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WELCOME  
I like to think of plays as machines, each one operating with a unique system of rules 

and rhythms to do some thing. Dramaturgy gives us a tool to unearth the moving parts of a 
theatrical work, listening, interrogating, questioning, and discovering what a play is. Oresteia is 
an extremely rich piece of theatre with a deep well of meaning to discover. I hope we can use 
this dramaturgy to together understand more deeply what Oresteia does.   

Through the design process, we have developed the container of Oresteia from what 
we have called our “well.” The well is made up of everything emanating from the 
play--questions, thematic ideas, research, rhythms, truths, facts, etc. It is a place to go back to 
when we need to ground ourselves in the truth of what the play is, and a roadmap to creating 
work that is of the same world. The dramaturgy for this production is both made up of and 
feeds our well, and I hope it will guide you in the same way it has led the creative team.  

We start with the playwright, Robert Icke, and a dive into his aesthetic as a theatre 
maker. Icke began with another artist, Aeschylus, and his original text The Oresteia, which is 
significantly different from our play but remains a resource for inspiration to deepen our 
understanding of this play’s epic history and symbolic meaning. The driving link between the 
adaptation and the original is the thematic conflict at the center--justice. One of the many 
times April said inspiring things about justice, she talked about how we believe the world is 
supposed to work in a certain way--children are supposed to live, systems are supposed to 
function, communication is supposed to have meaning. And when the world doesn’t do what 
we think it should, April continued, we will do anything to right what has been wronged--“It's in 
our blood to shift chaos to order.”  

That human impulse is the crisis of Oresteia--our need to fix, to right, to justify. The 
characters of our play make choices that they hope satisfy this need for justice, but they have 
no reliable system to decide how. Calchas warns us in the beginning of the play “an action is 
coming that you either perform--or you don’t. Make that judgment.” The characters make 
choice after choice and take action after action, testing their understanding of justice. But there 
is no way life should be, that sense of things going right, justice in the order of the universe, 
that April invoked. Ultimately, as Agamemnon states, “it’s just people.”  

The framework for this crisis of justice is mysterious and secretive about its own 
multiplicity. The play appears to move like a retelling of the past, but it begins to fragment into 
glitches that don’t make logical sense, jumping from step A to D. Orestes’ mind seems to be 
breaking down, his memories not adding up, and the truth begins to feel unattainable. But the 
play’s container reveals that a judgment must be made. As Act 3 turns, the courtroom--the 
place for ultimate justice--becomes evident. We’ve been there the whole time, reenacting what 
happened to a family in a search for justice.  

Oresteia is a uniquely challenging, contemporary, and alive play. I am beyond excited 
to be working on this project with each and every one of you, and I cannot wait for you to 
shake up my understanding of this play. I look forward to our collaboration.  
 
--Grace Grindell, Dramaturg   
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THE PLAYWRIGHT  
 

FROM THE PLAY  
 
Act One, p. 6  
 
ORESTES   
To simplify me. To pack me down into one easy diagnosis. A Judgement. He’s this one thing. 
Finished. 
  
DOCTOR 
I don’t think it’s ever finished. And I don’t think we’re one thing. Any of us. 
  
ORESTES 
No? 
  
DOCTOR 
No. You are yourself. But you are also a part of a family and a country. And a world. And a 
religion, if that’s what you [believe]. You could be a brother and a son and a father all at once. I 
think we’re all several things, even just within our family.  
 

 

GRACE’S NOTE:  
At the young age of 32, Robert Icke, London-based theatre director and writer, has 

secured a place in the global theatrical scene. He, like the characters in our play, isn’t one 
thing--he contains multitudes. The work he is making is thrilling and epic in the most 
contemporary way. In his interviews, learn Icke’s beliefs and passions as a theatre-maker.  
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WHERE ARE WE COMING FROM?  
 

FROM THE PLAY  
 

Act One, p. 42  
  
AGAMEMNON   
I worshipped them when I was young – the generals, their ranks, their battles, their medals, you 
know? They moved the borders of the world. They were huge and then somehow, their names 
became our names – those bronze edged portraits were of us – and you realize that you’re now 
sitting in their seats, the holder of their offices – and it’s so disappointing. It’s not heroic, you’re 
not making history: just compromising, problem solving, hoping against hope that something 
can at some point be achieved – day to day to day. It’s just people.  
 

GRACE’S NOTE  
 

It is important to remember that Oresteia is an adaptation of Aeschylus’ trilogy of plays, 
The Oresteia. The original text is a resource for inspiration and deeper understanding of our 
play. Looking at the introduction to The Oresteia tells us family history of the House of Atreus, 
mythic significance, as well as the changes that Icke made. We should be careful to not take 
anything that is in Aeschylus but not Icke as fact but rather allow it to inspire and fodder our 
analysis of the text in front of us. The etymology of the character names reveals symbolic and 
mythic meaning, as well as helps with pronunciation. By looking briefly to the ancient past, we 
can find what is useful and still alive in the adaptation.  
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WHAT IS JUSTICE?   
FROM THE PLAY  
 

Act Three, p. 100 
 
ORESTES   
Agamemnon. Dad. God or father or dad or whichever word you’d prefer us to say – if you can 
hear us. Even if you can’t.  
We burn this moment into the timeline.   
We bear witness together that she deserves to die, that she has to die, and by this hand, this 
right hand – justice will shatter through the doors and tear into her body like rotten meat, pull 
her apart for what she did to you - she has to die, suffer and die, she has to suffer and learn 
that what she did was wrong  
 
ELECTRA   
We kill her like she killed you. In secret. No sign. She has to die – or none of it makes sense  
 
GRACE’S NOTE 

Justice exists in different ways in Oresteia--sacrifice, revenge, lawfulness--and calls each 
of these into question. Is it just for Agamemnon to kill Iphigenia for the good of the country? Is 
it just for Klytemnestra to kill Agamemnon for killing her daughter? Is it just for Orestes to seek 
the same revenge? The play takes seemingly epic dilemmas like these and reveals that the 
ones making the moral choice are just people--both “Dad” and “Leader”--it comes down to 
one. Complexity and layers surround each determinant choice the characters make, 
complicating justice into something that cannot be contained.  

