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Foreword



Antigone – If Their Lips Weren’t Sealed by Fear

Hanif Kureishi

Antigone is a particularly modern heroine. She is a rebel, a refusenik, a feminist, an anti-capitalist (principles are more important than money), a suicide perhaps, certainly a martyr, and without doubt a difficult, insistent person, not unlike some of Ibsen’s women. More decisive, less irritating, talky and circular than Hamlet – but, you might say, equally teenage – she has blazed through the centuries to remain one of the great characters of all literature. Is she a saint, a criminal of extraordinary integrity, a masochist, or just stubborn and insolent? Or even ‘mad’, in the sense of impossible to understand?

Although psychoanalysis is not a determinism, with the parents Antigone had – the self-blinding Oedipus and the suicider Jocasta – you’d have to say she didn’t have much of a chance. Nonetheless, she is splendid, a fabulous creature, vibrant in her hardness, even as she is wildly frustrating in her intransigence.

She is also a wonderful part to play for an actress. We must never forget, after all, that Antigone is a play, a ‘noir’, almost, and a profound evening’s entertainment. The text, described by Hegel as ‘one of the most sublime, and in every respect, most consummate works of human effort ever brought forth’, is a contribution to showbiz and not a thesis, although as a character Antigone is infinitely interpretable and has been repeatedly written about by philosophers, psychoanalysts, feminists, literary critics and revolutionaries.

The ‘anti’ in the name Antigone should be emphasized. What she wants, the strong desire from which Antigone never wavers, is to bury her beloved so-called traitor brother Polyneices – lying dead and neglected outside the Palace walls – with ceremony and dignity. She is absolutely clear: he will not be carrion for dogs and vultures. She will have the rituals of mourning.

Since this is a father–daughter drama, Creon, her adversary, the man who could become her father-in-law, and who is a kind of daddy substitute, is a tough guy. Creon is a leader, a clever politician with a Mafia don side, a primal father to whom all the women must belong. He is not the sort of man to be mocked or out-thought by a young woman, one who is determined from the start not to admire him, and who is set on undermining him. As he insists, ‘The laws of the city speak through me.’

Creon, then, like her own father, for whom she cared for many years, is self-blinded. There is much he cannot afford to see or acknowledge. Antigone, on the other hand, with no children to protect, can enter ‘the domain of men’ and attempt to persuade Creon to understand her, to recognize the absurdity of the law. She is his perfect foil and necessary nuisance, ideally placed to see on his behalf, to tease out his weaknesses and torment him.

While Antigone is betrothed to her cousin, Creon’s son Haemon, Creon insists, not unreasonably, that the law, which replaces the agency of individuals, has to be obeyed. There cannot be exceptions, that is the point of the law: it is absolute. But for her the law is pathological and sadistic, and ethics are ideology. She is uninterested in happiness – she is accused by her sister Ismene of ‘loving Polyneices being dead’ – but the play is certainly concerned with enjoyment. If the law enjoys itself at our expense, she will also enjoy herself, perhaps too much, taking her sacrifice to its limit – death, and even beyond, into ‘myth’, ensuring that she will never disappear.

Antigone is certainly a feminist, a girl defying patriarchy, a lone woman standing up to a cruel man. But she ain’t no sister; there’s no solidarity or community in her actions. She is a rebel but not a revolutionary. She doesn’t want to remove Creon and replace his dictatorship with a more democratic system. In fact Sophocles is showing us here how the law and dissent create and generate one another, illustrating the necessary tension between the state and the people, the family and the individual, man and woman.

Antigone is, in some terrible way, bound to Creon in love, as we are inevitably bound to our enemies. She is not more free than he. This couple are fascinated by one another. What is terrible about Antigone is not so much her belief, but the way she assumes it. She is entirely certain. She is no paragon; and rather than being an example of someone who sticks to their desire, she is a person who cannot think, lacking intellectual flexibility.

Her intransigence mimics that of Creon. Indeed, the two of them have similar characters, neither having any self-doubt, sceptism or ability to compromise. Both are afflicted by excessive certainty – so that the two of them will always be on a collision course. Both are shown to be monsters, and both will have to die.

This play, then, is perfectly balanced in the way it engages the audience, as it moves from argument to argument. It is a play of voices and an exercise in democracy itself, proposing no solution, but clearly displaying the most fundamental questions. There is no agreed-upon good. The good is that which can be argued about, but there is no possibility of a final position without imposing it, a form of utopia which can only lead to fascism.

Every act renders us guilty in some way. It is as if we’d like to believe we can live without hurting others. But this beautiful story of ‘demonic excess’ can only end badly on both sides, with Antigone killing herself and Creon having lost his son, consumed with guilt and eventually murdered by the mob, his palace burned down.

Antigone could be described as a dialectical teaching play, a ‘what-if’, showing human action from numerous points of view, just as the point of a psychoanalysis is not to eliminate conflicts but to expose them. The play doesn’t tell us what to think, for it is not a guide to thought, but is another thing altogether: a guide to the necessity of perplexity. It illustrates a necessary conflict, showing that useful rather than deadly conflicts make democracy possible.
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Run, Antigone, Run!

The Fast Runner, a unique film retelling an old Inuit (Eskimo) legend, was made by the Canadian Inuits themselves in 2001; the director Zacharias Kunuk decided to change the ending, replacing the original slaughter in which all participants die with a more conciliatory conclusion. When a culturally sensitive journalist accused Kunuk of betraying authentic tradition for the cheap appeal to contemporary public, Kunuk replied by accusing the journalist of cultural ignorance: this very readiness to adapt the story to today’s specific needs attests to the fact that the authors were still part of the ancient Inuit tradition – such ‘opportunistic’ rewriting is a feature of premodern cultures, while the very notion of the ‘fidelity to the original’ signals that we are already in the space of modernity, that we lost our immediate contact with tradition.

This is how we should approach numerous recent attempts to stage some classical opera by not only transposing its action into a different (most often contemporary) era, but also by changing some basic facts of the narrative itself. There is no a priori abstract criterion which would allow us to judge the success or failure: each such intervention is a risky act and must be judged by its own immanent standards. Such experiments often ridiculously misfire – however, not always, and there is no way to tell it in advance, so one has to take the risk. Only one thing is sure: the only way to be faithful to a classic work is
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