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Foreword
for Stephen Rea

I was never one of the greatest film critics ‘of all time’, nor the
most dramatic of drama critics; but I once reviewed plays for
a living. When their regular reviewer took a New York sabbatical I replaced him for a year or so (1971-72) on The Listener, the
BBC house organ, since defunct. London theatre in the seventies was first-rate: thoughtful sets, crisp drama-school delivery,
split-second timing, to name only the most superficial virtues.
There were fine, imaginative directors at the National, the RSC
and the Royal Court in Sloane Square. The World Theatre
Season at the Aldwych was an added bonus, and Ariane
Mnouchkine’s visiting Théâtre du Soleil at the Roundhouse.
But a surfeit of theatre nearly put me off it for good, and from
all the tedious, witty, angry, sexy, grotesque or illuminating
theatre nights the only production that sticks in the mind after
forty years is Peter Brook’s acrobatic take on A Midsummer
Night’s Dream (1972). I too took a sabbatical, ten years’ selfdenial, and so was sufficiently recovered to act on Brian Friel’s
suggestion that I contribute to the 1985 Field Day season
with a version of Molière’s The School for Husbands, which we
retitled High Time. This was followed, naturally, by The School
for Wives, Dublin Theatre Festival (1986); but I was still only an
amateur. Still am, really, as when I first saw Sam Thompson’s
Over the Bridge in Belfast and, in Dublin, The Quare Fellow and
Jack MacGowran’s one-man Beckett show.
These six translated plays are reissued here in historical order.
Oedipus, the earliest (c.430-406 bc), was quickly done for light
relief, so to speak, after the elaborate London staging of Cyrano
de Bergerac, commissioned in 2004 by Howard Davies of the
NT, with Stephen Rea as Cyrano, Claire Price as Roxane, and
music by Dominic Muldowney. The Bacchae, commissioned
by the Dublin festival in 1991, fell victim to administrative
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changes, though there was a later RTE radio production with
Stephen Rea and Susan FitzGerald. Phaedra next for the Gate
Theatre, Dublin, with Dearbhla Molloy, and finally Cyrano; but
we start with Oedipus, which conflates two of Sophocles’
Theban plays, King Oedipus and Oedipus at Colonus, to make a
play of two halves.
As distinct from the Egyptian one, the Sphinx of Greek
mythology was part lion, part woman, with wings and a
human voice. ‘She’ sat at the edge of Thebes, posing a riddle
and strangling those unable to find the answer. Consulted
about the problem, the Delphic Oracle replied that the Sphinx
would do away with herself if anyone solved the riddle, which
ran: ‘What goes on four legs at dawn, two at noon, and three at
dusk?’ The answer seems obvious now — a man — but the
dramatic point lies in its intimate application to Oedipus himself as child, adult and stick-dependent sage. He’s not alone in
this, and even his unconscious incest makes him one with
mankind. ‘Many a man has dreamt of similar things’, Jocasta
says, anticipating Freud: ‘His destiny moves us because it
might have been ours; our dreams convince us that this is so.’
Considerations of this kind enlarge the myth’s significance and
remind us that the Theban plays aren’t only about Oedipus but
about Thebes, the human community. The city is stricken by
an unidentified plague. Everyone suffers directly or indirectly;
and Oedipus, the cause of this, will also bring redemption.
Destroyer and saviour both, through his own suffering he will
rescue Thebes; a new life can begin.
The Theban plays are three in number, but Antigone stands
apart. Though set later, it was written earlier than the other
two; Oedipus is dead and the focus is different. All three
have proved an inexhaustible source of inspiration, none more
so than Antigone. The others ask to be seen as a single play
united by the arc of Oedipus’ fate. This story too has proved
amazingly tenacious and generative. The famous complex
shadows Hamlet and Gertrude; it’s somewhere there in Webster
and Racine; there are noticeable echoes in King Lear. Yeats,
Stravinsky, Cocteau and Pasolini each had a go. The Yeats
versions, more Yeats than Sophocles, are famously idiosyncratic, though memorable for some great lines and magnificent
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choral odes. The Stravinsky opera is highly regarded and the
Pasolini film is a masterpiece, one of the high points of Italian
cinema. Disguised, the ‘poor, bare, forked animal’ (Lear) appears
in Synge and Beckett too. The present version bears no comparison with any of these, but it too takes some liberties. These
involve, as once with Yeats, substantial textual elisions. Things
move more quickly, especially at Colonus, Sophocles’ birthplace and site of Oedipus’ death, now a bus depot. Ismene,
always a dim figure compared with her younger sister,
receives more prominence and a more positive role. At the
same time there’s nothing here, or almost nothing, without
some source in the original plays — or, since I know no Greek,
in the various real translations from which I worked. The few
exceptions are, I hope, in the right spirit.
The Bacchae, as previously published (1991), introduced itself
with three quotations: a dense and strident passage from
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, and two more temperate comments
by E R Dodds (from The Greeks and the Irrational, 1951) and his
former student Louis MacNeice; but the use of these epigraphs
looks pretentious to me now and I’ve removed them. They were
meant, in any case, to be illustrative, evidential, not corroborative — and certainly not in the case of Nietzsche, who talks
about ‘the principles of eternal justice’ as if there were such
things. Yeats is preferable: ‘Gaiety transfiguring all that dread.’
We never considered doing High Time in period; a stylized
costume drama seemed like a sterile exercise. L’École des maris
(1661) was the most frequently performed of Molière’s plays
during the Revolutionary period, which set me thinking about
May ‘68, when the students erupted on the streets of Paris and
the French police appeared in riot gear. I liked the idea of ‘68,
with its background of student revolt and educational reform
(educational ‘theory’, of a crude kind, is an important theme in
the play), the more so because those events, ancient history as
they seem now, had astonishing side effects in Ireland. There
was ‘student unrest’ everywhere then — Berlin, New York —
and eventually there was student unrest in Derry and Belfast.
The young became political, seriously so, and heads got
broken; the rest we know. But L’École des maris was only a
sketch, really, for L’École des femmes (1662). The more substan11

