check and counterpoint in Laura Bohannan’s ethnographic parable from the 1960s, ‘Shakespeare in the Bush’.13
 A much-cited fragment of her fieldwork that, like the Red Dragon report, has become part of Hamlet’s afterlives, her article recounts how she subjects the tragedy to an act of cultural translation by trying to retell its plot to some Tiv elders in West Africa and being surprised to find its meaning quite reversed: the local audience first questions the plausibility of the Shakespearean tale, then intervenes to correct certain points and eventually takes over the narration to make clear what the tragedy should really be about – a powerful and humbling case for cultural determinism that demonstrates the radically local ways in which stories function and sense is made. Precisely such a readiness to acknowledge the particular locality, and the determining factors of his subject’s life outside European categories of interpretation, seems missing in Sachs’s confidently universalist diagnosis. In making ‘Hamletism’ travel to South Africa he never pauses to consider what might principally resist such travels.

And yet it would be rash now to dismiss Black Hamlet as yet another Eurocentric text. In fact, Bohannan’s parable – of telling and retelling an overly familiar story in a cultural contact zone where different hermeneutic acts come into play so that meaning is negotiated across such telling differences – should alert us to acknowledge that Sachs’s narrative is by no means a straightforward tale. The text is marked also by a different strategy: one that questions interpretive authority and, in some decisive scenes of reading and rereading, counters all confidently universalist gestures. This point is crucial, I would argue, for Black Hamlet: that reading and interpretation here proceed, not just on the level of discours but also on the level of histoire, that is, of the story that is being told. In this way, the text involves a recursive structure or self-referential quality which it shares with Shakespeare’s Hamlet – a famously metatheatrical tragedy that also, as noted above, doubles the hermeneutic efforts it has long attracted and seems to anticipate in intradiegetic scenes of sensemaking. Even if the enduring form of tragedy in general remains elusive, this particular tragedy clearly finds its form in such mise en abyme effects, some of which, significantly, seem to recur in Black Hamlet.

There are various discussions about books, above all the Bible, on which Chavafambira frequently engages in ‘much speculation’, as Sachs reports, and raises many questions: ‘What language did Christ speak? Why did the Jews go away from him? And why didn’t the Jews try to convert them to their religion? . . . Why were there two Bibles, two Testaments?’ (1996: 177) and so on. Such debates are relevant, first of all, because the biblical text long served as the classic terrain and tool of missionary universalism and colonial politics. But these scenes of Bible reading, trying to negotiate its meanings across lines of language, colour, class and culture, are even more relevant because they potentially shift interpretive authority, for instance, when the local reader is reported as saying: ‘they have given us Jesus. We don’t want him. I read in the Bible that the Jews also refused to have Jesus, and believe in God. We are also the same’ (1996: 174). Here, the rhetoric of universalism returns to Sachs with a decisive twist. His well-read native subject co-opts him into the same community of plight: the Jewish migrant from Europe finds himself positioned by and with the Black migrant from Rhodesia, who declares himself to be ‘the same’ as ‘the Jews’ in their shared resistance. In the story that Black Hamlet tells us, we find a displacement in the hierarchy between the interpretive authority and the designated subject that authority’s discourse has set up.

Such displacement also occurs to its central hermeneutic framework, psychoanalysis, as it travels to South Africa. Throughout, there is an underlying sense of rivalry between Sachs’s and Chavafambira’s professional work as healers. At one point, for instance, Sachs observes how John, engaged in truth-telling by means of horns, manipulates his divination: ‘He appeared to hold the calabash tightly, but I found out that the wrist was loose and gently shaking, so that actually he made the horns move according to his wish’ (1996: 216). Only the outside observer is aware of the performer’s tricks, whereas to the local patient ‘the horns were moved by supernatural forces’ (1996: 126–7). But the superior position Sachs assumes here is soon questioned, and eventually abandoned, when other practices, like dream interpretation, come into play. As Sachs must note, it is not just the psychoanalyst who takes an interest in dreamwork; it is also part of Chavafambira’s professional role as a diviner to give interpretation to his patients’ dreams (1996: 108). And, indeed, when Sachs takes him to the psychiatric ward, Chavafambira’s interaction with the local patients elicits a greater wealth of information from them than the official analyst (1996: 253), who must see his own method upstaged and pre-empted. Psychoanalysis has travelled to South Africa only to discover there that its double is already long at work.

Such points suggest a constitutive tension in this text, arising from the ambivalence of its central hermeneutic act which makes Hamlet’s putative psychic predicament travel: the universalist rhetoric returns in claims of parity – parity between Jews and Africans or between ‘witch-doctor’ and analyst – and so upsets the traditional authority by which not just interpretation would proceed but by which local power structures function. For in the highly stratified and racially segregated society of 1930s South Africa, approaching the formal establishment of apartheid in 1948, Sachs’s universalist assumptions clearly counter the official ideology. To insist, as he does, that the psychological difference between Blacks and whites is no greater than between the English and the Germans (Sachs 1996: 71) is a remarkably liberal, potentially liberating stance that subverts notions of white superiority. Travelling Hamlet to South Africa, therefore, does not simply repeat but quite possibly resist the colonial mindset on which the country and its institutions otherwise rely. Black Hamlet, in this view, undertakes to travel the psychological reading of Shakespeare’s tragedy in and as an act of political resistance.



V

However, this can only be a partial view. The dynamics of authority and textual authorization performed in and with Black Hamlet turn out to be, in fact, more complex. When taking a closer look at the central interpretive passage quoted earlier, where Sachs identifies Chavafambira’s ‘Hamletism’, readers notice that the major diagnostic move is made by referencing another text, a previous publication by the author – ‘As I have explained more fully in my book on Psychoanalysis’ (1996: 236) – where the groundwork and true explanation of the present case is to be found. The reference is to Sachs’s textbook Psychoanalysis: Its Meaning and Practical Applications, based on a lecture series he gave at Wits University in the early 1930s, published in 1934 with an introductory note by Professor Freud and cited now as evidence in the present case history. So what announced itself, on the first page, as a study in ‘native psychology’ setting out to probe ‘into the depths of the human mind’ (1996: 71) culminates in the reversion to a previous text and a prescribed, or pre-scripted, interpretation there set down and now reiterated. The individual fate under analysis merely rehearses a general pattern called ‘Hamletism’, as a substrate of tragedy, which supposedly should follow from Chavafambira’s life story but which already sets its premise. Therefore, at this crucial point in Black Hamlet, the psychological format of the tragic figure on which the challenge formulated in the title draws does not actually travel but rather remains in its given place. But from where does Sachs derive this consequential Hamlet reading?

In 1865 a German Shakespeare scholar by the name of Döring published a comprehensive Hamlet monograph, in which he argued that Hamlet is Shakespeare, the play emerging from a creative crisis in the poet’s life which he survived by making his tragic figure perish.14
 Such an identification of hero with playwright goes back, of course, to the Romantic Shakespeare readers two generations earlier. But it is this particular reading, Döring’s reading, that is cited as evidence in the most influential twentieth-century interpretation of the play, Hamlet and Oedipus by Ernest Jones (Jones 1949: 101), first published as an article in 1910, then as a book chapter in 1923 and eventually extended to a monograph in 1949. This is the authority on which Sachs’s understanding of the play is based, developed in his book Psychoanalysis, with open tribute to Jones’s ‘masterly analysis’ (Sachs 1934: 197). Jones, in turn, derives his central point from remarks in Freud’s Traumdeutung, in which Hamlet serves as an example for the advance of sublimation and repression.15
 Eager to press and to pursue this point, Jones finds corroborating evidence for it in three fields: first in A. C. Bradley’s character criticism, secondly in Döring and the Romantic Shakespeare readings and thirdly in what he calls ‘the mechanism that is actually found in the real Hamlets who are investigated psychologically’ (Jones 1949: 70, see also Bradley 1909). A footnote to the book version of 1949 makes clear what exactly Jones refers to: ‘See, for instance, Wulf Sachs, Black Hamlet’. That is to say, the constitutive link between the literary text and the real force of human feelings is being forged with recourse to a previous text, Sachs’s text, whose central hermeneutic claim, as demonstrated, rests precisely on the very Hamlet reading Jones long championed. Since these interpretations clearly cross-reference one another, premise and conclusion thus converge: a curious case of pretending to travel while, in fact, resisting it: by making the points of destination and departure identical.

In consequence, the view of Sachs’s project may well change and shift and focus on some features of his text not noticed earlier. What may now strike readers as truly odd about Black Hamlet, above all, is the belatedness of the Shakespearean model it applies. The ‘Hamletism’ passage quoted is the only point where this tragedy is invoked, and it comes rather late in the book. Even though established with the title, in the sequence of the tale that Sachs unfolds the Hamlet-paradigm is long delayed. More than two-thirds through the text, readers may well wonder what (if anything) might make Chavafambira’s case ever correspond to Hamlet’s. For indeed, tell-tale clues are largely absent.

Apart from the mother’s remarriage to her brother-in-law – an act quite in keeping with traditional practice, as Sachs must concede – nothing much in the circumstances of the life story recounted suggests close affinity to Hamlet’s plot. Instead, there are significant deviations or reversals, as when the son’s occasional conversations with his father’s spirit are said to give him comfort and reassurance. What is more, in the revised publication ten years later Sachs drops the Hamlet reference in the title, calling the study Black Anger though retaining the explanatory passage about ‘Hamletism’ (see Sachs 1968: 170–1) as diagnosed and formulated in the earlier version. In the very first form, however, in which Sachs tried to capture the life story of John, there is no mentioning of Hamlet whatsoever. The manuscript novel that remains unpublished is generically entitled African Tragedy and so calls on a model that the published books, too, would repeat and employ. Chavafambira’s ‘tragedy was that of so many Africans’, Sachs writes in Black Hamlet (1996: 234), specifying what he means by drawing on a somewhat crude idea of transculturation: ‘the clash of his two worlds, constantly caused inner division. Every African leads a double life in the full sense of the psychological concept’ (1996: 235). It is this notion of a personal existence torn between the customs of the ‘kraal’ and the demands of ‘European civilization’, what he regards as ‘the dilemma of two imposing forces’ (1996: 235) that Sachs refers to as ‘tragedy’, not really a specific plot structure but rather a double determinism, with no Shakespearean inflections nor special relevance to Hamlet. And yet he singles out this very play and foregrounds its pertinence. But without strong clues on which to base a Hamlet indication, perhaps one should rather ask what Sachs’s analytic figure might itself indicate: What is it a clue of?

Its placing is indeed conspicuous. In the sequence of the narrative, the ‘Hamletism’ passage follows right upon a scene in which Chavafambira unexpectedly explodes in anger: ‘John, always so submissive and meek, suddenly burst forth into a furious tirade; his voice, loud and trembling with passion, betrayed his uncontrolled fury’ (1996: 234). The outburst of the otherwise ‘submissive and meek’ native is directed against political forces in South Africa that dispossess Black people and have taken their land. And it is precisely when the African raises his voice to assert himself and speak up against white authority that the analyst consigns him to so-called ‘Hamletism’. Thus, the unruly subject is contained in a familiar figure and, paradoxically, in the form of someone who procrastinates. Since the narrative precisely at this point suggests that Chavafambira’s problem lies less in psychological than in political repression, one might read the Hamlet figure in Black Hamlet differently: as a case of transference. According to Sachs, ‘it is the problem of Hamletism from whatever angle it is viewed’ (1996: 238). Viewed from the angle here suggested, the figure rather implicates the interpreter and narrator himself: Wulf Sachs, ‘a Jew’ belonging to a people, as he says himself, ‘ceaselessly driven from pillar to post’ (1996: 286), an intellectual in a rotten state who must face a sea of troubles and wonders how to take arms against them. The Hamlet role affords him, the analyst and writer, an anxiously desired chance to arrest his constant plight and ennoble his predicament. What follows from this reading for the issue of tragedy as a travelling form?



VI

In “The Resistance to Theory”, from where the title of my chapter is derived, de Man takes readers through numerous variations of this phrase, eventually suggesting that resistance is not anything exterior but a quality integral to the pursuits of theory; the essay ends on the programmatic claim that ‘nothing can overcome the resistance to theory since theory is itself this resistance’ (1986: 19, emphasis in the original). Without retracing his entire argument, I would like to draw on this final point when trying to rethink the tropology of travel. Perhaps travel is not simply an act of mobility and transfer: perhaps it also perseveres in staging an equally strong sense of belonging, an experience of rootedness, so that the relationship between travel and the resistance to travel, between movement and stasis, might also be conceived in such a way that the one enfolds the other. In consequence, mobility studies should always analyse ‘the sensation of rootedness’, as Stephen Greenblatt in fact argues, because ‘it is impossible to understand mobility without also understanding the glacial weight of what appears bounded and static’ (2010: 252). Thus, travel might involve a resistance to itself.

Certainly, when engaging with Hamlet as with Black Hamlet, spectators and readers are provoked to see their respective forms of travel in close relation to the stubborn sense of grounding, captured already in the hero’s homely name. But Hamlet, with the ghostly traveller as central challenge, just as strongly explores peripatetic figures as Black Hamlet follows routes of migrancy, even in spite of all the static universalism of its psychoanalytic categories. In this way, both texts question any easy opposition between movement and stasis, or travel and at-homeness. The resistance to travel they suggest, as argued above, is only ever a transitional phase in the larger passages they chart, thus advocating a sense of ending as provisional and of travel as open-ended.

The fact then that Sachs, ten years later, felt compelled to rewrite his study and revise its ending is significant. In one of the final chapters of Black Anger, the 1947 US publication which does not flag the Hamlet figure in the title, the author adds a telling scene. The year is 1938. Keeping up his visits to Chavafambira, who is now married and father of four, Sachs finds him depressed and destitute. To change the mood and cheer him up, Sachs presents ‘a newly published psychological study I had made of John’, that is, Black Hamlet, and proceeds to read from it aloud ‘since it was obviously too difficult’ for him (1968: 283). In an unusual move of retrospective reconsideration, the specimen and object of the writer’s analytic work is here confronted with the public version in which he has been framed and fashioned, with ‘the printed book with his picture on the first page’ (Sachs 1968: 283), and takes the chance to respond to its ongoing interpretive endeavours:


As we read John would make comments, sometimes recapturing a memory or mood that he had forgotten at the first telling. He would declare himself puzzled by some of the psychological interpretations I had made in the book, and there would ensue long discussions about the influence of childhood on adult behaviour.




Gradually the whole panorama of his life unfolded itself vividly before him. (Sachs 1968: 283)



The Hamlet tale that Sachs unfolds – the panorama version of the life that he produced for ‘John’, replete with psychological connections from childhood to the present day – here travels back to its main subject who is required to recapture the tale as his own. But Chavafambira does not seem quite cooperative. It is a pity, therefore, that we never learn when and how he felt provoked to comment or what exactly he proposed in the discussions that ensued. All we have is the puzzlement that Sachs records, a sign perhaps of discomfort and non-compliance with the interpretations ventured in the book and therefore an act of resistance against the authorship of Chavafambira’s life Sachs has so readily assumed for himself. Again, as in the scenes of Bible reading discussed earlier, this is a crucial and recursive moment where cultural authority becomes displaced.

