
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Balancing the Mythic and Mundane: 
A Director’s Approach to Sarah Ruhl’s Eurydice 

 
Amber McGinnis Jackson, M.F.A. 

 
Thesis Chairperson: DeAnna Toten Beard, Ph.D. 

 
 

 American playwright Sarah Ruhl’s work is characterized by a distinct ability to 

contrast mythic themes of life, love, and death with the quotidian aspects of everyday 

life.  Ruhl’s 2003 play, Eurydice, poignantly addresses these subjects as she uses the 

architecture of the Orpheus myth to frame the story from the contemporary perspective of 

his lost love.  In Eurydice, Ruhl joins a long lineage of artists who have been inspired by 

the universal, timeless quality of the ancient myth.  This thesis offers an examination of 

one director’s approach to Sarah Ruhl’s Eurydice.  The study details the biography of the 

playwright, examines her body of work, and offers a complete analysis of the play.  It 

also follows the production process of the Baylor University Theater staging of the play 

from conception to performance.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Sarah Ruhl and Eurydice 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 “She’s going to become her own vocabulary word,” says Pulitzer Prize-winning 

playwright, Paula Vogel of her former student, Sarah Ruhl (qtd. in Wren).  Only in her 

mid-thirties, Ruhl has an impressive resume of produced works, including Lady With the 

Lap Dog and Anna Around the Neck: Chekhov Shorts (first produced in 2001); 

Melancholy Play (2001); Virtual Meditations # 1 (2002); Melancholy Play (2002); 

Orlando (2003); Eurydice (2003); Late: A Cowboy Song (2003); The Clean House 

(2004); Demeter in the City (2004); Passion Play: A Cycle in Three Parts (2005); Dead 

Man’s Cell Phone (2007); and In the Next Room (or the vibrator play) (2009).  Ruhl was 

a recipient of the Helen Merrill Award and the Whiting Writer’s Award in 2003; in 2004 

she won the Susan Smith Blackburn Prize for her most highly-praised work, The Clean 

House, which would go on to receive a Pulitzer Prize nomination in 2005.  Most recently, 

Eurydice was selected as one of ten plays included in The Best Plays Theatre Yearbook 

2007-2008.  Ruhl was also a recipient of the prestigious MacArthur “genius” Fellowship 

in 2006, which awarded her with a $500,000 grant.  The only playwright to receive the 

award that year, she was described as, “a playwright creating vivid and adventurous 

theatrical works that poignantly juxtapose the mundane aspects of daily life with mythic 

themes of love and war” (Goodman).  This unique juxtaposition of the mythic and 

mundane has given Ruhl a strong reputation as a playwright with a truly original voice. 

 1  



 This study details the research, discovery, and artistic processes of directing 

Eurydice, Ruhl’s contemporary retelling of the Orpheus myth.  In Chapter One, an 

analysis of the playwright’s upbringing, influences, and style, combined with a brief 

examination of the myth’s evolution throughout history, lays the foundation for the 

directorial analysis in Chapter Two.  This analysis explores issues of style and character 

along with important thematic concerns within the play, such as death and memory.  

Chapter Three and Chapter Four navigate through various aspects of the design 

collaboration and rehearsal process.  The final chapter reflects upon the challenges of 

tackling this difficult but rewarding artistic project.   

 
The Poet Turned Playwright 

 
“I always knew I wanted to be a writer of some sort.”  

    Sarah Ruhl (qtd. in Sanford) 
 

 Sarah Ruhl was a student of poetry at Brown University in the mid-nineties, but 

when her father died during her sophomore year, she found it difficult to go back to her 

poetry, having in her opinion exhausted the “confessional ‘I’” during her mourning 

process (Sanford).  After taking some time off from school, Ruhl returned to Brown for 

her junior year and embarked on her first playwriting venture in a class taught by Paula 

Vogel, who had already achieved great success with her Obie Award-winning play, The 

Baltimore Waltz.  (Vogel would soon win the Pulitzer Prize for her 1997 play, How I 

Learned to Drive).  Ruhl signed up for Vogel’s playwriting class after seeing The 

Baltimore Waltz, which she now references as a sort of Rosetta Stone for her own work 

(Sanford).  Ruhl’s initial assignment for Vogel’s class was to write a ten-minute play 

featuring a dog as the protagonist.  What came was her first short work, “Dog Play,” 
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which utilized Kabuki staging techniques to tell the story of a dog who seeks to comfort a 

family in the loss of their father.  Touched by the maturity and depth of this work, Vogel 

urged Ruhl to consider a career in playwriting.  Ruhl now contends that Vogel did more 

than teach her to write; she nurtured “the idea of living in the theatre” (qtd. in “Talk with 

Sarah Ruhl”).  Ruhl had planned to write her undergraduate thesis about representations 

of actresses in nineteenth century literature, but Vogel declined to be her thesis advisor 

unless she wrote a play.  Ruhl then turned to an idea that had developed during a study 

abroad program at Pembroke College in Oxford.  What resulted was the first part of a 

decade-long writing project called Passion Play: A Cycle in Three Parts.  Of Vogel’s 

encouragement, Ruhl muses, “I do think it’s important having someone say, ‘You could 

do this for life.’ . . . Paula was that person” (qtd. in Lahr “Surreal Life”). 

 Although Ruhl did not begin to seriously develop her career as an artist until 

college, her upbringing taught her both an appreciation for theatre and language.  Her 

mother, Kathleen Ruhl, who worked as an English teacher at a local high school in their 

Chicago area hometown of Wilmette, Illinois, was involved as a director and actress in 

local theatres like the Goodman, and even worked with some of David Mamet’s early 

plays (Sanford).  She cultivated an appreciation of theatre in Sarah and her sister by 

taking them on yearly excursions to Ontario for the Stratford Shakespeare Festival, and 

by allowing them to accompany her to rehearsals where, Kathleen Ruhl recalls, she 

would often find six-year-old Sarah taking notes in the back of the theatre.   

 Ruhl’s mother was not the only person in her life that would act as a great 

inspiration for her later career as a playwright.  Her father, Patrick Ruhl, whom she refers 

to as “a misplaced marketing man who should have been a historian,” also contributed 
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heavily to her development as a writer (Sanford).  Ruhl credits her father for instilling in 

her a great appreciation of literature and love of words.  She recalls that as a fourth grader 

she wrote a short courtroom drama about landmasses because she “loved words like 

isthmus and peninsula” (qtd. in Stamberg).  Ruhl’s father also took his daughters to 

weekly pancake breakfasts where he would teach them a new vocabulary word along 

with its etymology (Lahr “Surreal Life”).   

 The impact of losing her father to cancer in 1994 heavily influenced Ruhl’s 

writing.  She boldly confronts matters of life and death in a majority of her plays, 

including The Clean House, Eurydice, and Dead Man’s Cell Phone.  When asked about 

the recurring themes of death in her work in a 2008 interview with Tim Sanford, Ruhl 

responded: 

I guess someone might wonder psychologically why that is for 
me—and it’s true I’ve been around more than my share of 
deathbeds for my years—but to me it feels so utterly natural as a 
theme—what artists worth their salt don’t deal with mortality at 
all? And when they don’t deal with it directly, isn’t it always there 
in the background? Maybe the odd thing about my plays is that I 
deal with mortality directly.  In a way it feels to me like an odd 
casualty of modern life, the way death has been professionalized—
other people ‘handle’ it for us, and we’re cut off from the whole 
notion of it, the whole experience of it.  It sometimes feels as 
though we’re no longer looking at the whole life cycle.  Death is 
viewed as an odd aberration that happens to the unlucky, rather 
than something we ought to set our sights on in terms of how we 
live our daily lives.   

 
Ruhl’s father also taught her the power of laughter as he faced his own death, making 

jokes even in the last few minutes of his life.  Her father’s ability to face his death with 

the same grace as he had lived taught Ruhl her own capacity to experience joy and 

sadness simultaneously.   
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 Many of the characters in Ruhl’s plays experience this juxtaposition of feelings, 

especially in Melancholy Play, which addresses the concept directly: “melancholy is 

about the passage of time, about cycles and loss, which are real things.  If we can’t mourn 

them together, we lose a whole section of cultural life” (“More Invisible Terrains”).  The 

complexity of these emotions is also exemplified in her stage directions for Lane in The 

Clean House: 

Lane cries.   
She laughs.   
She cries.   
She laughs.   
And this goes on for some time.  (48-49) 

 
Ruhl walks a narrow tightrope between joy and sadness that critic Charles Isherwood 

warns can be “occasionally jarring” for audiences (“Comic Impudence”).  Yet in her best 

moments, Ruhl is able to establish an “incredible and totally unique tone—this delicious 

thin line between hilarious comedy and operatic-sized tragedy.  It dances between those 

two in the most graceful, strange, playful way” (Wren).  Ruhl likens these changes of 

emotion to those of a child: “I watch my daughter, who’s in the middle of crying, and 

then you do a little dance for her and she starts laughing…I don’t think our emotions are 

easily bendable to dramaturgical reason” (Vogel “Interview”).  She also argues that 

psychological realism often dilutes emotion into something rational, while she prefers 

giving her characters “a sense of irony,” and likes them to be “touched with a little brush 

of the irrational” (qtd. in Lahr “Surreal Life”). 