tial play provoked the anger of the conservative and devout,
who rightly detected in it signs of subversion and irreligion;
Molière had made enemies for life. He’d made friends too,
including the King himself, Louis XIV; and the theatre-going
public, who saw that he had begun to fulfil his promise.
L’École des femmes is the first of the great comedies. Some have
found fault with the denouement, which appears arbitrary and
far-fetched. (The usual defence is that Molière was parodying
the conventional happy ending of romantic comedy.) Whatever
its structural weaknesses, they haven’t diminished the play’s
perennial popularity. This version is set at a much later date
than the Grand Siècle: in the time of Stendhal, George Sand and
the socialist Saint-Simon. The action takes place ‘in a town
square’, says Molière. What town? Not Paris, but an important
provincial centre. I chose Avignon chiefly because a curious
guardian-ward relationship like that of Arnolphe and Agnès
might just be imagined in early 19th-century Provence.
Arnolphe is no mere provincial though; he belongs, or fancies
he belongs, to the haute bourgeoisie, and so sees Paris as the hub
of the universe. That’s where Oronte lives, where Horace
comes from. To someone like Arnolphe the capital is both aweinspiring and rather dangerous, representing the sophistication
he yearns for and the revolutionary activity which threatens his
social equilibrium. There’s a touch of tragedy there, for those
prepared to sympathize with Arnolphe. Thinking to establish
a school for wives, he finds he has started instead a school for
love.
Jean Racine’s Phèdre (1677) has long been considered one of
the glories of French drama, perhaps the greatest. Dryden
might have made a fair fist of it, but no adequate Englishlanguage version existed until 1961 when Robert Lowell’s
appeared. Whatever the reasons for this neglect, perhaps the
anglophone resistance to French tragedy (Shakespeare v
Racine), Phèdre is now seen as a strikingly modern play. The
Racinian huis clos seems to anticipate certain modern intensities,
while its psychological realism and poetic force are much
admired. Lowell, in a prefatory note, speaks of the ‘diamond
edge’ and ‘hard electric rage’ of the alexandrines. I tried to give
some indication of these qualities in the original.
12

Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac (1897) has remained
uninterruptedly in the international repertoire for more than a
hundred years. It’s always on somewhere in some form. Not
only is it a play, it has been film and musical too. Several films
in fact, most recently Jean-Paul Rappeneau’s terrific 1990
release with Gérard Depardieu in the title role. The old rascal
is popular too in China and Japan; he is, after all, an adept of
bushido and the martial arts. Aside from his nose, what distinguishes him is the confrontational aplomb he calls his
‘panache’ — literally, the decorative plume in his hat. Rostand
proposed panache as a philosophy of life: something fanciful
and performative, ‘the kind of courage which, at ease in situations, frames and defines them with wit. If renunciation or
sacrifice are involved, it’s a consolation of attitude one adopts’.
The play itself has remarkable panache in its lyric fluency and
its mythopoeic defiance of ‘prejudice, cowardice, compromise,
stupidity’; also in its cult of illusion and the defining moment
— what Yeats called ‘character isolated by a deed’ (Cyrano
dies like Cúchulainn).
Described in its time as a ‘fake masterpiece’ (and more charitably by George Steiner as ‘gorgeous nonsense’), it gave rise in
some quarters to the hope of a new verse drama. But no, it was
sui generis, a flash in the pan, a panache in the trash — though
echoes of its dream music lingered in the work of AlainFournier, Proust and Cocteau, whose mythological films owe
much to Rostand’s scenic elegance; traditional legend and folktale nourished both. Cyrano (stress on the first syllable in this
version) is Rostand’s ‘Beauty and the Beast’, its hero a magical
figure who speaks directly to childhood memory, even to the
unconscious. Roxane is a student of Mother Goose; and when
her coach, ‘like the pumpkin in the fairy tale’, appears among
the besieged cadets, she is Snow White, girl and mother, among
the Dwarves: ‘Good fairy!’, says Cyrano. Balcony scene and
convent garden have the ambrosial, moonlit, metamorphic
atmosphere of — yes — A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The present version, a 19th-century play set in the 17th century and
intended for 21st-century production, embraces without shame
what Borges called ‘the vulgar pleasures of anachronism’. We
are in indeterminate space-time, the France of 1640, though the
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war looks suspiciously like that of 1914-1918. The Gascons are
a sort of Irishmen, the précieuses contemporary feminists; the
musicians sing a 17th-century pop song. But Hubble has
already proposed, as he did in 1929, the now familiar notion of
an expanding universe. The historical Cyrano (1619-1656), himself a serious astronomer, might not have been too surprised.
Derek Mahon
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