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Blood and Thunder: Spectaclein English Neoclassical Adaptation

Rachel M. E. Wolfe

‘Spectacle’ is nobody’s watchword for neoclassici3inis elite form of drama,
developed throughout the seventeenth century indéradrew critical acclaim, admiration, and
imitation from great minds throughout Europe fomyaeasons, but being a good show was not
among them. In fact, French neoclassicism was raadvior being a more civilized sort of
drama, one which followed the precepts of the gheiatotle by banning vulgar exhibitions of
death and violence from the stage, expressingrattiough poetry rather than direct
representatioh This and other neo-Aristotelian rules, codified @mforced by the elite French
Academy, allowed French neoclassicism to cash ithercultural cache of ‘the ancients’—an
imaginary group comprised of all authors from Hotfeough the poets of the late Roman
Empire. At a time when all of Western Europeanaaas fairly obsessed with recreating the
genius of the ancients, the cultural capital tim-spectacular form of drama generated was
nothing to scoff at. Theaters and dramatic criticgiany a neighboring nation rushed to import
the principles and plays of this new form of Fredcama, yet these importations could rarely be
accomplished wholesale. In particular, the antesg®ilar principles of French neoclassicism
ran into trouble when this style made the leap sctbe channel to England, a nation whose
theater made spectacle its guiding principle. o, fdne importation of French neoclassicism to
England created a kind of multivalent culture clastwhich the theatrical traditions of four

different cultures (England, France, Athens, anthB)p disguised as only three (England,

L For a thorough exploration of this and other suté neoclassical composition, their derivatiaanirAristotle and
Horace, and the changes of interpretation theyvetg as they moved from place to place and duticritic,
see Marvin A. CarlsorTheories of the Theatre: A Historical and Criticdlirvey from the Greeks to the Present
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984).
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France, and 'the ancients') would meet, merge t\eresd change one another in the form of
both the plays themselves and works of dramatiisin.

The route that these four cultures took to alvaron the English stage at the same time
is a fascinating one. While the French were busgting a national theater based upon the
example of the Greeks and the precepts of Aristotée'top-down' model governed by the
aristocracy and the French Academy, the Englisthbyseventeenth century had already
established a thriving professional theater scenie basis of a 'bottom-up' economic model in
which the tastes of London's urban populace detexdwvho would make money (and therefore
keep making plays) and who would faiThe market-driven nature of English drama was, in
fact, so ingrained that attempts to create a 'mprd model by establishing a national theater in
the French style were discarded as impossibleipedigtthe moment they were raised right
through the middle of the twentieth century, wharational theater was finally established in
19492 Though the patronage of the aristocracy wasasfithancial and political consideration in
the London theater scene from the beginning—theesarhsuch famous and successful theater
companies as “The King's Men” being a case in feiatfar greater percentage of the funding
for English theaters came from performance reveane aristocrats were far less likely to

publicly lambast a play for failure to uphold aegit standards set by the elite, as had been the

20On the economics of the early professional thaat&ngland, see, among others, William Ingrdine Business of
Playing: The Beginnings of the Adult Professiona¢adter in Elizabethan Londdiithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1992) and Douglas Brudiggma and the Market in the Age of Shakespé@ammbridge and
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

3See Marion O'Connor, "national theatre movemeritaBx," in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Theatre and
Performanceed. Dennis Kennedy (Oxford: Oxford University §5e2003).

40On the operations of aristocratic patronage othleater during this time, see Paul Whitfield Wlaitel Suzanne R.
Westfall, Shakespeare and Theatrical Patronage in Early Modengland(Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2002). For a specifidyon the various economic influences on the Isilgen
over time, see Melissa D. Aard@|obal Economics: A History of the Theater Businéss
Chamberlain's/King's Men, and Their Plays, 159924 @dewark: University of Delaware Press, 2005).
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case in France during the famous dispute bee€Cid®
The relative aesthetic freedom and flexibility loist'bottom-up’ model meant that the

early professional theaters in England drew heanilyhe popular and profitable entertainments
which antedated them, many of which were bloodspdmtfact, many of the first professional
theaters were housed in buildings that had beeth (@severe still used) for various
entertainments based on animal fighting. The CdcKpeater—which had been a literal cockpit
for betting on rooster fights—and the Hope Theatehieh was used as a bearbaiting arena
when plays were not being staged—are two examplissotype® The English penchant for
animal fights drifted easily into an affinity fonarsion of tragedy that featured sensational
spectacles of violence and death, and this paatidarm of theater came to be acknowledged as
a distinguishing mark of the English national clotgaby observers both at home and abroad.
The Englishman Thomas Rymer, for example, in tiedgme to his popular translation of a
French critical text, both repeats and confirmsRhench charge of bloodiness in the English
theater:

