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MEDEA  

Beginnings 

Early in 2011, I was asked by the Crescent Theatre to come on board for a project that was designed 

to re-look at the story of Medea. To provide a fresh angle to what is a very well-known story and to 

maybe eke out some contemporary relevance to an ancient Greek myth. 

The plan was to set up a series of workshops with members of the company, to explore the themes 

and characters of the play before deciding on the overall plot and structure.  

So, rather than just writing a script and handing it over to the company, my job was to work with the 

director and the actors in a collaborative process, to devise the story and develop the characters 

through practical exercises and workshops.  

The director was very clear from the outset that she wanted to move away from Euripides as a 

source material. She wasn’t interested in doing a new production of an old script, or a new version 

of existing material. So this gave us quite a lot of freedom to choose what aspects of the story were 

most interesting to us.  

We ran several workshops before we actually cast the play, in order to involve as many people as 

possible from the company, and to have a wide range of opinions and input into the process. This 

proved to be a very useful way of doing things, as it enabled us to put together an overall framework 

for the play well in advance. 

For me personally, I’m interested in the political machinations in stories like this. What discussions 

happen and what decisions are made behind the scenes. What are the characters’ individual 

agendas – what drives them to act in the way they do and what do they stand to gain.  

With Euripides’ Medea, there is very little exploration of the surrounding characters. Medea herself 

is very well drawn and is a fascinating person. She elicits very contradictory feelings in the audience 

– we feel sympathy for the way she is treated, but then repulsion when she finally takes revenge. 

The aim of this production was to open that out, to look at the political and social context of those 

actions, and to see the wider ramifications of the events depicted in the play. 

This is the marketing blurb from the Crescent Theatre, which was written before we started the 

workshops: 

Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.  

 

Betrayed, abandoned, rejected: at her wit's end, a woman can be capable of anything. 

Vengeance, violence, vulnerability: what is the psychological reality of a woman on the 

edge? A mother's love is a mother's sacrifice, a woman's pain is a woman's strength but the 

fine line between love and hate remains. How deep does human sacrifice really go?1  
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To be honest, we kind of ignored that – it was written too early in the process to have any bearing 

on what came out of the workshops. Luckily, I think it was vague enough that we were able to get 

away with it. But it still identifies the main themes that we were exploring: 

 Betrayal 

 Vengeance 

 Motherhood 

 Love 

We came up with a few more along the way: 

 Power 

 Ambition 

 Obsession 

All of which were key to the story that we were trying to tell. These could be seen as more masculine 

pre-occupations, which gives a useful dichotomy when you start applying them to one of the most 

famous female characters in literature. Does she have to take on more masculine characteristics in 

order to be taken seriously? You start asking the question of why Medea acts the way she does? Is it 

because she loves Jason and can’t bear to lose him? Is it because she wants to protect her children 

from the shame and uncertainty of illegitimacy? Or is it because she doesn’t want to lose the power 

and social status that is currently afforded to her by marriage? 

But although we didn’t completely stick to the questions posed on the marketing material, it was still 

very important to work out what we were trying to say with the piece. If you have a meeting with a 

theatre or literary manager to talk about your script, they’ll often say “what’s the central question of 

the play”?  

In other words, what is the core theme that you’re trying to explore? It can be a bit reductive at 

times to try and summarize a play in a single sentence, but it’s a useful tool in the armoury. Ideally, 

every scene in the play should be working towards posing or answering that central question. And it 

should be something that audiences are aware of in watching theatre – everything has a degree of 

relevance. The classic example of this is a device known as Chekov’s Gun: “if there’s a gun hanging 

on the wall in the first act, make sure it goes off in the second”.  

The beginning of a play or film is especially important when setting up the theme. It literally sets the 

scene.  The best opening is something that provides a microcosm of the plot, offering an image, 

metaphor or interaction which tells the story all by itself. Almost a play within a play. 

I’m going to play a clip from the start of a film that provides a very clear illustration of that kind of 

visual forecast. If you look carefully, you can begin to work out what the central theme of the film 

will be. After we’ve watched it, I’ll try and glean from you what you think the story is about. 

This is the first of a couple of references from films that seemingly have no connection to Medea. 

But they all use devices that storytellers use to put together a scene, which can be applied 

universally. If you’re looking to make your own piece of work as part of this module, it’s great to get 

ideas from as wide a range of sources as possible. There’s a theatre-maker called Chris Goode who 

offers this suggestion: 
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My advice – to playwrights in particular – is to look to everything but plays for stimulus and 

inspiration, because we have to write plays which dare to do things we don’t recognise yet: 

which provides an expanded sense of what a play can be. Music, dance and visual art 

(especially stuff you don’t get straight away, or maybe even feel repelled by) will tell you so 

much more about... composition, form, cadence, structure and perceptual fields than any 

play I could recommend...and the experience of making your own work, as constantly and 

ardently and carefully and recklessly as you can, will teach you everything else.2 

The Wild Bunch 

What happens in this scene? 