 Beyond the influence of her family, Ruhl has worked with some of the most 

talented and recognized writers and directors in the contemporary theatre world.  As a 

young child she attended children’s improvisational workshops at the Piven Theatre in 
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Evanston, Illinois.  According to her teacher, Joyce Piven, who is a former member of the 

Compass Players and a founding member of the Playwrights Theatre Club, young Ruhl 

was never a standout in performance, but quickly found her niche in the scene-study class 

where she went on to teach.  In many ways Ruhl’s experience at the Piven Theatre laid a 

strong foundation for her style as a playwright.  She recalls that they “didn’t use props, 

and didn’t have sets.  Language did everything” (qtd. in Lahr “Surreal Life”).  Piven 

would eventually go on to host and even act in the first full-length reading of The Clean 

House.  She also commissioned Ruhl during her years at Brown to write Orlando, an 

adaptation of the Virginia Wolfe novel, which became Ruhl’s first production outside of 

college.   

 As a sophomore at Brown, Ruhl’s first encounter with her future mentor, Paula 

Vogel, came in a theatre history class taught by scholar David Savran.  After Ruhl 

completed the first part of Passion Play as her thesis, Vogel found an opportunity for the 

play to be produced.  Under the direction of Peter DuBois—former resident director of 

the Public Theatre in New York and current Artistic Director at the Huntington Theatre 

Company in Boston—Ruhl saw her work come to life on the stage for the first time.  

After premiering at Brown’s New Play Festival, Vogel also arranged a production of the 

play at the Trinity Repertory Theatre in Providence.  Ruhl remembers that it “seemed like 

a really big deal.  Because I was just writing the thing, I wasn’t necessarily thinking it 

would be put on” (Lahr “Surreal Life”).  Vogel still contends that her “most significant 

contribution to the American theatre is just not letting [Ruhl] say no” to the project (qtd. 

in Wren).   
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 When Ruhl returned to Brown for the MFA program in Playwriting, Vogel was 

busy with her award-winning play, How I Learned to Drive.  Charles L. Mee was the 

acting chair at the time, and Ruhl has remarked that she owes her acceptance into the 

program to him (Sanford).  While studying at Brown she worked closely with Nilo Cruz, 

2003 Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Anna in the Tropics, and also with Mac Wellman, 

who received the 2003 Obie Award for Lifetime Achievement.  Wellman did much to 

influence Ruhl’s ideas about dramaturgy and the need to liberate playwriting from the 

confining structure of the Aristotelian arc.  In his article, “Surreal Life,” John Lahr quotes 

Ruhl’s thoughts on the concept: 

 As a storyteller, Ruhl marches to Ovid’s drum rather than 
Aristotle’s.  ‘Aristotle has held sway for many centuries, but I feel 
our culture is hungry for Ovid’s way of telling stories,’ she said, 
describing Ovid’s narrative strategy as ‘one thing transforming into 
another.’ She went on, ‘His is not the neat Aristotelian arc but, 
instead, small transformations that are delightful and tragic.’ And 
she added, ‘The Aristotelian model—a person wants something, 
comes close to getting it but is smashed down, then finally gets it, 
or not, then learns something from the experience—I don’t find 
helpful.  It’s a strange way to look at experience.’ 
 ‘I like plays that have revelations in the moment, where 
emotions transform almost inexplicably.’ 

 
Although Ruhl disagrees with Aristotle’s ideas of structure, she seems to borrow some of 

his theories of tragedy in Eurydice, which will be discussed more fully in Chapter Two.  

Under Wellman’s tutelage, Ruhl was also encouraged to ransack “theatre history for 

forms to dredge up and reuse,” a prompt that she took to heart with Eurydice, the first 

play she wrote in graduate school (Ruhl, “More Invisible Terrains” 31).  Wellman later 

gave Eurydice its first workshop production in January 2001 at Brown’s New Play 

Festival.   
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 Ruhl completed three full-length plays while she was in graduate school at Brown 

from 1999 to 2002, including Eurydice, Melancholy Play, and Late: A Cowboy Song.  

While she was there she received a one-act commission from the McCarter Theatre in 

Princeton, New Jersey that would eventually develop into The Clean House.  In 2002 she 

also received a commission from Tim Sanford of Playwrights Horizons to write what 

would become Dead Man’s Cell Phone.  As her work from graduate school became more 

frequently produced, these commissions took time to write and develop.  Her old teacher, 

Joyce Piven, produced Melancholy Play in June 2002 at the Piven Theatre.  That fall, the 

play received a second production at Princeton University under the direction of David 

McCallum.  Late: A Cowboy Song would also receive its first production by Clubbed 

Thumb at The Ohio Theatre, making it Ruhl’s New York City debut.   

 Ruhl, who had taken a job at Wheaton College in Massachusetts after graduating 

from Brown, traveled to Taxco, Mexico to study with Maria Irene Fornes at the Latin 

American Writers Workshop.  Ruhl connected with Fornes’s ideas and even went on to 

write an article for Theatre Topics called, “Six Small Thoughts on Fornes, the Problem of 

Intention, and Willfulness.”  In her article, Ruhl argues from the perspective of Fornes’s 

work that character action can come spontaneously from emotion and feeling, and that 

characters need not be restricted to objective action.  This “of the moment” method of 

constructing characters is reminiscent of Ruhl’s own philosophies and work.  Like 

Fornes, Ruhl believes that humankind is far too spontaneous to move on a predictable arc 

of objectives towards a single goal.    

 As Ruhl worked at Wheaton College and continued to send out her plays, she 

quickly found that the process of getting a play produced was far more difficult than she 
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had imagined: “I thought, ‘Oh, I’ll do a reading and then I’ll talk to the artistic director 

and see if they want to do it based on how well the reading went.’ Well no! That wasn’t 

how it went” (Sanford).  She compares play readings and the play development process 

to the Catholic concept of repentance: after a reading playwrights feel pressure to 

“repent” of a fault they found within the script.  Yet with Eurydice, for example, which 

received a frustrating thirteen readings before it was finally produced, Ruhl complained 

that she just wanted to say, “I think the play is fucking great the way it is so do you want 

to do it or not?” (Sanford).  Even though Ruhl admits that she learned a great deal from 

the readings, she confesses that she hardly changed a word after the seventh reading.  As 

discussed below, comparisons between early versions of the play, which was part of her 

MFA thesis at Brown, and the published versions that have followed, reveal that her most 

drastic change in the script would occur later, after the play’s premiere production.   

 It was artistic director Richard Corley of the Madison Repertory Theatre who 

finally decided to produce Eurydice in 2003, giving the play its first fully supported 

production: “that was kind of the beginning.  That’s when I got an agent, and that’s when 

I started to piece together a living” (qtd. in Sanford).  Corley, who was eager to make a 

statement in his first season as the new artistic director, was admittedly nervous about 

selecting Eurydice and joked that he almost “wanted to run away from its challenges and 

instead do something safe and small and easy for the first slot in my first season” (Nardi).  

Instead, believing that “at least once a season an artistic director should do a project that 

scares the holy hell out of him,” Corley moved forward with the production and created 

an eager stir among the theatre’s patrons (Harrell 9).  The opening night was welcomed 

with a standing ovation and audiences praised both the acting and audacity of the design 
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and concept.  The production was met with mixed reviews, however, and some critics 

complained that the script lacked substance.  Michael Muckian of The Capital Times 

called it “uneven” and remarked, “As a kickoff, ‘Eurydice’ makes a strong statement for 

the Rep.  But the performance, while valiantly attempted, says more about the company’s 

production capabilities and theatrical ambitions than it does for the inherent drama within 

the narrative.”  Many others praised the narrative, however, including a critic from the 

Wisconsin State Journal:  

It’s a spare, minimalistic script done in snatches of scene[s] that seem 
insubstantial one after the other, but which ultimately carry impressive 
emotional weight . . . By evening’s end, you’re enthralled by the beauty, 
the power, and the grace of it all.  This is what going to the theatre is all 
about.  (Rueckert) 
 

 In the following year, Ruhl continued to work on her commissioned plays, and 

added another project when Arena Stage in Washington D.C. asked her to write the third 

part of Passion Play, which had by this time developed into a two-part cycle.  In the fall 

of 2004 Eurydice would receive its second professional production at Berkeley Repertory 

Theatre under the direction of Les Waters, who had been given the script by Ruhl’s 

former Brown professor (and fellow Greek-adapting playwright) Charles L. Mee.  It was 

in this Berkeley production that Ruhl would change the play into its present form by 

cutting two characters.  The roles of Eurydice’s grandmother and the mother of the lord 

of the underworld—meant to be played by a single actor—“befuddled” Waters (“Talk 

With Sarah Ruhl”).  Many other directors had shared this concern, including Daniel Fish, 

who had cut the character from his February 2004 production at the University of 

California, San Diego.  Ruhl explains, “in terms of how the story was progressing, people 

weren’t understanding how the character was moving through the play.  So, I thought, 
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well, I’ll try it without, and when we tried it without it actually had more of a flow in 

terms of the story” (“Talk with Sarah Ruhl”).  The original version of the script as 

produced at Madison Repertory Theatre is available in a 2004 issue of Theatre Journal, 

as well as in the 2005 book, Divine Fire: Eight Contemporary Plays Inspired by the 

Greeks.  The most recognized and produced version of the play includes this cutting of 

the grandmother and mother of the lord of the underworld.  This text can be found in the 

Sarah Ruhl anthology published by Theatre Communications Group in 2006 and in the 

2008 actor’s edition published by Samuel French.  A list summarizing character and line 

omissions from the Theatre Journal publication of the play is given in Appendix A.  The 

two most recent editions of the text also have discrepancies and significant changes have 

been listed in Appendix B.   