Recursions and displacements of this sort are pertinent to Shakespeare’s Hamlet and possibly to tragedy in general, the constantly travelling cultural form which never really stays at home. Wulf Sachs’s Hamlet certainly bears this out: a restless, fleeting, flickering figure that cannot be fixed or stilled in its transfers and counter-transfers between London, Vienna and Johannesburg and cannot be securely fitted onto any one protagonist, a questionable shape that keeps puzzling and troubling readers and interpreters. The Blackness of this Hamlet therefore figures as a blankness, a screen for all kinds of projections. And its homelessness may indicate the larger issues worked through in the forms of tragedy, which often question or indeed resist any sense of undoubted belonging.

According to David Schalkwyk, the concept of home ‘has very little secure place in Shakespeare, all of whose plays . . . are steeped in its fundamental strangeness and its continuous, often violent, displacement’; especially in the tragedies, Schalkwyk suggests, ‘home itself is revealed to be Heimlich in the Freudian sense of the word, which is to say unheimlich: strange, alien, uncanny’ (2013: 12). In this sense, the figure of the African interpreter, whom Captain Keeling records in his diary by which I began, is powerfully suited to prefigure tragic spectatorship as an acute experience, or exercise, in cultural travel and estrangement. Watching Hamlet onboard the Red Dragon, a floating and transitional home for English seamen and performers, this African interpreter holds the most compelling place to witness tragedy in and as multiple displacement: the prince of a Danish court in an English play transferred to a trade ship on the way to Asia rerouted to Africa performed on a makeshift wooden platform in the sea – a play of fundamental strangeness and unhomely character.

In this light, to try and generalize from the present case study, tragedy as a travelling form may perhaps be better understood in view of the etymology of travel involving travail, effort, work and toil. Tragedy, in such a revised and radicalized understanding, finally emerges as a travailing form, ‘a way of figuring the human condition’, in Bushnell’s words (2020: x), and so a cultural form that performs crucial work, or rather, that throughout the ages has offered itself to get cultural work done. The travels and travails of Hamlet as Black Hamlet clearly work towards this aim.



Notes
1 Keeling’s diary is cited from Thompson’s and Taylor’s introduction to their Arden Shakespeare edition of the play (Shakespeare 2016: 55). All citations from Hamlet follow this edition; textual references are given with act, scene and line numbers.
2 See, for instance, Loomba (1997) and Taylor (2001).3 See footnote 1.4 See Naomi Conn Liebler’s remark, in her introduction to A Cultural History of Tragedy in the Early Modern Age, that ‘this Western tradition [of tragedy] is exemplified pre-eminently by Shakespeare (and within his example, by Hamlet)’ (2020: 8–9).5 The only possible exception is 4.4 when Hamlet (in the Q2 version), enroute from Elsinore to the harbour where he is to embark for England, comes across Fortinbras and his army.6 See also Matzke (2014) on Hamlet as a Denkfigur, that is, a figure to think with, in African literature and theatre.7 For details, see Vaughan (1994): 181–98.8 See, for instance, Bertoldi (1998), Armstrong (2001), Crew (2001), Sitze (2007), Roux (2015), Nichols (2021).9 For more details, see Dubow’s introduction to Sachs (1996) and Wright (2022: 76–9).10 My best thanks to Lotte Kößler for making a scan available to me; see also Kößler (2017).11 The central passage on Sophocles’ tragedy reads: ‘The action of the play consists in nothing other than the process of revealing, with cunning delays and ever-mounting excitement – a process that can be likened to the work of a psycho-analysis – that Oedipus himself is the murder of Laïus, but further that he is the son of the murdered man and of Jocasta’ (Freud 1991: 363).12 This is how Freud introduces Hamlet: ‘Another of the great creations of tragic poetry, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, has its roots in the same soil as Oedipus Rex. But the changed treatment of the same material reveals the whole difference in the mental life of these two widely separated epochs of civilization: the secular advance of repression in the emotional life of mankind’ (1991: 366).13 See Bohannan (1966); for a recent discussion of her text and its cultural implications, see Brancher (2016).14 In the original: ‘ein Ereigniß in dem Leben des Dichters, da er für sein eigenes Leben die heilsame Krise . . . bezeichnet, an der er seinen Hamlet zu Grunde gehen läßt’ (Döring 1865: 95).15 See footnote 12.
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 Perpendicular theatres and mammy wagons

 The infrastructure of tragedy in post-independence Nigeria

Christopher Balme


In 1966 Nigerian poet and dramatist J. P. Clark noted: ‘Contrary to what some seem to think, Nigerian drama did not begin at the University of Ibadan’ (1970: 76). For the author of what is arguably the first Nigerian tragedy in English, Song of a Goat, Nigerian drama encompasses the rich performative traditions of the nation’s festival and ritual culture. These were by then already not only the subject of ethnographic research: they also formed a field of inquiry for the new generation of local theatre scholars and artists, who often combined both roles. But why should the origins of Nigerian drama or tragedy be equated with the University of Ibadan, Nigeria’s oldest university, founded in 1948? What has tragedy to do with the university, except perhaps as a place to study it? Clark is referring to the fact that all the dramatists in Nigeria writing in English were graduates of that university: its theatre and newly founded drama department were a breeding ground for theatre artists in Nigeria and beyond. Its theatre building, the Arts Theatre, was an example of what Wole Soyinka, also a graduate and one-time lecturer, dismissively termed ‘perpendicular theatre’, that is, more or less carbon copied from British provincial theatres and ill-suited to the Nigerian climatic and cultural environment (Soyinka 1963). Ibadan’s extramural tutor Ulli Beier proposed another claim to the origins of tragedy in Nigeria, namely Duro Ladipo’s Yoruba play Oba Kòso (The King shall not hang): ‘In Oba Koso Duro Ladipo created the first tragic hero of Yoruba theatre’ (Beier 1991: 138; my translation). Ladipo was certainly no exponent of perpendicular theatre. He was a leading figure of Yoruba travelling theatre. His preferred mode of transport was the mammy wagon, the iconic trucks familiar across West Africa. His tragedy travelled quite literally from town to town performing in any spaces willing to host his troupe, which also made it to Berlin and London, Brazil and the United States.

In the following I shall examine this period of ‘origins’ in early independence Nigeria. My focus will be on modular theatre, a term I use to describe all manifestations of theatre that employ the basic components of Western theatre irrespective of language. Comprising normally of a play using fictional characters, a stage set, costumes and so on, modular theatre could be and was exported around the world and took root on all continents except the Antarctic. Modularity refers to the fact that a system’s components may be separated and recombined, often with the benefit of flexibility and variety in use. Modularity is also closely linked to modernity (Blair 1988). Modernist theatre proved itself to be intrinsically modular and thereby eminently transferrable. Three-act plays could be written in any language and required only a stage and actors.

I contrast modular theatre to culturally matrixed performances such as rituals, religious festivals and masquerades that are deeply embedded in the beliefs, calendars and traditions of a culture. Modular theatre travels easily; culturally matrixed performance often with difficulty, and when it does, it is sometimes rendered as exoticized folklore. The institutions of culturally matrixed performance are wedded to custom and passed on through enculturation. Those of modular theatre require institutional frameworks of the market or public funding, or a combination of the two.1



My main dramaturgical focus will be on three seminal works of early Nigerian tragedy written in the context of Nigerian independence: J. P. Clark’s Song of a Goat, Soyinka’s A Dance of the Forests and Duro Ladipo’s Oba Kòso.2
 I argue that all are tragedies, mainly because they were either often designated as such when performed or were subsequently defined as tragedies in the scholarly literature. My concern is not however with policing the boundaries of genre but with examining the cultural and institutional infrastructure that supports tragedy as a travelling form. This period sees an intertwining of two forms of infrastructural development – the university and theatre – whereby the staging of tragedy remained largely within the bounds of the university.

The performance of tragedy requires infrastructure: in this chapter I shall explore how a particular configuration of philanthropic funding promoting the humanities, neocolonial institution-building in the area of higher education and a generation of African playwright-scholars forged a new understanding of theatre and tragedy in an emerging postcolonial world.



The infrastructure of postcolonial tragedy as a travelling form

What is meant by the term ‘infrastructure of travelling tragedy’? Although the bulk of commentary focuses on its ideational aspects, tragedy is understood here to be a genre of performed drama or at least drama intended to be performed, as opposed to closet drama, which is directed at a reader and not a spectator.3
 The link between the text and the performance is usually theorized and analysed as a spatial relationship, which is a foundational claim of the discipline of theatre studies. The notion proposed here of infrastructure, or more precisely, cultural infrastructure, is however much broader than just the conditions of staging and of physical space. It comprises the material, immaterial and institutional elements that support and facilitate cultural (and especially artistic) activities and experiences within a society. The term can encompass a wide range of components that contribute to the development, preservation and dissemination of cultural assets. It can cover organizations, activities and spaces. These include not only exhibition and performance spaces, libraries, archives, educational facilities and digital platforms but also funding programmes and cultural heritage sites. It also includes receptive audiences for whom attending live theatre is a cultural practice.

Tragedy and, more broadly, drama emerge in post-independence Nigeria during a period of rapid expansion of cultural infrastructure, focused primarily on education from primary to tertiary levels. Cultural institutions in the Western legacy tradition (theatres, museums, concert halls) were often initially founded within universities. Following anthropologist Brian Larkin, infrastructure, and especially cultural infrastructure, emphasizes the aesthetic and semiotic dimension rather than the purely functional-technological context: ‘[Infrastructures] need to be analysed as concrete semiotic and aesthetic vehicles oriented to addressees. They emerge out of and store within them forms of desire and fantasy . . . that sometimes can be wholly autonomous from their technical function’ (2013: 329). Performance theorist Shannon Jackson has called for a focus ‘on the supporting infrastructures of both aesthetic objects and living beings’ (2011: 36). Understood in this way, cultural-artistic and social infrastructures are interconnected ‘support systems of sociality’ that can only be studied together (ZKF Public Talk 2023).

While much infrastructure research has a spatial focus on transportation, communication and physical sites, i.e. on infrastructures that serve to overcome or define space, there has been a shift in recent years to questions of temporality. Infrastructures formulate ‘promises’ to population groups and communities in order to win them over to the future semantics of modernization, urban and regional transformation, or globalization, but without always keeping these promises (Anand, Gupta, and Appel 2018).

Nigeria on the eve of independence was replete with futurity and promises in which new forms of cultural expression were to play a central role. A new generation of dramatists, neither traditionally culturally matrixed nor derivatively Western, began to formulate new forms of theatre, including ideas of what could be termed African tragedy. They were supported in this endeavour by a selection of British academics and American field officers of the main philanthropic organizations such as the Rockefeller and Ford foundations.



Three tragedies for an independent Nigeria

J. P. Clark’s (John Pepper Clark-Bekederemo’s) Song of a Goat premiered at the Mbari Club in Ibadan in 1961. It has frequently been compared to a Greek tragedy. An early critic, Gerald Moore, called it ‘a tragedy cast in the Greek classical mode’ (1962: 27). Its title, literally tragoidia, is also implicitly its genre, although on a formal level it resembles more a ‘Nigerian bourgeois drama’, as P. Emeka Nwabueze has argued (1988: 35). Set in an indeterminate time in the coastal Niger delta, the impotence of the protagonist, the river pilot Zifa, leads to an affair between his wife Ebiere and his brother Tonye. Enraged by his wife’s infidelity, Zifa ritually slaughters a goat and forces his brother to push the goat’s head into a pot, which shatters. Racked with guilt Tonye hangs himself and Zifa drowns himself in the sea, while Ebiere miscarries giving birth to another child. A chorus of neighbours concludes the play with a lament on the disgrace and death of a once-valued member of the community. Gerald Moore, English academic and early scholar of African literature, based at Makerere College, Uganda, observed: ‘Here the Discovery and the Agon appear in all their primitive strength while the final tragedy is enacted off stage and recounted simultaneously to chorus and audience by a “Messenger” figure in a manner which stands unflinchingly in the tradition of Aeschylus and Sophocles’ (1962: 27). Song of a Goat is not about kings and gods, although deities such as Ogun are an omniscient presence throughout. The poetic diction, with its terse, richly imagistic unrhymed verse, has been compared to W. B. Yeats or J. M. Synge but could equally be seen as an example of postcolonial palimpsestic writing where, following Chantal Zabus, the English diction translates an underlying indigenous idiom.4
 Clark himself insisted it was based on a tale of his own Ijo people and had little to do with Greek tragedy. This is contradicted somewhat by the title, which, as mentioned above, literally translates the Greek tragoidia, and the critical response unanimously read the play as a tragedy.

The play was first staged in 1961 at the Mbari club in Ibadan and directed by Wole Soyinka. The production, one of the first at the newly established arts centre, caused a scandal because, anticipating perhaps Hermann Nitsch’s O. M. Mystery Theatre, a live goat was sacrificed on stage.5
 This drastic coup de théâtre may have been Soyinka’s attempt to the merge matrixed and modular theatre, as some kinds of indigenous performances require live sacrifice. Other productions followed, and, although the play’s literary qualities were undisputed, they were also seen as a drawback in the search for an autochthonous theatrical idiom that was committed to exploring the rich performance heritage of Nigeria’s various cultures.

A year before he staged his controversial production of Song of a Goat, Wole Soyinka had directed his own play, A Dance of the Forests, as an unofficial contribution to Nigeria’s independence celebrations. The play opens on the eve of some great unnamed festivity. The mortals of the tribe decide to call up the spirits of the Ancestors to join them in this great moment of triumph. But the two Ancestors who show up are anything but heroes of a bygone African past, a vanished kingdom imagined by the exponents of Negritude. The Dead Man has been castrated and the Woman is pregnant with a half-child she has been carrying for generations. Having called them up, however, the mortals have the greatest difficulty in getting rid of them again. The dead and the living are joined by deities from the Forest, where the whole action of the play is set. Gerald Moore compares the setting to ‘Shakespeare’s forest of the Comedies or the Heath of King Lear; a place where everything is transformed, the sense of time is lost’ (1962: 27). Spirits and gods mingle with the mortal actors in Soyinka’s somewhat despondent allegory on Nigeria’s future as a new nation.

The commingling of gods and mortals in A Dance of the Forest presents Soyinka’s first sustained attempt to find equivalences of the tragic in his own culture. Soyinka’s biographer, James Gibbs, claims that Soyinka ‘took up the challenge to write a full-length African tragedy for the stage and to address his countrymen at a time of “new beginnings”’ (1986: 70). Gibbs also despairs at the complexity of the work, pointing for example to the four different endings. Although other works remain very much in the secular realm, Soyinka keeps returning to the mythopoetic realm of Yoruba ritual in plays such as the The Road, and of course Death and the King’s Horseman. His adaptation of The Bacchae for the National Theatre in London makes explicit the fusing of the two theatrical traditions, where the Greek tragedy is Africanized in various ways.6






Duro Ladipo: Yoruba travelling tragedy

Parallel to Soyinka’s experiments with merging the culturally matrixed world of Yoruba performance with European modular forms, another figure was active in Nigeria, namely Duro Ladipo, an exponent of Yoruba travelling theatre (also known as folk opera) who gave the somewhat moralistic plays of this genre a new tragic depth. Yoruba travelling theatre had its origins in the 1940s in concert parties and grew in popularity in the 1960s, with a peak during the oil boom of the 1970s and 1980s: ‘a whole theatrical industry flourished, along with its professional organisation, fixed tour circuits, audience networks, and financial mechanisms’ (Müller 2005: 176).