Who are the characters? How old are they? How do they react to each other? 

What do you think it’s trying to convey? What are the main themes you can identify? 

How do you think the film is going to end? 

 Violence  

 Death 

 Passing of an age 

 Age vs youth 

 Small group of predators overwhelmed by superior forces 

 Pitiless – no mercy 

 Succumbing to the inevitable 

 Survival of the fittest 

We can gauge that the men on horseback are the main characters. But if you look at them, they’re 

old, they’re grizzled. They don’t look like heroes. They don’t look very pleasant. As they ride past, the 

children are laughing at them. They’re out of place. They’re completely irrelevant to the world that 

the kids are living in.  

 And look at the way they look at the kids. There’s an element of contempt in there. But there’s also 

complete incomprehension. They don’t understand what they’re seeing. There’s a new world out 

there that has left them behind. And I think they get that. They can see the writing on the wall; that 

their time has passed.  

One of the most famous quotes from the film is this: “We’ve got to start thinking beyond our guns; 

those days are closing fast”. They know that they’re out of place; out of time, but ultimately there’s 

nothing that they can do about it. 

What the kids are doing is also very significant. They’re pitting one group of predators against 

another. It’s horrific to watch, yet the kids are giggling as the scorpions are literally eaten alive by a 

swarm of ants.  Overwhelmed by superior forces. So this brave new world isn’t full of the innocence 

of youth – it’s cruel, sadistic and brutal. As the film goes on, we’ll see that these aren’t alien qualities 

to the men – they’re outlaws and bank robbers who do some pretty horrendous things themselves. 
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But they do have a code of honour (however skewed that might be). The violence they mete out is 

for a purpose – whether it’s for money, revenge, honour – they don’t just do things for the hell of it. 

The kids on the other hand, are doing this for fun. So this opening scene is a really interesting 

juxtaposition of worlds – old and young, where the new world order is just as bad, if not worse, than 

the so-called wild west that came before it. 

And the great thing is, it manages to do all that with no dialogue whatsoever. 

To put it into historical context, the film was set in 1913, which is both the height of the Mexican 

Revolution, and the eve of the First World War. Again, the changing of the guard just means more 

ways of killing more people. To put it in contemporary context, the Wild Bunch was made in 1969, at 

the height of the Vietnam War. So the visceral violence of the film could be seen as a commentary 

on those times. In essence, it was turning it back on the audience and saying look, violence and 

death is not clean and sanitized, “it’s ugly, brutalizing and bloody awful”3. You might be watching 

this film as entertainment, but it’s happening every night on your TV screens as you watch the 

evening news. 

 

Plot and Structure 

With Medea, we felt it was important to provide both a historical and a contemporary context. To 

remind the audience that themes of thwarted love, betrayal, parents killing children in revenge, isn’t 

just confined to Ancient Greece 

As well as having the internal cohesion of a story that could be taken in isolation, we wanted to root 

it in the world that surrounded the events of the play. And also address themes that the audiences 

would recognise as being relevant to the world we live in today. 

Narrative Structure 

By internal cohesion, I’m talking about narrative structure – how the story fits together in a 

beginning, a middle and an end. And the central question is key to this process.   

In Euripides’ Medea, the central question could be: 

“How can a woman avenge herself on those who betrayed her?” 

In our version, the question we posed was more general, but it was able to bring in some of the 

topics and themes we were addressing during the workshops: 

“How can a woman survive in a man’s world?” 

Once we established that, then we were able to start fitting everything else around that central 

point. It became the basis from which we addressed everything from plot, character, actions, scenes 

etc. 

                                                           
3
 Weddle, David (1994). If They Move...Kill 'Em!. Grove Press. pp. 334. 



5 
 

In the Euripides version, the structure is very simple. It has a linear structure, taking place in a single 

time cycle in a limited space. That is, it doesn’t take place in “real time” (i.e. the couple of hours that 

you see on stage), but it doesn’t last longer than a couple of days. 

The inciting incident in this version (the event that sets the plot in motion) is when Jason leaves 

Medea for Glauce.  

Robert McKee in his screenwriting guide Story describes the role of the inciting incident is “to 

radically upset the balance of forces in the protagonists’ life.”4 Jason breaks the contract he has with 

Medea, which launches the story into action. 