 It was under this new variation that Eurydice opened at Berkeley Repertory 

Theatre in October of 2004, where it was so well received that the run was extended an 

extra week.  Robert Hurwitt from the San Francisco Chronicle called it “touching, 

inventive, invigoratingly compact and luminously liquid in its rhythms and design” 

(“Awash”).  He also added, “Waters and his cast create a pregnant tension between 

comedy and pathos that serves the text well.”  Praise for the play was again met with an 

equal amount of criticism.  Even Hurwitt went on to complain that, “In some respects, 

Dizzia’s [Eurydice] and Talbott’s [Orpheus] passion isn’t as fully realized, but that’s 

partly because of their and Ruhl’s success in depicting the complexities of love.” Dennis 

Harvey of Variety remarked that the narrative never gave the audience the pleasure of a 

fully-realized theme or conclusion: “Eurydice just dances around its themes, seldom 

engaging them in serious or resonant fashion.  Like a bubble, it’s shiny and buoyant.  
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Then it just pops.” These critics did not eagerly accept Ruhl’s desire to move away from 

the Aristotelian arc.  Her Ovidian structure was seen as immature playwriting, rather than 

a conscious stylistic choice. 

 The year 2004 also marked the world premiere of The Clean House at Yale 

Repertory Theatre under the direction of Bill Rauch.  The play had been originally 

commissioned by the McCarter Theatre, which supplied Ruhl with a reading of the first 

act while it was still in development.  It was with The Clean House that Ruhl finally 

began to receive more positive attention for her unique style.  Campbell Robertson of The 

New York Times described The Clean House as “whimsical realism.” Charles Isherwood 

called it a “romantic comedy” in which Ruhl had breathed “a little life into the epithet” 

(“Rich Vision”).  Yet, even for Isherwood, who called Ruhl’s voice, “an unusual one: 

astringent, but compassionate, sardonic at times, at others ardently emotional,” had 

problems with the play: “the whimsy quotient does, at times, reach dangerous levels, and 

the play does not comfortably accommodate a few of its more outlandish developments.” 

Isherwood’s hesitations seemed to evaporate, however, when the play opened on 

Broadway two years later.  After receiving several awards for the play, including the 

Susan Smith Blackburn Prize, and a Pulitzer Prize nomination, and after numerous 

productions in regional theatres around the country, The Clean House opened at the 

Lincoln Center in October 2006.  In this production, which was again directed by Bill 

Rauch, Isherwood called the production “one of the finest and funniest new plays you’re 

likely to see in New York this season” (“Always Ready”).  In contrast to his previous 

remarks about some of the play’s “outlandish developments,” Isherwood now remarked, 

“thanks to the alchemical imagination of Sarah Ruhl . . . this strange grab bag of ideas 
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and images, together with some more exotic ingredients, magically coheres.” This 

example of critical reevaluation exhibits how the growth of Ruhl’s popularity contributed 

to an increased appreciation of her style.   

 As The Clean House received its New York premiere, the Berkeley Repertory 

production of Eurydice, which had closed two years earlier, moved to the Yale Repertory 

Theatre.  Les Waters would again direct many of the same actors in this production, 

including Maria Dizzia as Eurydice.  Isherwood sang its praises, calling the production 

“devastatingly lovely—and just plain devastating” and “a love letter to the world that 

deserves to be remembered for a good long time” (“Comic Impudence”).  He also offered 

insight into Ruhl’s unique voice.  “Ms. Ruhl’s offbeat style, which mixes colors and 

tones in ways that can be delightful but occasionally jarring,” and warned that the play 

“requires some re-education for audiences used to the contemporary theatre’s steady diet 

of naturalism and relatively straightforward demarcations between comedy and drama.” 

It was reviews such as these that motivated the move of the production to Second Stage 

Theatre in New York City in June 2007.  Isherwood again gave the play an 

overwhelmingly positive review.  His praise was joined by that of John Lahr, famed critic 

for The New Yorker, who, like Isherwood, remarked, “audiences are happy to pay top 

dollar to see what they already know; it’s the unknown that petrifies them.  Sarah Ruhl’s 

‘Eurydice’ . . . is exhilarating because it frees the stage from the habitual” (“Gods and 

Dolls”).  Not all critics were as generous, however.  One reviewer called the play “a 

pretentious and woefully precious spin on the Orpheus and Eurydice myth” (Finkle), 

while a writer for Variety called it “only partly satisfying” and “imperfect but poignant” 
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(Rooney).  Regardless, audiences flocked to the production at Second Stage, causing the 

show’s run to be extended three times—a full five weeks longer than originally intended.   

 Meanwhile, Ruhl’s Passion Play had continued to develop.  In the years before 

the Broadway premiere of The Clean House, Ruhl finished the third part of this most 

ambitious work, which by this time had been in development for nearly a third of her life.  

The full version of this cycle received its world premiere in September 2005 at the Arena 

Stage, who had commissioned it two years prior.  Under the direction of Molly Smith, the 

three-hour and forty-five minute-long play received mixed reviews.  Passion Play went 

through additional changes before it opened in September 2007 at the Goodman Theatre 

in Chicago.  Mark Wing-Davey, who had directed the play at the Actors Centre in 

London in 2002 and led readings of the full-length work in London and New York, took 

on the task of directing it.  Ruhl graciously continued to work on the play, particularly the 

third part, which she admitted had not been finished completely before the Arena Stage 

premiere: “It’s rare to find a theatre that is unafraid of epic scale—and that also embraces 

second productions, which is often where the playwright manages to do another crucial 

push in the writing process” (“Passion Play”).  Despite its challenges, the play has 

continued to receive production.  Reviews of the play at Yale Repertory Theatre in 

September 2008 concluded, “as you might expect, the language of ‘Passion Play’ can 

soar and the whimsy can veer off course; but, to borrow a trope from some of the play’s 

characters, would you rather see a wholly coherent production from a second-rate mind 

or a disheveled epic from a brilliant one?” (Gold). 

 Ruhl’s career continued to gain momentum with Dead Man’s Cell Phone, which 

had been originally commissioned in 2002 by Tim Sanford, Artistic Director of 
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Playwrights Horizons.  After taking a few years to complete the play, including a full 

year-long break between the first and second act, Ruhl was hesitant to hand her work 

over to Sanford, fearing it might need further revision.  Following a reading at New 

Dramatists, Woolly Mammoth Theatre Company in Washington, D.C. offered to produce 

the play, and Ruhl, still believing the play needed more work, agreed to a world-premiere 

outside of New York City.  After a successful run in D.C., Ruhl began to prepare for the 

New York City premiere at Playwrights Horizons.  The play opened in March 2008 under 

the direction of Anne Bogart with Tony Award-winning actress, Mary Louise Parker in 

the leading role.  The Steppenwolf Theatre also opened the play later that month in 

Chicago.  The New York production enjoyed a sold-out extended run, with strong 

reviews again from Charles Isherwood who said that Ruhl’s “beguiling new comedy . . . 

blends the mundane and the metaphysical, the blunt and the obscure, the patently bizarre 

and the bizarrely moving” (“Nagging Call”).  He also added this warning: “Ms. Ruhl’s 

allegiance to whimsy can be exasperating,” and certain scenes rated “too highly on the 

cuteness scale for my taste.” This critique is consistently given to Ruhl, who seems un-

phased.  In an interview with Paula Vogel in Spring 2007, Ruhl said this of her work and 

the state of the theatre:  

New York theatres are so scared of the press that fewer risks are being 
taken . . . I come to the theatre wanting to feel and think at the same time, 
to have the thought affect the emotion and the emotion affect the thought . 
. . Theatre is still a living tradition of speech and emotion.  It’s something 
that deeply attracts me.  (Vogel Bomb) 
 