In its heyday several dozen troupes were on the road, the most prominent of which was arguably Duro Ladipo’s self-named ‘Duro National Theatre’. National or not, Ladipo was probably the only exponent of the form to gain international recognition with much lauded performances of his play Oba Kòso at the Berliner Festwochen in 1964 and subsequently in London at the Commonwealth Arts Festival, followed by a tour through the UK. Ladipo was the son of devout Christians and had been trained as a lay preacher. His father was adamantly opposed to the Yoruba cult of Shango on which the play is based. Very briefly, in Oluseyi Ogunjobi’s summary, the play


weaves together the historical and mythological narratives of Shango, the third Alàáfin of Oyo, who was deified after his death, and Shango, the Yorùbá god of thunder and lightning. Set in the 14th century Shango is a warrior king who engages in war with his neighbouring communities because of his ambition to enlarge his territory. His people, suffering from the loss of loved ones on the battlefield, raise their voices in protest at the wars. Ultimately, Shango, feeling deserted and unable to bear the pain of loneliness and humiliation, resolves to hang himself . . . The people insist, however, that Shango is not dead, that he will always speak with the sounding of the bàtá drums and dance to the tune of the dùndún drum. The Oyo people respond with reverence and praise for Shango. (2014: 307–8)



Duro Ladipo’s ‘only and one Yoruba tragedy’ (Figure 1) is arguably the Nigerian play that has received the widest international exposure, superseding even the works of Soyinka, which are often more widely read than performed. Oba Kòso had been performed around 2,000 times by the time Ladipo died aged sixty-one. The play toured through Brazil, the United States, Europe and the United Kingdom in the 1970s as well as unceasingly in Nigeria and West Africa. The Yoruba gods travelled across and survived the Middle Passage to the slave plantations of New World where Shango in particular is celebrated. The Yoruba language did not pose a barrier in a play that communicates primarily through music and dance.
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Figure 1
  Poster advertising Duro Ladipo’s Oba Kòso. Screenshot from Duro Ladipo directed by Henry Doré © National Educational Television Film Service in collaboration with The Federal Film Unit 1967. All rights reserved. Source of image: https://media.dlib.indiana.edu/media_objects/z029p492d (Indiana University, Media Collections online).



The merging of an historical personage, the third Alàáfin of Oyo, and his subsequent deification in the Shango cult, contrasts dramaturgically with usual fare of Yoruba travelling theatre, which tended to focus on a moral tale of the here and now and present it in an entertaining mixture of singing and dancing. Yoruba travelling theatre is one of several popular theatre forms that emerged in the contiguous region extending across Ghana, Togo and the Western, Yoruba-speaking region of Nigeria, where they are known variously as concert party, folk opera or travelling theatre. The emergence of these linguistically separate but formally highly isomorphic forms has been attributed to four factors: the economic boom of the 1950s, urbanization, education and nationalism (Barber, Collins, and Ricard 1997: 4). To this list could be added the influence of the church and the musical forms and training it has fostered. In all manifestations, music provided by a live band played a central role. At the core was usually a moral tale reflecting the vicissitudes of urban life and delivered in dialogue form. The action was usually leavened by comic monologues and sketches. The success was undoubted: in the heyday of the 1960s over fifty troupes were active in Ghana, while in Nigeria the number was estimated to be over one hundred. Ladipo’s choice of subject material and later international recognition are inextricably linked with the activities of Ulli Beier and the latter’s wives and collaborators Susanne Wenger and Georgina Beier. Ladipo had worked with Beier, Wenger and later Georgina Beier to set up a version of the Mbari Club in Osogbo, named the Mbari Mbayo Club, where Oba Kòso premiered in October 1963. Beier, who had been researching and publishing on traditional Yoruba culture and religion since the early 1950s, probably encouraged Ladipo to treat the historical-ritual story in the style of Yoruba travelling theatre. He certainly brokered the first international tours to Berlin, initially via the German Embassy in Lagos.



Cultural freedom and the African way

Duro Ladipo’s success with Oba Kòso was linked to the cultural infrastructure created by Beier with significant support of the Rockefeller Foundation and a number of CIA-funded organizations such as the Congress for Cultural Freedom. This activity funded not only Ladipo but also Soyinka’s early activities and to a lesser extent the work of J. P. Clark. This brings us back to the observation of J. P. Clark cited at the beginning that Nigerian drama should not be equated with the University of Ibadan. This comment is only understandable in the light of American philanthropic engagement in Nigeria in the 1950s and 1960s.

In 1962 the Rockefeller Foundation apportioned $200,000 to establish a School of Drama at the University of Ibadan in Nigeria. This was by far the largest single allocation to a beneficiary in the field of theatre outside the United States, which commanded the lion’s share of theatre-related funding. This amount stands out even in a ten-year overview. The School of Drama had received nearly $430,000 by the end of the 1960s (Figure 2).
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Figure 2
  Balme, C., Rockefeller funding in the area of theatre in the Global South 1945–85. Created by the author.



The key question here is why did Nigeria and, more intriguingly, theatre studies, or ‘drama’ as the discipline was then known, attract such interest and financial commitment?

While the US foundations such as Ford and Rockefeller were by no means simple extensions of US state policy, their goals were often compatible, and in the cultural field, they even acted in close dialogue, as Frances Stonor Saunders has shown in her study of the Congress for Cultural Freedom (henceforth CCF), Who Paid the Piper?: The CIA and the Cultural Cold War. The foundations, which were often used to distribute funds to recipients without alerting the latter to the actual origin, were conduits rather than fronts, although the latter also existed, for example, in the form of the Farfield Foundation that was set up for the sole purpose of channelling CIA money to beneficiaries. Research has shown that there was direct CCF involvement in Nigeria, through its support of journals such as Transition and Black Orpheus and the establishment and maintenance of the already-mentioned Mbari Artists and Writers Club at Ibadan and its sister club in Oshogbo involving Duro Ladipo.7



A pivotal and largely forgotten figure in this story is Robert W. July, Assistant Director of Humanities for the Rockefeller Foundation. He was instrumental in negotiating the large grant for the drama department. He facilitated an ad personam grant for Wole Soyinka in 1959 which preceded the larger institutional grant of 1962. We can see how this funding to an individual not only contributed to Soyinka’s own career as a dramatist and facilitated a new, less Eurocentric form of African theatre but may very well have provided crucial ‘proof of concept’ for the later institutional grant.8



The Rockefeller archives provide insight into a conscious strategy on the part of the Foundation, represented in Africa by Robert July, to promulgate a particular version of a modernist concept of theatre, which he and Rockefeller considered best suited for a postcolonial Africa. July had visited Nigeria in early 1959 where he had met the English lecturers Molly Mahood and Geoffrey Axworthy at Ibadan. Still a University College, Ibadan was already earmarked to become a leading university not just in Nigeria but throughout the African continent, and Rockefeller made significant financial contributions to achieve this end. July’s diary records conversations with both Mahood and Axworthy in which plans for ‘a survey of drama in Nigeria’ were noted with Soyinka as the preferred author. The term ‘drama’ was understood in the broadest possible sense of encompassing the full gamut of African performance forms (July 1959: MG748).

This understanding was outlined in more detail in a proposal submitted by Mahood to Rockefeller entitled ‘Proposal for an Investigation into the Indigenous Drama of Nigeria’, in which she elaborated a typology consisting of three forms:


	European plays which are dull and stilted and which audiences find boring;

	‘dance-drama’, a category encompassing masquerades, burial rites, commemorative rituals, folk opera, religious plays, and musical comedies, all of which are quite popular in the language communities in which they are performed;

	drama making use of ‘indigenous dramatic tradition by incorporating it in plays written in theatrically effective standard English’. (Mahood, cited in Lindfors (2008): 99–100)



She notes that the only dramatist who had attempted the third category is Soyinka himself.

In his correspondence with Soyinka, July formulated in clear terms his own and by extension the interest of the Rockefeller Foundation in investing in such a survey: ‘I am interested to find the gradual emergence of new art forms combining both the traditional African elements and the acquired European types’ (July to Soyinka, 2 September 1959, cited in Lindfors (2008): 105). This vision of a fusion of African and European forms coincided with Soyinka’s approach, which he outlined in considerable detail in a long letter to July. Here Soyinka discusses the question of so-called ‘traditional art from the village dweller’ which, he argues, continues to be passed down in a creative atmosphere. The problem to be addressed is how ‘modern would-be dramatists’ can harness these traditions, as the output is chiefly European in content and imitative in conception: ‘What is needed . . . is a fusion of the two enthusiasms.’ Soyinka excoriates the European tendency to ‘freeze’ African culture in a discourse of authenticity and finds that anthropological studies even encourage ‘this process of refrigeration’ (Undated letter from Soyinka to July, September 1959, held at the Rockefeller Archives, cited in Lindfors (2008): 106). This is another way of asking how culturally matrixed performance can be fused with Western modular forms.

The first result was A Dance of the Forests, first performed during the Independence celebrations in October 1960 by the 1960 Masks, a semi-professional company Soyinka had formed. Since he had already sent July a preliminary report on his research in two versions, it was clear that he was doing both: research and writing plays and, as the content of A Dance of the Forests attests, the two activities were in close symbiosis. A Dance of the Forests won a drama competition sponsored by the Congress for Cultural Freedom and the literary magazine Encounter (which it also funded). It was judged by Chinua Achebe, Ulli Beier, Ezekiel Mphalele and Stephen Spender. The prize included a public performance during Nigeria’s independence celebrations.

Two years later Rockefeller earmarked $200.000 to establish a School of Drama at Ibadan. The School continued to receive annual direct grants, while additional grants were given to individual faculty members until 1969, after which Rockefeller discontinued its funding. Why? The Nigerian civil war was certainly one reason, because it signalled a failure of democracy and hence created extreme disappointment on the part of Western nation builders. However, there was another.

In 1966 a number of articles had appeared in the New York Times outlining the CIA’s covert funding activities. Over the coming months more information became available, and in February 1967 Newsweek magazine published quite literally a graphic demonstration of how the system worked (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3
  Illustration of the CIA ‘pass-through’ showing how it bankrolled its projects through front organizations. Newsweek, 6 March 1967, p. 31, author and rights holder unknown.



The system was known as a three-layer pass-through whereby money was funnelled from the CIA to phony front organizations, which in turn passed on the funds to more legitimate foundations, which in turn delivered to actual organizations working on the ground, most of which had been set up entirely for this purpose. As a glance at the list of recipients shows, CIA funds were being channelled in the direction of what we could broadly call the postcolonial or developing world: the African-American Institute, the American Friends of the Middle East, the American Society of African Culture and the Altwater research programme in North Africa are only some of the organizations with a clear engagement in Asia and Africa. These organizations were all direct or indirect creations of the CIA whose very existence testifies to the recognition on the part of US policymakers that the emerging postcolonial world needed substantial investment in cultural infrastructure if it was to resist the blandishments of socialism, to which many of its leaders were ideologically attracted, if not aligned.

The exposure of CIA funding in the late 1960s changed all this. Once it became evident where the funding for the periodicals and conferences was coming from, the promotion of certain artistic tendencies was also questioned. More recent research, which is detached from the ideological bifurcation of the actual Cold War, has begun to ask other questions than just the ethical implications of accepting tainted money. Literary scholar Peter Kalliney has examined the links between ideas of aesthetic autonomy and African writers and artists promoted by the Congress for Cultural Freedom and other cognate organizations (2015). Kalliney explores the paradox of CIA/CCF funding whereby the inherent secrecy of the operation precluded any kind of direct ideological influence. This is what Giles Scott-Smith has termed the ‘the politics of apolitical culture’ (2002) which favoured almost by default, in Kalliney’s formulation, ‘the modernist ideal of disinterest’ (2015: 341). The revelations also led to what Monica Popescu terms an ‘artificial dichotomy between modernism and realism’ (2020: 67). Realism could easily be aligned with the Soviet Bloc with its commitment to socialist realism and thus contrasted to the formally more ‘complex’ demands of modernism. This was, of course, an older discussion, its origins stretching back into the 1930s and the official Soviet commitment to socialist realism. To theatre scholars it is best known as the ‘Lukács-Brecht’ debate between the two Marxists, which saw the former espousing socialist realism while the latter fought for a greater degree of formal experimental freedom.


Although equating modernism with an apolitical stance is certainly an oversimplification, and numerous dramatists have proven themselves to be both formally innovative and politically engaged, the emphasis placed by modernists on formal innovation was certainly an approach espoused by a generation of writers and artists who came of age in the 1950s and 1960s and were the recipients of philanthropic munificence. Suddenly, after the revelations concerning the CIA connections, to be an ‘apolitical’ modernist dramatist exploring the interstices of indigenous and Western modes of expression became, in fact, a highly politicized position. That meant not only the end of the African modernist project, in literature at least, but also the creation of an aesthetic and infrastructural void: ‘a gap that would not be filled for generations . . . as money dried up, magazines and publishing houses folded, and lavish international conferences became a thing of the past’ (Kalliney 2015: 363).

Perpendicular theatre, Soyinka’s pejorative term for Western-style theatre spaces, also suffered, especially at the drama departments where outside funding largely evaporated. The oil boom compensated, for a time at least. The mammy wagons were less affected. They kept on trucking up and down the country performing, among other works, Oba Kòso. Writing in 2005 Bernard Müller noted: ‘The golden age of Yoruba folk opera, Yoruba travelling theatre, and Yoruba popular theatre is over and the brightly coloured trucks carrying the companies that cruised the Nigerian Federation up to the middle of the 1980s have certainly long since been dismantled’ (2005: 175). They stopped not because of a lack of US funding but because of the growing video industry which siphoned off performers and audiences.



Conclusion

The burgeoning of African tragedy in Nigeria in the immediate post-independence era is remarkable. This generation of writers had more than a passing acquaintance with ancient Greek (as Soyinka remarks in the note to his version of The Bacchae, mentioning ‘a twenty-year rust on my acquaintance with classical Greek’; 1973: 234). The Classics played a central role in the formation of early university education in West Africa: none other than the eminent scholar of ancient Greek theatre, Sir Arthur Pickard-Cambridge, authored the central report on Fourah Bay College in Sierra Leone in 1938,9
 and the first principal of the University College of the Gold Coast, in Ghana, David M. Balme, was a classical scholar who insisted that graduates had a firm grounding in the classics.10
 There is little doubt that both Greek and Shakespearean tragedy contributed to the output of plays in the tragic mode. I have endeavoured to demonstrate that this writing was flanked by a massive investment in physical and cultural infrastructure, much of it financed by US philanthropy and indirectly by the CIA, which was, in Frances Stonor Saunders phrase, ‘in effect acting as America’s ministry of culture’ (1999: 129). Never before, in the history of American conflict and meddling in the affairs of other states, was so much spent on such culture for so few. There is no doubt that American philanthropy and European mediators such as Ulli Beier (himself a recipient of CIA largesse via the CCF) were set on implementing a ‘cutting-edge’ modernist understanding of art and culture. Not only were they convinced that this was the best art, it was – in the eyes of the CCF and Rockefeller – a clear counter-model to Soviet-style socialist realism. In the African context this modernist understanding of art and theatre promoted syncretism with traditional cultural forms as a way forward, a syncretism which, of course, already had its precedents in European primitivism. Experiments with the tragic mode fitted into this project and even influenced a figure such as Duro Ladipo, who came to the tragic not through the study of ancient Greek but certainly through Western-style education. The tragedies discussed here, The Song of the Goat, A Dance of the Forests and Oba Kòso, display quite different degrees of mobility. All three are highly original reworkings of tragic forms and motifs but have proven to have highly disparate degrees of impact. While Song of a Goat has garnered widespread recognition as a highly original literary, postcolonial reworking of tragic forms, its impact has been largely in classrooms, and to a lesser extent on stages around the world. Recognizably African in idiom, it largely eschews culturally matrixed performance. A Dance of the Forests on the other hand has hardly travelled beyond its original performance in the context of Nigeria’s independence celebrations. While it certainly employs a panoply of culturally matrixed performance idioms, they are derived from different traditions and cultures, which contributes to the play’s complexity, even impenetrability. Paradoxically, Duro Ladipo’s Oba Kòso, the most densely culturally matrixed of the three tragedies, has travelled best. However, Ladipo approached the tragic primarily through the musical and dance traditions of the Yoruba and in a not uncontroversial negotiation of the Shango cult in a region that was already heavily Christianized and Islamicized. His approach – itinerant theatre in a mammy wagon – while initially supported by Ulli Beier and American philanthropy, was to ultimately make him independent of outside support structures. The tragedy of Oba Kòso, the Yoruba chief who hanged himself but gained eternal life in the Shango cult, meant that this tragic tale kept travelling the world until the end of Duro Ladipo’s natural life.




