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Background to BERENICE
The Life of Racine
Born on December 22 1639, Jean Racine was orphaned in his youth and raised
by his widowed grandmother, a devotee of an extreme form of Catholicism called
Jansenism that emphasised original sin, the necessity of divine intervention and
the idea of predestination. He was educated at the convent of Port-Royal de
Champs, where he received a classical education. A fusion of the Greek idea of
fate with the Jansenist belief in human helplessness can be seen as the root
of many of his plays. Titans of the tragic mode, Racine’s tragedies are often
characterised by the struggle between destiny and desire.
At the age of eighteen, Racine confounded expectations that he would continue
with his studies by moving to Paris to pursue a career in theatre. Here he wrote
his first tragedies, La Thébaïde ou les Frères Ennemis (1664, produced by
Molière), Alexandre le Grand (1665), Andromaque (1667) and Bérénice (1670),
all of which had classical themes. By the production of perhaps his best known
work, Phèdra (1677), Racine had become the first French playwright to live almost
entirely on the earnings from his plays.
Racine’s success, however, led him to acquire some powerful rivals. Criticism
from his contemporaries and his implication in a notorious court scandal in 1679
caused him to retire from the commercial theatre and accept the post of royal
historiographer, chronicling the reign of Louis XIV.

Rosie Jones
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When at last he returned to the theatre, it was at the request of Madame de
Maintenon, mistress of King Louis XIV, with the moral fables Esther (1689) and
Athalie (1691), both of which were based on Old Testament stories and intended
for performance by the pupils of the convent of Saint-Cyr. Both works were well
received, but they would be Racine’s last offering for the stage. He spent the
remainder of his life serving in various posts for the King and editing his complete
works. On April 21 1699, Racine died from cancer of the liver.
Other major works include: The Litigants (1668), Britannicus (1669), Iphigénia in
Aulis (1674), Bajazet (1672) and Mithridate (1673).

Racine and Neoclassical French Tragedy
Jean Racine was writing plays for French audiences during the second half of the
seventeenth century, practicing his craft in what John Stokes refers to as ‘the
highly competitive, treacherous, not to say licentious, social milieu that surrounded
Louis XIV as he continued to establish an absolute monarchy’.1
Racine is a leading proponent of neoclassical French tragedy; plays set in distant
or mythic history, structured around immediate decisions, involving a restricted
number of highborn characters. According to Stokes, neoclassicism was, in effect:

...a cluster of theatrical principles derived from certain assumptions
about the Greek tragedy of the 5th century BC – the plays of Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Euripides – which Racine studied with great care. The
ideal was a kind of theatrical gravity that, because it went beyond mere
entertainment, could address the real issues confronting the individual
and the state.2
Racine was expected to observe the conventions of neoclassical French tragedy
in his plays. Fundamental to these were the three ‘unities’, the rules governing
action, time and place inspired by Aristotle. The unity of action required that the
major dramatic events of the play should be coherent, a unified whole, and not
threatened by unnecessary complications and sub-plots; the unity of time insisted
that everything should happen within twenty-four hours, and the unity of place
that the action should be in the same geographical location or residential space.
The French neoclassical dramatists of the seventeenth century, led by Racine’s
predecessor Corneille, further developed these rules, and a very definite style of
drama emerged.
All the elements of the resulting style are evident in BERENICE. Racine’s ancient
Roman setting for the play supports the view that French neoclassical tragedy
should neither portray contemporary events nor criticise society; the twelvesyllable alexandrine line verse that he employs was the only form permitted; the
five act structure adheres to the rule that he was not allowed to write any fewer.
Like the tragedians of ancient Greece, he was not permitted to show any scene
of violence on the stage – although he was not afforded the luxury they were
of showing the results of such violence on the stage, because the neoclassical
French play should not offend public taste. The inclusion of his royal protagonists –
the Emperor Titus, Queen Berenice and King Antiochus – adhered to the rule that
1
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See John Stokes, Racine’s ‘majestic sadness’, programme note for BERENICE
See Stokes, ibid.

the only class of society that should be portrayed were those of the aristocracy.
His polarisation of focus on the separation of Berenice from Titus answered
the brief that the neoclassical French tragedy should not end happily, permit its
characters to change, develop, or grow older in the course of the play, or show
any direct action. However, the emotional turmoil at the heart of the three main
characters’ dilemmas is illustrative of what the neoclassical French dramatist was
permitted to do: portray human emotion.
Racine flourished as a playwright working within the parameters of these rules.
The resulting tragedies were as remarkable for their psychological complexity as
for their formal rigour. The individual scenes may be short, based on permutations
of the small number of characters, but the speeches – or ‘tirades’ – can be
extremely long and are sometimes stand-alone soliloquies. We also learn about
individual crises through another convention of the day: prolonged exchanges
between the main characters and their ‘confidants’, those close companions who
tend to respond to confession with further questioning.3
The subject matter of the plays was sometimes approached by more than one
playwright: when Berenice was first staged in 1671 there was a competing play
about Titus and Berenice written by Corneille, whom Racine had come to rival. It

Nigel Cooke
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was argued by some partisan observers that, by comparison, the more emotional
or ‘elegiac’ subject matter of Racine’s version was inadequate for its tragic
structure. At the heart of this debate was the issue that, although Racine’s version
of the play does not end happily, the denouement is not representative of tragedy
as no one dies. Racine addressed this question in a preface to his play, in which he
insisted that ‘tragedy does not require blood and death; it is enough that the action
be grand, the actors heroic, that the passions in it be excited’.

Kurt Egyiawan
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BERENICE: the historical context
BERENICE is set in ancient Rome, during the first days of Titus’s rule as Emperor
in 79 AD and has a clarity and simplicity in its plot: the Emperor Titus’s retraction
of his long-term commitment to marry Queen Berenice and her subsequent
departure from the city.
Racine took his subject from the Roman historian Suetonius, who recounts the
story of the Roman Emperor Titus and Berenice of Cilicia, the sister of Agrippa II.
Racine quotes Suetonius directly in his preface to the play:

“Titus, who passionately loved Berenice, and who was widely thought
to have promised to marry her, sent her from Rome, in spite of himself
and in spite of herself, in the early days of his empire.”

Titus, Emperor of Rome

You saw the splendour of last night, Phenice?
Are not your eyes full of its brilliance?
That pyre, those torches, the whole night on fire,
Those eagles, those banners, the troops, the
throng,
That crowd of kings, the counsels and the senate,
Who all leant their acclaim to him I love;
The gold and purple glorying his state,
And laurels witness to his victories.
Those eyes, one saw they came from all the
world
To blend their fervent gaze on him alone.
That noble bearing and that gentle air.
Berenice, Act 1, Scene 5, lines 301-311.

Stephen Campbell Moore

Titus was Roman Emperor from 79 to 81 AD. He succeeded his father Vespasian,
becoming the first Roman Emperor to accede to the throne after the death of
a parent. The accession is key to Racine’s timing of his play: he sets it at the
moment Titus comes out of mourning for his late father, during the first days of his
reign as Roman Emperor.
Prior to becoming Emperor, Titus gained renown as a military commander, serving
under his father in Judaea during the First Jewish-Roman War.
Under the rule of his father, Titus gained notoriety in Rome for carrying on a
controversial relationship with the Jewish Queen Berenice. Despite concerns over
his character, Titus ruled to great acclaim following the death of Vespasian in AD
79, and was considered a good Emperor by Suetonius and other contemporary
historians. Titus oversaw both triumph and disaster – his reign saw both the
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completion of the Colesseum in Rome and the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, which
buried the city of Pompeii. After barely two years in office, Titus died of a fever on
13 September 81 AD. He was deified by the Roman Senate and succeeded by his
younger brother Domitian.

The Judaean campaigns
“Heaven sets a prince who loves you on the throne,
A prince who, long since witness of your wars,
Saw you seek death and glory in his train,
And whose great valour, aided by your strength,
At last subdued rebellious Judaea.”