 She ended her interview with a charge, and a declaration of what seems to be her goal: 

“Take people’s money away and give them back their imagination.”  
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 Throughout this production activity, Ruhl has had significant personal 

developments as well.  In 2005 she married Tony Charuvastra, and in April 2006 the 

couple had their first child, Anna Beatrice.  When Ruhl is busy rehearsing a play, Anna 

often accompanies her to the theatre much as Ruhl did with her own mother.  At present, 

Ruhl is a member of New Dramatists and 13P, where she continues to write and cultivate 

new work alongside some of the most popular playwrights in the country.  Her most 

recent work, In the Next Room (or the vibrator play), premiered in January 2009 at 

Berkeley Repertory Theatre under the direction of Les Waters.  The play follows the 

history of the vibrator, and is set in the 1880s when women were first given vibrators by 

doctors as a stimulation cure for “hysteria.” Like many of her other plays the work has 

received mixed, but enthusiastic reviews.  Robert Hurwitt writes, “despite the spots 

where the paint hasn’t dried, Ruhl’s ‘Room’ is a very pleasant place to visit” (“Theater 

Review”).  Ruhl has also mentioned, perhaps in jest, an idea for a future play about 

people sleeping in the theatre.  In the mean time, however, Ruhl is trying to keep herself 

grounded in the midst of her hectic life.  Of her busyness she says in her own quirky way, 

“I haven’t made dinner in a while.  I’m longing to have some normal time.  It’s bad when 

you no longer feel the connection to a piece of garlic or ginger” (Vogel Bomb).  In the 

midst of her rising popularity, fans of Ruhl’s work should avidly hope that she manages 

to stay connected to normalcy: “For me the work emerges out of the ordinary…from day-

to-day observations, having time to stare out the window” (qtd. in Vogel Bomb). 
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Recurring Themes and Style 
 

“Ruhl, like Dickinson, is a wild original.”  
     Matthew Gurewitsch, Smithsonian 

 
 In this brief biography many of Ruhl’s direct influences have been noted.  The 

mentorship and inspiration of such writers as Vogel, Wellman, and Fornes has helped 

shape Ruhl’s voice and style.  Like Vogel she has found new approaches to story telling, 

and in Eurydice specifically has used her work to purge feelings about death and loss 

within her personal history.  Like Wellman, Ruhl has used Greek mythology as 

inspiration and has abandoned Aristotelian plot structure.  Like Fornes she has questioned 

the shifting, psychological complexities of emotion within characters.  Yet beyond such 

influences, this “wild original” has also developed her own philosophies about death, 

melancholy, and theatre art.  If Ruhl is to become “her own vocabulary word,” as Vogel 

has suggested, she will likely be defined by her fascination with the female voice, an 

attention to poetic location and language, and authentic mixture of the mythic and 

mundane (qtd. in Wren). 

 Because of her assertion of the female voice in her plays, Ruhl is sometimes 

compared to Virginia Wolfe or Elizabeth Browning.  Paula Vogel comments that, like 

Wolfe, Ruhl is “a singular voice in a woman’s body that has her own planet that inhabits 

a planet that is part of our world, but not wholly part of it either” (Goodman).  With the 

exception of her epic Passion Play, each of Ruhl’s full-length works centers on the 

journey of a female protagonist.  Melancholy Play follows Tilly, who is made beautiful 

by her melancholy nature.  The Clean House profoundly captures the journeys of four 

women, who all find peace through their interactions with one another’s messy lives.  

Late: A Cowboy Song and In the Next Room (or the vibrator play) explore the 
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complexities of female sexual fulfillment.  Like Maria Irene Fornes she gives her female 

characters the same existential, adventurous, and sexual journeys that are often reserved 

for male characters.  Does this mean then that Ruhl writes feminist plays? In “The 

‘Woman’ Playwright Issue,” Fornes addresses the temptation to classify plays as 

“feminist” solely because they are about women: 

…if they [women] write a play where a woman is the protagonist men get 
all confused.  They cannot make heads or tails of it.  The only answer they 
have is that it is a feminist play.  It could be that it is a feminist play but it 
could be that it is just a play.  We have to reconcile ourselves to the idea 
that the protagonist of a play can be a woman and that it is natural for a 
woman to write a play where the protagonist is a woman.  (91) 

 
Perhaps this is the best way to understand Ruhl, as a writer of plays about women rather 

than as a writer of feminist plays.   

 Stylistically, Ruhl’s work mixes sparseness and economy with rich poetic 

symbolism.  In the setting for Eurydice, an intimate room made out of string is formed 

within the mythic boundaries of Hades.  Likewise, in The Clean House, as Lane’s life 

falls into disarray dirt gradually fills her once immaculately clean, white living room.  

Ruhl’s sparse sets compliment the potency of both her subject matter and language.  As 

she learned from her early days at the Piven Theatre—and in the Rosetta Stone of her 

work, Vogel’s Baltimore Waltz—minimalistic settings enhance the poetic quality of a 

play, drawing focus to the story and language.  The settings also encourage audience 

members to embellish the world of the play with their own imaginations.   

 Through Ruhl’s subject matter, mundane objects such as food often serve as 

metaphors for life.  Ruhl’s characters question matters of life and death over bowls of 

chocolate ice cream or lobster bisque.  Like poets turned playwrights from the past—

William Butler Yeats, for example, or Federico Garcia Lorca—Ruhl’s words move 
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rhythmically and carry mythic potency.  Yet Ruhl has more in common with Modernist 

poets like e.e.  cummings, William Carlos Williams, or H.D.  (who also explored the 

Orpheus myth in her own writing); like them, Ruhl creates potency through a simple, 

sparse vocabulary.  The father’s words in Eurydice capture this combination well: “You 

should love your family until the grapes grow dust on their purple faces” (58).  Ruhl’s 

talent to distill powerful moments through economy of language keeps her work from 

feeling self-conscious or pretentious, as is often the case with other poet-playwrights such 

as T.S.  Elliott.   

 Those who have the opportunity to read as well as watch Ruhl’s plays will also 

note the poetry of her stage directions.  Rather than only writing stage directions that 

handle practical matters, Ruhl shares notes, and even questions with her actors:  

I think part of it comes from my background in poetry, so that I wanted 
even the stage directions to feel part of the experience of reading the play.  
So that it wasn’t just, ‘You read the dialogue and then you skip over the 
stage directions because they’re boring and the director will figure that out 
and ignore them.’ I wanted the stage directions to feel like part of the 
world of the play . . . I was interested in giving little love notes to the 
actors, like saying, ‘Oh this is something between you and me, actor, that 
I’ll share with you that maybe no one else will know, like you have a deep 
impulse to order the universe now, or right now you’re going to fall in 
love very suddenly.’ (“Talk with Sarah Ruhl”) 

 
For The Clean House in particular, these stage directions became such a meaningful part 

of the play that Ruhl eventually added them as subtitles throughout the performance. 

 As Ruhl’s characters face life-changing events, they do so with the curiosity of a 

child.  They are all touched with the “sense of irony,” and “brush of the irrational” that 

Ruhl so enjoys in her work, which helps to cultivate a sense of the mythic in her plays 

(Lahr “Surreal Life”).  Characters that carry a façade of maturity are often viewed in a 

negative light, such as Lane in The Clean House.  It is only when Lane is able to embrace 
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her messy life with the faith of a child that she finds peace and fulfillment.  The childlike 

curiosity that Ruhl embraces in her characters is reminiscent of the young protagonist in 

Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking Glass.  As discussed 

below, Ruhl has specifically mentioned Carroll’s influence in the writing of Eurydice, 

and further investigation reveals other clear parallels.  Even Carroll’s own description of 

Alice invites comparison to not only Eurydice but to Jean in Dead Man’s Cell Phone and 

Matilde in The Clean House: 

Loving first, loving and gentle: loving as a dog (forgive the prosaic smile, 
but I know of no earthly love so pure and perfect), and gentle as a fawn: . . 
. and lastly, curious—wildly curious, and with the eager enjoyment of Life 
that comes only in the happy hours of childhood, when all is new and fair, 
and when Sin and Sorrow are but names—empty words, signifying 
nothing! (qtd. in Carroll 335) 

 
This is not to say that Ruhl’s characters fully achieve this uncomplicated lifestyle, or that 

Ruhl dreamily believes that such a life is humanly possible.  Her works do, however, 

remind us to take pleasure in mundane moments, and to face the curious nature of life 

with boldness.  The closing monologue of Eurydice demonstrates the title character’s 

ability to face the tragedy of saying goodbye to her husband with child-like sincerity and 

simplicity: 

Dear Orpheus, 
I’m sorry.  I don’t know what came over me.  I was afraid.  I’m not worthy 
of you.  But I still love you, I think.  Don’t try to find me again.  You 
would be lonely for music.  I want you to be happy.  I want you to marry 
again.  I am going to write out instructions for your next wife. 
To my husband’s next wife: 
Be gentle. 
Be sure to comb his hair when it’s wet. 
Do not fail to notice 
that his face flushes pink 
like a bride’s  
when you kiss him.   
Give him lots to eat. 
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He forgets to eat and he gets cranky. 
When he’s sad, 
kiss his forehead and I will thank you. 
Because he is a young prince 
and his robes are too heavy on him. 
His crown falls down 
around his ears.   
I’ll give this letter to a worm.  I hope he finds you. 
Love, 
Eurydice.  (70) 
 

Ruhl returns her characters to the origins of childhood and by so doing connects the 

audience to their own child-like instinct to question, to face things simply, and even to be 

irrational.   