... in general he [the French author] confedbes,we have a Genius for Tragedy

above all other people; one reason he gives we cannot allow of, viz. The

disposition of our Nation, whighne saithis delighted with cruel thingsTis

ordinary to judge of Peoples manners and inclimati®y their publick

diversions; and Travellers, who see some of our Tragedies may conclude us

5For an in-depth exploration of tigguerelle du Cidand its role in establishing the authority of therieh Academy,
see “Chapter 1: Theater and Study in the Querellgid’ in Jessica N. Kamin, "Playwrights on the Threshol
Between Stage and Study: Paratexts and Polemigtd ifeSeventeenth Century French Theater" (diaSert,
University of Washington, 2012), http://hdl.handlet/1773/20540.

For an architectural history of these and otheatirs, see Richard Leacrdftye Development of the English
Playhouse: An lllustrated Survey of Theatre Buiidim England from Medieval to Modern Tim@gsndon and
New York: Methuen, 1988). On the links between teeand animal bloodsports in the London's early
professional theaters, see Heather F. Phillips B&fsts and Men: Animal Bloodsports in Early Modern
England" (Doctoral Dissertation, Tufts Universi2g13).
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certainly the cruellest minded people in Christandtn another place this Author
sayes of usThat we are men in an Island, divided from the aéshe world, and
that we love blood in our sport&nd, perhaps, it may be true, that on our Stage
are more Murders than on all the Theatres in Eurdpé they who have not time
to learn our Language, or be acquainted with oun@rsation, may there in three
hours time behold so much bloodshed as may afftigérh from the inhospitable
shore, as from the Cyclops Dén.
Rymer then uses this discussion to call for refofrthe theater, making it clear that when he
says “we cannot allow of” such accusations, itasanstatement that the charge is false but rather
a call to action to make it $a0ther English critics were more resigned to tlagipular aspect
of their national theatrical character, Drydenistatn his influentialAn Essay of Dramatic
Poesythat
.. . whether custom has so insinuated itself atocountrymen, or nature has so
formed them to fierceness, I know not; but they will scarcely suffer combats and

other objects of horror to be taken from them.

"Thomas Rymer, "The Preface of the TranslatorRéflections on Aristotle's Treatise of PoesieBy R. Rapin
(London: T. N. for H. Herringman, 1674), n.p. listand the other quotations from seventeenth-ceiitnglish
texts, | retain original spelling, punctuation, dtalicization, with one single exception: | havet metained the
use of the long “s,” which to modern readers loli#tes an “f” and can distract from the meaning qfassage by
making it difficult to read. Consequently, | hawplaced them all with the short “s” which is thdyoane
currently in use in my own time's version of Enigliff a text has come to me by way of a later mmthat has
already standardized spelling or otherwise altéinede things, | give the text as it appears irvérsion that |
cite in the corresponding footnote.

8And indeed, this call was one of many at the turthe eighteenth century as English tragedy begahift its
focus from violent political spectacle to more datieand sentimental concerns. The most famous and
influential of these calls for reform was the ahteatrical treatise of the Reverend Jeremy Collig
condemned, among other things, what he saw agafe's promotion of revenge killings in tragedye Se
Jeremy CollierA Short View of the Profaneness and ImmoralithefEnglish Stagé_ondon: Samuel Birt and
Thomas Trye, 1738), 341-43.