The crisis occurs when Creon arrives to banish Medea. Now she’s not only without a husband, but 

she’s been exiled from the country. As Edith Hall points out in the introduction to the playtext of 

Tom Paulin’s new version,  

“in the ancient Greek world, to be without a city, or friends in any other city, especially for a woman, 

was a virtual death sentence.”5 

So not really good news. 

A moment of respite appears when Aegeus turns up to offer sanctuary in Athens. 

Medea pleads with Jason to revoke the banishment of her children.  

The climax occurs when she sends the children to the palace with poisoned gifts. Glauce and Creon 

are killed offstage. A messenger relays the news. 

The play’s resolution sees her following through with the plan and killing her own children. She then 

rebukes Jason as he confronts her with the crime. He leaves to an uncertain fate and Medea escapes 

in a golden chariot. 

Essentially, the play is a series of two-handed conversations between Medea and the three men in 

her life – Jason, Creon and Aegeus. They come in one after the other to scold, rebuke or banish her, 

or in the case of Aegeus, to be her knight in shining armour. But only if she buys her own train ticket. 

There’s very little room for manoeuvre to explore the subtext of their actions. While Medea is very 

well drawn as a character, the male characters are frustratingly one-dimensional. And the other 

women in the play are virtually non-existent. So we started asking a series of questions: 

 Did Jason ever love Medea, or was he always acting for political expediency? 

 Why did Creon offer his daughter to Jason when Jason was already married? 

 How come Aegeus turned up so conveniently? 

 Why would Creon grant Medea a day’s respite if he thinks she’s so dangerous? 

 Did Glauce have any say in her marriage to Jason? 

 Where is Creon’s wife and what is her role in all of this? 

                                                           
4
 McKee, R. (1999) Story. London: Methuen p.189 

5
 Hall, E. (2010) ‘Medea and the Mind of a Murderer’ in Euripides and Paulin, T. Medea. London: Nick Hern 

Books p iii 
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I’ll talk about character in more detail later on, but for me, the last point was crucial. Creon’s wife (as 

the mother to a murdered child) should occupy a critical position right at the heart of the story as a 

counter-point to Medea, yet she is never mentioned.  

So we started to build up a world where all the main protagonists were represented on stage. And 

more importantly, they all had a relationship with each other. Everyone’s actions started to have a 

direct impact on the plot. They all acted as pieces of a jigsaw. Or perhaps more appropriately, as 

pieces on a chessboard. Which was the central visual metaphor that the director chose for the 

staging of the play. 

It matched the political manoeuvring of the characters. For each move forward there was a defence 

and counter-attack. The chessboard image provided a neat internal logic which reflected the content 

and structure of the play. And as in chess, the strongest characters were the two Queens 

So, in our version, the main cast list read as follows: 

Medea 

Jason 

Creon (King of Corinth) 

Tisiphone (Wife of Creon) 

Glauce (Daughter of Creon) 

Aegeus (King of Athens) 

As Polly mentioned in her review of the play, we took the liberty of making up a war with Athens. 

This allowed us to introduce Aegeus organically into the plot, and also provided a sense of external 

threat. Essentially, it raised the stakes and put the characters under more pressure to get things 

right. 

So our main plot points were: 

1. Corinth is at war with Athens. Creon proves pretty useless as a military commander and 

Jason ends up saving the day. An uneasy truce is reached with Athens. 

2. Creon is persuaded by his wife Tisiphone to offer their daughter to Aegeus as a gesture of 

peace. 

3. Glauce publicly rejects Aegeus, having previously fallen in love with Jason. 

4. Frustrated, Creon entreats Jason to marry Glauce to ensure his loyalty against the impending 

resumption of hostilities.  

5. Jason initially refuses, but then relents and informs Medea of his decision. 

6. Medea pleads with Creon for protection, revealing a previous sexual encounter with him ten 

years previously. He refuses and banishes her from Corinth. 

7. Medea enters into a contract with Aegeus, promising to help break his curse if he offers her 

sanctuary. He agrees, but refuses to take her two sons. 

8. Medea makes a plea to a public court for her sons to stay in Corinth. Following testimony 

from Glauce (who would be the new stepmother), the court rejects her appeal, but grants 

her one day to settle her affairs. 

9. Medea sends the two boys to the palace with poisoned gifts for Glauce. 
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10. On the eve of Jason’s wedding, he is confronted by Creon, who reveals news of his 

daughter’s violent death. He challenges Jason to a fight. Creon is killed. 

11. Jason confronts Medea and disowns her. She then hangs Creon’s body from a tree. 

12. Tisiphone conspires with Aegeus to take revenge on Jason and Medea. She reveals she has 

taken the two boys captive and instructs him to kill them. He complies. They agree to spread 

misinformation about the deaths. 

13. Aegeus tells Medea that her sons are dead and that she must take responsibility if their 

bodies are to be returned. 