Notes

1 For a more extensive discussion of the distinction between culturally matrixed performance and modular theatre, see Balme 2023: 223–46.
2 One could also add: Ola Rotimi, The Gods are Not to Blame, Soyinka’s The Bacchae of Euripides and Death and the King’s Horseman, both of which were written in the early 1970s.
3 This relationship can be much more complex than a simple opposition between readers and spectators, as Martin Puchner argues in his study of modernist drama (2002).
4 Zabus terms this process ‘relexification’ (1991). For an application to postcolonial drama, see Balme 1999, especially chapter 4.
5 The text’s deictic references suggest that the sacrificial beheading of the goat is performed on stage but not explicitly with a live goat. ZIFA: ‘And you, / My wife, see how with one stroke of my knife / I sever the head from the trunk’ (Clark 1964: 32).
6 The literature on Soyinka and the tragic is compendious, especially in reference to Death and the King’s Horseman. Apart from the already cited studies by Gerald Moore and James Gibbs, one can mention especially Ketrak 1986.
7 This connection is documented in Benson 1986.
8 For a more extensive discussion of Robert July’s involvement in Africa, see Balme 2024.
9 
Fourah Bay College: Report of the Commission appointed in 1938 by the Secretary of State for the Colonies to report on Fourah Bay College, 
Freetown (1939), London: H.M.S.O.
10 This insistence did not evidently diminish Balme’s reputation at the University of Ghana, Legon, as the university library is named after him.
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 Hamlet’s travels to postcolonial stages

 Femi Osofisan’s Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! or the Resurrection of Hamlet and the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 2016 Hamlet


Christina Wald


Ever since the putative performance of Hamlet aboard a ship of the British East India company off the coast of Sierra Leone in 1607, the African itineraries of Shakespeare’s play have largely been shaped by colonial, decolonial and postcolonial concerns. In the twenty-first century, William Shakespeare’s Hamlet has become saturated and problematized by its expansive travel histories. Authors, filmmakers and theatremakers can draw on a rich formal repertoire when reimagining Hamlet in today’s globalized, postcolonial contexts. Adopting a new formalist approach that analyses the political affordances of processes of transcultural adaptation, this chapter compares two recent examples that reset Hamlet in Africa: Nigerian playwright Femi Osofisan’s rewriting Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! or the Resurrection of Hamlet (2003–2017) and the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 2016 Hamlet production. It offers a case study of how the Shakespearean template has been transformed by its fusion with African ritualistic, theatrical and artistic elements. The productions share some notable similarities in their formal principles of adaptation but differ in their reflections on the political significance of Hamlet as a travelling tragedy in the postcolonial contexts of their production and reception.1



Both Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! and the RSC production translocate the play’s action to an African setting, starting from the premise that Hamlet returns to his African homeland after studies in Europe. Both productions also frame the conflict between Old Hamlet and Claudius as a clash between an African ruler committed to his people and their traditions and his usurping brother colluding with Western powers, but they differ in how closely they were modelled on the Shakespearean script: the RSC’s Hamlet production made only small changes to accommodate the gender change of a few minor characters. Its translocation to an African country under military rule functioned principally via visual and acoustic forms, including African ritual masks, drumming and trance dance. By contrast, Osofisan uses few Shakespearean lines and instead metatheatrically rewrites the play, while also including Yoruban ritual, songs, dances and masks. Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! restages Shakespeare’s tragic conflict as a reflection on (neo)colonialism’s impact on independent Nigeria, where the Hamlet figure Létò fights against the Claudius figure Ayíbí, who sacrifices public and environmental health in order to secure a deal with a US tobacco company. My comparison will focus on central devices in both productions, namely the addition of a new prologue, the staging of Old Hamlet’s ghost and the use of metatheatricality.

Though Osofisan’s rewriting and the Royal Shakespeare Company’s Hamlet at first sight might be categorized as ‘African’ and ‘European’, as ‘Nigerian’ and ‘British’, as ‘Yoruban’ and ‘English’ adaptations, their provenance and aesthetics are more complex than such labels indicate. Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet!’s production history typifies the globalized cultural networks that generate and circulate postcolonial tragedy as a travelling form (Fischer-Lichte 2014; Joubin 2017, 2021; Massai 2017, 2021). Osofisan developed his script as a playwright-in-residence at DePauw University in Greencastle, Indiana, in 2003, where the play was first performed in a workshop production (Wẹ̀sóo 134). As typical with Osofisan’s ‘manuscript[s] in motion’ (Olasope 2013: 41), he continued working on the script prior to its publication in 2012 in Nigeria and in 2013 in the UK. In Nigeria, Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! was first performed in 2017 in a production directed by Aromolaran Moyinoluwa at Obafemi Awolowo University in Ile-Ife. The RSC Hamlet was directed by English director Simon Godwin and worked with a multi-ethnic cast in which British actors of (partly) African ancestry were the majority, with Paapa Essiedu, a British actor with Ghanaian parents, as the first Black Hamlet in the company’s history. The RSC Hamlet was first performed in Stratford-upon-Avon, toured the UK and played at the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC, was streamed as part of the ‘BBC Culture in Quarantine’ initiative and shown on BBC Four in 2020. Both productions went beyond geo-restrictions after being released on globally available platforms: while the RSC Hamlet was broadcast live to cinemas worldwide in 2016 and subsequently released on DVD, Blu-ray and streaming, the Nigerian university production of Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! is accessible on YouTube – albeit without sound – which demonstrates how increasing digitalization has created new, faster and more enduring paths for tragedy’s transcultural travels (Aebischer 2021; Joubin 2021). These paths are, however, marked by decisive inequalities in terms of budgets and infrastructure.



Femi Osofisan’s Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! or the Resurrection of Hamlet


In rewriting Shakespeare for a US campus production with a future Nigerian production in mind, Femi Osofisan deliberately created a culturally mobile play, written in both Yoruban and English, with English translations for the Yoruban passages included in the dialogue or added in the glossary. Osofisan, who has been called ‘the most versatile intertextual aesthetician on the African literary scene’ (Obafemi 2010: 125), in Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! once more uses the ‘translative dramaturgy’ (Aboluwade 2020: 209) he developed in his earlier Antigone adaptation, Tegonni: An African 
Antigone (1994), where he also multiplied the dramatis personae to stage an encounter between European tragic characters and their Yoruban equivalents. Putting ‘the works . . . quite literally in conversation’ (Young 2023: 149) also allowed for meta-adaptational conversations about how the African characters should position themselves in relation to the European colonial legacy (see also Zapkin 2021: 491).

Both Osofisan and the RSC start their take on Hamlet with a new prologue that guides audiences to the new African location and that reflects on the respective adaptation strategy. Drawing on Yoruban ritualistic forms that have always been an integral part of the Nigerian theatrical tradition, Osofisan’s prologue situates the characters of European tragedy within the realm of Yoruban ancestors.2
 A messenger arrives from the orisha Orunmila and addresses the ancestral community visualized as a ‘swirling mass of dancing Masks, of different shapes and colours, all in an atmosphere of merriment’ (Osofisan 2013b: 136), as typical of Yoruban rituals in which ancestral spirits reincarnated by performers wearing Egungun masks temporarily take possession of the living (Asante 2009: 231). When the messenger directly addresses the masked performers, ‘Shakespeare – are you there?’ (Osofisan 2013b: 136), Osofisan alludes to the opening of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, where the guard’s first words ‘Who’s there?’ (Hamlet 1.1.1) reflect on the challenges of any theatrical entrance. As Juliane Vogel has elucidated, the line condenses the knowledge and scepticism regarding the form of the performative entry and thereby creates a productive tension between the ideal of the instant recognizability of a clearly delineated character and a more enigmatic, undecipherable arrival that triggers a complex process of deciphering and interpretation (Vogel 2014: 28–34).

That Shakespeare’s ‘questionable shape’ is here addressed as and through a Yoruban ancestral mask has multiple meanings for the question of how Shakespeare can be reactivated for postcolonial African settings, concerns and aesthetics: firstly, it signals that the tradition of European tragedy has long been integrated into (and modified by) Nigerian cultural history and formal repertoire. As Osofisan has pointed out in interviews, Shakespeare ‘speak[s] like blood ancestors’ to him, offering ‘a powerful and mutual recognition’, ‘a delicious understanding, a glowing accord’ (Olasope 2013: 138). The inverse is also true: African influences have shaped Shakespeare’s plays from the very beginning (Erickson 2002; Jones 2017: 23–4; Young 2019: 79). Osofisan’s ‘hybrid fusion of this entangled inheritance’ (2020: 263) makes questions of ancestry more complicated than assuming the export of an English, British or European product into a Yoruban, Nigerian or African context.

At the same time, the question of whether Shakespeare is (still) there among the Yoruban ancestors points to the fact that the presence of Shakespeare’s plays is by no means eternal. Like any cultural legacy, their survival depends on maintenance and re-actualization, just like the ancestral spirits depend on ritual reincarnations by the living. Once neglected, the ancestors no longer exist for the community (Asante 2009: 231). Osofisan’s ‘resurrection’ of Hamlet is situated in a Nigerian context in which Hamlet might indeed soon linger only in the netherworld of dead ancestors, waiting in vain for a reunion with the living. Due to the drastic infrastructural decline of Nigerian theatre and performance since the 1990s, Nigerian theatre productions mostly take place in the context of university programmes, in which the presence of Shakespeare has, however, been reduced by the decolonization of syllabi so that, as Jane Plastow has recently concluded, ‘today most young Africans find Shakespeare irrelevant’ (2020: 178). Against this trend, Osofisan’s play creates a dramaturgy of mutual enlivening, in which Shakespeare and Yoruban traditions revive each other for Western and Nigerian audiences alike (Osofisan et al. 2020: 265).

Thirdly, this also means that addressing Shakespeare hidden behind a Yoruban mask signals the enigmatic, still-to-be defined aspect of this first entrance, which is decisive for the formal processes involved in adaptation as co-creation and tragedy as a travelling form: it is the subsequent play that will show what kind of ‘Shakespeare’ is created in this voyage from the transcultural archive to the fictionalized Yorubaland of the late twentieth century. In the prologue, the messenger informs the ancestors that Orunmila, the orisha of wisdom, knowledge and divination, has decided that three characters from Shakespeare’s Hamlet – Hamlet, Ophelia and Claudius – ought to return to the human sphere to avert the tragic ending of a conflict emerging ‘somewhere in Yorubaland’ that ‘echoes’ the action of Shakespeare’s play (Osofisan 2013b: 136). In a self-reflexive manner, the prologue thus prepares the re-actualization of Shakespeare’s script as the intervening arrival of Shakespearean characters on a Yoruban/Nigerian/African scene, where their dramaturgical and political task is a radical transformation of the inherited tragic pattern with a final catastrophe.

Since literary and theatrical forms structure the social and provide a specific access to it, this task of averting the tragic catastrophe has important implications for tragedy as a postcolonial form that links the theatrical-dramaturgical to the philosophical-ideological, the aesthetic to the sociopolitical. It raises the question of whether the postcolonial situation is (still) a tragic situation of individuals or collectives fighting against historical, economic and political powers that will ultimately defeat them or whether it contains within it possibilities of liberation, reconciliation and redemption. David Scott’s study Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment
 (2004), written at about the same time as Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet!, is a prominent example of how the entire project of decolonization is reconceived as a (hitherto) tragic enterprise marked by repeated failures, losses and desperation rather than a trajectory towards salvation. Osofisan stages these foundational postcolonial questions in a dramaturgy that switches between the Nigerian plot and interspersed dialogue in which the Nigerian characters and their Shakespearean equivalents reflect on the action and ponder their options. This dialogue also works as transcultural mediation, in which the Nigerian characters explain their situation to their Shakespearean equivalents, and with them, to all audiences not familiar with Yoruban contexts and traditions, while also rehearsing the outline of Shakespeare’s tragedy for all audiences unfamiliar with Hamlet. The prologue thus sets up the formal principles of merging the Shakespearean and the Yoruban form repertoire, of multiplying characters and creating metatheatrical encounters that continually test the relevance of the earlier tragic model and of resurrection as political intervention.

The prologue also indicates how, as a tragedy that reflects on Hamlet’s past travels and its own potential future travels, Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! offers diverse political and aesthetic affordances for audiences with particular (trans)cultural literacies. One of the strategies to make the play more portable is the abstraction from local specificities. As the director’s note explains, the setting of his play is a composite place with ‘elements from [many] parts of Yorubaland’ and ‘in a period deliberately set in a non-specific year within the last half of the 20th century’ (Osofisan 2013b: 135). He thus blends spatial and historical contexts to create a condensed location that can be understood in a more general sense as an ‘African’ stage: ‘The intention is to make the situation general to the whole of Yorubaland – indeed, to Africa’ (Osofisan 2013b: 135). At the same time, the play acknowledges that each production (and indeed, each act of reading) will be formed by and in turn transform what Alexa Alice Joubin has described as ‘site-specific epistemologies’, that is, location-based meanings and literacies that transform the early modern template in each ‘global’ Shakespeare production (2021: 136). Therefore, in addition to abstraction, a second strategy to increase the play’s mobility is aesthetic flexibility or context sensitivity. For instance, the very premise that the Shakespearean characters return in their ‘former human forms’ (Wẹ̀sóo 136) involves questions of casting that differ for each performance context. While the US production worked with a multi-ethnic student group that cast white actors in the parts of Hamlet, Ophelia and Claudius and Black actors in their corresponding Yoruban characters Létò, Túndùn and Ọba Ayíbí, Osofisan anticipated an entirely Black cast for the first Nigerian production, and the 2017 production was indeed performed by an entirely Black cast. Advising in his paratextual notes against whitefacing or the use of wigs in order to eschew an unwanted comic effect (Osofisan 2013b: 135), Osofisan instead added passages to the play’s dialogue that explain the cross-racial casting (while advising to cut or adapt these passages depending on local circumstances). Thus, when Hamlet and Ophelia in the third scene introduce themselves to Létò, who notices their ‘wrong colour’ (Osofisan 2013b:142), they explain that as ‘reincarnations’ of the dead who are beyond skin colour, they can return in a ritualistic-theatrical fashion in the colour of their choice (Osofisan 2013b: 142).