Arsace addressing Antiochus, Act 1, Scene 3, lines 100-104.
In 66 AD the Jews of the Judaea province revolted against the Roman Empire.
The pro-Roman king Agrippa II and his sister Berenice fled the city to Galilee
where they later gave themselves up to the Romans. The present Roman
Emperor, Nero, appointed Vespasian to put down the rebellion. He was later joined
by Titus at Ptolemais. With a strength of 60 000 professional soldiers, the Romans
swept across Galilee and marched on Jerusalem. After a 47 day long siege, the
city of Jerusalem fell, with an estimated 40 000 killed and the remaining Jewish
resistance committing suicide. By 68 AD, the entire coast and the north of Judaea
were subjugated by the Roman army, with decisive victories won at Taricheae and
Gamala, where Titus distinguished himself as a skilled general.

The extent of the Roman Empire at the time of the Judean Campaigns

In his play, Racine cites the campaign against Judaea as a seminal battle at which
Antiochus fights bravely for the Roman Empire, and where a strong bond between
himself and Titus is forged.
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Berenice, Queen of Palestine

Doubt not that Rome, on principle or whim,
Will ever welcome her as empress, sir.
It’s known she’s charming, and such graceful
hands
Seem fit to hold an empire over men.
She even has, it’s said, a Roman heart.
She has great virtues. But, sir, she’s a queen.
Rome, by a law that never may be changed,
Admits no foreign blood to join its own,
And will not recognise the offspring born
From any marriage counter to its code.
Paulinus, Act 2, Scene 2, lines 371-380.

Anne-Marie Duff

Berenice of Cicilia was a Jewish client queen of parts of the Roman Empire that
lie in present-day Syria. She was a member of the Herodian Dynasty that ruled
the Roman province of Judaea between 39 BC and 92 AD. She was the daughter
of King Herod Agrippa I and a sister of King Herod Agrippa II. What little is known
about the life and background of Berenice has been handed down to us through
the New Testament, in the Book of Acts, Chapter 25, and also through the early
historian Flavius Josephus, who detailed a history of the Jewish people and wrote
an account of the Jewish Rebellion of 67 AD. It is for her tumultuous love life
however that Berenice is primarily known today. During the 40s, she was widowed
twice, and deserted a third husband. She spent much of the remainder of her life
at the court of her brother Agrippa II, amidst rumours that the two were carrying on
an incestuous relationship. During the First Jewish-Roman War, she began a love
affair with Titus. As charted in Racine’s play, Berenice’s unpopularity among the
Romans compelled Titus to dismiss her upon his accession as Emperor in 79 AD.
On his death two years later, Berenice disappears from historical record.
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Berenice and Titus

The days just passed have seen me shed
some tears.
The mourning Titus had ordained at court
Had frozen up his love in private too.
No longer did he show the ardent care
He showed me when our days were one
another’s.
Mute, weighed down with grief, with
weeping eyes,
He said no more to me than sad farewells.
Picture my pain, who know my yearning
soul
Loves him, and loves him only for himself.
Berenice, Act 1, Scene 4, lines 152-160.

Anne-Marie Duff and
Stephen Campbell
Moore

It was during the great Jewish revolt in Judaea, cited earlier, that Berenice met
and fell in love with Titus, eleven years her junior. Later, in 69 AD, Berenice
reportedly used all her wealth and influence to support Titus’s father, Vespasian, in
his campaign to become Emperor. When Vespasian was declared Emperor on 21
December 69 AD, Titus was left in Judaea to finish putting down the rebellion. The
war ended in 70 AD, and a triumphant Titus returned to Rome to assist his father
in his government, while Berenice stayed behind in Judaea.
It was four years before they were reunited, when Berenice and Agrippa came
to Rome in 75 AD. The reasons for this long absence are unclear, but have been
linked to possible opposition of her presence by a political ally of Vespasian who
is thought to have died by the time she came to Rome. Berenice resumed her
relationship with Titus, living with him in the palace and reportedly acting in every
10

respect as his wife. The ancient historian Cassius Dio writes that Berenice was
at the height of her power at this time. The Roman populace however perceived
the eastern queen as an intrusive outsider, and Titus caved into the pressure he
was put under and sent her away. She returned to Rome in 79 AD, upon Titus’s
accession as Emperor, but was quickly dismissed to appease the populace. It is
possible that Titus intended to send for Berenice after he had embedded himself
as Emperor. However, after reigning barely two years, he suddenly died on 18
September 81 AD.
For dramatic effect, Racine ensconces his Berenice firmly in Titus’s court prior to
the starting point of the play, a place where she has been waiting for five years to
seal her union with Titus by marriage.

Antiochus, King of Comagene

I’ve not forgotten that my victory
Owed half its glory to your exploits, Prince,
That Rome among the vanquished saw
pass by
Captives who bore Antiochus’s chains,
And see still, hung within the Capitol,
The plunder of the Jews seized by your
hands.”
Titus addressing Antiochus, Act 3, Scene 1, lines
687-692.

Dominic Rowan

Little is known of Antiochus and the region of Comagene which he ruled as King.
From what evidence remains, it seems that it formed part of a larger state that
included present day Armenia. By the time the play takes place, Comagene has
been made part of the Roman Empire by Emperor Vespasian. It seems likely that
Racine’s Antiochus is based on Antiochus IV, and would have run Comagene as
a client state for the Roman Empire, firstly under Emperor Vespasian, and then
Emperor Titus.
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BERENICE: Alan Hollinghurst’s new version of
Racine’s classic text.
Alan Hollinghurst was born in 1954. He read English at Magdalen College, Oxford,
and from 1982 to 1995 was on the editorial staff of the Times Literary Supplement.
His first novel, The Swimming-Pool Library, a study of English gay life between
1900 and the eve of the AIDS crisis, was published in 1988. The Folding Star
(winner of the James Tait Black Memorial Prize) followed in 1994, and The Spell
in 1998. His fourth novel, The Line of Beauty, won the 2004 Man Booker Prize,
and was adapted for BBC2 by Andrew Davies. His latest novel, The Stranger’s
Child, was published in 2011, when Alan was named both UK Author of the Year
at the National Book Awards and Stonewall Writer of the Year. He has previously
translated Racine’s play Bajazet (Almeida Theatre, London, 1990), and that version
is now republished together with his new translation of Berenice.

Alan Hollinghurst
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Anne-Marie Duff and
Rosie Jones

A conversation with Alan Hollinghurst during the second week
of rehearsal.
Can you talk about what inspired you to write your version of BERENICE?
I’d done another play of Racine’s twenty-two years ago, called Bajazet, which
was done at the Almeida in 1990, and which seemed to go very well. I enjoyed
it very much, and hoped someone might ask me to do another. Actually, it took
two decades before the Donmar asked me if I wanted to do Berenice, which is
my favourite Racine play. I’d studied French classical drama when I was at school,
so it was something that I had in my system; I’m not a translator by profession,
and I certainly wouldn’t presume to translate anything from contemporary French,
but I felt that I knew how this worked and could to some sort to justice to it. Both
things actually fell out for me just after I’d finished writing a big book, when I don’t
generally quite know what to do, so it was wonderful to have this task. Doing
verse translation is a bit like a puzzle in a way, putting something from one strict
form into another one, and giving me the satisfaction of producing something that
I don’t have to make up from scratch.
What discoveries did you make about Racine’s original text, and how did this
impact on your version of the play?
Translating is an extraordinary critical act; you go right into the muscle and sinew
of the thing you are doing. You are so close to it, grappling with its syntax and
the way the thing is put together, especially if you are trying to contain the sense
which is expressed in two lines of French verse, in two lines of English verse. I’ve
always admired the play, which in a way is the simplest of Racine’s tragedies: no
one dies, no blood is shed. It’s a rather modern play. It goes against a lot of the
expectations of the tragic form. The terrible thing that happens is not that two
people die, but that they have to separate and live the rest of their lives without
each other. I’ve always been haunted by it; it’s a very beautiful poem in the
French. Translating it I realized just how rigorous it is – there is absolutely nothing
superfluous in it, everything counts. It deepened my admiration of it even further.
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The other play I did, Bajazet, was also a very exceptional play. It’s very fascinating,
set in a harem in Constantinople, and a very, very violent play, with a modern
setting rather than a classical one. But it’s not nearly such a good poem. This one
gives the translator no opportunity to mess around; it’s a tough thing to do, but in a
way all the more enjoyable for that.
You say BERENICE is a modern play. To what extent did you get a sense that
you were writing a play for your time?
If people kill their rivals and themselves because of their unhappiness in love,
these acts risk seeming like stock aspects of classical tragedy and somewhat
removed from contemporary life. The rather daring thing about this play, is that
while using the conventions of heroic tragic theatre, Racine withheld all that; it
is a very internal, inward drama. All three of the main characters, Titus, Berenice,
and Antiochus, reach the point where they are threatening to commit suicide,
Titus tells Berenice that they have to separate, and she says, in that case I’m
going to kill myself, and he says, well if you kill yourself, how can I survive? So I’m
going to kill myself too. Antiochus, who’s been in love with Berenice a long time
before, appears and says this is a terrible situation, the only way I can solve this is
by killing myself. They are all brought to the point of self-murder. Berenice takes
control of the play, and she has an extraordinary last speech where she says we all
have to make a final effort to live and absorb what has happened in our continuing
lives. I don’t think there are any parallels to it in the theatre of its time, or probably
at all.