14. Medea agrees to tell Jason that she has killed their sons. He leaves, a broken man. 

15. Tisiphone returns their bodies to Medea, ensuring a proper burial and journey to the 

afterlife. 

So, rather than a simple, linear, plot, we had lots of conspiracies, machinations and scheming which 

served to provide each character with a journey. 

Among other things, we: 

 Provided a context of threat and violence with the ongoing war with Athens 

 Managed to integrate Aegeus into the story from the outset 

 Made Jason into a more sympathetic and believable character 

 Set up a backstory between Medea and Creon  

 Introduced Tisiphone and Glauce as key characters who influenced the story with their 

actions. 

Historical/ Cultural Context 

(Medea before and after) 

Although we were moving away from the Euripides version, I was still keen to root the story in some 

form of historical reality. Or, at least, as far as you can do using various source material. One of the 

main snippets I came across early on, was the assertion that Medea’s children had actually been 

killed by the people of Corinth in revenge for the deaths of Creon and Glauce. The Corinthians had 

then PAID Euripides to make up the story that Medea had killed her own children. 

This element of conspiracy appealed to me and it opened up a whole new set of possibilities. So we 

were able to change the story, while sticking to the available theories of what actually happened. 

To bolster that narrative, I did some more reading around the overall story of Medea – what 

happened to her before and after the events in Corinth. 

Emma Griffiths provides a useful timeline of Medea’s biography in her book Medea (2006). I’ve 

paraphrased it here: 

1. The Golden Fleece (as seen in Jason and the Argonauts). Medea is the daughter of the King 

of Colchis, the grand-daughter of the sun god Helios and niece to the sorceress Circes. 

Jason arrives in search of the Golden Fleece. She falls in love with him and (going against her 

father) uses her magical powers to help him overcome the obstacles and seize the fleece. 

They leave Colchis and she kills her own brother in the process. According to the myth, she 



8 
 

cut him up into pieces and threw them overboard. Which was a strategy that ensured their 

escape as the pursuing King had to stop and retrieve each piece in turn so that he could be 

properly buried. 

2. Medea arrives in Greece as Jason’s wife. 

3. Medea kills Pelias (who had murdered Jason’s parents). She does this by demonstrating that 

she has magical powers of rejuvenation – she kills an old ram which then emerges from her 

cauldron as a much younger animal. Somewhat stupidly, Pelias agreed to the same 

procedure and then, unsurprisingly, remains dead. 

4. Jason and Medea then flee AGAIN, this time to Corinth, where they find sanctuary with their 

children. This is where the Euripides version kicks in – Jason leaves her to marry Glauce, the 

daughter of the King. Medea takes revenge by killing both Glauce and the King, and also kills 

her own children, leaving Jason childless. 

5. Medea flees to Athens and marries King Aegeus. When Aegeus’ long-lost son Theseus turns 

up, Medea tries to poison him. But Aegeus recognises him at the last minute and they are 

reunited. Medea flees from Athens. 

6. Various accounts, but she gets around a bit. One legend suggests that she re-unites with 

Jason. But ultimately, she ascends to the afterlife and marries Achilles. 

One of the key things that we can draw from this very sketchy biography is that Medea has a habit of 

burning her boats. She doesn’t do things half-heartedly. She is capable of horrific things, all in the 

name of love. Which makes her a very dangerous person to cross. 

And she has form for murdering her own family. So it wouldn’t be too much of a stretch for people 

to believe she would go that extra mile and kill her own children. 

She is related to the Gods and as such has mystical powers. So she’s not only a barbarian, but also a 

sorceress. You really don’t want to cross her, and yet that’s what they do. 

Her future relationship with Aegeus involves her trying to kill his son. So I wanted to use their 

connection in this play to interrogate the reason why that might happen. If he is ultimately 

responsible for killing her sons, it’s entirely reasonable that she might want to return the favour at a 

later date. 

All of these elements combine to paint a bigger picture of the world they live in. But I wanted to 

focus on three devices that we used both to give historical context, and to convey dramatic meaning 

within the play itself. 

Prophecy 

In Euripides’ version of Medea, Aegeus turns up having consulted the oracle at Delphi. He has been 

cursed with the lack of a male heir and has been given a riddle to solve: “Do not loosen the mouth of 

the wineskin until you have reached the height of Athens”. 

In our version, he interprets this riddle as a challenge to conquer more territory and expand the rule 

of Athens. He thinks he needs to prove himself a worthy King before the Gods grant him an heir. 