 Ruhl’s work is defined by her interesting combination of subject matter and style.  

Fellow playwright, Tina Howe, who is also somewhat of a mentor to Ruhl, fittingly 

describes Ruhl’s talent in her own quirky way: 

When I heard a reading of the first two scenes of The Clean House, I 
screamed…At least, I felt like screaming.  Her writing was so surreal and 
sparse, so full of wonder and truth.  A new talent had blasted onto the 
scene…Whenever Sarah would come to me for advice about practical 
theater matters, I’d say the wise and proper thing, knowing she didn’t 
really need anyone’s advice, since she’s so utterly unique.  It would be 
like advising a unicorn to acquire zebra stripes or start pulling a Budweiser 
carriage.  Just as Sarah’s voice is her own, so is her path.  The woman is 
magic.  And such intelligent magic at that! (Gurewitsch) 
 

While Ruhl’s style is unique, her interest in adapting the ancient myth of Orpheus in her 

play, Eurydice, follows a lineage of numerous other writers and artists as described 

below.   
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Orpheus and Eurydice: The Evolution of the Myth 
 

“He is…a figure of absolutes and extremes.”  
   Charles Segal (197) 

 
  In the book, Orpheus in the Middle Ages, author John Friedman surmises, “the 

key to a myth’s vigor is its adaptability” (210).  For the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, 

this theory has proven itself true.  The myth itself dates back thousands of years, and 

because of its adaptable nature has continued to hold interest for writers and artists who 

remain inspired by the story’s characters and themes.  Sarah Ruhl is one such writer.  For 

the purpose of this study the complete history of the myth and its development is far too 

vast an undertaking, and perhaps irrelevant.  An evaluation of the adaptability of the 

myth, however, and its appeal to artists through the years most certainly holds relevance.   

 First, it is helpful to remember that in all myths, every written account is an 

adaptation or re-creation.  There is no such thing as the “original” version, although some 

scholars argue that the mythic Orpheus could have in fact been based upon a real person 

(See for example, W.K.C.  Guthrie’s Orpheus and Greek Religion).  As John Warden 

says in his book, Orpheus: The Metamorphoses of a Myth, “myth is the raw material of 

artists: the straight narration of given myth is obsolete by time of literacy” (viii).  For this 

reason, Ruhl’s adaptation is nothing new in the long line of Orpheus tales.  Every writer 

that tackled the myth before Ruhl also adapted it in some way, with some taking more or 

less liberties with the more recognized versions of the myth.  For review, a summary of 

the most basic, widely accepted points of the myth is helpful, and is here stated concisely, 

yet thoroughly by Warden: 

Orpheus was born in the generation before the Trojan War, the coeval of 
Heracles and Peleus.  His father was the god Apollo, or, more commonly, 
a Thracian river-god, Oeagros.  His mother was a Muse, originally 
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Calliope.  He traveled with Jason and the Argonauts to recover the Golden 
Fleece from Colchis.  He was a singer and player of the lyre who could 
charm and soften the violence of nature.  Trees and animals came to his 
song.  Birds flew above his head and fishes swam behind his boat.  He was 
a prophet and religious teacher who knew the secrets of the world of the 
dead; a shaman and magician who had crossed over into that world and 
used his spells to bring the dead back to the world of the living.  In 
particular the story tells how he descended to the underworld in quest of 
his wife, Eurydice, who had died of a snakebite, how the beauty of his 
music persuaded the king and queen of the dead to release his beloved.  In 
the best-known version of this story he has a solemn injunction laid on 
him that he must not look back at his beloved until he has reached the 
world of the living; but the power of love is too strong for him, he turns, 
and Eurydice is lost.  Following this second loss of his wife he retreats 
into the wilds of Thrace, abjures womankind and laments.  Eventually he 
meets his death at the hands of the Bacchants, who scorn him for his 
neglect of Dionysus or hate him for his neglect of women.  His head and 
lyre, still playing and singing, float down the river Hebrus.  They are 
carried across the Aegean to the island of Lesbos.  There the lyre is 
dedicated to Apollo; the head is buried, but continues to prophesy until 
forbidden to do so by Apollo.  (viii-ix) 

 
 Throughout history, varying facets of the story have become more prevalent and 

popularized.  For this reason, scholars have noted three outstanding readings and views of 

Orpheus and the surrounding myth.  First, Orpheus is most widely known as a musician 

and poet.  The earliest representations of Orpheus show him playing his lyre and 

charming wild beasts.  The power that Orpheus displays in his ability to tame beasts and 

transcend the underworld through his music leads to the second way that he has been 

recognized, as a religious figure.  Here, Orpheus is seen as a shaman-like character who 

can raise the dead, and also as the founder of the cult of Orphism.  These two facets of 

the Orpheus story were most important to the Greeks.  As the myth continued to evolve 

into the hands of the Romans, Orpheus took on his third identity as the great lover and 

mourner of his beloved Eurydice.  Thus, as Robbins notes in Warden, “the centuries that 

followed the end of classical civilization were left in possession of a composite [Orphic] 
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personality they could in turn dismember, . . . selecting whatever aspect best suited the 

purposes of different ages and different artists” (4).   

 Once the Roman Virgil, who was followed some thirty years later by his 

contemporary Ovid, was writing, it is believed that most people would have been familiar 

with the myth in some way.  By the time Virgil wrote the story of Orpheus and Eurydice 

in the fourth book of his Georgics in roughly 30 B.C.E., the myth had found its way into 

various forms of art, poetry, and even plays, including Euripides’ Alcestis (438 B.C.E.) 

and Aeschylus’ lost work, the Bassarids.  Yet in these earlier versions, Orpheus was a 

musician and religious figure, and in the few early renditions that actually mentioned his 

venture to Hades to rescue his lost love, Orpheus had been successful in his quest.  

Virgil’s Georgics dates as the oldest extant version of the myth that turns the story into a 

tragedy.  For this reason it is often believed that it was indeed Virgil who added the 

conditions of the “look back” to the story.  Virgil is also one of the first known writers to 

give Eurydice a voice: 

‘Who,’ she cried, ‘has doomed me to misery, who has doomed us? 
What madness beyond measure? Once more a cruel fate 
Drags me away, and my swimming eyes are drowned in darkness. 
Good-bye.  I am borne away.  A limitless night is about me  
And over the strengthless hands I stretch to you, yours no longer.’ 
Thus she spoke: and at once from his sight, like a wisp of smoke, 
Thinned into air, was gone.  (81) 

 
When Ovid wrote his account of the myth some thirty-five years later in Book X of 

Metamorphosis, he also perpetuated the more tragic take on the story.  While Ovid gives 

less attention to Eurydice’s side of the story, he does add in Book XI, an account of 

Orpheus’ own death, which would come after years of mourning the loss of Eurydice:  

The ghost of Orpheus passed to the Underworld, 
And all the places that he’d seen before 
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He recognized again and, searching through  
The Elysian fields, he found Eurydice 
And took her in his arms with leaping heart. 
There hand in hand they stroll, the two together; 
Sometimes he follows as she walks in front, 
Sometimes he goes ahead and gazes back— 
No danger now—at his Eurydice.  (250-251) 
 

 As time passed, artists continued to change the focus of the story, depending upon 

the concerns of their era.  By the Middle Ages, Orpheus was viewed as a Christ-like 

figure.  In Spain’s Golden Age this aspect of the character became the subject of an auto 

sacramental by Calderon de la Barca called El Divino Orfeo (Divine Orpheus), whose 

Orpheus carries a lyre in the shape of a cross and battles against the Prince of Darkness to 

save the soul of the Eurydice character, here named “Human Nature.” The auto 

sacramental is a self-conscious allegory of Christ’s battle with death, and draws parallels 

between the Orpheus and Eurydice story with the fall of mankind, set at the time of 

creation. 

 In other parts of Europe during the Renaissance, the Orpheus myth appealed to 

the humanists in its ability to bring art and nature together.  In Segal’s words, “the 

Renaissance Orpheus, then, draws from the classical tradition the view of Orpheus as a 

symbol of the cooperation of the arts, sciences, and religion in a still unitary conception 

of learning” (169).  It was during this time that opera as an art form was created in Italy.  