Osofisan’s prologue and exposition thus reassemble Shakespearean tragedy and Yoruban rituals in an innovative form that constantly invites audiences to reflect on the play’s processes of (trans)cultural juxtaposition and connection. Turning spiritual ritualistic forms of reuniting with dead ancestors into a theatrical performance of Shakespeare reanimation that constantly questions its own efficacy and validity, Osofisan puts both traditional Yoruban forms and the tragic forms inherited from colonialism to the test. In the following, I will discuss three scenes that are particularly important for this technique of postcolonial reassemblage: in the first, the ghost of Létò’s father is evoked in a ritual modelled on Yoruban tradition whose validity is questioned afterwards. In the second, Létò restages Hamlet’s The Murder of Gonzago pantomime as a dance performance that blends traditional Yoruban ceremony with icons of Western tobacco brands; the third scene joins Yoruban ritual and anti-tobacco protest to form an allegorical struggle between exploitative and supportive globalization.

The ghost’s first interaction with Létò offers a reasonably faithful theatrical equivalent of Yoruban ritual when, in the sacred space of the bara, the priestess Ìyámọdẹ invokes the ghost:



	Ìyámọdẹ changes her clothes, throwing off the upper buba to reveal an under-garment sewn all over with charms.

	With Létò accompanying her, she begins to chant. After a while, we hear a noise, as if of some wind, rising from afar but coming closer. It sends the two of them reeling back.

	Light changes occur rapidly. Then out of the dark, a Mask begins to emerge.

	When it speaks, its voice is a thin falsetto, distinct but not recognisably human. Ìyámọdẹ falls on her face in respect. (146)



Formally, Osofisan here transforms Shakespeare’s ghost device, which in Reformation England was linked to the no-longer-accepted belief in purgatory (Greenblatt 2001), into a theatricalized version of a Yoruban ritual in which priestesses facilitate the arrival of ancestral spirits that speak through a masked performer. The ritual then embeds a theatrical flashback, a device that is typical of African drama (Adedina 2024: 276), and at the same time invokes the cinematic flashbacks frequently used in Hamlet films. In order to let Hamlet and the audience ‘see with your own eyes’ (Osofisan 2013b: 147) what the ghost relates, the Mask possessed by the ancestral spirit of former king Ọba Sayédẹ̀rọ̀ transforms into his former human self, who is engaged in a struggle with his brother Ayíbí over the planned investments of the tobacco firm. The ghost’s first entry thus exemplifies Osofisan’s metatheatrical, transcultural and transmedial approach to tragedy as a form of political theatre, through which he can address the post/neocolonial challenge of tobacco control in Nigeria – a global issue that is then analysed in specific form via a focus on the economic and ecological entanglements between Nigeria and the United States, where the play was first performed.

Osofisan thus drew attention to a global challenge whose urgency has increased since the play’s first production, with Africa increasingly becoming ‘ground zero for the war on tobacco’ (McNeil 2018) and possibly also ‘the world’s ashtray’ (Kitonyo and Drope 2022). Osofisan’s fight between the rivalling brothers condenses the political debate over anti-tobacco legislation, exposure of political corruption, the manipulation of public opinion and the violent intimidation of anti-tobacco activists by tobacco companies (see Agbakwuru 2022; Egbe 2017; Ewepu 2022; Ezeamalu 2013; Kitonyo and Drope 2022; McNeil 2018; Nwathor 2012 ). What is more, Osofisan attempts to create a theatrical counter-forum to the commercial Nollywood films partly financed by the tobacco industry and which frequently glamourize smoking.

The ghost’s apparition exemplifies Osofisan’s demystification of ritual because the play calls into question the trustworthiness of the experience: Did Létò indeed meet the ghost of his father or was he tricked by a politically engineered manipulation of ritual? Létò’s mother warns him of previous manipulations in which ‘voices’ were ‘planted behind mats’ (Osofisan 2013b
:
 156). It is in this moment of crisis that Létò first encounters Hamlet; their dialogue demonstrates that both have particular knowledge about the dilemma that Létò faces. According to the task he was assigned by Orunmila, Hamlet presents himself as an advisor who warns Létò against the repetition of Western tragic patterns as models for political action: ‘History doesn’t always have to follow the same pattern’ (Osofisan 2013b: 160); ‘restitution can come in other forms than that of vengeance. The future does not have to be built on the crimes of the past’ (Osofisan 2013b: 161). Hamlet’s advice remains on this level of common-sense phrases, however, and he has to leave the execution of his advice to Létò, who has the accumulated transcultural knowledge of the twenty-first century, including Hamlet’s reception history (Adeyemi 2020: 22–3). It is from this position that he can quip to his predecessor, ‘To be or not to be’ ‘that is not the question, Hamlet. That is an evasion’ (Osofisan 2013b: 156). The rejection of Hamlet’s most famous line shows that Létò is critical of a widespread tendency in an older generation of Africans who grew up in the British (post)colonial education system to use Shakespearean quotes as a globalized ‘moral repository’ that provides ‘guides to living’ for local contexts (Jones 2017: 27; see also Osofisan 2013a: 10). Osofisan’s play also formally implements this scepticism, as it radically cuts, condenses and rewrites Hamlet/Létò’s ‘evasive’ philosophical soliloquies and instead focuses on Létò’s task of political and ecological recuperation. Hamlet’s reflections on suicide are countered with Létò’s diagnosis of collective and ecological destruction brought about by exploitative neocolonial structures.

According to this postcolonial ecological reinterpretation of the rotten state of Denmark, Hamlet’s performance of The Murder of Gonzago is turned into The Masque of Betrayed Love, a dance drama directed by Létò, in which Hamlet plays the murderous ruler. This masque connects traditional Yoruban songs and props such as a feather crown to Western tobacco brands in an assemblage that highlights the destructive force of this encounter. Hamlet-as-regicidal-ruler enters wearing


a jacket draped with the labels of different cigarette and tobacco companies, . . . a large cigar in his mouth. He carries a crown of lit cigars. Taking the feather crown off the sleeping Qje, he replaces it with a cigar crown, and holds Qje down forcefully as the latter begins to cough and struggle. The struggle is marked by a grotesque dance, as Qje fights to throw off the crown, is finally defeated, falls and expires. (Osofisan 2013b: 160)




Osofisan here creates a transcultural and transhistorical mise en abyme in which Hamlet playacts in a performance devised by Létò and modelled on Hamlet’s play-within-a-play. The traditional Yoruban coronation ceremony denoted by the feather crown is transformed into a grotesque dance of the Oba’s forceful, lethal re-coronation with a crown of cigars that represents the political and economic influence of the US tobacco companies that Létò considers ‘the new conquerors of our land’ (Osofisan 2013b: 175).

For Osofisan’s female characters, the accumulated knowledge and the wisdom of hindsight become particularly pertinent. Though the dialogue of Osofisan’s version is drastically cut back in favour of long passages of song, dance, role-playing, storytelling and theatricalized ritualistic action, the female characters are given more lines than their Shakespearean equivalents. Túndùn, the Ophelia character, and Olorì, the Nigerian Gertrude, are outspoken characters who actively struggle both against the Shakespearean tragic formula of female sacrifice and against the discrimination they encounter in the male-dominated spheres of politics, economics and religion. In contrast to the isolated female characters in the patriarchal world of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Osofisan’s female characters support and encourage each other in their attempts to survive the conflicts caused by the rivalry and corruption of the male leaders, which increases their psychological complexity and agency. In conversations between Túndùn and Ophelia about potential non-tragic forms of female gender performance, Ophelia becomes an advisor who evinces more liberty and insight than in Shakespeare’s version, but the process of enlightenment remains mutual. The two of them deploy ecofeminist imagery that foreshadows Túndùn’s later transformation from distressed lover to ecological activist – their passions are compared with storms that must be weathered until the climate changes, the Yoruban cultural expectation that they reconcile themselves pragmatically with tragic events is likened to the capacity of trees to bend in a storm, and male misogynist carelessness is likened to inconsiderate consumption and littering (‘Men have no kindness. They use us and dump us’ (Osofisan 2013b: 158)).

One of the most significant innovations Osofisan performs on Shakespeare’s script is that Túndùn does not only become Létò’s ally in his struggle against the political, economic and ecological corruption of his homeland: she also takes more decisive action than the pensive prince, shaming him for his indecision. When Létò is still pondering the question of whether he should, for strategic reasons, accept a position in his uncle’s tobacco company-financed government, he is interrupted by the unexpected entry of a severely injured Túndùn who, together with her female accomplices, has burnt down the tobacco factory. Ophelia’s love, melancholia and grief about her father’s death are turned into the ‘madness’ of reckless environmental activism, fuelled by love for Létò and political anger alike. In the tragic concoction of events, the traditional herbs the priestess uses to treat Túndùn’s wounds have secretly been poisoned with tobacco plants and cause Túndùn’s death. Osofisan thus inverts Shakespeare’s reported scene of Ophelia’s drowning – a scene which inspired a tradition of romanticizing the watery death of a young woman surrounded by flowers and of associating femininity with nature and dissolution (see Showalter 1985; Peterson and Williams 2012): water is replaced with fire, a scene of self-harm away from the public eye is turned into a violent public attack on Nigerian leaders colluding with neocolonial US economic and ecological exploitation. Rather than beautifying the dead with flowers, her half-burnt body is killed by poisonous plants.

Túndùn dies as a martyr in a political fight with global dimensions, as the third transformation of ritual forms makes clear. After Túndùn’s death, Létò, alone on stage, witnesses the final appearance of his father’s ghost in a ‘Tobacco Procession’ that merges Yoruban ritual with an allegorical encounter between pro-tobacco and pro-health forces that echoes forms of street activism:


the stage is invaded by Masks . . . portraying various ailments related to tobacco, even as they stubbornly continue to smoke grotesquely huge cigarettes, cigars and pipes, march and dance to some popular tobacco advert music. Then the Ghost of Sayédẹ̀rọ̀, Létò’s father, and one or two other Masks, come in, from the opposite direction, carrying equally large flit guns and some Red Cross and/or Red Crescent banners. They do not survive the confrontation, as the pro-tobacco masks quickly subdue them. They tie up Létò’s father, paste dried tobacco leaves all over him. He bolts up, a phantom tobacco tree doing a weird dance, and then collapses. This is followed by a wild ovation from the tobacco lobby group. The scene ends with them carrying off his body in a triumphant procession. (Osofisan 2013b: 178)



The procession’s complex ecological imagery, in which the ghost of Hamlet’s father is turned into a ‘phantom tobacco tree’ that eventually collapses, embodies the decline of both environmental health and human health due to (passive) tobacco consumption. Remarkably, it sets two globally operating organizations and companies in opposition rather than staging a local, national or continental fight against global invasion: while the party of Claudius/Ọba Ayíbí is associated with the triumphing multinational tobacco companies, the ghost of Létò’s father becomes a representative of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the world’s largest humanitarian network. Osofisan thus emphasizes the global dimension of this local conflict – and, vice versa, the Yoruban, Nigerian and African perspectives on a global problem. That this transcultural global networking is characterized by the power imbalances stemming from colonialism is made clear when Ayíbí recognizes in Claudius the early modern European colonizer in whose tradition he himself now acts. Together, they are working towards a revisionist project of ‘reconstruct[ing]’ ‘the fable’ of Hamlet (with the corrupt villain as sole survivor-turned-hero) and of rewriting the (neo)colonialist ‘history books’ according to their own political and economic interests (Osofisan 2013b: 181).

Osofisan’s play thus stages a clash between two projects that understand literary and theatrical forms as so intricately connected to political, economic and spiritual forms that artistic transformation is, by definition, a tool for social change. And yet, it allows both projects of transformation to fail, as the tragic catastrophe unfolds and none of the main characters of the Nigerian plotline survive. Does this mean that the postcolonial situation is inherently tragic? On the one hand, Hamlet and Ophelia have to concede at the end of the play that they could not avert the repetition of the tragedy, thus indicating a disillusioned view of the decolonial struggle as a project doomed to failure. On the other hand, Osofisan’s ritual framing means that the deceased will become ancestral/theatrical spirits who can once more be called back to intervene: the struggles – against neocolonial exploitation of nature and people, against African political corruption, for gender equality – may not yet be over, and Shakespeare’s characters and plots might still avert political catastrophe if they are once again resurrected.



The Royal Shakespeare Company’s African Hamlet


The 2016 Hamlet was received enthusiastically for the vibrant, fast-paced, colourful and emotionally engaging reinterpretation of the play delivered in excellent performances by Essediu as the first Black Hamlet in the RSC’s history and the rest of the cast comprised predominantly of Black British actors. It was also heavily criticized for creating a stereotypical African stage world with exoticist overtones and – with the exception of a few moments in which Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are mocked for their naiveté as stereotypical British tourists – for missing the chance to reflect on Britain’s own postcolonial condition. My reading builds on the extant assessments of the production and aims to enrich them through a more detailed focus on formal processes of transcultural adaptation. A comparison with Osofisan’s play can prove particularly fruitful here, as the two versions of Hamlet share several adaptational strategies. Like Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet!, the RSC production relocates Elsinore to a politically corrupt African setting to which Hamlet returns after having studied abroad. Creating a setting that is both indefinite and overdetermined by an abundance of heterogeneous markers of ‘Africanness’, the production also uses the principles of abstraction and transcultural interweaving, albeit without the metatheatrical reflection of Osofisan’s piece. My comparative reading will focus on three scenes: the new prologue, Hamlet’s first encounter with the ghost and the preparation of the pantomime that Hamlet directs.

It is primarily via visual signs and the soundtrack that the production’s prelude prepares audiences for the production’s translocation: the performance starts in darkness with the sound of a church bell and rhythmic drumming, thus introducing the spectral haunting and mourning of the main action from Christian/European and from traditional African points of view. Once the lights come up, audiences witness a brief ceremony in which Hamlet is awarded his academic degree from the University of Wittenberg by a white university representative, before the stage shifts to the African setting with the sound of drumming and singing, where Hamlet in a funeral procession walks behind the glass coffin displaying his father clothed in a traditional kente toga, observed from above by the new rulers Claudius and Gertrude, both wearing black Western suits, as is Hamlet. This seventy-second opening transports audiences together with Hamlet to the African setting, where the action continues with Shakespeare’s opening scene, in which heavily armed African soldiers try to secure the borders of Elsinore. The production hardly alters the Shakespearean script and the prelude uses only the additional words ‘Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark’, the declaration of the abbreviated title that is repurposed as Hamlet’s roll call in the academic ceremony.