Success being defined in terms of valour, courage and victory in war. As opposed to making sure the 

crops are sown properly. 
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If we looked at the six main characters purely in binary terms, Aegeus and Glauce are the only 

unattached people there at the outset. He’s a King, she’s a King’s daughter. He doesn’t have an heir, 

she’s young and fertile. It seems an obvious match, rather than pairing her off with Jason, who’s A) 

not royalty and B) already married. I just couldn’t believe that Creon would be that stupid.  

The prophecy (which is mentioned in virtually all the source materials) therefore provided historical 

context, character motivation and a mechanism for conveying dramatic meaning. 

An example of this is in Act One, Scene 2, where Aegeus rejects Creon’s offer of wine, to toast their 

truce. He does this for perfectly understandable reasons – he’s a cursed man, he’s not allowed to 

drink. But Creon interprets this as a slight on his hospitality. He thinks Aegeus is accusing him of 

poisoning the drink. The peace treaty almost ends before it’s even started. But Medea steps in and 

utters the prophecy, both diffusing the tension and revealing herself to be a soothsayer, so moving 

the plot on. 

Afterlife 

How the characters respond to their beliefs provides a key insight into their overall behaviour. Jason, 

for example, is in thrall to the Gods. He can’t really exist without them. If you’ve ever watched the 

film Jason and the Argonauts, he basically keeps on messing things up and asking the Gods for help. 

But it’s like the Genie in Aladdin – he only has three wishes. When these run out, he bumps into 

Medea, who sorts out his problems instead. So without that guidance, he is nothing.  

Medea, on the other hand, is related to the Gods, so is set apart from the mortals in terms of her 

powers and insight. They are doubly wary of her, both as a barbarian and a sorceress. 

As we’ve seen, Aegeus is also in thrall to the gods, who determine his actions. 

Creon and Tisiphone are more complicated. They are definitely more grounded, although I would 

argue that Creon is more of a believer than his wife. Of all the characters, I think Tisiphone is the 

determiner of her own fate more than anything. 

But while there is a discrepancy in the level of people’s beliefs about the involvement of the Gods in 

this world, there is no debate about their role in the next. Death has a very defined ritual. There are 

rules and procedures to fulfil. If anyone has seen Julie Taymor’s film adaptation of Titus, the opening 

scene shows a returning army, weary from battle. They bury their dead and they sacrifice the eldest 

son of their captives to assuage the gods. This is the action that sets the revenge tragedy in motion. 

In our version of Medea, the characters sing a lament to the fallen soldiers in the opening battle. It 

references the rituals of the time – the ferryman taking them across the water, placing a coin on the 

mouth of the deceased to pay the fare, and joining their family in the afterlife. 

This is why Medea’s actions on Creon’s death are so abhorrent. Instead of allowing him to be buried, 

she hangs his body from a tree. In doing so, she prevents him from travelling to the afterlife. I would 

argue that it’s this action, rather than the actual killing of Creon and Glauce, that leads Tisiphone to 

commit the equally repugnant act of killing the children. It pushes things to another level. 
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Tisiphone gets the final upper hand on Medea by blackmailing her to admit to killing her own 

children. This succeeds in driving a final wedge between Medea and Jason, but means that she can 

at least bury her sons and allow them to enter the afterlife. 

In my research, I found that one of the Colchian traditions was “wrapping corpses in hides and 

exposing them on the tops of willow trees”6 So while it’s not the done thing in Corinth, (and Medea 

would have known that), it has a basis in her own tradition. Again, providing a historical context to a 

narrative device. 

Sandals 

I wasn’t allowed to include this one, because the director accused me of being too geeky. But it 

would have been a useful device for signifying danger, or the threat of violence. In the film The Sixth 

Sense, the colour red is used to signify whenever the boy is about to have a ghostly encounter. 

Either he’s wearing a red jumper, or there’s a red balloon in shot, or he’s in a red tent – there’s 

always something to indicate what’s about to happen. 

In the same way, I found out that one of the legends about Jason was that he always appeared 

wearing one sandal. The oracle warned Pelias to beware of the one-sandalled man and that was how 

he was able to identify Jason when they first met.7 

There were two scenes in Medea where this would have been perfect – in the opening scene where 

Creon and Jason come in from battle. It would be quite logical for Jason to be missing a sandal. It 

would set up the image to be associated with violence and death. 

 The second scene would be in the pub at the beginning of Act 3. He’s lounging about with his mates, 

having a few drinks, putting his feet up. It would be perfectly natural for him to take off a sandal. 

They key point is that it would be a signifier of the impending drama. He doesn’t know that this 

stage that Glauce is dead. But that image would be a sign of imminent violence. 

I was over-ruled on that point, but I think it would have been a useful device to include, to provide a 

connection with other stories about Jason, and to anchor it to the narrative of the time. 

Contemporary Relevance 

There are a number of themes that we played up to highlight the connections with the current 

world. 