The trolley problem allows us to interrogate why and how justice can become confused. 
It presents an argument our brains can hold and demonstrates the conflict between rationale 
and emotion. By interrogating ourselves with the trolley problem, we unearth the impossibility 
of the decisions the characters are burdened with and how easily our concept of justice can be 
challenged.  

The Oscar Pistorius case provides a real-life example of an attempt for justice through a 
court of law, as we see in our play. The trial curates evidence, hears testimony, and witnesses 
re-enactment, striving to understand events of the past and judge them in the present. This 
framework for seeking justice is the same we see in Oresteia, and this article provides an 
activating account of justice by trial and points to its shortcomings.  
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HOW DO WE MAKE IMPOSSIBLE DECISIONS?   
FROM THE PLAY  
 
Act One, p. 11  
 
AGAMEMNON   
They would. And they can. How do we make difficult decisions? We look above us – in all sorts 
of ways: to wiser people – to knowledge, to counsel, to conscience. Now perhaps when I pray, 
when I look above myself, people might say, well, I’m only seeking deeper inside myself, 
asking my, uh, subconscious sense of justice – and perhaps I am. But that process of humbling 
oneself to the idea of a greater wisdom, that questioning process, the faith that there is a right 
– well, any success I’ve had at anything – is thanks to that.  
 

Act Four, p. 127  
 
ORESTES 
How can we ever be sure. Of any decision about any thing. 

  , 
  
KLYTEMNESTRA   
Of course you couldn’t be sure. Of course. This was your mother. Your hesitation is a recorded 
fact. And what that hesitation represents is a screaming acknowledgement that murder is 
wrong, that the murder of a mother is a crime which even then, at that moment, you knew was 
wrong, acceptable in no code or system or law – no social law, even the law of nature. Against 
the fact of your birth. Your blood. She was your mother. You knew it was wrong. 

 
 

GRACE’S NOTE 
Many of these questions of justice must be answered by the characters in our play with 

a decision. Again and again, they are put into precarious places of choice, and they attempt to 
answer with what is right. Agamemnon must choose whether or not to kill his daughter, 
Orestes must choose whether or not to kill his mother, the audience, as the jury, and Athene, 
as the judge, must choose whether Orestes is innocent or guilty.  

What makes these choices hard? And how do humans finally make choices? How much 
of decision-making is rational thought? How much is impulse? The article and TED talk 
following dive into these questions and attempt to name exactly what makes decisions 
challenging and how our brains function when faced with dilemmas.  
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MEMORY FRAGMENTATION  
FROM THE PLAY  
 
Act Two, p. 78  
 

ORESTES 
It’s too much – like the blood rushing to my heart. I’m pale, I can feel myself dizzy – I don’t 
remember specifically what – I don’t have access – 
Is this what I felt then or what I’m feeling now? 
  
DOCTOR   
I don’t know what you think the difference is 
  
ORESTES   
Why do we do things? 
  
DOCTOR   
What do you mean? 
  
ORESTES   
Is it because we – can you predict based on our parents and our actions and our – every single 
day is another another – can you know, can you ever know, what someone is going to do until 
it’s done? 
 

GRACE’S NOTE  
The majority of what we see on stage in our play is through the filter of Orestes’ mind. 

He’s retelling events from the past to the courtroom, the trial is reenacting moments Orestes 
has described, or some combination of the two. Because of this framework, the play is often 
flexible with space and time--Electra suddenly disappears over the body of her mother in Act 
Three and is replaced by Orestes, Cassandra is dead in Act Two but we do not see how, 
Orestes suddenly holds a knife, Electra is completely created in Orestes’ mind, the ghost of 
Agamemnon returns--the list goes on.  

The words we have used as a design team to describe these moments are glitchy, 
fragmented, and crumbling. Orestes’ memory is breaking as he tries to recall and understand 
the horrors he and his family experienced. To understand what might be happening in Orestes’ 
mind, the article below explains how traumatic memories operate.  
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GLOSSARY  
FROM THE PLAY  
 
Act Two, p. 63  
 
KLYTEMNESTRA   
Why do we call that thing a ‘chair’? It’s just sounds in the air, strange black symbols on white 
paper. Chair. But you and I both know the code – that word – ‘chair’ – points to that thing. This 
means that. 
I have come to realize that everything, my darling, is about the connections between things, 
between – word and deed, inside and outside. One person and another. 
Once it was signal fires. Lit in one place, the light seen miles away. Then that became ‘if it’s a 
yes, go to the window and light the lamp’ – like in the story, you remember? 

GRACE’S NOTE  

Oresteia is deeply full of meaning. Every word, every moment, every action could be 
unpacked, analyzed, and interrogated. The characters themselves are intimately concerned 
with meaning, where it comes from, how to make it, how it functions in communication and 
how we relate to one another.  

The glossary following is the beginnings of a further analysis of the language in the play 
that is full of context. Divided into sections of Symbols/Myths/Ancient, British Language, and 
Jargon, the glossary is a resource for meaning.  
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