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This Topic Exploration Pack supports OCR AS and A Level Drama and Theatre.
Introduction
The Love of the Nightingale was commissioned for the RSC and first performed in 1989 at The Other Place, Stratford. It is based on the Ancient Greek legend the Rape of Philomela and is often described as a feminist take on the legend. The re-working of the myth is essentially about silencing a woman who does not fit into the typical female role. 

Like many Greek tragedies the role of the hero is a complex one. Traditionally in Greek Drama the hero or heroine is someone who is a great warrior. The hero has many God like qualities, they are highly skilled, resourceful and often with great physical strength. They could also be extremely arrogant and sometimes could be at odds with the Gods. Many of the famous Greek heroes were indeed flawed and do not hold up to the modern day notion of the morally upstanding hero.

The Love of the Nightingale explores this notion of a flawed hero. At times it is difficult to identify who is the real villain and who is the hero. Given that all three main characters have both heroic and villainous qualities.

At the start of the play, Tereus is the hero in the drama having helped Pandion defeat Thebes in a war over land. Handsome, brave and royal he fits the stereotype of a traditional hero. His heroic qualities continue for some time. He agrees to collect Philomele from Athens to give his lonely wife some company. However, like in many traditional Greek Dramas, we are reminded that the hero can be flawed. Upon meeting Philomele, he falls in love with her although she rejects his advances. Fuelled with basic human emotions, lust, jealousy, rejection and desire for revenge, the once heroic Tereus becomes the villain of the text by callously raping and cutting out Philomele’s tongue.

Both Philomele and Procne can be identified as tragic heroes. The tragic hero was first defined by Aristotle. He claimed that the hero in the tragedy must evoke a sense of pity or fear within its audience. Commonly, they are of noble birth and are considered a person of misfortune that has come about through error of their own judgement. Their downfall should then evoke the pity and fear amongst the audience. Both Philomele and Procne have their ‘misfortune’ forced upon then, one through a forced marriage, the other through being raped and mutilated. 

Philomele is the main heroine in the text. She is young, beautiful and, at the start of the drama, naive. However it is her tongue that is her downfall. Unlike her sister Procne, who for most of the text fulfils the role of the passive woman, she is outspoken and refuses to be silences over the harrowing events that have happened to her. Even after she is silenced, she finds a way to tell her sister of what Tereus did to her. This revelation ultimately leads the two sisters to seek revenge on Tereus by killing his son. This again enforces the idea that when faced with adversity, we are all capable of villainous acts.

Setting, staging and style

The play opens in Ancient Greece. The costume and set design reflect this. Given the harrowing nature of the themes in the play, this can sometimes mean uncomfortable viewing for the audience. In order to make these scene more tolerable but no less potent to watch, comedy and tragedy are often played out next to each. The actual rape happens off stage and is communicated in a speech by Niobe. The revealing of the rape and mutilations is shown in a farcical scene using oversized puppets.

The play also uses a number of traditional Greek theatre devises. There is a chorus, although they rarely speak together unless indicated by the stage directions. The chorus is also split into a male and female chorus. Like a traditional Greek Chorus the Male chorus sets the scene, often indicating what is about to happen and comment about the characters thoughts and actions. The female chorus is more integrated within the play, having specific named characters who inform Procne of events to come or have happened. 

Plot

The play opens in Athens where the Athenians are at war. The King of Athens, Pandion is fighting a war with Thebes over land. The King of Thrace (Tereus - the main villain) helps out Pandion, and in return, he allows Tereus to marry his eldest daughter, Procne. A reluctant Procne agrees. Once married, Procne finds it difficult to adjust to her new life. She is not attracted to her husband and feels the other women around her don’t share the same cultural values or interest she has. Five years pass and still missing her sister Philomele, she asks Tereus to return to Athens and bring her sister to her.

Tereus agrees and travels to Athens to collect Philomele. From an early stage it is clear that Tereus is attracted to Philomele. Although Philomele is unaware of this at first, both her nurse (Niobe) and the sailors can see the warning signs. These are often commented upon by the chorus and said directly to the audience. While on the ship, Philomele falls in love with its Captain. Fuelled with jealousy Tereus lies to Philomele and tells her that her sister is dead. In mourning Philomele turns to the Captain for comfort. Just as they are about to fulfil their love, Tereus enters and accuses the Captain of trying to rape Philomele. Doing what he sees as the heroic thing, he then murders him. Overcome by anger and lust his heroism turns to villainy as he rapes Philomele. The rape is not seen on stage, instead screams are heard and Niobe informs the audience that she knew this was coming and she felt there was no point warning her. Tereus returns to Procne who asks where her sister is and if she had drowned. Tereus then returns to Philomele who, despite Niobe warning to keep silent, does the heroic thing. She tells Tereus that she will tell the men and women of him and what he did to her. Angered by Philomele’s outrage he warns her that he will keep her silent before finally cutting out her tongue. 

Five years pass and Philomele has been living in isolation with only Niobe and Niobe’s servant, with only occasional visits from Tereus for company. Commemorating the anniversary of her sister’s death, Procne goes to the annual Bachann festival, an annual celebration for woman to drink and feast with each other. At the festival Philomele appears with puppets. Unable to speak, she uses the puppets to re-enact what Tereus did to her. She is horrified by what Tereus has done to her sister and, in an act of revenge, Procne lets Philomele kill her son Itys. 