 Patriarchal government 

Medea is a woman in a man’s world. She is a barbarian in a strange country, cut off from her 

family and totally reliant on her husband. 

o Number of women in cabinet fell by 20% in the last re-shuffle  

o Abortion debate 

The current Health Minister favours a reduction of the abortion limit to 12 weeks, 

HALF what it is now. Todd Akin, the US Republican Congressman, thinks that 

women’s bodies have a way of shutting down pregnancies following “legitimate 
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7
 Graves, R. (1992) The Greek Myths: Complete Edition London: Penguin pp.577-8 
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rape”. Suggests that motherhood is a political construct as well as a biological 

function. Implies that women are not in control of their own destiny. 

o Sexist put-downs (“calm down, dear” etc) 

David Cameron is becoming known for using that kind of language in parliamentary 

debates, implying that women with strongly held views are hysterical rather than 

reasoned. We used similar language in our courtroom scene.  

 Alleged sexual exploitation by people in power 

In our version, Medea is raped by Creon when she first arrives in Corinth. As a foreigner and 

woman, she is not in a position to speak out against him. 

o Jimmy Savile 

o Silvio Berlosconi 

o Dominique Strauss-Kahn 

 Victim blaming 

On p.40 of our script, Medea finally reveals to Jason what Creon did to her, and why she 

killed him: 

“Do you know what I saw? I saw fear. I saw hate. I saw you welcomed into the city while I 

was shunned by the court. I saw you celebrated as a hero while I was reviled as a witch. I 

saw the King look at me with lustful eyes, knowing that he could take what he wanted, when 

he wanted, with no regard for my marriage vows. I saw my sons treated as bastards. I saw 

their mother treated as a whore. I saw women cast out from their homes and men renounce 

their children. I saw desertion, dishonour and despair. I saw the future. But more than that. I 

saw the King smile on you like the son he always wanted. While behind your back he fucked 

your wife. I saw the way things worked and I saw the only way to counter it. Condemn my 

actions if you like, but don’t you dare reproach the reasons behind them.” 

Jason’s response is to say “You’re the one who broke our marriage vows” 

o At first he doesn’t believe her 

o Then he said she was asking for it 

o Then he said it was her fault. 

o These are still common rape myths that people are trying to explode. 

 Child killing 

o Taboo subject  

Often the estranged father who takes revenge on his ex-wife. It’s rarely the mother, 

but when that does happen, it’s often blamed on post-natal depression rather than 

revenge. 

o Family conflict 

o Wrongful convictions 

The most famous cases in recent years involved several women convicted of 

murdering their children, mostly on the evidence of a doctor called Roy Meadows. 

He used the condition Munchausen’s Syndrome by Proxy to accuse the women of 

killing their children. 

 

Sally Clark 

Was convicted in 1999 of the murder of her two baby sons. This was based on 

spurious statistical evidence of the likelihood of the same thing happening twice. 
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The evidence was completely discredited. She was released in 2003 after her 

conviction was quashed.  

Angela Cannings 
Was convicted in 2002 of the murder of her two sons. The conviction was 
overturned in 2003 after evidence was discredited 

 

These were the cases we explored, in particular in the context that they were wrongfully accused 

and convicted. Villified at the time, but then exonerated. They were released from prison back to a 

normal life, but they still had to come to terms with the death of their children. Life goes on, but it’s 

never the same again. 

In essence, that’s the basis of narrative structure. The actions in a play elicit a change in the 

characters. They go on a journey and are not the same people at the end of it. 

So, having looked at structure and story, with its internal, historical and contemporary context, let’s 

focus a bit more on character. 

Character 

Early on in the process, we ran a workshop which explored the periphery characters in Corinth. We 

wanted to look at the wider community to put things into context. What are their lives like? How 

would they react to what’s going on? What are their feelings towards the ruling elite? We came up 

with a number of people who might have been around in Corinth at that time: 

Apothecary 

Town Crier 

Market trader (who doubled as a spy) 

Chancellor etc 

I’m going to run a quick exercise8 that we did, to get a feel for developing characters and exploring 

different possibilities. The key thing here is almost to switch off the conscious brain and go on 

instinct. Write the first thing that comes into your head. You don’t know this character yet, so 

there’s no wrong answer. I asked a series of questions, which I’m going to do again here. Think of a 

character. 

1. What is their gender? 

2. How old are they? 

3. What is their ethnicity? 

4. What is their name? 

5. Name three physical characteristics that they have (e.g. appearance, mannerism, tone of 

voice) 

6. Where does their money come from? 

7. What sort of accommodation do they live in? 

8. Where on the world map is that accommodation? 

9. Name something that they lack in life. 

                                                           
8
 Greig, N. (2004). Playwriting: A Practical Guide London: Routledge 
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10. Name something that they need right now. 