°Dryden, "An Essay of Dramatic Poes@tyden, John. "An Essay of Dramatic Poesy,AinEssay of Dramatic
Poesy and Other Critical Writinggd. John L. Mahoney, 3-72 (Indianapolis and NenkYBobbs-Merrill
Company, 1965), 43.
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Such a widely acknowledged penchant for violentse marked a sharp difference between
the English popular theater and the French aesttietater, which, in imitation of Greek models,
had banned death from being represented directth@stage. This difference sparked
something of a pamphlet war in the realm of dractieory, with the French complaining that
gory English plays violated the rules of theatridatorum® while English critics of French
neoclassicism countered that the talky deathseofFtlench stage would never fly among 'beef-
eating Englishmert?

The widely acknowledged English affinity for these types of public, popular
entertainment (bloodsports and theater), combin#dtiveir preference for teaching and reading
Latin over Greek, meant that the influence of theient theater on the modern in England found
more resonance when channeled through Rome thaugtiiniGreece. Like the English, the
Romans had valued spectacle and excitement inttiesater, performing it alongside and
combining it with bloodsport? The Greek tragedies, though often focused on teehmurder
and violence, were light on the practice of viokers spectacle, involving mostly talk about
violent acts with the occasional display of a deady after the fact® The Roman adaptations of
these tragedies, however—surviving solely in theksof the Latin playwright Seneca—are rife
with onstage killings, suicides, mutilations, amadrices, showing the audience much of the

action that they were only told about in the Greelrce texts? Taking their cue from these

10see, for example, Rapin, "Reflections on AristetlE‘eatise of Poesie," 111.

This amusing term—and references to the consumpfibieef in general—is often thrown around by Estyli
critics as a shorthand for the supposedly morecoiae' tastes of the English, which seem to hackided
having a stomach both for onstage violence andheufpods like beef.

20n bloodsports and entertainment in Rome, see G&rd&aganThe Lure of the Arena: Social Psychology and
the Crowd at the Roman Gamg&ambridge and New York: Cambridge University Br&911).

1%0n the practice of offstage death in Greek tragselg,P. E. Easterling, "Form and PerformanceThia
Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedd. P. E. Easterling (Cambridge: Cambridge UsitePress, 1997).

¥There is some debate in modern scholarship ovethehthe works of Seneca were performed plays oelye
‘closet dramas' meant to be read by a literatecsaadiof aristocrats (see, for example, Patrick &awd,
"Senecan Tragedy: Back on Stage? Sénecaed. John G. FitclOxford Readings in Classical Studigxford
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Roman adaptations, the early professional theatdfagland revived the genre of tragedy in a
significantly different fashion than did their Gkemspired neighbors in France, creating
hundreds—if not thousands—of plays that featuradgsring body counts at the end, nearly all
of whom had died onstage. Even though the blooddaath was all pretend, unlike the animal
fighting entertainments the theater rivaléa, trip to the English theater was consequentlyyeve
bit as exciting as watching a bearbaiting.

Yet despite the heavily Roman mood that dominatéerences to—and borrowings
from—the ancient world in early modern English tieeaEnglish critics, like their French
neighbors, persisted in referring to 'the ancieagsa whole, and periodically would throw in
Homer, Sophocles, or Euripides alongside Virgin&m, or Plautus to illustrate a poifit.
Showing no particular awareness of temporal distns between the two, references to Latin
and Greek playwrights were mixed together and ofiean treated in reverse chronological
order, with Roman authors as the first go-to faareples and Greeks called in as backup.

Disregarding cultural differences between the artdRomans and the ancient Athenians, notions

and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008)). Hoee whether or not Seneca's plays were actually
performed in ancient Rome did not seem to be aegmaftany debate among the seventeenth-centuryding|
who read and treated his plays as plays, and heldip as a model for actual, performed playwridgbtamitate

(for a thorough exploration of Seneca's portrayabag the seventeenth-century English, see Sithient
Scripts and Modern Experience on the English Si&§®-1700. Seneca's influence on the practices of English
drama, therefore, is governed more by what hisspilagiicate happened onstage than by what did onatid
actually happen on real Roman stages.

And also unlike some Roman theatrical entertainmentwhich convicted criminals were sometimes aaglays
so that they could be executed live onstage duhiegharacters' death scenes. See Hugh Denard,Theatre
and Performance Traditions in Greece and ItalyTHe Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Theatre
ed. Marianne McDonald and J. Michael Walton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); and also
Richard C. BeachanThe Roman Theatre and Its Audieffcendon and New York: Routledge, 1991).