Derek Howard
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The characters have such strong individual identities. How did you find a
voice for them through Racine’s original text?
I haven’t really interfered or individuated them; I tried to follow the original as
closely as I could. In a way they all draw on the same stock of language. One
of the interesting challenges of translating Racine is that he uses a very small
vocabulary. It’s often said that Shakespeare has a vocabulary of twenty thousand
words, and Racine has a vocabulary of two thousand words. The characters tend
to use certain words – obvious ones such as love, heart, honour, glory – over and
over and over again. They all speak in a very heightened, direct utterance – an
elevated language. I think Racine does miraculously subtle psychological things
with all the characters, but they don’t exactly speak a different language in the way
that the characters in a Shakespeare play might. It’s partly to do with the fact that
Racine is not a metaphorical writer. He hardly ever uses figures of speech. I think
there are only four or five metaphors in the whole of this play, and they are very
unimportant ones. Shakespeare’s characters use simile and metaphor all the time.
That is another thing that I think is rather alien about these plays to an English ear,
that they have a very narrow language – the utterance in them is peculiarly direct.
The poetry of the language makes the play so readable. How did you go
about finding the essence for what is essentially a poetic drama?
It’s true that I’m converting it from one poetic mode into another – the play being
written in the form that we just don’t have in English, the rhyming alexandrine,
which uses twelve syllable lines – so I had to make an initial decision about what
form the translated play is going to be in. The first question you have to decide is
about rhyme itself. My conviction is you can’t really successfully use rhyme in a
tragedy in English because rhyme always has the danger of producing humorous
effects. Also, in French, rhyme is much less emphatic as a rule – a lot more things
rhyme with each other in French. In English, rhyme draws attention to itself much
more. I think it’s really very, very hard to bring it off for a tragic line. It seemed
to me, these rhyming alexandrines have been the staple form of French verse
drama over hundreds of years, so the logical thing to do was to put it into the
form which is the staple of English verse drama, which is the blank verse we have
used from the time of Shakespeare onwards. So one is immediately surrendering
something essential about the French, which is the particular rhyme and rhythm
of it, and substituting for it a recognisable English one. You don’t want to make
the thing into a freak show, in which the form draws attention to itself all the time.
It’s a question of how it’s pitched. I didn’t want to write it in a kind of pastiche of
seventeenth century verse, so it would look fake or archaic. It would be difficult to
perform it, and I felt it would undermine it somehow. I tried to do it as accurately
as I could in an elevated plain language, which is not contemporary language
either; I think it’s in a sort of heightened idiom of its own probably. Otherwise, the
important thing is just to respect the movement of the speeches; Racine often
builds up a tremendous head of steam, piling couplet on couplet – it’s different
in English but you can get something of the overwhelming effect of these huge
sweeping speeches.
Can you talk about your role in rehearsals? And what you’ve discovered
about your own play from this experience?
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The first couple of weeks we did a very detailed going through of the play. I was
there to help elucidate things where there was any uncertainty. Occasionally
I’ve rewritten a line or changed a word, which I wasn’t happy about, or someone

else wasn’t happy about, and more of that may happen yet. This week, when we
are actually moving about doing it, I haven’t really got a role, apart from sitting
here and being fascinated by the whole process; it goes up several gears when
the actors start moving rather than sitting round a table. I’m not a dramatist by
inclination; I’m a novelist so I envisage everything on the page. But there’s so
much about drama that isn’t on the page, obviously, it’s what’s done when people
are marching around the theatre, which, although not completely new to me, is
generally outside of my experience. Sitting in rehearsals, I’m just admiring the
play more and more and more. Josie really is the most brilliant director. This play
is outside the norm of English theatre, nobody in the play has been in a Racine
before, and probably most of the actors haven’t ever seen one. Josie’s absolutely
brilliant at establishing what the imaginative world of the play is, both the ancient
Roman world and the seventeenth century world of the play, and exploring the
complexities of the characters’ paths and motivations, in all sorts of ways that
I hadn’t imagined – which is a primary role of rehearsal I suppose, to examine
everything in the strictest detail. It has been a revelation to me, and made me see
that the play is even greater than I had thought it was. And also the conviction
that it can be made to work for a contemporary audience, most of whom I should
imagine haven’t seen it before, and may know almost nothing about it. The
strange thing about these plays is that the very formal, and rather static, elevated
quality that we’ve been describing, might make people suppose they are boring;
what you find in rehearsal is that they have an inexorable movement, and they
are terribly exciting. It’s also one of the shortest plays Racine wrote, so the whole
thing moves with this terrifying swiftness from beginning to end, and it does not
let up at all, because this style of theatre doesn’t have sub plots and so forth. The
whole thing is incredibly focussed.

Dominic Rowan and
Kurt Egyiawan
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The Donmar’s production
CAST AND CREATIVE TEAM
Cast
In order of Speaking

Antiochus
Dominic Rowan

Arsace
Kurt Egyiawan

Titus
Stephen Campbell
Moore

Berenice
Anne-Marie Duff

Paulinus
Nigel Cooke

Production
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Director

Josie Rourke

Designer

Lucy Osborne

Lighting Designer

Oliver Fenwick

Sound Designer

Emma Laxton

Composer

Michael Bruce

Movement Director

Ann Yee

Casting Director

Anne McNulty

Phenice
Rosie Jones

Rutilus
Derek Howard

Designing BERENICE
Lucy Osborne is the designer working on BERENICE, and is revisiting the
Donmar’s space after her inaugural design for the theatre with THE RECRUITING
OFFICER, Josie Rourke’s first production as the Donmar’s Artistic Director at
the beginning of 2012. Josie and Lucy are once again collaborating together on
BERENICE.
The concept for the design is even more radical than for THE RECRUITING
OFFICER4, putting the auditorium in the round for the first time since the Donmar’s
production of PACIFIC OVERTURES in 2003. The Rome of the play’s setting is
under pressure, and the rationale behind this layout of the auditorium reflects this,
positioning the audience where they will feel this tension.
As expected with neoclassical French tragedy, the location observes Aristotle’s
rule of unity of place, with the action unfolding in one setting: a private space,
adjacent to both Titus’s and Berenice’s apartments, a place where they can
meet in secret, away from the eyes of the court and the Senate. Central to the
design is a spiral staircase made up of entwined chairs, which dominates the
space sculpturally. The chairs are quite precise at the base of the sculptural
piece, developing into more of a metaphorical and free form shape as they spiral
upwards. The hanging elements to support it are composed of steel rods, and to
make the bridge like structure secure, the chairs are ladder-backed so that they
link together. The seating in the round enables everyone to see what is taking
space on the spiral. The concept for this structure came about from the creative
team thinking through the idea of waiting: Berenice is waiting for Titus, a theme
which was initially explored through the use of chairs as some sort of waiting
room. The structure is a visual journey of Berenice’s waiting, compressed into the
unified timeframe of the play.
The structure also serves Lucy’s wish to reference classical Rome in the design
without using literal columns; the sculpture nods to the rhythm of the classical
arch, as you would find in a classical Roman building such as the Colesseum,
which was actually completed during Titus’s reign as Emperor.
The space that has been created is a functional one; all the areas on the floor and
the stairs are sound and playable spaces. Entrances are via the voms5, and there is
also an access point on the spiral structure at height. The wooden slatted wall the
audience usually sees when entering the space has been removed to open up the
area.
The acting space at ground level is covered in sand to give the feeling of the dust
and desert of Berenice’s native East, and to convey the feeling of endless waiting
and disintegration. It also counter-balances the hard surface of the structural
element of the set. The quality of the sand induces a sense of the epic scale of the
desert and of infinity.
Working with such an abstract space, Lucy originally wanted to be precise with
costumes, and kept returning to the “Roman-ness” of the play in her ideas for
their design. She wanted to reflect the fact that Titus was an Emperor, and both
he and Antiochus – as well their respective confidants, Paulinus and Arsace – had
been warriors. She also wanted to reflect the fact that Antiochus and Arsace are
4
5
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See the Donmar’s Study Guide for THE RECRUITING OFFICER, www.donmarwarehouse.com/p25.html
The ‘voms’ are aisles leading through the audience on to the stage, which are used as entrances by the
actors.