11. Name a secret that they have. 

12. Name a memory that they have. 

13. Identify something that they believe. 

14. Identify something that they wish for. 

15. Where are they at this very moment? 

16. What are they doing? 

17. What are they thinking or saying? 

18. Name three other things that you know about them. 

Once everyone had done that, we asked them to write a short monologue from the point of view of 

that character. I’m not going to ask you to do that now, but it’s a useful tool to go back to when 

you’re developing ideas and starting to form the initial concepts of a character. 

And we did the exercise in context – the characters needed to be based in Corinth.  

One of the characters that we came up with ended up playing an integral part in the play, albeit in a 

different guise. It was the King’s Chancellor, his closest advisor who was, to all intents and purposes, 

the power behind the throne. The short monologue that was written on that day talked about the 

politics and stagecraft of the court. In particular, this character viewed Jason with a great deal of 

suspicion and talked how Jason was living on past glories. He might be a hero, but he wasn’t a 

politician and the Chancellor was wary of his ambitions. So this character was essentially more 

intelligent than the King, and had the power to influence how the country was run. 

Rather than inventing an entirely new character, we merged this idea with the role of the Queen. A 

non-existent character in the Euripedes version – we gave her a voice. And a name. There were lots 

of different possibilities, but we settled on Tisiphone, which means “avenging murder”. It seemed 

appropriate. 

As anyone who has read or seen the play can work out, Tisiphone quickly became my favourite 

character. She’s the one who sits on the sidelines and wraps everyone around her little finger. And 

when it all goes pear-shaped, she’s the one who clears up the mess. 

My main inspiration for Tisiphone was a character from the BBC TV series I, Claudius. Well worth 

watching if you want to see raw politics in action. Ignore the clunky sets and slightly hammy acting – 

it’s one of the best depictions of political machinations that you’ll ever see, spanning several 

generations of the Roman Empire. And it’s all run by Caesar’s wife Livia, who schemes, poisons and 

murders her through almost the entire ruling elite in order to keep her husband in power. 

TIsiphone was based on this: ambitious, calculating and always one step ahead of everyone else. She 

serves as a counterpoint to Medea, as a wife, a mother, and a woman. She is the insider to Medea’s 

outsider, yet they both share the limitations put on their gender by the society they live in. They 

both lose a husband. And they both lose their children. But they are both survivors. As the play ends, 

we can assume that Tisiphone takes on the crown of Corinth, while Medea escapes to Athens to 

continue her story there. 

When looking at what makes these characters tick, it’s useful to identify their skills as well as their 

weaknesses. What are they good at, and how does that relate to what they do in life? 
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There are different ways of looking at character, as David Edgar outlines in his chapter from How 

Plays Work9: 

Office:  e.g. ruler, commander, priest 

Rank:  e.g. king, general, bishop 

Relationship: e.g. wife, mother, husband, daughter, friend, subordinate 

Role:  e.g. hero, villain, victim, advisor 

The best drama happens when the characters are not suited to the role they have, when there’s 

conflict between expectation and reality.  

If we take motherhood as an example: 

In a contribution to the Guardian blog a few months ago, playwright Kefi Chedwick lambasted what 

she saw as a lack of interest in motherhood in modern plays. She wrote: 

Excluding Caryl Churchill's Top Girls, name a modern play about being a mother. Not about 
being a bad mother, a failed mother, a neglectful mother, an absent mother – but a 
complex, interesting, moving response to the issues that surround what becoming a mother 
means to society, to women, to men and to the world at large.  
 
It might be said that a dearth of plays about motherhood is no accident. We live in a society 
that still, by and large, vilifies and punishes mothers. If we go out to work, we're neglecting 
our kids. If we stay at home, we are little more than milk-producing cows with nothing to say 
and no brains left in our head.10 

 
All in all, that’s a pretty harsh assessment. It’s also inaccurate. Off the top of my head, I could name 
five recent plays that dealt with motherhood in various ways. Was it all positive? No, because that 
would be boring. And more importantly, it wouldn’t be dramatic. 
 
Playwriting basics is the conflict between a character’s role (e.g. mother) and their individual 
personality. Motherhood isn’t inherently exciting in itself, but it’s not boring or tedious to suggest 
that there could be a discrepancy between societal expectations and personal realities. 
 
In Medea, Tisiphone might be a consummate politician, but she’s not a great mother. In her efforts 
to control the bigger picture and pull the strings behind the scenes, she forgets to see her daughter 
as a woman in her own right. She’s spent so long trying to survive in a man’s world, that she’s 
forgotten what it’s like to be a teenage girl. She’s taken her eye off the ball and this triggers a train of 
motion that ends in tragedy. Her journey is one of realisation. 
 