Because of its fidelity to the Shakespearean text, the production does not use the prologue as a metatheatrical device to reflect on Hamlet’s portability and the question of what the tragedy has to offer to its new location as in Osofisan’s play. The RSC’s African resetting stages a relocation but does not employ the prologue to reinitialize or resurrect the Shakespearean tragedy in a manner that takes its colonial and postcolonial travels into account. This also means that it does not explicitly address the racial implications of the early modern imagery that associates whiteness with beauty and moral purity, while constructing criminality, revenge and violence as inherently Black (Smith 2022: 21 and 117–55; see also Gillen 2022). This becomes particularly acute in a production with multi-ethnic casting and a realistic acting technique that contains not even a hint at the clash between a character’s speech and an actor’s perspective, not even brief moments of hesitation or alienation. For instance, when the Black actor Clarence Smith Leaving delivers Claudius’s realization that there is ‘not rain enough in the sweet heavens / To wash it [his guilty, tainted hand] white as snow’ (Hamlet 3.3.45–6) because of his ‘bosom black as death’ (3.3.67), this creates, as Nour El Gazzaz has argued in his academic review, ‘a jarring disconnect to the Black actors speaking these white lines because, to borrow from James Baldwin, this language does not recognize its speaker’ (El Gazzaz 2021: 71). Rather than critically inquiring into Hamlet’s (post)colonial meanings, the production thus left the acknowledgement and critique of its racist language to the audiences’ sensitivities, who might or might not perceive this ‘jarring disconnect’.

As in Osofisan’s adaptation, Hamlet’s encounter with his father’s ghost uses a ritual frame, albeit in a vague, exoticist form and without the theatrical demystification of Osofisan’s take: on a dark stage, two drummers play an intense rhythm accompanied by the sound of yelling, to which Hamlet dances in a trance-like fashion, falling repeatedly to the floor in exhaustion. From a trap door, in a cloud of fog, the father’s ghost is raised on a platform, speaking with an amplified voice and with his body draped in the same kente cloth seen in the prelude. The ghost scene exemplifies how the production combines different cultural markers, which can hardly be disentangled and ascribed to a particular place because the production remains imprecise in its use of these markers and because these markers as travelling forms have become a transcultural icon of ‘Africanness’. Thus, the trance dance broadly suggests rituals originating from African traditions that conjure the presence of ancestors. It could refer to the Yoruban trance dance accompanied by chanting and drumming (Drewal 1992: 183; Asante 2009) that travelled with the Yoruban diaspora to other parts of the world, such as the Caribbean and South America, where modified forms of possession dances evolved (Balme 1999: 97). However, the performance here does not use masques, clothing or more specific ritual elements that would allow for a more concrete categorization. Accordingly, critics have noted how the tokenistic combination of signifiers of Africanness resulted in a ‘culturally empty’ location ‘with only the simulacrum of a West African nation’ (El Gazzaz 2021: 70) that was ‘indifferent to cultural specificity’, risked ‘buying into Orientalist modes of gaze at other cultures’ (Kirwan 2021) and employed ‘mildly exoticized ritual importing otherness into a framework predetermined by the higher authority of the Shakespearean text’ (Refskou 2019: 217). Thus, both productions use abstraction and flexibilization as principles that heighten the portability of forms, but the political implications differ decisively: while in Osofisan’s case, aesthetic flexibility means a sensitivity to the contexts in which the play has been staged and may be staged in the future, and abstraction from the Yoruban context is introduced as a pan-African gesture that is aware of local differences, for the RSC production, flexibility and abstraction come close to an indiscriminate reduction of Africanness to stereotypical signifiers of spirituality linked to dance, music and colourful clothing.

The kente cloth worn by Hamlet’s father is the most specific cultural marker in this scene. Originally a Ghanaian handwoven cloth combining colourful strips of silk and cotton that was traditionally worn by royal members of the Akan, Ewe and Dagbani peoples in a toga-like fashion, it has been considered the national dress of Ghana since the country’s independence in 1957 (Adjaye 1997: 33). The fact that blue and yellow are the main colours of the intricate pattern that Old Hamlet wears may indicate the Akan colour symbolism that associates blue with ‘affection, love, calmness, tenderness, harmony, peacefulness, and spiritual sanctity’ and yellow and gold with ‘richness, prosperity, long life, royalty, and success’ (Adjaye 1997: 27) – all things that are cut short by Claudius’s crime. This reading takes account of the fact that kente has become ‘a glorious symbol of national liberation from colonial domination’ throughout Africa (Adjaye 1997: 33). Claudius, in contrast to Old Hamlet, never wears kente and is instead shown in Western suits and shirts, which may suggest an alliance with neocolonial powers (Kirwan 2021). The RSC Hamlet production uses the cloth to associate the Ghost’s demand of revenge with traditional Africanness, thus risking making Africa ‘signify the mythic, the violent and the vengeful, and set in contrast with the rational, the intellectual and the “civilized” as represented by the European Wittenberg’ (Purcell 2017: 302; see also Refskou 2019: 211). As Ian Smith has shown, even on Shakespeare’s stage Hamlet’s rhetoric already invoked ‘the Murderous or Violent Black Man’, which was ‘a relatively new, crowd pleasing, but devastating theatrical type’ that Shakespeare explicitly used in Titus Andronicus and Othello and that more implicitly informs Hamlet’s notion of violent action (2022: 131). Thus, while Osofisan’s meta-adaptational prologue associates the tragic catastrophe triggered by revenge as the legacy of Europe’s colonial script – a legacy that must be overcome to reach full liberation – the RSC production associates it with a relapse into traditional Africanness.

The arrival of the ‘tragedians of the city’ at Elsinore (Hamlet 2.2.292) and the subsequent Mousetrap performance usually allow for a metatheatrical reflection on performance styles. In Shakespeare’s script, the scenes were already characterized by transcultural flows and assemblages, since the travelling players’ ‘ambiguous provenance – their city ought to be Copenhagen but looks, as the scene continues, ever more like London – is matched by the flexibility of their adaptive work and the uncertainty of their final destination’ (Bosman 2013: 514). In Osofisan’s version discussed above, Létò directs Hamlet in a performance of political protest that fuses Yoruban traditions and Western brands. In the RSC production, the players arriving at Elsinore are a multi-ethnic performance group who enter dancing and playing various instruments; their playful use of transculturally travelling forms becomes a form of celebratory, carnivalesque community building in which Hamlet can momentarily relax. In scenes like this, the production offered some audiences a liberating postcolonial imaginary. In a particularly celebratory reading, Sujata Iyengar and Lesley Feracho argued that the production’s ‘multicultural references engaged in a project of “world-making”, creating an alternate universe where . . . multiple diasporic expressions of blackness meet in an imaginary aesthetic and political space – the space of carnival – where race is taken out of the equation’ (2019: 149). For them, the very practice of interweaving theatrical, ritual and artistic performance cultures across continents and decades creates an imaginary space for ‘a transfigured post-colonial polity in which young men and women no longer feel they must die or kill for revenge’ (2019: 157). This observation links up with Erika Fischer Lichte’s argument that ‘processes of interweaving performance cultures can and quite often do provide an experimental framework for experiencing the utopian potential of culturally diverse and globalized societies by realizing an aesthetic which gives shape to unprecedented collaborative policies in society’ (Fischer-Lichte 2014: 11). These perspectives indicate that, perhaps particularly for audiences with diasporic literacies, the growing indeterminacy that is typical of the transcultural dissemination and interweaving of specific forms may be experienced as liberating and future-oriented rather than exoticizing or ignorant.

The as-yet-utopian quality of the RSC’s peaceful, carnivalesque, diasporic polity is heightened by its destruction, as the production retains the tragic catastrophe from Shakespeare’s script. As in Osofisan’s play, the destruction necessitated by the tragic plot does not foreclose political change or endorse a fatalistic world view, but it may increase the audience’s desire for a different future in which the young protagonists can survive. Attempting to transmit political energy by the activation of affect, both productions hence appeal to the audience’s responsibility rather than providing catharsis.3
 These postcolonial Hamlets do not offer a purging or purification of emotions but a political charging of them – much more explicitly in Osofisan’s Brechtian take on Shakespearean tragedy than in the RSC production.

For the RSC Hamlet, the question remains, however, why this utopian setting was staged as African rather than a (future) British postcolonial and postracial space, which would have offered a much more powerful intervention, including a critique of the (post)colonial conditions under which forms travel. For instance, among the travelling company’s props is a bronze mblo mask that shows a stylized face with antelope horns, an emblem of spiritual power. This mask was traditionally used for dance entertainment in village masquerades by the Baule, an Akan-speaking people who are the largest ethnicity in Côte d’Ivoire and historically migrated from what is today Ghana (Adesina 2010: 141–2). As travelling objects, these masks were collected by European artists such as Modigliani and Picasso, who adapted the style in their own works. When Hamlet, whose suit covered in paint and whose own art are modelled on the African American artist Jean-Michel Basquiat, holds this mask in his hand while playfully reciting Pyrrhus’s speech, this transcultural quality of the visual arts is highlighted. Depending on audiences’ literacies, the scene may invite a reflection on the power imbalances involved in travelling art forms, objects and techniques. In the midst of postcolonial restitution debates about whether and how European museums and collections ought to restitute African artworks, such an invitation to ponder on the power imbalances involved in cultural flows and appropriations would have been much more powerful had the production been set in a transcultural British Elsinore.

Because the RSC production, in contrast to Osofisan’s play, does not include a metatheatrical invitation to critically reflect on the formal interweaving, its political significance remains vague. In Hamlet’s further travels, Essiedu, the actor who played Hamlet, made a reappearance as a character who voices outspoken criticism of Western interventions in African concerns. In the opening of the 2018 miniseries Black Earth Rising, which deploys a female Rwandan-British Hamlet figure as a means of exploring European entanglements in the Rwandan genocide (see Wald 2020: 137–86), Essiedu plays a student who criticizes the International Court of Justice as the latest example of ‘neo-colonial bullshit’ (1.1.1) and ‘self-righteous Western paternalism’ (1.1.2) offering ‘justice for a crime that surely never would have happened had your world not gone there in the first place’ (1.1.2). Instead, he insists, ‘African problems deserve African solutions’ (1.1.2). While the ensuing action of Black Earth Rising complicates such neat divisions, when read as a commentary on his own previous Hamlet performance, Essediu’s monologue indicates that even if the Shakespearean stage cannot offer solutions, it can at least explore the postcolonial situation as a European problem.



Resetting Hamlet: Relocating and reassembling tragedy

To sum up, a comparative reading of Osofisan’s Wẹ̀sóo, Hamlet! and the 2016 RSC Hamlet production demonstrates that Hamlet’s travels today are marked by transcultural formal reassemblages that afford different interpretations from audiences with specific literacies. Both Hamlet versions were designed to circulate in the globalized theatrical, literary and digital networks of the twenty-first century, but their different visibilities also demonstrate that, as Sonia Massai has reminded us, ‘reconceptualizing global Shakespeare as thoroughly networked, thus making both localities traditionally regarded as central and as peripheral intricately and inevitably interconnected, should not be taken to suggest that all localities, because networked, are automatically or necessarily endowed with the same access to resources, mobility or visibility within the network’ (2021: 120). Not only did the budgets and theatrical infrastructures for the two Hamlet theatre productions vastly differ: their afterlives in digital circulation also varied, from an elaborate film version shot with several cameras and cut professionally for screenings in cinemas, on DVD and on streaming platforms to a university production uploaded on YouTube without sound, in a cut that leaves out some scenes, has changed the order of others and without a clear indication of where the production was staged.4



Formally, Osofisan’s rewriting dis- and reassembles Shakespeare’s tragedy in a more radical manner than the RSC production, which preserves most of Shakespeare’s script and translocates the action mainly through visual markers. In both cases, a prelude prepares audiences for the tragedy’s travel to an African setting; both productions merge Shakespeare’s material with African ritual and artistic forms, and both employ techniques of abstraction from local circumstances to facilitate this travel and to heighten their transcultural relevance. Closer formal analysis shows the aesthetic and political differences in their principles of relocation and reassemblage. Osofisan’s rewriting turns its postcolonial, transcultural reassemblage of the Shakespearean material into the main action in a dramaturgy of heightened metatheatricality that requires a critical assessment of the employed forms and their new combination. It uses a Yoruban setting to explore postcolonial questions – about the fight for environmental health and gender equality and against political corruption – that are relevant for many African contexts and the places in Europe and the United States with which they are entangled in postcolonial and neocolonial relations. In comparison, the RSC Hamlet remains vague about an African location that is both indefinite and overdetermined by an abundance of (trans)cultural markers and thus risks an exoticizing stereotypicality. The relocation to an African setting also means that it negotiates Britain’s own postcolonial status too indirectly for a company with considerable cultural authority and which performs Hamlet at a time of intense postcolonial debates and, hence, refined postcolonial literacies. Though it casts Black British actors and employs diasporic African forms that have become part of the British postcolonial repertoire of forms, the action does not take place in a multi-ethnic British Elsinore and thus treats postcolonialism chiefly as the tragic problem of a world elsewhere. Thus, while both plays reset Hamlet in Africa, Osofisan’s version indicates more clearly that such a relocation also involves a re-initialization of Shakespeare’s tragic template in dramaturgical and historical-philosophical terms. Gesturing towards potential future resurrections of Shakespeare’s dramatis personae for new postcolonial stages, Osofisan understands this dramaturgical and political endeavour as ongoing. While his characters fail to avert Shakespeare’s catastrophe, the horizon that his play sets is a future postcolonial Hamlet that may be post-tragic in its outcome, as it goes beyond the repetition of catastrophe and suffering.



Notes
1 I would like to thank the NOMIS Travelling Forms research group – Philipp Ekardt, Jeannine-Madeleine Fischer, Philipp Lammers, Thomas Kirsch and Juliane Vogel – as well as Anja Hartl and Jonas Kellermann for their inspiring responses to an earlier version of this manuscript and Sofia Meyers for her careful editing.2 See Adeyemi 2019: 10–26 for a detailed account of the Nigerian performance tradition that informs Osofisan’s plays.3 As Ato Quayson has argued in his study Tragedy and Postcolonial Literature, the experience of catharsis is tied to the question of postcolonial justice in postcolonial writing; therefore, as he has put it with reference to Frantz Fanon, from whose work he distils a theory of tragedy that differs decisively from Aristotle, ‘the only therapy is justice. Whatever local catharsis is made possible is instantly rendered worthless because the process of catharsis is itself entrapped within conditions of injustice’ (Quayson 2021: 19).4 My thanks go to Ifeoluwa Aboluwade for providing this information.
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 Tragedy, apartheid, (de)coloniality

Mark Fleishman


In his 1983 book The World, the Text and the Critic, in a chapter entitled ‘Traveling Theory’, Edward Said outlined his observations on how ideas travel across contexts. For Said, ‘like people and schools of criticism, ideas and theories travel – from person to person, from situation to situation, from one period to another’ (1983: 226). But he goes on to say that ‘such movement into a new environment is never unimpeded. It necessarily involves processes of representation and institutionalization different from those at the point of origin’ (1983: 226). So for Said, ideas shift from the specific circumstances in which they came into existence, along a route which applies its own forms of contextual pressure to that idea as it travels, to a new context in which particular ‘conditions of acceptance’ exist that enable the ‘toleration’ of the alien idea, before the alien idea is then transformed by ‘its new position in a new time and place’ (1983: 227). In the essay on travelling theory, Said follows the peregrinations of the theory of reification from George Lukacs in 1920s Budapest to Lucien Goldmann in 1950s Paris and then on to Raymond Williams in 1970s Cambridge. Williams was of course the author of a seminal 1966 text on Modern Tragedy, in which he traces the travelling of tragic ideas across historical moments of modernity and the mutations in form of actually existing tragedies, modern works produced in the twentieth century, which have become part of the Euro-American dramatic canon. While he gestures glancingly towards domains outside of Europe and America when discussing tragedy and revolution, he never in fact explores how tragedy might have travelled to, and been taken up in, the colonial world, particularly under the influence of decolonization, or in the period we might call the postcolonial that followed independence, though it is doubtful as to whether the post-independence period can be referred to as postcolonial despite the established use of the term; we might still not have reached anything like a post-state of the colonial condition. In the South African context this takes us to a point very late in the twentieth century, with the advent of the post-apartheid, democratic state and into its aftermath in the current century, an aftermath in which unfreedom predominates.

