Electra audio introduction

Welcome to this audio introduction to the Old Vic’s production of Electra, written by Sophocles.  This new version by Frank McGuiness has been directed by Ian Rickson.

The audio described performance will take place on Thursday 13th November at 7.30pm. There will be a touch tour at 6.00pm.  The introduction will start at 7.15pm and the performance itself at 7.30.  The performance lasts approximately 90 minutes, and please note, there is no interval. Your describer is Alison Clarke.  This introduction has been written and recorded by Roz Chalmers. 

Please meet in the foyer for the touch tour.  Touch Tours are completely free and last about 20 minutes.  They give you an opportunity to explore the set and handle some of the props. There will also be an opportunity to meet some members of the company who bring the play to the stage.  It is essential to book, so please call 020 7981 0981 to reserve your place.  If you’re coming to the tour on your own we can arrange for a member of staff to accompany you.  Please also let the box office know if you'd like to bring your guide dog into the auditorium and we will try to offer an aisle seat if one is available. The Front of House staff will be happy to take care of your dog during the performance if you would prefer. 

Fifteen minutes before the performance starts we will repeat an edited version of these introductory notes live, so that you can listen to them through the headsets in the auditorium.  We will be able to give you an update if there have been any last minute changes to the production, and this will also give you an opportunity to familiarise yourself with the headset controls. 

The play begins some twenty years after the murder of the Mycenean king, Agamemnon, by his adulterous wife Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus.  

Now Aegisthus rules in Mycenae with Clytemnestra as his queen.  Clytemnestra’s daughters, Electra and Chrysothemis live with them in the palace, virtually prisoners.

Electra has never ceased to mourn her father and awaits the return of her brother, Orestes, to avenge his death.  He was a young child at the time of the murder, and Electra snatched him from danger, entrusting him to the care of an old servant who brought him up

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the printed programme, Professor Edith Hall writes that it is revenge that drives the action of the play.  For the Greeks, this was connected with the justice administered by the gods.  In the city of Mycaenae, where Electra is set, important gods included Apollo whose oracles must be fulfilled.  It is Apollo who has commanded Electra’s brother, Orestes to avenge the murder of his father.  Punishment must be inflicted, but at what emotional cost to the individuals concerned?

The auditorium of the Old Vic has been transformed into an in-the-round space.  The conventional proscenium arch and stage have disappeared.  Instead, the circular acting area is at floor level, about five metres in diameter, surrounded by banks of seating, bringing the front rows of the audience so close they can almost reach out and touch the actors.  

The story is set in Greece in the 5th century BCE, but there are touches in the design of the set and costumes that tie it firmly in the modern day. 

The action takes place outside the palace of Mycaenae.  

The ground is pale, cracked mud, bleached by the Mediterranean sun and covered in places by a light surface of powdery sand.  To the left a towering doorway almost twenty feet high leans into the space.  
It’s made of thick, rough stone, chipped and pockmarked with holes; traces of cream plasterwork cling to its surface.  The panelled double doors it encloses are twice the height of a man, and made of rusting metal.  There is a smaller door set into the right hand panel allowing the inhabitants of the palace to come and go.  Above the doors is a circular grey seal bearing a relief of a symbolic tree and the Greek letters delta – a triangle - and omicron – a circle. The precarious tilt of the doorway suggests some titanic movement of the earth beneath it, and this is mirrored by the four worn, uneven stone steps that lead from the doors down to the ground.  They’re resting on a bed of rubble and the top step has slipped sideways.  Two lanterns made of pierced black metalwork stand on the next step, with dumpy orange candles flickering inside.

On the right hand side of the space a bare, shattered tree grows out of the sand, its broken trunk rising to a point, its roots bulging from the parched earth.  Votive offerings hang from its trunk, little metal plaques with images of warriors on horseback and tiny bundles of twigs, pushed into cracks in its grey bark.  

Just in front of the tree, half a dozen soot-blackened stones form a rough circle to enclose a small firepit.  In the centre, black embers sit on a metal grille.

At the front of the circle of ground, wooden slats cover a well.  A curved metal standpipe is lagged with rags and has a brass tap at the top.




There are nine characters.  