from the East, by taking the gold and purple of the Roman characters’ costumes
out of theirs to give them an oriental feel. There should also be a sense that
Berenice has come from the burning sun of the East; this idea is embodied in
a dress of startling silk red. The mirroring detail of costume and accessories for
Berenice’s confidante, Phenice, ties her to her mistress. The practicalities of
moving on stairs have been taken into consideration at the construction stage of
the costumes.

Anne-Marie Duff and
Stephen Campbell Moore

19

A conversation with Lucy Osborne about her
design for BERENICE
This is the second production that you’ve designed for the Donmar’s space.
Can you talk about how your experience of designing THE RECRUITING
OFFICER influenced your design for BERENICE?
The Donmar was ideally suited to staging THE RECRUITING OFFICER from the
Restoration period, which demands this connection between actor and audience.
It’s an intimate space anyway, which informed our decision to take BERENICE
into the round, in that we wanted to see how far we could push that intimacy, and
really explore how close we could get the audience to the action and what was
happening.

Anne-Marie Duff, and Lucy Osborne’s
original costume design for Brenice
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As part of the creative team for BERENICE, how did you begin the process of
creating a visual aesthetic for the production?
In lots and lots of different ways. We looked at reference pictures, researching
this period in Roman history, in terms of clothes and texture and culture. That was
one strand that went on, but because the play is so poetic and has a life that’s
abstractive, we also allowed that to inform what we were doing. So we actually
ended up talking about it in quite complex emotional terms, trying to respond to
the rawness and the poetry, and the difficulty the characters are in in terms of
trying to express themselves, and finding a cultural language for that – a really
simple, musical language.

Dominic Rowan, and Lucy
Osborne’s original costume
design for Antiochus
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Stephen Campbell Moore, and Lucy Osborne’s
original costume design for Titus

You have created a metaphorical, rather than a literal space. How did you go
about locating the physical places in the play where the action takes place,
so that the play binds itself to the playing space?
In the text, the only thing that is mentioned about the space is that it’s the most
splendid room that Arsace has ever seen; the important thing is that you get a
really strong sense of Berenice’s rooms and Titus’ rooms which surround the
space, although exactly where they are is not necessarily hugely important. We
knew we needed a space to root Titus to, and we knew we needed a space
to root Berenice to, and we really wanted to play with the idea of this being an
ante-chamber, a neutral space to them in a way – a set of rooms which is a secret
place, a private place – where you can have conversations that you can’t have
anywhere else. We wanted to create that sense of enclosure, of being sealed in,
that you can’t do anywhere else in the court or in the Senate. That’s what we were
trying to do, and that’s all the text asks of the environment. We wanted to keep it
very simple and very light, and we didn’t feel the need to put any more naturalistic
detail in there.
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Kurt Egyiawan, and Lucy
Osborne’s original costume
design for Arsace

What are the practical measures needed to make the concept of the design
into a practical working space for the actors?
When we started to play with what we wanted to do, we discovered that we
needed to make sure that the actors could still be seen; that the sightlines
were great; that they had lots of positions and places they could play, and enjoy
movement through. It was really important to us that the environment didn’t limit
anything that the actors were doing, and the journey they’ve got to go on. We’ve
had to make lots of subtle adjustments to ensure the space is usable, as well
supporting what the actors are doing, rather than just being its own sculptural
entity. It’s not something that sits in an art gallery, it only means anything in a
performance and in what the actors do with it: because of the ambition of what
we are trying to do sculpturally in the space, this is something that we are having
to be acutely aware of with this design.
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Can you talk about the materials being used to create the set?
We had this idea that because we enter the play in a state where Berenice
has been waiting and waiting for Titus, we get this real sense that she’s been
there a long time – many years, probably. We started to think about the idea
of waiting, without being too conceptual about it, thinking of a waiting room of
chairs – perhaps a landscape littered with chairs. We progressed onto finding a
metaphorical shape for the idea of unrequited love, of endlessly waiting, which
evolved into this idea of spiralling chairs; that feel that they go off into infinity,
a loop that you can never really escape from; that you are trapped in this cycle.
That felt like a good metaphor for unrequited love and that never ending quest
that is contained within it. The other thing was the sand, which helps us feel the
play is rooted in the classical world. It speaks of the desert, of where Berenice
and Antiochus have come from; they have come from the East, they are not from
Rome – they have come from somewhere different. The idea of the sand blowing
in felt like a metaphor for time passing, reminding us of egg timers; it’s also about
the East, about the desert drifting in and gradually taking over the space. Another
strand to the design concerns Empire: the chairs have a classical quality to them,
in that there is a repetitive, rhythmical quality in the way they go up and round.
That idea of the sand covering this rhythmical, column like structure – somewhere
in there is a rift of an Empire in decline, and what Titus has to do to try and stop
this from happening.
At the start of rehearsals, you said that because the actors were playing
on such an abstract space, you had decided to be precise with costumes.
Can you talk about the process you went through to establish the historical
accuracy and detail of the costumes?
Since then we have actually gone a little less precise with the clothes. We’ve
got all our referencing in relation to what the characters would have worn, but
as we’ve been working with the actors during the last few weeks, and they’ve
been discovering things about their characters, we’ve actually softened what we
are doing quite a lot. We had a lot of armour in the original designs, and what we
discovered when we started working with the sand in the rehearsal room, was
that when the actors move through the sand, we need to make their costumes
a lot lighter. Working in the sand needs a lightness of spirit. So, we’ve actually
stripped away a lot of detail over the last few weeks as we’ve been working in the
room, but we’ve still tried to retain a strong historical look for the actors. We’ve
tried to absolutely reference the reality of what they would have worn. What we
have been working on with the company is to accentuate the differences between
Titus and Berenice, where they have come from – the world of Rome and the
Senate, and the world of the East. The clothes show that they are from different
worlds, different landscapes.