Finding out what the sisters did, Tereus vows to kill them and he begins to chase them. At this point the Gods interfere and a metamorphosis takes place. The Gods turn Procne into a swallow, Tereus into a hoopoe and Philomele into a nightingale. In the final scene, Philomele states that is was better that they were turned into birds as they had got so angry that the bloodshed would have continued forever.

Themes

The two key themes are violence and silencing. Both themes are largely connected to each other as violence is used to enforce the silencing. The silencing then results in more violence. The idea that the use of violence perpetuates more violence and becomes cyclical is an integral one. Had the Gods not intervened when they did, the violence would have continued. Although the idea of a man silencing a woman through status, violence and power is an undeniable theme, Wertenbaker is ultimately using the male/female power struggle as an allergy for the political struggles between the big powerful countries and the smaller countries that refuse to be silenced. In doing so, she is ultimately questing how countries are perceived in the heroic and villainous roles. 

Suggested activities
Activity 1
Aim: To explore how the female hero is represented in the text.

Starter

In groups, create two columns, one for the hero and one for a heroine. Now list all the qualities that you think the hero and heroine possess. 

Discussion

Were there many similarities between the male and female hero? 

What were the differences? 

Do you think Philomele and Procne fit the heroine archetype? 

Improvisation

In groups, create an improvisation where you first tell the story from the hero’s perspective and then from the point of society. For example, one of your friends has joined an activist group. Your friend has become more and more involved in the campaigns which are becoming more aggressive. The friend believes what they are doing is heroic, as the cause is morally good. However, their friends and family are concerned by their recent behaviour and are worried about the consequences of their actions. 

Discussion

By telling the story from two different points of view, did this change how you saw the hero in your drama? 

Do you think by telling the story from the point of Philomele the audience can identify with her as a hero rather than a victim? 

What examples are there in the text of her showing heroic qualities?

Text – scene two

In pairs, rehearse and perform the scene from The Love of the Nightingale following the given stage directions. In this scene we are are introduced to the two sisters and their very different personalities.

Discussion

What is the relationship between the two sisters? 

How would you show this relationship in this scene? 

How would you emphasise their different personalities to an audience?

A common occurrence in Greek Drama is that the fate of the hero is set out at the start of the play; can you find examples of foreshadowing in the text? 

How would you mark these moments?

Activity 2

Aim: To focus on violence as a villainous trait. 

One of the key themes in The Love of the Nightingale is that an act of violence in order to control something, be it a country or a person, and is often met with more violence. 

Warm up

Start with a game of prisoner. Ask the group to find a partner and then form a circle. One person should not have a partner. Ask the partners to label themselves A and B. Partner A is a prisoner and partner B is the prison guard. Ask the prison guards to put their hands behind their backs and the prisoners to stand in front of them. The person on their own is also a prison guard. Their objective is to claim a prisoner from another prison guard by making eye contact with the prisoner. The prisoner must try to escape if the lonely prison guard makes eye contact with them. The guard can tap their prisoner on the back to stop them leaving but can’t move from their spot. Once the prisoner has escaped the game begins over again.

NB: The guards can make it more difficult for their prisoner by handing out a punishment such as closing eyes, hoping on one leg. They can only give out the punishment if they have a prisoner that has escaped from someone else.

Discussion

Why do you think the playwright chose a write a villain character who started out as a hero? 

Can you think of any example of people or countries that have started out with heroic intentions but have been classes as villains? 

Are people who have heroic qualities but commit villainous acts true villains?

Are there any other villains in The Love of the Nightingale besides Tereus? 

What traits do they share? 

Are the characters who stood silent and did nothing, such as Niobe, villains? 

Improvisation – Scene 19

In groups, improvise a scene showing what Itys would have been like as an adult. 

Text

In groups, rehearse and perform scene 19. You may wish to run the improvised scene and the exploration of the text after each other, to further emphasise the impact of growing up surrounded by violence.

Discussion

Can you think of examples of those who are exposed to violence become violent? 

Do you think Itys was villain in the making? 

What examples in the text are there to support this?

Do you think the Gods did the ultimate heroic thing by stopping the violence and changing them all into birds?

Activity 3
Aim: To consider the role of director in staging The Love of the Nightingale.

The role of the director is to communicate their interpretation of the text to actors, stage and technical designers and finally the audience. The Love of the Nightingale is a very challenging text, not only because of its themes but also the demanding staging.

Discussion

What is the role of a director on stage? 

What is the biggest challenge for a director wishing to stage The Love of the Nightingale?

Text

In groups, rehearse and perform page 18. In this scene, Philomele uses life size dolls to communicate to her sister how Terus raped and mutilated her. The use of comedy is a deliberate device used in order to make this scene less harrowing for the audience to watch.

Discussion

As a director how would you ensure that the use of comedy does not over shadow the violent acts that are being re-enacted on stage?

Text

In groups, rehearse and perform scene 15. In this scene Philomele is mutilated by Tereus.

Discussion

How could a director bring out the theme of heroes and villains in this scene?
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