Since Orpheus himself was seen as the very embodiment of music, it is appropriate that 

not only the first opera, but also the next two that would follow, would find inspiration in 

his story.  The first was Euridice in 1600 by Jacopo Peri on a libretto by Ottavio 

Rinuccini, followed later that same year, by Giulio Caccini’s Euridice on the same 

libretto.  The third, and likely best known, was Claudio Monteverdi’s Orfeo in 1607 on a 
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libretto by Alessandro Striggio (Warden 163).  Monteverdi wrote his opera for the 

wedding of Maria de Medici to Henry IV of France, and opted for a happier ending, with 

Orpheus successfully rescuing Eurydice from Hades.  Christoph Willibald Gluck’s 1762 

operatic version of the myth, Orphée et Euridyce, returns the plot to one of tragedy, as 

does Franz Joseph Haydn’s Orfeo ed Euridice (1791), and Igor Stravinsky’s ballet, 

Orpheus (1947).   In all of these works, the love story between Orpheus and Eurydice 

continued to take precedence as the central focus of the plot.  Other artists and writers, 

like the seventeen-century poet John Milton, have found a kindred spirit in Orpheus as an 

artist who finds solace in his work.  Still other writers have worked specifically to give 

the often-silenced Eurydice a voice, including Rainer Maria Rilke, Robert Browning, and 

Modern writers H.D., Edith Sitwell, and Muriel Rukeyser.   Many playwrights in the 

twentieth century have also been inspired by the myth.   

 Jean Cocteau’s Orphee (1926) captures the young lovers in a light-hearted way.  

The couple bickers as Orpheus attempts to write poems and messages tapped out by the 

hoof of a horse that lives inside their house.  While Orpheus is out entering a poetry 

contest, Eurydice is poisoned by jealous Bacchantes and carried away by Death, who is 

played by a beautiful woman.  Through the persuasion of their friend Heurtebise, whom 

Orpheus had at one time accused Eurydice of having an affair with, Orpheus follows his 

wife to death through a mirror in their house.  He is successful in retrieving Eurydice, but 

in his bargaining with Death, foolishly agrees to never look at her again.  As expected, 

when Orpheus fails and looks back during an argument, Eurydice dies once again, and 

Orpheus is decapitated by the angry Bacchantes.  He is then reunited with Eurydice in 

death, along with their friend Heurtebise, who joins them by stepping through the mirror.  
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In the closing moments of the play, the bickering couple finally reaches a mutual 

understanding and sits to enjoy dinner together in a Hades that looks much like their old 

home.  In Cocteau’s dream-like play the myth acts as a platform for a surrealist adventure 

that explores themes of art, love, sacrifice, trust, and distraction. 

 Jean Anouilh’s Eurydice (1941) places the young couple in a train station where 

they meet and fall in love at first sight.  Orpheus is a street singer who travels with his 

father, and while they wait at the station he meets Eurydice, an actress traveling with a 

theatre troupe.  After marrying and running away together, Orpheus discovers Eurydice’s 

promiscuous past.  Fleeing this fear and shame, Eurydice is killed in a bus accident and 

Orpheus is given the opportunity to bring her back to life by a second meeting at the 

same train station.  Plagued with doubt about the sincerity of Eurydice’s love, Orpheus is 

unable to keep his head turned away from her until sunrise and thus, in his distrust, sends 

her back to the grave.  After his fatal look back, Orpheus gives up and follows Eurydice 

into death.  In his version, Anouilh chooses to focus the thematic content of the play on 

issues of trust. 

 Tennessee Williams’s Orpheus Descending (1955) is less directly influenced by 

the myth.  Unlike Cocteau and Anouilh, Williams does not directly reference any names 

tied to the myth except within the play’s title.  One influence he does follow, however, is 

Orpheus’ love of music.  Williams gives his Orpheus, called Valentine, or “Val,” the 

power to charm people, especially women, with the music from his sacred guitar.  Rather 

than following a lover to hell, Val rescues the Eurydice character, called “Lady,” from a 

living hell: a marriage to a dying man who is discovered to have been the cause of her 

father’s death.  The play is set in Lady’s shop where Val, a wondering free spirit, takes a 
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job.  Yet when Val’s power to charm women is discovered by the other men in town, he 

is ordered to leave.  In a climactic final scene, Lady is shot and killed by her jealous 

husband, and Val, who tries to escape, is attacked and ripped to shreds by a pack of dogs.  

While Williams does draw some inspiration from the myth, many of his references in the 

play seem forced.  Some believe that the story is a rewrite of an earlier, less successful 

work by Williams called Battle of Angels.  Nevertheless, in Williams’s adaptation of the 

myth we see the Eurydice figure as the protagonist of the story for the first time.  In 1959 

Orpheus Descending was adapted into a film retitled, The Fugitive Kind, which closely 

follows the plot of the play.   

 Several other movies have also been inspired by the myth including Cocteau’s 

three films that make up the Orphic Trilogy: The Blood of the Poet (1930), Orpheus 

(1950), and The Testament of Orpheus (1960).  The Orphic Trilogy is less concerned with 

adapting the myth and focuses more on the journey of an Orphic-like poet.  The film does 

not closely follow the outline of the 1926 play, but instead more closely demonstrates 

Cocteau’s fascination with an artist who has power over life and death.  Rather than 

making the love story between Orpheus and Eurydice the central focus of the plot, 

Cocteau instead highlights Orpheus’s fascination with the character of Death, who 

inspires his poetry much like the subconscious inspires the art of the surrealist. 

 Marcel Camus’s 1959 Academy Award-winning film, Black Orpheus, attempts to 

parallel the myth more closely.  Camus, a Brazilian filmmaker, sets the story in Rio de 

Janeiro during Carnival.  The setting lends itself to a passionate, magical dimension filled 

with sensual dancing, music, and the mythic undertones associated with the festival.  The 

Orpheus and Eurydice of this story are doomed by their names.  Fate brings them 
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together, separates them, and in the end continues the story as a young boy begins to play 

Orpheus’ guitar, and thus perpetuates the myth.  While it adopts its own cultural identity, 

the plot of Black Orpheus still draws numerous parallels to varying facets of the ancient 

story.  But like many of the myth’s adaptations, the writer takes full privileges in altering 

the thematic content of the work to address issues of class and culture.   

 These plays and films demonstrate the popularity of the Orpheus myth in the mid-

twentieth century.  In the years following the World Wars, artists of all types took a 

special interest in ancient mythology as they sought direction in the midst of madness.  

As Ruhl discusses in her article, “Re-runs and Repetitions,” discussed more fully below, 

people seek the familiar, and for artists during a time of chaos, classical mythology can 

offer a common ground to bring a broken world back together.  In Judith E.  Bernstock’s 

article, “Classical Mythology in Twentieth-Century Art,” she concludes, “For the modern 

artist, then, classical mythology serves a purpose similar to that which is served for 

ancient man…Twentieth-century works of art based on classical mythology often reveal 

responses to societal stresses; a few themes in particular have tended to appeal to artists 

in times of social and political disorder” (153).  It does indeed make sense that this 

particular myth, which questions the finality of death, would hold attention in times of 

crisis.  Similar conclusions could also be drawn about the post-September 11, 2001 

interest in mythology for the stage.  In addition to Ruhl’s own classically-inspired plays, 

Eurydice and Demeter in the City, many of her contemporaries such as Mac Wellman, 

Charles L.  Mee, and Mary Zimmerman have shown an even greater interest in mythical 

adaptations.  Throughout the Western tradition, ancient myth has the ability to provide a 

framework for artists to consider their own particular concerns.   
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 Yet there is another reason writers may turn to the Orpheus myth.  Some, such as 

Jean Cocteau, believe that Orpheus symbolically represents their own association with 

art.  Charles Segal, in the conclusion to his Orpheus: The Myth of the Poet, poignantly 

captures the appeal of the Orpheus’ story among artists of all generations: 

It offers the creative artist the power to feel his art as a magic that touches 
sympathetic chords in all of nature and puts him in touch with the thrill of 
pure life, pure Being.  The myth of Orpheus is the myth of the ultimate 
seriousness of art.  It is the myth of art’s total engagement with love, 
beauty, and the order and harmony of nature—all under the sign of death.  
It is the myth of the artist’s magic, of his courage for the dark, desperate 
plunge into the depths of the heart and of the world, and of the hope and 
need to return to tell the rest of us of his journey.  (198)  

 
It is this appeal that drew Milton and Cocteau to the Orpheus myth, and in many ways, I 

believe, also fascinates Ruhl.  The key to Ruhl’s place within this description is Segal’s 

idea that artistic exploration falls “under the sign of death.” The death of her father was 

the catalyst that led Ruhl to write Eurydice.  It was under this “sign” that she did plunge 

into the world of the myth, exploring the love between the young couple and between 

Eurydice and her father.  Segal goes on to quote Patricia Vicari, who said, “The unique 

feature of the Orpheus myth is that in it art enters life as a means of dealing with death” 

(162).  Although Ruhl’s Eurydice character holds numerous parallels to her own life, 

Ruhl is first and foremost an artist and Orpheus figure, seeking to ease the pain of death 

through her art.   