Discussion Point
Compare Lucy Osborne’s original costume designs for Berenice, Titus, Antiochus and Arsace
pictured on the previous four pages to the finished costumes. Can you see how the costumes
evolved from the original designs? Why do you think those changes have been made?
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Anne-Marie Duff
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Resident Assistant Director Hannah Price’s
Rehearsal Diary

What a week.
Giant letters that spell Rome, timelines on the floor, paint on the wall, a citadel
built from proper nouns, and the start of something magic.
Day one, and we ‘meet and greet’. We are in the Jerwood Rehearsal Space.
Last time we began rehearsals here everything felt frightening: it was where we
rehearsed ‘The Recruiting Officer’, and the first day was fraught with newness for
me. It’s lovely to be back and to know everyone round the circle.
We don’t immediately read the play through, starting instead with a textual
discussion with Alan Hollinghurst, who has written the beautiful version we are
using. We talk about that sparseness of the language, the carefully constructed
repetition in the text, both owing much to the seventeenth century French
language, and its limited vocabulary.
We talk about the use of names in the text, and how many names are used. Our
first read through is then undertaken with this in mind. This is developed into the
first of our exercises: we pull out all the names and places mentioned in the play,
as well as the names that are given crowds, groups of people or the populace. We
write them on small blank business cards, and we read the play again. Each time
a character says a name they must give the card to whoever it is they mention.
Every time they mention a place, or the people, we put that card in the middle.
The exercise is fascinating and we start to see patterns in the names: what
people call themselves, who is afforded the most ‘sirs’, how many times Rome is
mentioned, or the senate, or the crowd. Each name also contains its descriptor:
the adoring populous, the raging crowd.
The next step of the exercise sees the cast, Josie, Alan, Michael Bruce and
myself, start to make order out of the cards. We lay them on the floor and build
our city. We build both in terms of where elements would actually be; cards
denoting the East are put in the east for example, but also in terms of the idea
of the place. What looms largest? How close to the Palace is the senate, both
physically and in terms of power? What shape would the people of Rome be?
Does Rome as a concept enclose the senate and Titus and Berenice, or does it
hover around them?
Further textual exercises follow. We strip all mentions of time from the play and
use them to create a timeline. This is more complex than it might seem. All direct
mentions of time are included; the present as it appears in the play, the past of the
play, and the future. But how do we denote ‘forever’? More interestingly, how do
we denote the imagined future that never occurs? What is achieved is a piece by
piece breakdown of what has happened, what is happening, what the characters
want to happen, and what actually does happen. There is a heartbreaking gulf
between the futures we find.
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More exercises follow; we find all descriptions of the domestic and use them to
work out where and how the characters live, how the rooms are laid out, who has
access, the physical space where Berenice and Titus must conduct their affair.
We can see how privacy is eroded by duty, and solitude is a near impossibility for
an emperor. We discuss and create cards for all the concepts in the play that we
might all need to understand. What is meant by ‘glory’ in the seventeenth century
French version of first century Rome? What is meant by ‘virtue’? ‘Foreign’? What
do they mean by ‘love’? The exercises are illuminating and Thursday afternoon
sees a second read through with these discoveries fresh in everyone’s mind. The
results are extraordinary: pin perfect clarity of meaning in all the areas covered.
Its now Friday morning. Mary, our Deputy Stage Manager and I create a timeline
that nearly blows my mind… Each actor has timed how long he or she is offstage
for, with a view to understanding what happens in this time. While time passes
in a linear fashion in each scene, the act breaks see time pass in a much more
complex way. We tape out on the floor a graph denoting the time spent offstage
by each character, split both into minutes, and denoted by scenes and act. In
the process I learn that while I am able to lots of things… adding up time is
not my strong point (60 minutes, not 100, Hannah…). After deferring to Mary
on absolutely everything, the graph is complete. We can now see how each
character’s track through the play develops. It is again, fascinating. Berenice
enters into situations, and seems to end them. Titus is offstage for the biggest
development in the play, a development of his making. What is he doing while
Berenice’s heart breaks? Each actor takes as homework the task of working out of
what they are doing in their offstage time, and will report back next week.
We have laid out a long sheet of paper across the wall, with each scene on it.
Each week the cast have been pinning ‘inspirations’ to it. Songs that remind
them of a certain point of the play, poems that reflect Berenice’s feelings, or the
abdication speech of Edward VIII that seems to inform what Titus is experiencing.
Composer Michael Bruce is in with us and just before lunch we are given a treat.
Michael has composed ‘inspirations’ for each scene. These are short compositions
that take a line of text from each scene as their starting point. Michael, now widely
considered a musical genius among the cast, has composed these in around six
hours over the last two days. He plays them to us on the piano. They are beautiful
and haunting. Michael has distilled the emotional temperature of individual
moments and given them a song.
It is now Friday afternoon. We have covered the walls of the rehearsal room with
paper. The floor is covered in cellophane… something is afoot. We play music:
the songs the cast have nominated as inspirations. We start to put everything laid
out on the floor; our timeline, our citadel built from nouns, and we start to relocate
them onto the walls. Then we start to paint and build: paint the walls and build
Rome. Literally. A lot of laughing, some excellent construction work, and several
rolls of packing tape giant letters emerge. The word that looms so large in the play
now looms so large in the room. ROME.
What a week: a week of the inferred, metaphorical, and conceptual literally writ
large. I cannot wait to see what next week brings.
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Week two has been a quieter week; focused, thoughtful and probing, it’s been a
week of discoveries.
Working though the script scene by scene, we read, then discuss. We are looking
for both the sense of the script, and its emotional content. The script is beautiful:
sparse in linguistical flourish, it is loaded with meaning. Sometimes we come
across a passage that is dense and needs unpacking: sometimes we recourse to
the original French for clarification, sometimes we laugh at misunderstandings, or
nod sagely as Alan and Josie explain an idea we had missed. Working on the script
is like approaching a Shakespeare: its often poetic and always beautiful, mainly
clear, but occasionally containing a compacted meaning. Alan is invaluable: both
providing a sounding board for larger ideas, and explanations for individual lines.
His journey is sometimes amazingly clear: an idea that in the French might seem
alien to an English ear, is transposed and made transparent. The script, in contrast
to Shakespeare, is almost entirely devoid of metaphor, so each thought must be
taken on and fully understood. It is amazing to hear the actors embody the work,
as meaning and clarity are infused with performance.
As we work through Josie fishes out larger questions from the script: did Phenice
come with Berenice from the East? What rank is she? What is a confidante?
What responsibilities does she have? We try to answer these questions as we
encounter them, leaving only certain areas loose to be found in performance. We
can feel the production tightening and finding its specificity as we uncover and
solve these questions.
We have also been working through the emotional content of each scene as we
analyse it. There is an incredible modernity to the piece. Berenice’s heart breaks,
and her reaction to Titus is recognizable as something we have all seen (and
probably experienced) ourselves. She is at first in a classic state of denial, then
anger, then bargaining, then abject depression, then an odd sense of acceptance.
This is entirely in line with our modern sense of behavioural patterns surrounding
loss: the Kubler-Ross model for grief informs much of pop-psychology and a more
general understanding of how loss affects emotional well-being. Its incredible
to see such an accurate and recognizable rendering of a break up, set in ancient
Rome, and written in 17th century France.
By the end of the week we have covered the play in depth: each scene is now
clear in meaning, place, history and context. Each character’s journey has been
discussed and understood. We know we will continue to make discoveries,
to find new information and journeys. This week, however, we have created
our foundations. They are sturdy, and ready to bare weight. An excellent and
enlightening second week.
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Week three begins with a session from our Movement Director, Ann Yee. The
session needs pairs, so with seven actors in the cast I am lucky enough to take
part. The session begins with a rigorous warm up, performed on you by your
partner. Straight away the session breaks down inhibitions and asks for close
physical contact. This time, I know what’s coming. By the time we have graduated
from warm up, through conventional hugging into ‘intense hugging’ (the act of
being physically wrapped around someone in intense and unconventional ways),
I am feeling almost smug. Easy peasy. I had, however, forgotten ‘Big dance/
Little dance’. This is an incredible exercise that teaches bodies in a space to hear
one another. The cast have already built up a connection that is allowing them to
stop and start all movement simultaneously. Big Dance/ Little Dance takes this a
step further. Each person must concentrate on their partner, reflecting and then
taking in their movements. This starts as a tiny flicker of the mouth or hand, and
evolves from the little dance, to a great big one: floor work, moving over each
other, finding new patterns of movement. Its a mind blowing exercise that swiftly
teaches intense attention to detail, and forces all inhibitions out of the window.
By the end of it, my English sense of discomfort and embarrassment is gone. At
least for a few hours! The movement session has also been designed with Josie,
to reflect the space. Exercises are cyclical, and circular. Josie and Ann know the
design and know what they want to find in it. The piece is in the round, the stairs
are a giant spiral, the characters are trapped in a cycle of love, hope and despair.
It’s key that the actors take these circular elements into their bodies and use the
roundness of the space to its full advantage. To this end, Wednesday sees us get
not only a structure into rehearsal, but actual sand. The structure is reflective of
the stairs that are such a key element of the design. The actors need to feel the
height that can be achieved, and start to get used to which sections of the set
can be moved under, or moved across. The sand is also key. Sand feels vastly
different from any other surface. It moves under foot. It has its own patterns and
behaviours. Straight away the actors move differently on sand. They are more
mobile and very aware of their feet. As they get used to its texture they start to
use it. Falling to your knees is very different on sand that on wood. Running is
different. Sitting is different. The cast are palpably changing their movement as
they become familiar with the space. So, we stand the play up, and work through
it section by section. I love this bit. The excitement of that first entrance, the
wonderful feeling as you start to see the show emerge. And emerge it does: it
feels like the piece has its own momentum. Without anyone vocalising it, we fall
into a pattern of always running to the end of a scene before going back and re –
working. A tacit agreement has formed: the action of the play is so emotional, and
so succinct, that it draws you on, taking you where it will lead. It’s an extraordinary
feeling in the room. We are all caught up in the maelstrom as the story pushes
us forward. We have already worked through the entire play once. We have
already seen the story enacted. It is extraordinarily moving, and already beautifully
realised. Anne-Marie Duff (Berenice) and Stephen Campbell Moore (Titus) are
finding heartbreaking detail in their sundering. Dominic Rowan (Antiochus) is
already a study in the pain of hope. With two weeks of rehearsal left I am beyond
excited to see where we are taken next. A wonderful and inspiring week.
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Week four is at a close. The week has been intense, illuminating and detailed. As
we look forward to our final week of rehearsals we feel secure and ready to iron
out those final creases in a fluid and beautiful piece of work.
We structure the week simply: an act a day. Across the week we see the shape
of the piece emerge: and it’s heartbreaking. The sense of hope provided by
Antiochus as a counterpoint to Titus and Berenice’s parting is poignant. The
piece plays with us: do we want Antiochus to be victorious and sail home with
Berenice? Or do we want him thwarted and for Berenice to stay with Titus? At the
end of each act it feels as if the play could head in any direction. Indeed, at the end
of Act 1, we haven’t met Titus, and the play could be all Antiochus’ story.
Each day we work through the act scene by scene, concentrating on adjusting
the tone and emotional content. Each scene has developed its own shape: both
physically and emotionally. The main challenge is to push this through: link each
scene with the next. It’s like pulling a comb through hair, section by section. We
work to keep the flow, and to discover detail.
As we work through the acts interesting discoveries are made, in staging,
repetition and movement. From previous rehearsal diaries, you will know that
Ann and Josie have worked to create a feeling of circularity in the movement of
the piece. The blocking is left loose as we work through the play: but a pattern of
repetition and cyclical movement is revealed. Entering the space down the stairs
and continuing into a circular movement is one way this manifests. Using another
person as a pivot, to create a rotational movement around your centre of attention,
is another.
This week we’ve also made practical adjustments to our rehearsal set to help
this. The stairs have been made higher, and their downstage curve exaggerated,
to better reflect the set as it will be. More sand is added, and the slope onto
the stage for the stage left vom is sculpted. This is all key to working on the
movement, but also to underscoring the emotional content of the piece. The
actors are never going to feel as they will on stage, but giving them as close an
understanding as we can manage is hugely useful to the development of the
piece. They need to feel that as Berenice accepts her fate, or as Titus moves
towards his, that the space supports and informs their decisions.
As we move into week five we move into a week where refining will be all: honing
the emotional symphony that moves us through a beautiful and heartbreaking
production. What is even more remarkable is that this incredible emotional
intensity feels so relevant and modern: all in a 17th century French neoclassical
play. I can’t wait to see it cement into something even more extraordinary.
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Stephen Campbell Moore
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A conversation in the rehearsal room with
Nigel Cooke (Paulinus), Kurt Egyiawan (Arsace)
and Rosie Jones (Phenice)
Can you talk about your characters and the journey they take in the play?
Nigel: My character is a confidant to Titus, who has just become the Emperor
of Rome. By the very nature of the title, confidant, Titus confides in me about
the excruciating love that he has for Berenice. But Titus knows that he’s telling
someone who is sympathetic to his love only to a degree, who knows that Titus
has to shun that love, because it’s simply not acceptable in Roman terms. So the
function of Paulinus is to be the preserver of everything that is good about Rome
– the nobility, glory and purity of the Roman way. That requires Paulinus to be a
little bit hard and zealot like. I’ve thought that in order to be like that, he’s probably
quite a sterile character himself, and hasn’t got a clue what Titus’s predicament
is – the compromise and sacrifice that he has to make. Paulinus says that he can
feel a tiny bit for Berenice, and have pity for her, but essentially he hasn’t got a
clue of what it is to be torn by love like that. He’s a curious one for Titus to have
as a confidant, in that he’s quite harsh on him. You would imagine that a confidant
would be someone who is very sympathetic, but he is the opposite – and maybe
that is, in terms of Rome, Titus is doing his job properly, having a confidant who is
tough on him and pulls him up on his duty to Rome. Paulinus has quite a coldish
heart, and has probably never really committed himself to any meaningful and
reciprocal love. I had an idea early on that he was probably from quite a lowly
station, and that he had worked his way up to become a tribune1 maybe. And I
imagine the tribunes were quite important representatives of the people and he’d
distinguished himself as a tribune, and came to Titus’s eye and note, and that is
why he has got him – because he wants this person who has grown up with the
people, and still has his finger on the pulse in terms of what the people think.
He’s probably quite ambitious, and self-serving in a way, because he’s in quite
a privileged position as Titus’s confidant, and if Titus were to blow things, and
make a hash of being Emperor by marrying Berenice, then Paulinus’s privileged
position would be no more. I feel there is a tension there, yes he is representing
the people and wants to maintain Rome, but he also wants to look after his own
interests.
Rosie: The character I’m playing is Phenice, and she’s the confidante to Berenice.
Effectively, she’s a lady in waiting, so in relation to background she’s obviously not
in the same echelons of society as the three leads, but she’s not low status either.
In terms of her journey through the play, it’s a difficult day at work, really. Berenice
and her have a close relationship. At the start of the play Berenice is in love with
Titus, and thinks she is going to marry him and become an Empress, so that’s the
ideal, really. And then Antiochus tells Berenice that he’s still in love with her, so
that is the first ‘shocker’ moment. Phenice raises the issue that it might not all go
swimmingly because of the fact that we are from the East, and not from Rome.
That is an issue for the Romans: only Romans marry Romans. Then everything
begins to break down when we hear that Titus cannot marry Berenice because
she is an outsider.