For Williams, tragedy ‘is not a single or permanent kind of fact, but a series of experiences and conventions and institutions’ which must be interpreted relative to the changes that occur over time in these ‘conventions and institutions’ (2006: 69). Modern tragic theory, he continues, denies the possibility of modern tragedy – ‘the received ideas no longer describe our experience’ (2006: 89). However, he goes on to argue that there is in fact evidence of a continued tradition of artistic practice which can be defined as tragic. In the second part of the book, he divides the range of this artistic practice into forms that he calls, for example, liberal tragedy, private tragedy, social and personal tragedy, tragic despair and revolt, before then proceeding to identify these forms in the works of writers including Ibsen, Chekhov, Strindberg, O’Neill, Miller, Ionesco, Pirandello, Eliot, Camus, Sartre, Brecht and others. In this chapter I intend to suggest another form of modern tragedy to add to Williams’s long list of modern tragic forms: tragedies of the postcolonial or, perhaps, of the colonial aftermath.

I am aware of the difficulties attached to the term postcolonial, but I believe it continues to be useful when understood not as a transcendence or overcoming of the colonial but rather to reflect a time and space still suffused with coloniality in which possibilities for a better future exist, but not yet. It is, to use Williams again, a ‘structure of feeling’ (1954: 21–2) existing in a space between liberation – the end of formal colonial rule and the institution of legal self-determination – and the achievement of a freedom to come. This period has a pre-history in the writing of figures like Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor and Frantz Fanon, a pre-history that is saturated with futurity despite the colonial conception that ‘the disposition towards the future and the capacity for futurity was the monopoly of Europe’ (Mbembe 2021: 53). As Achille Mbembe writes with reference to Fanon, the time of decolonization reflects ‘the permanent possibility of the emergence of the not-yet. . . . [T]he possibility of a different type of being, a different type of time, a different type of creation, different forms of life, a different humanity, the possibility of reconstituting the human after humanism’s complicity with colonial racism’ (2021: 54). The problem, though, is that there is no indication of when or how this future possibility will arrive. In fact, it seems that in the postcolony we are caught in a perpetual present overwhelmed by a past that will not pass, struggling to imagine any future at all that is not more of the same. As Seloua Luste Boulbina suggests, ‘[d]ecolonization is a becoming . . . [that] inevitably remains incomplete. It is not a present endowed with a future that would have an end. . . . It is a continuous present deprived of any teleology’ (2019: 164, note 1). This might be one way of understanding its tragic sense.


But what are the contours of this present, this ‘particular historical moment of modernity’ (McCallum 2006: 10)? What, following David Scott, constitutes its particular ‘problem-space’ (2004: 4)? In other words, what are the specific questions that are most urgent in this historical present and are grappled with, in my view, through particular manifestations of the tragic form? Ato Quayson, in his recent book, Tragedy and Postcolonial Literature, highlights ‘the production of a sense of indeterminacy and precarity both within the colonial period and its aftermath’ (2021: 21). For him, following Fanon, ‘the colonial/postcolonial subject is set permanently on edge’, both ‘the cliff edge of existence’ – living under the threat of erasure at all times – and the ‘more colloquial sense of uncertainty, anxiety and even terror’ (2021: 20). Quayson suggests that to understand tragedy within the postcolonial requires a shift in focus from ‘fate, necessity and catastrophe’ (2021: 28) to ‘the representation of pathos and suffering. . . . While some . . . postcolonial works . . . do end in catastrophe, it is the depiction of pain and an unrelieved emotional suffering that proves consequential for the tragic tenor’ (2021: 28). I will attempt to flesh this idea out in some detail in what follows, first theoretically and then with reference to actual theatrical examples.

Bernhard Waldenfels suggests that pathos is something that happens to us, overcomes, stirs, surprises and attacks us, that it ‘announces a learning through suffering, yet not a learning of suffering’ (2011: 26). He goes on to argue for ‘a temporal shift which emerges from the antecedence of pathos and the deferment of response’ (2011: 31). He describes this temporal shift as diastasis: ‘an originary splitting which produces a context, albeit a broken one. The antecedent pathos and the deferred response have to be thought of together, but only across a gap which cannot be closed and thus requires a creative response’ (2011: 31). In a medical context, diastasis is a condition following pregnancy in which the abdominal muscles are split or torn apart and the internal organs have only a thin band of connective tissue in front of them to hold them in place, which entails exposure, fragility and vulnerability. I would like to propose that the postcolonial structure of feeling that shapes the works under scrutiny in my paper is the time-place of the ‘gap’, the broken context between the pathos and any attempt to provide a significant and sensible response. It is not the time-place of the wilful subject who performs acts or commits deeds but of the fragile, vulnerable and exposed subject who suffers in the face of a traumatic history and in the context of a seemingly endlessly distended present defined by struggle, precarity, violence, invisibility, estrangement and unbelonging.

As a result, in the most severe and morbid manifestations of this condition, this broken context, a kind of ossification sets in. The subject becomes, in Williams’s words, like stone, a mere thing to be instrumentalized, sold, used or destroyed, lacking autonomous subjectivity, politically powerless in the post-democratic context in which ‘the citizen appears to become a marginalized political object, whose participation is limited to taking part in formal democratic procedures’ that remain disconnected from any real political action that might alter their circumstance (Dannemann 2020: 179). As Achille Mbembe comments:


Indeed not long ago, the drama was to be exploited, and the horizon of liberation consisted in freeing oneself from exploitation. Today, the tragedy is less in being exploited than in being utterly deprived of the basic means to move, to partake in the general distribution of things and resources necessary to produce a semblance of life. (2021: 55–6)



For Williams, such a time-place, in which the ‘incorporation of all . . . people, as whole human beings, is in practice impossible’ provides the ground and necessity for revolution (2006: 101, italics in original), but instead all we witness in the colonial aftermath are periodic moments of spasmodic, volcanic transgression that shatter the fragile façade of normality temporarily, while at the same time shattering the disrupters themselves in many ways.

But, despite this, I would suggest that the sense of futurity does not disappear completely; it continues to hover, as a haunting or teasing that stretches out the present, making it difficult to abandon hope completely or finally. Unlike Williams’s idea of tragic stalemate or deadlock as a theme of ‘a whole school of dramatists’ (2006: 184) through the twentieth century, beginning with Chekhov and including Pirandello, Ionesco, Pinter and Beckett, the postcolonial subject continues to dream of a freedom to come. In other words, in David Scott’s terms and following the historian Reinhardt Koselleck, the problem-space of the colonial aftermath is always conditioned by its ‘horizon of expectation’ that remains, despite all, the future achievement of freedom (2004: 44).

In this sense the time of the postcolonial is Agamben’s ‘future anterior’. Following Enzo Melandri, Agamben describes this, with recourse to Paul Valery, as a walking into the future backwards, which I take to mean that the future can only ever be approached by a digging in its past – an archaeological engagement with futurity (2009: 98). He goes on to suggest that this archaeology, this digging in the past of the future to come, is a ‘Dionysian regression’ beyond the realm of rationality and rationalization (2009: 98). Along these lines, Waldenfels suggests that:


The pathos . . . confronts us with a surplus which can never be entirely consumed. It is something which must be designated as sense- and goal-less because it tears open the nets of sense, interrupts the system of rules, and thus decontextualizes the event. . . . The saying and doing disappear . . . [and] this disappearance can only be stopped through a continuous re-saying (redire) and saying-again (dedire). (2011: 32)



This is how I see the tragic action of the postcolonial tragedy under scrutiny here: a frantic and repetitive digging in a traumatic historical past, in a disordered and fragmented manner, or in a manner that disorders and fragments in the doing, in an almost futile attempt to touch the future – almost but not quite, and not yet. I take this historical past to be both the traumatic, political past of the colonial aftermath and the archive of a genre of dramatic production, which are engaged with by different players, under conditions, following Jacques Derrida, of both debt and inheritance (1998).

I will now proceed to discuss two cases of tragedy as a travelling form in postcolonial South Africa: my own work with tragedy and the work of my colleague and collaborator, Mandla Mbothwe. The productions I will discuss reflect two approaches to tragedy as it manifests in the particular circumstances of a post-apartheid South Africa: these approaches, which I will tentatively term the political and the metaphysical, are shaped by notions of debt and inheritance to particular performance traditions, both native and alien.



Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet): Playing in the ruins of the tragic archive


Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet) is the third production I have made since the so-called ‘dawn of democracy’ in South Africa in 1994, which uses ancient Greek tragedy as its source but adapts it to reflect on the context of a South Africa trying to emerge from colonialism and apartheid. All three productions are also part of a broader genealogy of adaptations of extant tragedies from antiquity, by primarily white theatre directors in South Africa through the twentieth century. For many reasons, however, mostly aesthetic, I understand this Antigone to be a specific development of Athol Fugard’s Orestes project (1971).

Fugard’s affinity with Greek tragedy has been well noted, particularly in relation to the production The Island, in which the two characters John and Winston, imprisoned on Robben Island, are engaged in a staging of Antigone (McDonald 2006; Van Zyl Smit 2003). The Orestes project is less well known. Fugard described it as a superimposition ‘in the sense of a palimpsest’ (1974: x), of a contemporary incident onto a classical dramatic source. The contemporary incident occurred in 1964 when John Harris, a white South African and a member of the African Resistance Movement, placed a bomb under a bench in the main concourse of the Johannesburg station as a protest against conditions in the country. The explosion injured twenty-three people and killed a 77-year-old woman, Ethel Rhys. In his notebook entries from 1970, Fugard writes that ‘Harris stood in relation to his society as Orestes did to Clytemnestra. An intolerable burden of guilt for the crimes committed – the act of violence an attempt to escape the burden of guilt’ (1983: 188).

The production was inspired by Jerzy Grotowski’s ideas on environmental theatre and is very different from the rest of Fugard’s works. It is less of a play than a performance piece built around space, physical action and silence. It has very few spoken lines: only between 300 and 400 are spoken in the entire performance, which is significant relative to the dominance of the spoken word in his other plays. While the piece gestures openly to an ancient Greek source, it clearly deviates from that source quite radically in order to reflect on contemporary concerns, both aesthetic and political. Mary Benson comments how it had become clear to Fugard that ‘the ABC manner of logical storytelling was not the only way to communicate experience – so much more could be done in space and silence’ (1977: 81). While working on Boesman and Lena in 1968, Fugard had written: ‘A pattern of images rather than the logic of a story. And time – the density of the palimpsest (past, present and future) rather than the false chronology of calendars and clocks’ (1983: 172). In its rejection of dialogic language, structural wholeness and ordered storytelling and its use of fragment, disorder and disruption, the aesthetic similarities with Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet) are clear.


Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet) is a set of responses to the play Antigone from the perspective of three of the play’s characters. The production is structured in three sections. The first section, ‘Ismene’, is a solo piece, performed by Jennie Reznek, dressed in white and covered in white makeup from head to foot. It is based on a text written by Reznek and plays out as an extended soliloquy. Here, the very old Ismene is trapped in a perpetual existence that involves a constant return to what she believes to be the grave/tomb of Antigone and a repeated retelling of the story of the family of Oedipus again and again for eternity. She is obsessed by the idea that the audience find her to be unbearable and is ashamed: by her interminable age, by the fact that she did nothing to help Antigone, but mostly because of her whiteness, a whiteness that is recognized to be responsible for the excesses of the past, of colonialism and apartheid, but that will also not or perhaps cannot go away.

The second section, ‘Antigone’, focuses on Antigone trapped in the cave/death. It is performed by a thirteen-person chorus – a multiple embodiment of the eponymous heroine of Sophocles’s play. It is a forty-minute vocal/musical work composed and arranged by Neo Muyanga, made up in part of original material based on poetic text in response to the play Antigone, written for the production by poet Mandisa Vundla, in part of struggle songs, church music and laments, and in part of fragments of text from the original play. This section can best be described as Antigone’s scream – the resounding voice of the youth of the new South Africa, angry with the slow pace of change, with the corruption of their parents’ generation who, when handed the precious possibility of freedom, were unable or unwilling to care for it. It expresses the struggle against the power of whiteness that continued to control so much of the society at the time we devised Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet), twenty-five years after the supposed end of apartheid. The performance of the ‘Antigone’ chorus is not ultimately meant for the audience – it is the chorus’s own expression of pain, anger, despair, confusion and discomfort. The audience happens to be present to witness what is part protest and part ritual and, inevitably, they are affected.

The third section, ‘Tiresias’, is a rendition of Tiresias’s vision in a fifteen-minute video installation focused on blindness on three flat-screen TVs mounted like a triptych at the back of the rectangular stage space. The text here, performed by Faniswa Yisa, is a combination of a 1908 poem in isiXhosa by S. E. K. Mqhayi and extracts from Maurice Maeterlinck’s 1890 play, Les Aveugles (The Blind). Mqhayi’s poem, with the title ‘UMbambushe Induna ka Lwaganda’ (Mbambushe the headman/councillor of Lwaganda), about the relationship between the amaXhosa king, Ngqika, and his dog, Mbambushe, is preceded here as in the original by a contextualizing story (in English) in which the king gives his dog so much violent power over the community that the dog eventually turns on the king himself, who is forced to kill the dog with his own hands. The poem itself is a meditation on leadership, or the lack thereof, and has an idiomatic subtitle: Ninganiki Okungcwele Ezinjeni (Give not unto dogs sacred things), which became the subtitle for the production too. As the poem is spoken by Yisa’s seemingly disembodied head, a montage of images of protest action, of violence and the demeaning living conditions in informal settlements and townships, which continue to exist in South Africa despite the end of apartheid, is reflected across the screens. Simultaneously, the Antigone chorus dance on either side of the stage is a slow-motion rendition of contemporary dance idioms popular among township youth. At the end of this third section the heavens burst, but instead of raining water, stones rain onto the empty stage even as we hear Ismene calling from offstage the lines that started the first section to begin the cycle again.

This Antigone production does not ascribe to any apparent narrative arc: in fact, it refuses narrative development completely. It selects three characters from the original play and then designs a particular performance intervention around that particular character, but in doing so the nature of character subjectivity is undone by the shift from the individual to the choral, to the mediated. In the process, the original play from the past is broken into fragments or pieces and is then selectively and, one might say, transgressively reassembled for present-day purposes. I would argue that The Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet) is akin to what Hans-Thies Lehmann calls the transgression model of tragedy. The transgression model invokes ‘the power of rupture’, an overstepping of borders and a display of excess that ‘may be ecstatic and singularly intense, yet . . . calls forth ruin’ (Lehmann 2016: 61). By choosing not to include Creon as one of the characters drawn from the archive of the original play, the conflict which is central to the classical Antigone is removed. Instead, what we get are three transgressive moments that subscribe much more closely to Lehmann’s conception of what tragedy is in a contemporary world.