At the beginning of the play two men arrive in front of the palace.  The first is an old Servant, a bulky man in his sixties.  He has strong weather-beaten features a stubbled chin and kind blue eyes.  The Servant wears a navy blue scarf around his silver hair and a dusty black collarless jacket over a filthy singlet.  His grubby grey trousers are patched at the seat.  He lumbers into the space carrying a bundle on his back, but his movements as he rediscovers his homeland are delicate, his fingers reaching out as if to treasure the air. 

He is soon joined by Orestes, a tall broad-shouldered young man with short sandy-blond hair and clean-shaven, boyish features.  Orestes’ clothes, like his servant’s, are dusty from travel, a blue cotton jacket over a black shirt and grey trousers tucked into knee-high black boots. A gold ring on a leather thong hangs around his neck and he carries a battered duffel bag.  Despite his youth, Orestes has a calm determination and a natural authority as he instructs his servant, although he’s not above taking advice from the old man.
   
Oreste’s elder sister, Electra emerges from the palace to pray, away from prying eyes.  Her dark hair is roughly chopped to jaw level, hanging wild and matted around her finely boned face.  Her stormy grey eyes are sunken and shadowed, red-rimmed from weeping. Electra’s a tiny woman, dressed in a shapeless frayed fawn cotton dress with a pattern of black and white embroidered leaves at the square neckline and hem.  Patches of sweat stain the underarms and back.  The dress is tugged in at the waist by a dangling belt of black and white beads. Underneath she wears knee length drawers with the same embroidered pattern. Her legs and bare feet are filthy.  She’s in constant agitated movement, pulling at her dress, hitching up her drawers or wiping her nose with her finger. 
Despite the fragility of her appearance, a fire burns in Electra and her eyes flash with fury. 

She’s joined by three women who act as a Chorus, advising and consoling her.  The eldest is in her sixties, a tall woman with a strong upright bearing and grey hair.  There’s a redoubtable younger woman with olive skin and black dreadlocks and a gawky teenager wearing steel rimmed spectacles, who holds back until her elders have spoken.  All three cover their heads in headscarves and wear peasant clothing, embroidered blouses and cotton print ankle length skirts, all in shades of deep blue.  

Electra’s younger sister is Chrysothemis, a slender, creamy complexioned girl with a sweet, serene face. Her dark hair is drawn up into a complicated arrangement of thin plaits with coloured beads strung through and she wears an elegant gold trimmed gown of shimmering pale blue silk with cap sleeves and a plunging V neckline. On her feet are tooled leather sandals.  Around her neck is a heavy gold necklace and she wears a gold armlet below her left elbow.  Chrysothemis has a gentle, timid manner, the antithesis of her sister’s passion.  

Their mother is the queen, Clytemnestra.  She’s in splendid middle age, her body still shapely.  She has the high cheekbones that defy the years, fine dark eyes, and a wide, sensuous mouth. Clytemnestra’s floor length gown is of chocolate brown silk with ribbons of gold braiding down the front.  She wears a gold filigree necklace and wide gold bracelets.  Clytemnestra has a regal dignity, but there’s a brittleness about her that betrays unease.

Her husband, Aegisthus is a few years older.  He’s black, with a grizzled beard and moustache and fierce dark eyes.  A scarlet scarf is wrapped around his head like a sweatband.  
Aegisthus is dressed in a black tunic, fastened with a thick brown leather belt and a waistcoat embroidered with silver thread.  His trousers are sand-coloured and he wears puttees – lengths of brown cloth wound tightly around his calves.  He uses a stick, but there is no loss of vigour in his stride.


Cast and production credits
Electra is played by Kristin Scott Thomas
Her brother Orestes by Jack Lowden
Her mother, Clytemnestra by Diana Quick and her sister, Chrysothemis by Liz White
Aegisthus is played by Tyrone Huggins
The Servant is played by Peter Wight
The women of the Chorus are Julia Dearden, Golda Rosheuvel and Thalissa Teixeira 

The Designer is Mark Thompson, with lighting design by Neil Austin
Sound design is by Simon Baker
The music is by PJ Harvey
Electra has been directed by Ian Rickson