 
Ruhl’s Inspiration 

 
“I’m interested in anyone who dies twice.”  

    Sarah Ruhl (qtd. in Svich 279) 
 

 Ruhl did not approach the writing of Eurydice for one specific reason.  Instead the 

ideas that would eventually create the foundation of the play accumulated over time, and 
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came from both cultural and personal sources of inspiration.  It is indeed this combination 

of sources that has helped give the play its rich thematic texture.  Ruhl confesses that she 

essentially wrote the play to have more conversations with her father.  After his death, 

Ruhl was plagued with dreams about him, in which he would often speak to her (Klein).  

In one dream, Ruhl vividly remembers having a conversation in the entrance hall of their 

old house, a place where she had in fact shared a conversation with him about his death 

before he had passed.  In the dream, her father told her, “we have to go our separate 

ways” (Klein).  What if, she wondered, death did not have to separate loved ones? What 

if love could transcend death? These questions brought her to the tale of Orpheus and 

Eurydice.  The myth offered a framework for exploration.   

 To Ruhl, it made sense that once Eurydice died, she would meet members from 

her family who had gone on before her.  In this way Ruhl created an opportunity to 

explore conversations that she might have with her own father if she were to meet him in 

the underworld.  As Eurydice does in the play, Ruhl would have her father teach her new 

vocabulary words like he did at their pancake breakfasts when she was a child.  By 

adding the father character, Ruhl could explore new themes and ideas beyond those that 

come culturally packaged with the myth.  She could ask questions about growing up and 

moving on, and address the unique struggle that women experience when their fathers 

lead them down the aisle and into the arms of their betrothed.  The addition of a father 

character to the story also led to important thematic questions about the mourning 

process, about letting go, and, as Ruhl’s father told her in a dream, going “our separate 

ways.”   
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 Ruhl was further inspired to explore the myth from the eyes of Eurydice when she 

encountered the 1904 Rainier Maria Rilke poem, “Orpheus.  Eurydice.  Hermes.” In this 

poem, Rilke vividly imagines Eurydice’s journey out of the depths of Hades and the 

conflicting emotions that arise in the young bride, who confusedly follows her love away 

from the serenity of death: 

She was in herself, like a woman near term, 
and did not think of the man, going on ahead,  
or the path, climbing upwards towards life. 
She was in herself.  And her being-dead 
filled her with abundance. 
As a fruit with sweetness and darkness, 
so she was full with her vast death, 
that was so new, she comprehended nothing.  (8-15) 
 

Ruhl took these inspirations with her as she began to write the play.  She did not research 

the myth, but used what she remembered of the story (“Program Notes”).  It was not until 

the first draft was completed that she began to further investigate the myth and some of 

its adaptations.  She waited until she had first established what she wanted to say about 

the story before she revisited what others had said.  She re-read Ovid’s account of the 

myth in Metamorphoses, and Anouilh’s Eurydice.  She also watched Cocteau’s Orphee 

and Camus’s Black Orpheus.  As she continued to refine the play during her years at 

Brown, she was drawn to anything that pertained to the myth, turning to other writers for 

inspiration on tone and style.  As she worked to construct the aesthetics for the setting of 

the play, she turned to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland because, as she later 

commented, “it’s the world we live in turned upside down” (qtd. in “Program Notes”).  

She knew that she did not want Hades to feel like the Judeo-Christian conception of hell, 

and the dream-like, disoriented world of Lewis Carroll provided another model for this 

world.  Ruhl also turned to the work of Beckett as she developed a chorus of stones to 
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inhabit the world of her play: “how could one consider using a chorus of stones without 

thinking a little about Beckett” (qtd. in “Program Notes”).  Ruhl drew on Beckett’s use of 

silence mixed with vaudeville to create characters that complimented with the absurd 

setting. 

 Another key inspiration for the play came from the recurring image of Orpheus 

looking back at Eurydice.  While most classic versions have placed the blame on 

Orpheus, “And, fearing lest she faint, longing to look,/ He turned his eyes—and straight 

she slipped away” (Ovid 226), Ruhl imagined another reason for this urge: “I kept 

thinking, what if she speaks his name, what if she startles him? . . . What if Eurydice is 

accountable in some way for the loss of faith when Orpheus turns around? I began with 

that moment and then wrote backwards” (Svich 279).   Ruhl was also interested in the 

simplicity of this moment, and how the small act of looking back could forever separate 

the young lovers.  As she describes in the introduction to Eurydice in Divine Fire, Ruhl 

was interested in the contrast of simple moments within a mythological framework: “The 

architecture of myth—its structure, its bigness, its formal elegance—can frame stories 

that are smaller and more personal…I think that theatre can connect our personal 

mythologies to stories that are bigger than us—that connection between bigness and 

smallness brings me back to theatre again and again” (279).   

 Ruhl further elaborates upon the usefulness of borrowing from classic stories in 

her article, “Re-runs and Repetition” in which she articulates a clear distinction between a 

re-run and a repetition.  Here Ruhl observes how audiences seek comfort in the familiar 

through plots, songs, church services, movies, or television shows.  She attributes this 

comfort to the predictability it offers us as human participants in a largely unpredictable 
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world.  She asks: what do we lose in re-runs and reproduction that we keep in repetition? 

To Ruhl, the difference between these similar forms is that theatre, unlike digital re-runs, 

can be repeated, but never perfectly reproduced.  Reproduction, she fears, allows 

audiences to be comforted to a level of numbness.  Repetition offers the comfort of a 

familiar framework, like the stories handed down from the Greeks, but leaves room for 

engagement and a level of unpredictability that can be much more exciting.   

 
Conclusion 

 
“Some people consume imagination, and some people do the imagining.” 

    Sarah Ruhl (Lahr “Surreal Life”) 
 

 Sarah Ruhl works to protect the “strangeness” of her work (Sanford).  Her 

philosophies about life and playwriting stand firmly when confronted with critiques and 

criticism.  Although she has proudly embraced this strange mixture of the mythic and 

mundane as a style, it can be challenging to decipher when one tackles her work.  In 

Chapter Two, I will address these challenges in my director’s analysis of Eurydice, which 

followed as the next step in my approach to the play.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

An Analysis of Eurydice 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 The information gleaned from Chapter One serves as a valuable foundation for 

the director’s analysis.  An analysis critically examines key thematic and structural 

components of the play, including ideas about the play’s organization, characters, tone, 

and language.  A fully informed analysis will also be strengthened by the director’s 

perception of the play as it relates to the playwright’s body of work and stylistic 

philosophies.  As observed in Chapter One, a stylistic approach that Ruhl consistently 

explores in her work is the contrast between the mythic and mundane.  Eurydice frames 

this idea within the architecture of myth and displays Ruhl’s keen ability to marry these 

elements within the structure and thematic content of the play.  The following discussion 

will explore the scope of this observation throughout the play by way of the director’s 

analysis.  A complete synopsis of the play’s plot is given next to serve as the foundation 

for this analysis.    

 
Plot Synopsis 

 
 The plot of Eurydice is divided into three acts or “Movements,” and according to 

Ruhl’s specifications should be performed without an intermission.  Ruhl does not 

describe the setting of the play in great detail, but requests that the set contain “a raining 

elevator, a water-pump, some rusty exposed pipes, an abstracted River of Forgetfulness, 

an old-fashioned glow-in-the-dark globe” (5).  Her only other requirements for the set are 
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that “the underworld should resemble the world of Alice in Wonderland more than it 

resembles Hades.”  

 The play’s opening scene in Movement One begins with Eurydice and Orpheus 

sitting on an imagined shoreline at a beach.  Orpheus proclaims the scope of his love for 

Eurydice by silently offering her the sea and the sky through gestures.  As the young 

couple walks along the shoreline on “unseen boardwalks,” they playfully discuss their 

passions in life: Eurydice’s love for books and words, and Orpheus’s love for music (11).  

While they do seem deeply in love (Ruhl says they should be played as though they are 

“a little too young and a little too in love” [5]), their differences are fully exposed in 

Orpheus’ inability to fully appreciate Eurydice’s love for books, and with Eurydice’s 

struggle to find rhythm and remember the melodies Orpheus sings to her.  As the 

different personalities of the characters are revealed, Ruhl teasingly alludes to the ancient 

myth.  Eurydice describes the book she is reading to Orpheus by saying, “There were—

stories—about people’s lives—how some come out well—and others come out badly” 

(10).  In the 2006 publication of the play by Theatre Communications Group, Ruhl also 

plays with the notion of looking back:  

EURYDICE: Now—walk over there.   
 
Orpheus walks in a straight line on an unseen boardwalk.   
 
Don’t look at me. 
 
He turns his face away from hers and walks. 
 
Now—stop.   
 