63ee, for example, Dryden, "An Essay of Dramaticspde0, where the author uses Homer and Virgi4ig-side
in order to assess the comparable achievementsghisk poets.

See, for example, the use of 'the ancients' as ghearim the most famous of anti-theatrical treatisem the
seventeenth century: Colligk, Short View of the Profaneness and ImmoralithefEEnglish Stagdn this work,
Collier regularly calls in the ancients in ordemigatively compare the modern playwrights, butldes so in
virtually every instance by citing Latin playwrightirst, then Greek—demonstrating both the greatgphasis
placed by the English on the Roman theater traddied their relative disregard of the temporalidésion
between the two.
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about 'ancient’ drama were pulled from both HoewAristotle in combination, as though they
had been co-authors or contemporaries writing witimified aim'® English theater thus

managed to preserve the blurry and indistinct categf 'the ancients' in its own version of
neoclassicism even as it built a system differeralimost every conceivable respect from French
neoclassicism. If French neoclassicism could beemaocurately termed neo-Aristotelianism, the
early English professional theaters might easilgblebed ne®oman; both are drawn from 'the
ancients,' but the overlap between them in botmdta theory and performance practices is
slight at best. So when French neoclassicism wasiited to the English stage, the Greek-
inspired French rules banning onstage violencaipaagainst English popular taste, which made
Romanesque violent spectacle a major focus ofdtieret® And, as a brief look at one of these
importations will show, when irreconcilable prinkap collide, national taste will out.

Among French neoclassical playwrights, none wasenrdgluential, nor more popular,
than Jean Racirf@ And among Racine’s plays, none was more popultrestime than
Iphigénie,Racine’s adaptation of Euripiddphigenia in Aulis’! Racine’s populaadaptation
was translated into English several times, bufitkeversion to be performed was Aligbyer’s
adapted variamchilles and Iphigenia in Auljsvhichwas acted at the Theatre Royal in Drury

Lane in the winter of 1699 into 1700. In this plBgyer adapts Racindighigénieso closely as

18For a comprehensive view at the ways in which Atistand Horace were entangled in English drancatiicism
over a humber of centuries, see Smithcient Scripts and Modern Experience on the Ehdlitage 1500-1700

19See Rapin, "Reflections on Aristotle's Treatis®oésie," 111. For a study of the influence of Samethoth
violent spectacle and language in the English #reate Robert S. Miol&hakespeare and Classical Tragedy:
The Influence of Sene¢@xford and New York: Clarendon Press, 1992).

20 For an informative series of studies on Racineldip and critical reception during his lifetimedashortly after
his death, see Nicholas Cronk and Alain Viala, ddsréception de Racine a I'age classique: de lansaiu
monument: étudg®©xford: Voltaire Foundation, 2005).

21 On the status dphigénieas Racine's most popular work during his lifetisee Phillippo, Susannglgllenic
Whispers: Modes of Greek Literary Influence in Stsenth-Century French Dram#edieval and Early
Modern French Studies (Bern, Switzerland: Peteigl.2013), 304; and John Cairncross, "Introducton t
Iphigenia" in Jean Racine: Iphigenia; Phaedra; Athaliadd. John Cairncross (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1963), 33.
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to blur the distinction between translation andpaaion. Indeed, the second printed edition of
the play describeachilles and Iphigenia in Auliads Racine's play “translated irkmglish with
considerablé\dditions by Mr. Boyer.?? As paradoxical as such a statement may sound to
twenty-first-century ear§ Boyer's text proves it to be a remarkably accudaseription. From
Act |, scene i through Act V, scene?tBoyer's text reproduces Racine's dramatic stractur
exactly, with the same characters appearing irextaet same order to deliver the same plot
points. There is no information in Racine's texdttis not revealed to the same characters and in
the same manner, nor any additional informatioBager's that creates new plot twists. Instead,
we get an English version of the plotiphigéniein a rendering so faithful that the temptation to
call this a performed translation—as opposed teva adaptation—is considerable.

Yet this context of literary fidelity makes thedwing alterations that Boyelid make all
the more significant, because they provide a peguisture of those elements of French

neoclassicism that simply could not make it ontogtage in an English public theater. Racine's

22Abel Boyer, "Advertisement," ifthe Victim: Or, Achilles and Iphigenia in Aulisondon: James Knapton, William
Taylor, J. Baker, and W. Lewis, 1714), n.p.