1
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A tribune was a representative of the common citizens of Rome

Rosie Jones and
Anne-Marie Duff

Kurt: We think that Arsace is a soldier from Comagene, who is serving with
Antiochus, who is the King of Comagene – this is one of the creative decisions
that we’ve made about his character. For a while, at least six years, he’s been
under his command, and most importantly, he was with him at a battle that I talk
about, the battle of Judaea. I think this was a real turning point in their relationship,
that Arsace had a lot to do with the success of that battle and showed a lot
courage and bravery, and also he’s quite front footed and forward thinking. I
think he was promoted because of this, and is someone who has made his way
through life – , he wasn’t born into anything, a title or the position he has now. So,
in a sense, it’s something else to add to the fact that not only is he a foreigner in
Rome, but he is a foreigner to the position in court and the palace, because he’s
primarily a soldier, and now he’s doing the duty of a confidant. This is something
he’s had to learn on the job. What happens to him in the play, is he comes to
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Nigel Cooke

find out that Antiochus has been in love with Berenice for some time, and more
importantly for him, is that Antiochus has kept this from his confidant, Arsace, up
until this day. Instead of taking this as a fear of a rift in their relationship, some
sort of slight, he does the opposite; he is pro-active and treats it like a battle plan,
as if it’s something they have to conquer – he’s like the trouble-shooter. There is a
massive shock at the state he finds this great guy, Antiochus – a brave general and
a king – seeing him in this state of limbo and stagnation in love. My function in the
play is to awaken him from this into a role of action, the one I know him of, as a
general, a great leader and a king of the East.
During the initial stages of rehearsals you worked as a team to investigate
the language and location of the play. How did this inform the remainder of
the rehearsal process?
Nigel: I suppose we came to the conclusion that Rome was a super power, and
what Rome said went. But Rome is very much offstage; we are in this hinterland
that is reserved exclusively for Titus to conduct his relationship with Berenice.
Titus has created this space where he has conducted this relationship with her
over many years. But it has come to a head today, the day of the play, because the
mourning of his father has finished and Titus has become the Emperor. You should
feel the lid of Rome, but it is offstage.
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Rosie Jones

