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DIRECTOR’S NOTE
As we meet the women of Troy in Ellen McLaughlin’s Translation of Euripides’ The
Trojan Women, they are waking from the nightmare of the prolonged Trojan War. They
are waking to a world of uncertainty and loss and facing a fate which, at the very least,
will leave them prisoners of war — the property of their Greek captors. As the play
progresses, the women lament their fate, say goodbye to their city and the memories it
provided them, and set sail into the uncertainty of their future.
When I sat down to write this note, I thought about the power of the play as one of the
oldest antiwar plays set in the most mythic war of all time (everyone has heard of the
Trojan War). McLaughlin’s adaptation brings the story of the loss of Troy and the
collateral damage it has on the women of Troy to life with resounding imagery and a
contemporary feel. She breaks open the widespread suffering that comes of war: the loss
of home, the loss of loved ones, the loss of identity. I thought of the timelessness of the
story itself, which has been represented in nearly every era by countless artists, poets,
playwrights, and directors. But most significantly, my thoughts kept returning to today —
March 5, 2021.
It was exactly one year ago that Ithaca College students left for their Spring Break
without any idea that they would not return for the remainder of the academic year nor
hardly an inkling of the loss that the world would experience in the wake of the pandemic
that is still today upon us. And while the grim reality of the pandemic leaves echoes of
the destruction it causes, it is not on this which I choose to focus. I want instead to look at
this opening night as a celebration of the courage it took to get here.
In her introduction to The Trojan Women, Ellen McLaughlin notes that theatre has the
“ability to teach us about the nature of community and how we can collaborate to
transcend even the most terrible pain caused by human divisiveness and rancor.” While
wars have not been fought on our soil in the last year, we have experienced many forms
of “collateral damage” from pandemic to protests to insurrection — we have experienced
loss. However, in the process of mounting The Trojan Women, we have returned to the
rehearsal room, returned to the theatre, and returned to this “medium [that] has a unique
ability to create ad hoc yet powerful communities.” (McLaughlin again). It is that
community that I want to celebrate and to thank tonight. This talented ensemble of actors,
designers, and every member of the creative team has courageously tackled the (at times)
seemingly impossible task of taking on the size of this piece; and, in doing so, they have
created a generous and caring ensemble. They are a remarkably talented group of
individuals whose passion and heart has come to explore the challenging themes of The
Trojan Women every step of the way. They have braved the uncertainty of the future and
of the moment with spirit and energy, and I am grateful to them.

DRAMATURGY NOTE
So Many Stories to Tell: Notes from the Dramaturg
The figures of the Trojan War are the personalities legends are made of, from noble kings
to fiery warriors, vengeful gods to weeping maidens. But when the great tragedian
Euripides set out to place this ancient myth on the stage in the 4th century BCE, he did
something so radical the play was panned by ancient critics: he placed women at the
center of their own narrative and called on the people of Greece to recognize that their
patriotic mythology may not have been quite so romantic. Instead of the straightforward
narrative of Greek superiority and heroism, we see the conflict from the side of those who
lost it, a perspective so often abandoned in our modern understanding of history.
When playwright Ellen McLaughlin began crafting a new adaption The Trojan Women in
1995, she drew inspiration from the Bosnian Civil War, whose refugees were a growing
population in New York City at the time. Working alongside the American Friends
Service Committee, McLaughlin recruited actors from the refugee communities of both
sides of the ethnic conflict, working with them to place this ancient story in a more
modern context. By the end of the production process, McLaughlin had created poetic
musing on the power of community and femininity that has since been staged in locations
from Syria to the United States, reminding us that the questions Euripides raised are still
largely unanswered.
There are many unknowns in this story. We don’t know if Helen of Troy was kidnapped
by Prince Paris or if she chose to elope with him. We don’t know if Cassandra is driven
mad by grief or if she is the sanest person in the play. We don’t know if Hecuba is as
good a person as she imagines herself to be, or why Talthybius has chosen the path of a
warrior. What we do know is that these moments of tragedy have the power to shape the
way we understand our own responsibilities to ourselves and our histories.
In the introduction to the literary edition of The Trojan Women, Ellen McLaughlin calls
the conflict “the quintessentially tragic war,” reflecting that “It seems more than usually
true of the Trojan War that no one can really be said to have won it.” We don’t know
what the quintessential tragedy of our historical moment will be, nor do we know what
heroes will emerge. But we will always have stories to guide us through, and
communities to share in our joy and grief.
-

Rachael Powles, Production Dramaturg
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