23While most current scholarship agrees that traiesiatnd adaptation exist along a continuum wittpassibility
of drawing a clear demarcating line between théere are certain standards in common parlancesfidihg
which of the two labels to use for any given wakkiong them is the belief, current in our own cempttinat
while a translator obviously mushangewords, toaddor subtractwords (especially in the case of whole
sentences that have no equivalent in the originat® dropped entirely from the translation) isipothe
balance from translation into adaptation. In thees¢eenth century, however, definitional standéods
distinguishing translation from adaptation, aneadaptation from plagiarism, were still relativelw and
very much in flux, with the use of any one of thgseen terms determined more by the personal prater of
the speaker than by any kind of commonly understefhition. On the difficulty of distinguishing beeen
translation and adaptation in both scholarly dismrsand common usage, see Laurence Rawradslation,
Adaptation and Transformatiofondon and New York: Continuum International PGooup, 2012). On the
definitional fuzziness in seventeenth-century Endlbetween adaptation and plagiarism, see KewedinBa
Authorship and Appropriation: Writing for the StaimeEngland, 1660-171(0xford: Clarendon Press, 1998).

2The act and scene numbers given here are drawntfr@exuivalent act and scene divisions in Radiégh
Boyer follows so precisely that they serve to iatkicthe proper locations in his text, as well. Hesvethe
printed edition of Boyer's play follows the Englishnvention of declaring a new scene when theaecisange
in location, rather than the French conventionedldring a new scene whenever a character entessterthe
stage. Because by this English method of accoutttieig is only one long scene per act in this @Bayer's
text has no scene divisions at all, making an amlyf his dramatic structure needlessly diffic@lbnsequently,
| use Racine's scene numbers to analyze both diBayer's texts, as there is a precise one-to-one
correspondence between them in function, if natame.
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play, though popular all over Western Europe, toue than two decades to reach the English
stage. Althoughphigéniehad entered the European theater scene in 1674r8d99/1700
'‘tradaptatiort® was the first version of it to see public perfonoain England, and consequently
may be viewed as the first version considered @efiily likely to please an English audience
(and therefore financially viable to mount). Thisaincial viability was due, at least in part, to
Boyer’s significant—and spectacular—rewriting o tinale. This finale represents the biggest
departure from his otherwise tame and faithful exggtion of this script, demonstrating that
total concordance between the French and Englisiores of neoclassicism is simply
impossible. In Act V, scene v, Boyer radically tkgavith simple translatioff At this point in
Racine's play, the characters of Arcas and Ulyss&s to give the inconsolable Clytemnestra a
summary of what has happened to her daughter afttrein a scene that closely resembles the
equivalent messenger speech in Euripides—at ledstm, if not in content! Boyer, aware that
English theatrical tastes would never permit thgitr denouement to be simply related to the
audience in a speech, takes us to the site ofttrdise. Pulling out all the stops, Boyer indulges
the English taste for spectacle with the onstaggngaof an altar fiear the Sea-Shafea singing
chorus of priests, a weeping Agamemnon, a tremiidimghyle, a resigned and grim Iphigenia,
and the inclusion, for the first time, of severahracters who do not even appear in Racine's
play, including Calchas, Menelaus, and Nestor—atndtle more expanded casts of English

dramas, which were often written for larger comparthan neoclassical French play&nly

25This term, coined by Michel Garneau, has enterédlady discussion in both translation studies addptation
studies as a designation for texts occupying thhtitous area on the translation-adaptation spectriuene
traditional definitions of the two terms fail. S8asan Knutson, "Tradaptatiatans le sens QuébécofsWord
for the Future," infranslation, Adaptation and Transformaticed. Laurence Raw (London and New York:
Continuum International Pub. Group, 2012).

2Boyer, Achilles and Iphigenia in Aulis1.

2ICompare Act V, scenes v-vi in Racitghigénie 76-79 to Euripide$phigenia in Aulidines 1532-1618.