Rosie: The main benefit that came from that was developing a shared
understanding of what it was like to be in Rome, as a place, and as a concept as
well – and the same with the East. How that will translate in performance, is that it
will hopefully put us in the same world. That shared knowledge of the world of the
play is very important.
Kurt: Those things are sort of like osmosis – you do a lot of them in the rehearsal
room in week one and two, and at home, privately forging through the text. You
can read it through once, and think you know what it is, or get lost in the poetry,
but the process is like an operation really, you have to dissect the text – and Josie
is fantastic at that – taking it apart completely and making piles of things, because
the more you make these piles, you realise there is a massive pile of something
you didn’t see as being prominent at first, that you overlooked. It’s like creating a
safety net, thoroughly investigating the text and then using that as a resource with
which to build.
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Then, the most important thing for me when I get into the rehearsal space is to
ensure that I play the situation, and not play, for example, the period, the feeling,
or anything like that. So, all that stuff you do before is like having a palette of
research that you can refer to, to check the findings you’ve made to play a
situation. There are many ways to play any scene, and you need some sort of
barometer, other than the director, and that’s got to be the text, and by dissecting
the text thoroughly, you’ve got something to judge your choices by.
Racine’s characters all speak in an elevated, heightened form of language. As
an actor, what challenges and opportunities does this offer?
Kurt: When I first looked at it, I thought, ‘this is really poetic’, and was aware of
how people talk about ‘speaking the verse’. But what does that mean? I found
that first of all I needed to do all the investigative text work, which is mainly about
clarity, talking about the stresses and where they fall, and the imagery, and making
that concrete – ensuring that you understand that two lines before you are talking
about something that is only concluded five lines later. So, once you are clear
about all of that, it’s about making every single image, every thought, clear. I’ve
found with this piece, there are a lot of thoughts; there can often be two on one
line. So, it’s got a lot of richness and detail that you want to make sure you are
tapping into, and constantly making each thought clearer and clearer and distinct.
Once you find the detail and separate the thoughts, and don’t group them into
one, you find that, as long as it’s still clear, it adds richness.
Nigel: I naturally speak in quite broken up and fragmented thoughts. Nevertheless,
I do carry on a thought, and even in my fragmented way, it can be quite long. And
it’s useful to remember in those very well constructed, rhetoric, well articulated
thoughts in the play, that we can deliver that, as long as we have the aim of the
thought right to the end of the sentence. It’s quite thrilling really to make that
work. And it’s a bit like Shakespeare in so much as there are long thoughts, and
long explorations of a thought. For instance, I have one long speech where, in the
opening two lines I say that Berenice will never be welcomed as an Empress, and
then go on for about another forty lines to expand on that. Some of the thoughts
are quite complicated, but they are well constructed, and it’s a matter of getting
your head around that and being mentally and physically agile enough – physically
in terms of tongues and teeth – in being able to articulate it properly.
Rosie: As Nigel and Kurt have said, in the main the thoughts that make up the
story in the text are very clear, so it’s relatively easy to own the language once
you’ve understood the thought. With all classical texts there is the balance
between owning it – making it sound your own – without making it sound too
modern. That’s just a balance that you have to try and find; if you say it like you
mean it, usually it’s all right!
Alan observes that Racine does “miraculously subtle psychological things
with all the characters”. Can you talk about how this applies to your
characters?
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Nigel: As far as Paulinus is concerned, he’s treading a fine line between giving
Titus harsh words – things that he might not necessarily want to hear – and feeling
that he has to say them nonetheless. I suppose that’s the main tension of the
character of Paulinus. It’s more clear cut later on, in Act Four, where, having got
from Titus that he’s got to part from Berenice – which comes in Act Two – you’ve
got that admission and that that wish of Titus’s in your pocket, because you can
always throw that back. It gives Paulinus an authority to just bang on about Rome.

Rosie: The level of the relationship between Berenice and Phenice is one that
has to be decided slightly outside the terms of the text. In the opening scene that
I have with Berenice, I challenge her and her idea, and how far that is allowed
within the normal range of our relationship, how unusual that is, what liberties
I have with her to go there, as her confidante, and that’s been an interesting
discussion. Do I go out there and say, ‘come on, what are you doing?’ Or do I
have to couch it slightly, and give myself a lead in to say ‘maybe you should think
about this?’ Likewise, how much she relies on me, and how she treats me. I
think it’s different when we are on our own, as to when we are in public, and the
relationship shifts in that respect.
Kurt: As we’ve progressed with the rehearsal process, I’ve accepted the religious
side of my character more. It’s not a heavily religious play in this version, but at
first, I found that I differ slightly from the other characters about for example,
my relationship with heaven, and that when it’s mentioned I think it’s a bit more
concrete for Arsace. Certainly, the idea of being foreign is quite a big idea that
we’ve started to tap into. Being of the outside, in a place like Rome, there are lines
and things we refer to about our feelings of not being on an equal parity when in
Rome. I think that is psychological. A lot of my mind frame I take from that, this
feeling of being an outsider. Also, occupational, of being a soldier, and the values I
think he would stand for.
Alan also observed that the strange thing about these plays is that they
have a very formal, static quality on the page, yet in rehearsal they have an
inexorable movement. Can you corroborate this with any examples from
your experience of the rehearsal process so far?
Rosie: Movement is developing more and more as we go through it; it’s beginning
to evolve now. And what is formal and what isn’t – that links into the confidante
role that we were talking about just now. Private is very different from public, and
it is very visceral. Within the language there is a lot of physical momentum – there
is a lot of forward motion. Because they all need, they all want, they are all driven.
So, by default, the more you commit to that physically, the easier it is to want.
Nigel: We are working in the round, and I find that that has dictated movement:
the more you become familiar with the dips, ebbs and high points of a scene, that
movement can then combine perfectly with what technical requirements there are
for playing in the round, where actually you can’t remain too still for too long, or
you are depriving a big part of the audience the benefit of seeing you. Being in the
round has helped me a lot in getting those movements, physically, which hopefully
reflect the thrust of the scene.
Kurt: For my character, there is a lot of exposition where I talk about the past. This
has worked best when I’ve investigated making that active and making discoveries
that it’s about changing someone else. This takes it away from this archaic,
reminiscent or reflective tone. When you do that, you find it lends itself very much
to characters making choices in the present, and weighing things up in a pragmatic
sense.
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Are there any specific rehearsal techniques that you use as an actor, that you
have found beneficial to developing your role?
Nigel: A technique I do like, and go along with whole heartedly when directors
use it, is the technique of ‘actioning’, where you apply a transitive verb for maybe
a line, a thought, so if I’m saying ‘I love you’ I might be saying it to ‘wound’ the
person, or ‘entice’ them. It helps you clarify what you are trying to do to the
person by saying ‘I love you’. What is it I’m trying to do to Titus by saying ‘Doubt
not that Rome, on principle or whim, / Will never welcome her as empress,
sir.’ Now, I haven’t actually applied it in this rehearsal period, for some reason. I
suppose it’s because the story is very simple, and you don’t have to dig too deep
to know what people are trying to do to each other.
Rosie: Working out exactly where you are coming from in terms of previous
circumstances – although not in a massive back-story way – to make sure that
you are coming on from the right place; looking at objectives – working out what
it is you want. I’ve marked the changes in thought; looked at the structure of the
verse, where it deviates from verse; I’ve looked at monosyllabic lines, why they
are monosyllabic and how that alters the importance of the line, whether I’m being
very emphatic there or not.
Kurt: A lot of it has to with your relationship with the other person in the scene,
and listening. It’s not as self-reflective as other roles I’ve had. It’s just you and
someone else in the space, and the two of you have to take care of a lot of things,
like the pace, the movement, even the blocking, so you are really reliant on the
other actor, that is a massive thing with this play. You have to be really alive to
what the other person is presenting. I’ve found that the times when I’ve really
been blocked the most, is when I’ve not really been paying attention to what’s
been going on, and what the other actor is offering. And then, when you pay acute
attention to that, there are opportunities to move it around and find things in the
scene. That’s been the most important thing.
How can a student audience prepare for seeing the play in performance?
Kurt: Do you know what, I don’t they need to do anything before they see this
play. It is so universal; it is about love, about a struggle. It’s all out there, laid bare.
Rosie: I think being open to it is all it requires really. It’s accessible, fundamentally
its about love and loss, themes that are really quite recognisable.
Nigel: And don’t feel for a minute if you don’t understand a particular bit that the
fault lies with you. If you have been lost by a bit of dialogue or exposition in the
first stages of the play, before it’s really got going – because every playwright has
to lay out information – if you get slightly lost by that, don’t worry, because it will
make sense.
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Practical exercises for groups of
formal and informal learners
Text based work
Introductory exercise
Read through the extracts printed below and work your way through the accompanying practical
work.