Glauce was the hardest character to find a voice for, and she’s still probably the weakest character in 
the play. She is a pawn in everyone’s game – a commodity to be traded rather than a daughter to be 
loved. She has been brought up to do her duty and generally she plays the role very well. But then  
hormones get the better of her and she falls in love with Jason.  
 

                                                           
9
 Edgar, D. (2009) How Plays Work. London: Nick Hern Books. p.56 

10
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/theatreblog/2012/feb/29/keeping-mum-mothers-voice-stage 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/theatreblog/2012/feb/29/keeping-mum-mothers-voice-stage
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Not only that, she is fascinated by Medea’s sense of “otherness” and the freedom she seems to 
enjoy in her marriage. So she is compelled into the one single act of rebellion that she has managed 
in her life – and rejects Aegeus as a husband. In the short term, this actually works out quite well for 
her as the pieces re-arrange themselves and she’s lined up next to Jason. But it doesn’t last very long 
and she pays a heavy price for her impetuousness. 
 
So her role as a dutiful princess is undermined by her behaviour as a petulant teenager. It’s that 
unpredictability that disrupts the natural order of things. 
 
JASON 
 
Jason is a frustrating character in the Euripides version, because he’s just so unlikeable. And it’s 
inconceivable that he wouldn’t realise the potential for disaster, given Medea’s track record. So we 
decided to focus on the positives.  
 
He is, in our version, a great soldier. He’s an uncomplicated, swashbuckling hero who is loved by the 
people. He has a solid and genuine friendship with the King, which is completely reciprocated. The 
trouble is, he’s not the most intelligent of people, so he’s easily manipulated.  
 
While Tisiphone is wary of his popularity, she is contemptuous of his intellect. And, to a certain 
extent, jealous of his friendship with Creon.  
 
The friendship is a key component of our version, as it provides both characters with a linked 
journey. They complement each other – both have failings, but together they make a great team.  
 

It seemed logical then that there had to be a spectacular fall-out. It made sense in the narrative arc 

to provide a moment of conflict between them. This was the only thing (apart from the war with 

Athens) that has no basis in the legends, but it made narrative sense. Creon survived the attack on 

Glauce and went looking for Jason to take revenge. This also meant that Creon, the person relaying 

the news of Glauce’s death, had an actual stake in the drama. Jason, having saved Creon’s life at the 

beginning of the play, was now responsible for his death.  Although it confounded expectations for 

those who were familiar with Euripides, it did provide a sense of symmetry. By changing the action, 

we both contradicted what was expected, but re-enforced a feeling of poetic justice. 

Audience Expectation 

You can have a bit of fun with playing around with audience expectations sometimes. There’s a 

scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark where the heroine is being held captive in a tent. The main Nazi 

villain comes in, and gets out this evil-looking contraption that looks like a torture instrument. He 

flexes it and then turns it into a coat-hanger. His subordinate hangs up his coat and he sits down to 

begin the interrogation. It’s a classic set-up and pay-off. The audience sees the villain – they expect 

something nasty to happen. The torture instrument raises the stakes, but the tension is immediately 

diffused with humour as we realise what it’s for. But in confounding our original expectations, it also 

re-enforces the national stereotype of efficiency and order that we would expect from German 

characters. In other words, it satisfies our internal logic. 

That takes us back to structure – writing a single scene or a whole play is like building a house of 

cards. Each element has to support and bolster the construction, otherwise it all falls apart. You 
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could even apply Newton’s Laws of Physics: “for each action there is an equal and opposite 

reaction”. Actions must have consequences, and beginnings must have an end. 

Endings  

The final scene is between the two mothers who have lost their children. In the original script, there 

was more dialogue between them, and Tisiphone reveals that Aegeus was actually the one who 

killed them. This sets up the next point in Medea’s journey, when she goes to Athens and takes 

revenge by attempting to kill his own son. 

For the final scene, I went back to one story of a mother wrongfully accused of her child’s murder. 

Sally Clark, who served three years in prison for the murder of her two sons, was released in 2003 

when her conviction was overturned.  

In a statement after her release, she said: 
 
“This is not a victory. We are not victorious. There are no winners here.”11 

 
I used this as the final line in the play, spoken by Tisiphone as she returned the bodies of the two 
boys to Medea. They had both lost their children, and both had to live with that knowledge. 
 
Sally Clark died of alcohol poisoning in 2007, a reminder that we shouldn’t be too quick to judge on 

the basis of a narrative that’s written by a single person. 

                                                           
11

 http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/january/29/newsid_3412000/3412647.stm 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/january/29/newsid_3412000/3412647.stm