28Boyer,Achilles and Iphigenia in Auli$1. On the size and operation of neoclassicaldfracting companies, see
Peter D. ArnottAn Introduction to the French Theatf€towa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977). On the
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moments into the scene, we get the following speitda scene directionAsIphigeniais

leading to be sacrific'd, the Sun is Eclips'd; Screaks in the Air, Subterranian Groans and

Howlings; Thunder.”?° This clearly supernatural set of effects playscgjmally to the strengths

of the English theater, which habitually made ussuch devices as thunder machines and
trapdoors to represent the subterranean or demealim>° Following these portents, the kind of
violence scrupulously avoided by the French nesalests breaks out onstage, with Achilles
(and Patroclus, another new character unseen im&aacshing in with swords drawn, the
attempted sacrifice of Eriphyle by Calchas, anglgyie's dramatic onstage suicide, complete
with a dying confession of her love for AchillgsAnd it doesn't stop there! In a twist that breaks
the conventions of both French neoclassicism acteanGreek tragedy, Diana appearsd
Machin€ but inexplicablydoes not speaknerely passing over the stage and out of theesicen
silence® In a Greek tragedy, the only purpose served bypipearance of a god at the end of a
play is to make the will of the divine known through speech; a silent dea ex machinaould be

both pointless and absurd. In neoclassical Fremragetly, the divine is banned from direct
representation onstage, known only through oraatesthe verbal reports of human characters.
In Boyer's English version of Racine's scrupulounsgclassical play, the goddess still speaks

only throush oracles; but without the messenger speech where a soldier is reported to have seen

establishment of comparatively larger English actiompanies, see Ingraifhe Business of Playing

29Boyer,Achilles and Iphigenia in Auli$3.

3%For a more thorough account of the use of stagénimeiy in the English theatrical tradition, inclodiits links
with classical revival, see Lily Bess Campb8itenes and Machines on the English Stage During the
Renaissance: A Classical Reviyhlew York: Barnes & Noble, 1960).

31See BoyerAchilles and Iphigenia in Auli$3-54. The dying confession, a dramatically eéffecmoment full of
pathos, was a conventional element of English thpgen the links between death and narrative ctosuthe
English tragic tradition, and thus the enmeshindezfth with the revelation of secrets, see Michill, Issues
of Death: Mortality and Identity in English Renaasge TragedyOxfordand New York: Clarendon Press;
Oxford University Press, 1997).

32Boyer, Achilles and Iphigenia in Auli$4.
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Diana? there is nothing for it but to show the goddesstage. In attempting to create a faithful
live rendition of events that were only narratedRexcine, Boyer undercuts the purpose for which
these things were represented the way they wéris isource texts. The appearance of Diana in
narration is uncertain, purposefully so; the appearance of Diana onstage is about as certain as it

gets, and suddenly begs the question of why thdegsddidn't just deliver her instructions
clearly in person in the first place. The misintetption of oracles—the thing that drives the plot
in bothlphigénieandAchilles and Iphigenia in Aulisrew seems more like divine cruelty than
human error. Yet at this price, Boyer has been @bjmirchase a spectacle of suspense,
supernatural events, and death very much in keepitmgthe Roman-derived values of an
action-packed English tragedy.

This ending is probably the best single examplinefconfused quadricultural knot that
can occur when French neoclassicism is importeded=nglish stage. Conventions originating
from Greece (thdea ex machinaRome (staged suicide), France (indirect contattt the
divine), and England (supernatural storm effecss) all be observed, yet when mashed together
in this way may create confusion and result in elets that are nonsensical when looked at from
the perspective of any one component culture—lileesilentdea ex machinaMoreover, the
odd juxtaposition of this mashed-up ending withétfgerwise scrupulous fidelity to Racine
shows the power of local cultural convention whierbimes to publicly staged plays—a
straightforward translation of Racine, the thingttBoyer seemed to be attempting to write, is
inadmissible on the English stage. In order toditéon from merely a read to a performed text,
even the neoclassicglhigéniehad to undergo an anglicizing process in whiclities was far

from the only thing altered beyond the demands efentranslation. The example of Boyer’'s

33Act V, scene vi in Racine, "Iphigénie," 79.
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play makes clear that that even the most deterneffed to bring neoclassicism to England’s

stages in the late seventeenth century had to baketnational penchant for blood and thunder.
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