By the end of Fugard’s Orestes project, the old white woman is dead, killed by her own children, but in the Antigone project the old white woman has not died – she is caught in an eternal present from which she cannot escape, despite her best efforts. We know that in fact the negotiated settlement that brought an end to formal apartheid produced a reality that was different from the one Fugard had anticipated, shaped instead by catastrophic violence: ‘I turn with fear from the thought of the final reckoning. We will have to pay and with lives and hope and dignity for all these that we destroyed’ (1983: 79). Recognition of this different reality is what Mahmood Mamdani (2020) advocates as South Africa’s particular contribution to post-conflict, decolonial politics. According to Mamdani, the South African model demonstrates a delinking of the political subjectivities of native and settler and its replacement with a single category which he calls ‘survivors’. Membership of this category is determined by citizenship based on residency and not on identity. This post-conflict reality is no longer one in which the dominant question is how to achieve liberation but one in which the dominant question is how to live together. And whether the individual participants like it or not, the political model has forced former conflictual enemies in a civil war to become political adversaries in a single, unitary, democratic state. As Mamdani puts it, the ‘reframing of political identity’ into ‘survivors’ meant that ‘formerly opposed identities could live together in the new political community. This is the heart of decolonizing the political. The point is not to avenge the dead but to give the living a second chance’ (2020: 194–5).

In my view, the problem-space of the postcolonial present leads directly into the production of Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet). The production reflects the complex challenges of the decades of freedom, that is, the ways in which old political identities and institutionalized privileges from the past continue to haunt the survivors of the catastrophe in the present, leading to increasingly transgressive acts which nonetheless lack the force to change the reality that we continue to exist in the same space at the same time. And while we continue to live together in close proximity, we seem unable to understand each other, across intersecting divisions of race, gender, class and sexuality. Like the three parts of the triptych that is Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet), we reach but cannot touch; we touch but cannot bind into any sense of a whole; we remain inevitably inconvenient to each other, immovable from our common landscape. Despite lofty ambitions of reconciliation and social cohesion, or our deepest, darkest desires to be rid of each other, we are stuck together. This is the tragic sense of our postcolonial present. The catastrophe of liberation has morphed into the catastrophe of freedom.

Furthermore, by introducing the Mqhayi poem in the third section, the text of Antigone is displaced entirely. So, while the remnants of the classical archive continue to litter the landscape of the postcolonial present, not only are they falling apart and losing their old function and meaning, but their capacity to hide other claims to tradition is also being challenged. The classical archive, at the very least, cannot any longer have the landscape all to itself. This brings me to the second case.



The theatre of Mandla Mbothwe: Tragic ritual and collective response

If the preceding case can be defined as a political response to the colonial aftermath through the adaptation of existing tragedy, I would argue that the response outlined in the second case is a reimagining of the tragic to engage more metaphysical concerns from a specifically African perspective. In other words, the tragic form that has travelled in this case is not a dramaturgical structure; it is a metaphysical principle of permeable spheres of existence harnessed in response to the stresses and ravages of the colonial aftermath.

In an essay that is fundamental to an understanding of tragedy and African theatre, The Fourth Stage: Through the Mysteries of Ogun to the Origin of Yoruba Tragedy, Wole Soyinka writes that ‘tragedy is the most insistent voice that bids us return to our own sources’ (1976: 140), and for him that means returning specifically to Yoruba sources. In the essay he outlines a theory of what he terms Yoruba tragedy, which he argues ‘plunges straight into the “chtonic realm”, . . . the transitional yet inchoate matrix of death and becoming’ (1976: 142). He describes a world that is made up simultaneously of three different domains of being: that of the living, that of the ancestors and that of the unborn. Between these domains lies an ‘essential gulf’ that must be ‘constantly diminished by the sacrifices, the rituals, the ceremonies of appeasement to those cosmic powers which lie guardian to the gulf’ (1976: 144). This gulf is the space of transition that Soyinka names ‘the fourth stage’ and describes as ‘the vortex of archetypes and home of the tragic spirit’ (1976: 149). For Soyinka tragedy in a Yoruba context involves a disturbance in the space of transition, a blockage of some kind, ‘a primal severance of transitional ether’ (1976: 144) that upsets the totality of being. ‘Tragedy in Yoruba traditional drama . . . is the anguish of this severance, the fragmentation of essence from self’ (1976: 145), and this anguish demands ‘symbolic transactions to recover the totality of being’ (1976: 144–5). What this suggests is a conception of tragedy embedded in an African world from a primarily metaphysical standpoint. And yet the metaphysical is also impacted on by the political because, in the colonial context, it is most often the political that causes the disturbance, the blockage or the severance of being. In discussing this essay with Mbothwe, it is clear to me that while its numerous references to the Yoruba pantheon mean very little to him, this notion of the coexistence of multiple domains of being and the transition between them resonates deeply, and in what follows I will attempt to draw this out with recourse to his body of work.

Mandla Mbothwe grew up in the Cape Town township of Nyanga and trained to be an actor at the University of Cape Town, after which he worked as a community arts activist for a number of years before joining Magnet Theatre in 2000. He is now one of three co-artistic directors of the company. The work I will focus on here, Inxeba Lomphilisi (Wound of a healer), was created in 2010. But in reality, it is part of a broader repertoire which includes works like Did We Dance: Ukotshona ko Mendi (The sinking of the Mendi, 2012); G7: Okwe Bohkwe (Like/of a goat, 2018); and, most recently, iKrele leChiza (Sword of the herb, 2021–2), all of which exhibit consistently similar formal characteristics and thematic concerns.


Inxeba Lomphilisi is set on the N2 highway that links Cape Town, in the Western Cape province, to the Eastern Cape, the traditional home of the Xhosa people. According to a note in the published text, there have been many accidents along this highway and ‘there are lots of dead bodies that have not been found and taken home to rest’ (Reznek et al. 2012: 155). An old woman, the healer named in the title, has been present on this road for many years, seeking out the lost spirits and trying to put them to rest in a makeshift graveyard she has constructed next to the road. The linking of the production to the in-between space of the highway is connected to the theme of migration and the sense of displacement that many people in South Africa live with, but it also acts as an image of the space of the present between the apartheid past and the desired future. Mbothwe is concerned with intervening in the present, motivated by his belief that there are ‘absent voices’ that need to be brought back into view and that need to be given a hearing. As he puts it: ‘without the stories of the “disappeared”, we are not whole. Without their stories, our spiritual and traditional being is empty. Inxeba Lomphilisi tries to place the stories of absent voices back in the landscape’ (Reznek et al. 2012: 154).

There is a choice in Inxeba Lomphilisi to limit the words spoken and to use the body as a primary means of expression. Dance forms a significant part of the performance; a repetitive choreography of obsessive and desperate gestures is set against a musical score, created and sung by the company. The introduction of dance here is significant in a number of ways, not least because of the focus on speaking the unspeakable. Dance performs an interruption, a cut across the language of theatre that offers a different kind of sense. In this way the sensible rather than the semantic predominates, in what Jean-Luc Nancy terms ‘a syntax of feeling’ (2006: 113).

But Mbothwe also employs a densely poetic linguistic text, spoken, chanted and sung in the Xhosa language. This is interesting because the use of indigenous languages on mainstream stages in South Africa continues to be rare. However, the mere use of the Xhosa language in Inxeba Lomphilisi is not the most interesting or unique aspect. What is significant about Mbothwe’s approach is that the particular dialect used is not that spoken by urban Xhosa people, such as the young performers who make up the cast. The actual language spoken is referred to, by them, as ‘deep’ Xhosa and is spoken only in the rural Eastern Cape. This again creates an alienating effect that increases the sense of dislocation at the heart of the production. This is not because the performers have lost their language but because they are lost within their language. They are struggling to make sense of it and to own it, along with the urban audience they are playing to.

Furthermore, the manner in which the verbal text is performed, a combination of heightened speech, chanting and song that is more operatic in vocal scale and extension than is conventional in theatre works, emphasizes the sound qualities of the words even when those words are difficult to understand. This engagement with the sound of the word again heightens the visceral quality of the language and links the semantic sense of words with their somatic sensuality and emotional force. Following Josephine Machon, the words ‘touch the unconscious so an ineffable experience is felt in appreciation’ (2009: 70). But this happens ‘because the audience hears the words first with their bodies, with a primordial sentience, an embodied knowledge. To achieve this the transcendent quality of language itself is manipulated, enabling the verbal act to return to the chtonic forces and possibilities of the imagination’ (2009: 72).

This suggestion of ‘chtonic forces’ here is interesting because it echoes Soyinka’s linking of tragedy and the ‘chtonic realm’. For Soyinka the score of song, sounding and poetic language is a tragic ‘echo from the void’; it is ‘the stricken cry of man’s blind soul as he flounders in the void and crashes through a deep abyss of a-spirituality and cosmic rejection’ (1976: 24).

One of Mbothwe’s key concerns as a theatremaker is to bring the experience of ritual in African tradition into the theatre and into conversation with modernist or avant-garde theatre practice (Barnes 2015). Mirroring the almost schizophrenic temporalities of the African urban experience, the production juxtaposes traditional practices, ceremonies and rituals (mostly associated with mourning and the peaceful transition of the dead to the other world) with the technology of video imagery (an array of complex digital images of speeding vehicles on roads, illuminated Christian symbols and suitcases and other travelling paraphernalia). Ironically, or perhaps tragically, these images of travelling are set off against a persistent feeling of immobility or stuckness at the heart of all Mbothwe’s works. It is as if the figures who people his theatrical worlds are consumed by a constant and desperate need to keep moving while suffering a persistent and depleting sense of not being able to move forward, to move on from a painful past. What links all of Mbothwe’s works is the presence of a woman/women, usually dressed in the traditional black mourning dress, engaged in an extremely physical and desperate and agitated manner with a chorus of unsettled, unrooted beings who exist in a space between life and death, present and past. The souls on the highway in Inxeba, the drowned soldiers dancing under the sea in Mendi, the assassinated cadres in the memories of their mothers in Okwe Bohkwe. The tragedy is that they are caught in the space of transition unable to advance: the performance becomes a way in which to try to unlock them, to send them on their way. It does this through a dramaturgy based on ritual in which the chorus repeats symbolic actions over and over again, night after night, and in which the audience become active participants rather than consumers of an unfolding narrative. These actions are physical, vocal, musical and poetic, less about the evocation of narrative action or the unravelling of an heroic character than they are about responding collectively to the pathos of the situation. The unsettled figures in Mbothwe’s choruses reflect the anguish of Soyinka’s ‘severance of self from essence’, the upset in the cosmic totality brought on by the ravages of coloniality, in the past and in the present that will not pass. This is why I understand his approach to be fundamentally metaphysical.

A pre-history of Mbothwe’s theatre can be found in the works and thoughts of Herbert Dhlomo in the 1930s. Dhlomo wrote that ‘African tribal dramatic representations were rather tragical than comical. . . . The sense of tragedy is well marked in the African’ (1977a: 4). Elsewhere he comments: ‘Some doubt whether Africans can write tragic masterpieces. How can it be correctly said that a people whose life is one long series of poignant, shattering experiences, have no sense of tragedy’ (1977b: 42). Dhlomo understood tragedy as a part of a New African modernity in emergence: while indigenous pre-colonial performance forms might be described as ‘tragical’ and Africans might have a developed ‘sense of tragedy’, the idea of an African tragedy was yet to come, a project to aspire towards. Dhlomo the playwright would go on to attempt to do just that with the play The Girl Who Killed to Save in 1935 and the so-called Black Bulls series after 1936 based on the lives of ‘great African leaders’ (Peterson 1991): Shaka; Dingane; Cetshwayo; Mfolozi and Moshoeshoe. These plays deal with African experiences of power in the nineteenth century (1818–79), while the twentieth-century (1910–36) continuation of these struggles is dealt with allegorically.

But while Dhlomo insisted that the New African modern drama needed to go back to the roots of African performance, this was not a return to an origin in order to claim some essential authenticity or some pure essential form. Rather, Dhlomo believed that any return to traditional roots had to be grafted with Western drama (the influence of ‘exotic’ elements) and that it required ‘modern knowledge and craftsmanship’ (1977a: 7). Furthermore, for Dhlomo, African drama could not delve into the past without an understanding of the present. It had to draw from the past but it had also to ‘deal with the things that are vital and near to the African today’ (1977a: 7).

This delving into the past at a moment of transition, a going back in order to advance, is what Mbothwe does too in his own creation of tragedy as a travelling form. He seeks a creative response to the diastasis through a recuperation of indigenous form, grafted with Western dramatic modalities; the result is a ritualistic dramaturgy that is tragic in form, not because it is based on any pre-existing tragedy from the colonial canon but because it fashions its own response to the tragic sense of the time.

According to Paul Earlie, in Archive 
Fever (1998) Derrida suggests that the archive can be approached in two ways: ‘as a debt towards the past and [as] an inheritance (héritage) for the future’ (2015: 314). When the archive involves a debt towards the past, it suggests that it is something that needs to be repaid, and in this sense, it remains essentially intact, unchanged, save for a minimal amount of interest that might or might not be charged. On the other hand, when the archive is approached as an inheritance, the past is open to be ‘transformed in the light of the new and incalculable contexts in which [it] now (and may one day) find [itself] inscribed’ (2015: 315). For Derrida, to inherit is ‘to transform; not to leave intact or unharmed, not to leave safe’ (Derrida and Roudinesco 2004: 11). In other words, an inheritance is adaptable to future contexts that the ‘original’ legator could not have imagined or expected. The debt is fixed on the past, on indebtedness to a past; the inheritance is open to the future, a future beyond doctrine. My argument then is that while Antigone (Not Quite/Quiet), despite its avant-garde aesthetics, remains indebted to the archive it is reacting against, Mbothwe’s work approaches the archive as an inheritance to be freely redeployed in search of a future to come.

In a later essay, Travelling Theory Reconsidered (1994), Said returned to the idea of travelling theory. There he suggests that in the original essay in 1983 he was of the opinion that the travelling of theories from one context to another leads to a kind of diminishment of those theories. In other words, ‘they lose some of their original power and rebelliousness’ (1983: 251). In 1994, however, after further consideration and particularly in relationship to the work of Adorno on the music of Schoenberg and Fanon on the subject-object dialect and historical consciousness, he suggests it might be possible that the travelling of theory from one context to another might lead in fact to new and even more invigorated understandings as the context shifts. It is my argument in this chapter, in line with this shift in thinking, that in its movement or travelling from ancient Greece to a particular part of Africa in its decolonial moment, the reception of the tragic form, far from representing a borrowing or adaptation, represents a development that does not domesticate the form but reignites its ‘fiery core’ (Said 1994: 265). That the travelling of tragic theory might also give rise to new emergent practices of tragedy, which in turn require a revaluation or reconsideration of the tragic theory itself, and the emergence of new artistic forms is evident in the two cases I have discussed in this chapter. In both cases, the shift in time, context and geography has, I suggest, been reinvigorating, on both a formal and content level. Whether this relates to the fire of political protest or the fire of metaphysical reclamation, a new kind of modern tragedy is igniting in the colonial aftermath of South Africa.
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