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  An earlier version of Medea was commissioned by Theatre Babel as part of the companys Greeks Project, and first performed at The Old Fruitmarket, Glasgow, on 17 March 2000, with the following cast:
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  It was subsequently performed at Assembly Rooms, Edinburgh, as part of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, in August 2000, with the following cast changes:
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  It returned to Assembly Rooms, as part of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, in August 2001, with the following cast changes:
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  Introduction


  Liz Lochhead


  When asked how I came to write my version of Euripides Medea  unbelievably its more than twenty years ago now  I have to be honest and admit it wasnt something I had been burning to do. No, it was a first-the-phonecall project, as have been quite a few of the adaptations for the theatre I have ended up working on over the years. In this case my friend Graham McLaren of Theatre Babel, a company whose whole raison-dtre was making new productions from the classic repertoire, was determined his current Greeks project, exploring the most fundamental works in the evolution of drama, was exactly the right next thing for him to put his heart and soul into. And he was both adamant and persistent that I was the writer for a brand-new take on Medea.


  I have never found working on the texts of great plays by writers as various as Molire (three times over the decades, making all three of his greatest plays in rhyming couplets, in three very different versions of Scots)  or riffing on Chekhov, or Schnitzler even, as I did quite recently  any less creative than working on my own stuff. Its almost as demanding and difficult to be an adapter, though in the end, when I have managed to get what felt (to me at least) like a handle on the task in hand, just as deeply satisfying.


  You start with your gut instinct. Can I sense something, even if I dont yet know what, which other recent versions seem to me to be missing and which Id like to try to bring out? In this case I had read a couple of excellent recent English translations of Medea and told Graham so. One of them would work very well for Theatre Babel, surely? I had no desire to repeat, badly, the good work of another writer. But he wouldnt let me off the hook. He was sure there was a new version of this play in me and insisted I could change things as I saw fit. (Exactly as the Greeks themselves did  just Google or check out your Robert Graves and youll see there are many, many conflicting stories surrounding the myth of Medea, though Euripides version of her caps the lot for all time in its terror and pity.) I think it was this freedom Graham promised made me eventually agree to try to make this version, and my grateful thanks go to him.


  This was in the very late 1990s. At the time, I was deep into the second draft of a play all of my own devising. A contemporary comedy set in the here-and-now, booming, suddenly trendy and confident post-City-of-Culture Glasgow and was about a successful, well-off, self-made woman who, single and just about to hit her fortieth birthday, was suddenly desperate to give birth to a child. Thus there was a frisson of slightly perverse attraction in the notion of my next play being  in every way  exactly the opposite: a tragedy, absolutely timeless and ancient, about a woman driven by female desperation of a quite different sort, to killing her children.


  Which is not a very elevated reason for taking on a Great Classic Play, but its the truth. My method? I started off by reading all the versions of Medea in translation I could find. And the footnotes in English in the Greek editions arguing the nuances of particular words hed used. I was trying to understand  imperfectly, of course, but as exactly as I could  what was articulated in an argument, the implications of the imagery he used, and to somehow intuit what seemed to me to be its unique and thrilling tone.


  From the word go I was thrilled by Euripides astonishing and bold irony, his black, black humour. I was delighted to work on a text so outrageous, so impious. How jaggedly colloquial as, being faithful to it in my fashion, it was turning out to be. What fun I was having. Was it in Scots? Now, I have no nostalgic, sentimental or political axe to grind about language or dialect, and I have learned that if one allows those writing the blurbs advertising a production to label it as being in Scots even people who live here, even people who actually grew up here and (sometimes) speak it, can erroneously think they might not understand it. There is absolutely nothing in this play in performance that any English speaker wont. Three of the principal characters  the Nurse, the Manservant and the King  use a Scots-inflected English; Medea and Jason are outsiders so dont; the Chorus and the young other-woman Glauke might have Scots accents, but thats about it. (Plays, as they come alive for me, come alive first of all as voices, as sounds.) Well, I was writing this for one particular one-off (we assumed) production from what was a Scottish theatre company after all, and I was relishing the harshness, the gutsiness and grit as my version was emerging. Euripides seemed to me very different from what the scholars called the sublime and mellifluous Aeschylus and the grand and stately, morally complex, poetic Sophocles.


  If an English or American or Australian or whatever company wanted to use my version of this play  because it does differ from Euripides  all theyd have to do is ask and we could work on it.


  I am writing these notes the night before the readthrough for what will be only the second full professional production of this play. This time a co-production between the National Theatre of Scotland and the Edinburgh International Festival. (Something I thought would never happen till I was dead, if then: an actual posh EIF production of a play of mine. Im a Fringe person, really.) The EIF, born 1947, is seventy-five years old this summer and Ill be seventy-five this Christmas, so, sentimentally and superstitiously, I hope there just might be something right and fitting about this? We had to pandemic-postpone in 2020 and again in 2021  and now, in 2022, its finally happening.


  Back in the year 2000 and again in 2001, with the most hard-fought-for and skimpy shoestring funding, Medea, with my brilliant friend Maureen Beattie in the lead role  no wonder she got all these awards  was a big sell-out hit on the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. There were a few nights of a Scottish tour in other cities; we got to go to a Festival of Greek theatre in Cyprus and play in an amphitheatre; we were invited and went to the prestigious Toronto Theatre Festival; we did one afternoon reading in the National Theatre in London. Then the money ran out.


  More than two decades on, a completely new Scottish (or based here in Scotland) company, many of whom I have worked with before, assembled and cast by my old friend Michael Boyd  Sir Michael Boyd who ran the RSC for a decade  Michael who I have known since he was a nineteen-year-old student and already a wunderkind director and theatre-deviser  Michael who, when he was in his early twenties and a trainee director at the Belgrade Studio in Coventry, worked with late-starter me (I was thirty) on an admittedly complete failure of a show wherein he nevertheless taught me so much that it eventually became Blood and Ice, my first play. Michael and I knew we could never, would never, do this play unless we found the right Medea. How thrilled I was when he told me he had
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