Act 1, Scene 1
Antiochus, Arsace

Antiochus
Let’s stop a moment. I can tell, Arsace,
You’ve never seen such splendid rooms
before.
This proud and private chamber often
guards
The secrets of the Emperor himself.
Here Titus can seek refuge from his
court,
And come to plead his love for Berenice.
His own apartment lies beyond that
door,
While this one here gives access to the
queen’s.
Go to her – say, importunate, alas,
I dare to beg a secret interview.
Arsace
You, sir, importunate? You, the faithful
friend,
Who’ve shown such generous concern
for her?
You, that Antiochus who loved her once;
You, one of the great rulers of the East?
What! can her hopes of being Titus’ wife
Set such a gulf of rank between you
both?
Antiochus
Go, I say; and ask her only this,
That I may see her promptly and alone.
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Act 2, Scene 1
Titus, Paulinus, attendants
Titus
You’ve spoken to the king of Comagene?
He knows I’m waiting?
Paulinus
I ran to the queen,
Antiochus had visited her rooms,
But left the very moment I ran in.
I said to give your orders to him, sir.
Titus
That’s good. And what word of Queen
Berenice?
Paulinus
The queen, even now, cognisant of your
grace,
Loads heaven with prayers for your
prosperity.
I saw her go.
Titus
Adorable princess!
Alas!
Paulinus
Why be so sad on her behalf?
Soon half the East will bow beneath her
sway.
You pity her?
Titus
I’ll speak with you alone.

• As a group, read through both of these scenes and discuss what is happening in each scene.
• Working individually, choose one of the scenes to work on. Re-read the scene to yourself,
underlining the names and places mentioned in it. This should also include the names that are
given to crowds, groups of people or the populace. Underline the descriptor for each name too, i.e.
the adoring populous, the raging crowd, the faithful friend.
• Working in small groups (preferably of six, the number of characters in the play), discuss what you
have discovered by marking up the text in this way. Allocate the six roles in the play amongst the
group. Now write each of the underlined words onto a small blank card.
• Read the scene again, this time standing up in a circle. Each time a character says a name they
must give the card to the character of whoever it is they mention. Every time they mention a place,
or the people, put that card in the middle.
• Reconvene as a whole, taking it in turns for each smaller group to present their version of the
exercise.
• What patterns do you see emerging from each scene? Who is afforded the most ‘sirs’, how many
times is Rome mentioned, or the Senate, or the crowd?

Berenice versus Titus
Working in the same groups, read through the following extract from Act 4, Scene 5, where the
wounded Berenice scorns Titus for his rejection of their union in marriage. Repeat the tasks that you
used for the introductory exercise to explore the duologue.

Act 4, Scene 5.
Berenice, Titus
Berenice (entering, to Paulinus, off)
Leave me, I say.
Your efforts to retain me here are vain.
I have to see him! Ah! sir, you are here!
So is it true, that Titus casts me off?
We have to separate. At his command.
Titus
Madam, do not destroy a hapless prince;
We must not stir our pity for each other.
The woe that shakes and gnaws me’s cruel enough
Without your dearest tears to rend me more.
Rather, summon up that heart that often
Has made the voice of duty plain to me.
I need it now. Compel your love to silence,
And with the eye of reason and renown
Regard my duty in its sternest rigour.
Fortify my heart against yourself.
Help me surmount my weakness, if you can,
Help me to stem my ever-flowing tears.
Or if our tears resist our own command
Let glory be our solace in our grief,
And let the world acknowledge to the full
Tears of an emperor, tears of a queen.
For in the end, my Princess, we must part.
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Berenice
Ah cruel! Is this the time to tell me so?
What have you done? I thought that I was loved.
Schooled to the joy of seeing you, my soul
Lives but for you. Did you not know your laws,
When I declared myself for the first time?
To what excess of love have you not led me?
Why did you not say then: “Ill-starred princess,
Where do you fix your love, what are your hopes?
Don’t give a heart that cannot be received.”
Did you receive it but to give it back,
Cruel man, once it longed only to be yours?
The empire often threatened us before.
There was still time. Why not desert me then?
A thousand reasons might have solaced me.
I could have blamed your father for my death,
Blamed Rome, the senate, the empire itself,
The whole world, rather than so dear a hand.
Their hate so long made manifest to me
Had long prepared me for unhappiness.
Thus I would not have had this cruel blow
Now, when my hopes are set on lasting joy,
When your love can do all that it desires,
When Rome is silent, and your father dead,
And the whole universe bows at your feet,
When I at last have none to fear but you.

All text extracts reprinted with the permission of the translator

Rosie Jones and
Anne-Marie Duff

42

section

4

Bibliography and ideas for further
reading
Primary Sources
Donmar rehearsal script for BERENICE by Jean Racine in a new version by Alan
Hollinghurst, 04.5.2012.
Interview with Alan Hollinghurst by the author, 5 September 2012
Interview with Lucy Osborne by the author, 12 September 2012
Interviews with Kurt Egyiawan and Rosie Jones by the author, 19 September 2012
Interview with Nigel Cooke by the author, 21 September 2012
Attendance at rehearsals by the author, 11 and 20 September 2012

Secondary Sources
Aristotle, Poetics, Penguin Classics, 1996.
Alan Hollinghurst and Jean Racine, Berenice and Bajazet, Faber & Faber, 2012.
Hannah Price, Berenice Research and Being Roman, rehearsal documents.
John Stokes, Racine’s ‘majestic sadness’, programme note for BERENICE.
Bernard Weinberg, The Art of Jean Racine, University of Chicago Press, 1969.

Derek Howard

43

About the Donmar Warehouse

The Donmar Warehouse is an
intimate not for profit 251 seat
theatre located in the heart of
London’s West End. Since 1992,
under the Artistic Direction of Sam
Mendes, Michael Grandage, and
now Josie Rourke, the theatre has
presented some of London’s most
memorable theatrical experiences
and has garnered critical acclaim at
home and abroad. With a diverse
artistic policy that includes new
writing, contemporary reappraising
of European classics, British and
American drama and musical
theatre, the Donmar has created
a reputation for artistic excellence
over the last 19 years and has
won 43 Olivier Awards, 26 Critics’
Circle Awards, 25 Evening Standard
Awards, two South Bank Awards
and 20 Tony Awards from ten
Broadway productions. Alongside
the Donmar’s productions, we
offer a programme of Education
events, which includes subsidised
tickets, introductory workshops and
post show discussions, as well as
special projects which give young
people an opportunity to involve
themselves more closely in the
work of the theatre.

For more information about the Donmar’s
education activities, please contact:
Education Department
Donmar Warehouse
41 Earlham Street
London WC2H 9LX
T: 020 7845 5822
F: 020 7240 4878
W: www.donmarwarehouse.com/education

44