He stops. 
She runs and jumps into his arms.  (334)   
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This first scene culminates as Orpheus proposes to Eurydice by tying a string around her 

finger.  After more playful teasing, the scene ends with the lovers racing towards the 

water.   

 Immediately following this scene comes the first surprising glimpse at the 

underworld, where Eurydice’s dead father writes her a letter of advice for her wedding 

day.  In this letter he offers wisdom in both mundane and complex aspects of life: “Court 

the companionship and respect of dogs./ . . . Take care to change the light bulbs./ 

Continue to give yourself to others because that’s the ultimate satisfaction in life—to 

love, accept, honor, and help others” (15).  After placing his letter into an imaginary mail 

slot, he tenderly simulates walking his daughter down the aisle and giving her away.    

 This scene transitions back to world of the living, where Eurydice, who is taking a 

break from her wedding party to get some water at the water pump, addresses the 

audience.  She complains about the uninteresting people at her wedding and longs for the 

company of her father.  She then meets the “nasty interesting man” for the first time and 

after a brief, unnerving conversation, returns to her party.  The nasty interesting man then 

discovers the father’s letter on the ground and takes it.  Back at her wedding party, 

Eurydice and Orpheus sing and dance to “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree” while her 

father, still in the underworld, moves alone in an imagined dance with his daughter.  

After another foreshadowing reference (“ORPHEUS: I can’t stand to let you out of my 

sight tonight.” [19]), Eurydice escapes the party once again, and finds the nasty 

interesting man at the water pump.  This time, he entices the gullible Eurydice to his 

“elegant high-rise apartment” with the promise of a letter from her father (20).  Once at 

his apartment, the man attempts to seduce Eurydice.  Resisting him, she quickly snatches 
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her father’s letter and moves to escape, but trips and falls down the steps to her death.  As 

she falls, she screams for Orpheus, who calls to her in response from the water pump.  

After an insinuated blackout, her noisy fall is accented by sounds of  “xylophones, brass 

bands, sounds of falling, sounds of vertigo,” bringing Movement One to a jarring close 

(25). 

 Movement Two begins with another transition to the underworld.  Ruhl 

specifically notes here that there should be no change in the set with this transition.  The 

first scene of the movement begins when a self-named chorus of three stones, whom Ruhl 

says should “be played as though they are nasty children at a birthday party,” greets the 

audience and introduces themselves (5).  Eurydice then joins the stones in the underworld 

by way of an elevator in which it is raining.  In a compelling monologue, Eurydice 

describes her death, and remarks that after being dipped in a river she “forgot all the 

names,” including her husband’s (28).  When her father enters and tries to greet her, 

Eurydice blankly mistakes him for a porter, revealing that he too has been forgotten.  In 

an effort to comfort his confused daughter and give her a sense of security, the father 

builds Eurydice a room out of string.  As he does so, Orpheus, who is restricted to the 

world of the living, recites a letter for Eurydice.   

 Orpheus’ lonely presence is frequently revisited in short, intermittent scenes 

throughout the second movement as he speaks to Eurydice by sending her letters through 

an imaginary mail slot.  In the episodic progression of scenes that follows throughout the 

movement, Ruhl switches between these short scenes with Orpheus in the world of the 

living and touching vignettes between Eurydice and her father in the underworld.  These 

scenes are interrupted by frequent, often comedic interactions with the stones, who coldly 
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encourage Eurydice to remain ignorant and secure in the blissfulness of her forgotten 

past.  Through the presence of her father, and with the help of Orpheus’ letters, Eurydice 

gradually begins to remember her old life.  Her first memory comes when the father finds 

one of the letters Orpheus sent her through a “worm.”  After a frustrating attempt to read 

the letter with her feet by standing on it, the father patiently tells her what the letter says, 

and upon hearing Orpheus’ name read aloud, Eurydice is flooded with his memory.  

Immediately after, she comes to recognize her father as well.   

 In each scene that follows, Eurydice’s father gradually teaches her to remember 

various aspects of life and their past.  He reminds her of what music is by whistling, what 

love is, “it’s like sitting in the shade with no clothes on,” and tells her stories about their 

family and his childhood (38).  He also teaches her new vocabulary words and even 

teaches her how to read when Orpheus sends her the Collected Works of Shakespeare.  At 

first the father is cautious about helping her remember, because he knows all too well that 

remembering good aspects of the past also means remembering pain and loss.   

EURYDICE: Tell me the names of my mother and brothers and sisters. 
FATHER: I don’t think that’s a good idea.  It will make you sad. 
EURYDICE: I want to know. 
FATHER: It’s a long time to be sad. 
EURYDICE: I’d rather be sad.   
STONES: Being sad is not allowed! Act like a stone! (40) 
 

Eurydice and her father continue to dwell in fond memories of their past, while Orpheus 

grows more desperate in his sadness.  As time passes, Eurydice mirrors the growth of a 

child and gradually begins to grow less satisfied with the security of her father’s 

presence, and once again longs for her husband. 

 This sequence of scenes is disrupted by the arrival of the lord of the underworld, 

who Ruhl suggests should be played by the same actor who played the nasty interesting 
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man.  The heavy metal music that accompanies his arrival on a tricycle is jarring and 

interrupts the fluidity created in the previous scenes.  When he discovers the room that 

her father has built, he threatens to dip Eurydice in the river once again.  After being 

ridiculed for being “little,” he exits, warning, “I’ll be back” (49).   

 Meanwhile, Orpheus’ desperation grows as he urgently seeks a way to find his 

wife.  First he devises a plan to find a musical note, whose corresponding pitch will 

match that of a rain droplet he can ride into the earth.  He then concocts an idea to place a 

straw in his mouth when he sleeps and allow his breath to push him through the straw and 

arrive in the underworld where he will then be able to sing Eurydice’s name and find her.  

Orpheus sends these plans to Eurydice in a letter, which she is now able to read on her 

own.  As Eurydice and her father await his arrival, an “unearthly light” surrounds 

Orpheus as he places a straw to his mouth and “disappears” (54).  The sound of knocking 

concludes the end of Movement Two as the Stones rebuke, “NO ONE KNOCKS AT 

THE DOOR OF THE DEAD!” (55).   

 The third and final movement opens with Orpheus’ arrival into the underworld, 

where he sings the melody of the song he hummed for Eurydice in Movement One.  He is 

greeted at the gates of hell by the stones, who despite their hardened nature, cry when 

they hear his beautiful music.  Orpheus is also greeted by the lord of the underworld who 

gives him the well-known warning: “Start walking home.  Your wife just might be on the 

road behind you.  We make it real nice here.  So people wanna stick around.  As you 

walk, keep your eyes facing front.  If you look back at her—poof! She’s gone” (57).  

After hearing Orpheus’ music, Eurydice is excited, but also torn that she must leave her 

father once again.  The father sacrificially convinces her to go and takes her to Orpheus 
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by walking her down the aisle once again.  Even after the father has left, Eurydice is 

scared and reluctant to go.  Ironically, it is the stones who finally convince her to go: 

“TURN AROUND!” (60).  After slowly following Orpheus and gaining more confidence 

with each step, she says his name without thinking.  Orpheus, startled, turns and looks 

back at her, and according to the stage directions, “THE WORLD FALLS AWAY” (60).  

The couple is slowly torn away from each other as they share frustratingly passionate, 

syncopated lines about Eurydice’s lack of rhythm.   

 The stage is left empty as the lovers are separated, and the father re-enters with 

the stones.  Believing that he has been separated from his daughter once again, he 

tenderly dismantles the room of string.  Unable to bear the pain of remembering his 

daughter and being alone, he gives a passionate burst of memory in a monologue and 

then dips himself into the river of forgetfulness and goes to sleep.  Eurydice then returns 

defeated and discovers her father asleep on the ground.  In her desperation and sadness 

she lashes out against the stones, who taunt her to dip herself in the river.  The lord of the 

underworld then returns as promised, this time resembling the nasty interesting man from 

Movement One.  He has also grown to “at least ten feet tall” (68).  After proposing 

marriage to Eurydice, he exits under the condition that she will begin to prepare herself 

for him.  Tormented by this thought and with the loss of both her husband and father, 

Eurydice makes a decision and asks for a pen to write Orpheus a letter.  In the letter she 

apologizes for her mistake and tells Orpheus to marry again, even giving instructions to 

his future wife.  After dropping the letter into an imaginary mail slot, she dips herself in 

the river of forgetfulness and lies down next to her father.  As she does so, the elevator 

dings and Orpheus appears.  At first he recognizes Eurydice, but when the elevator begins 

 41  



to rain, forgetfulness descends upon him.  Stepping out of the elevator, he picks up 

Eurydice’s letter, “scrutinizes it,” then tries to read it by standing on it (71).  As Orpheus 

stands on the letter with his eyes closed, Eurydice lies on the ground beside him asleep.  

The sound of water and then silence accompany the tableau as the lights fade to black.   

 
The Postmodern Tragedy 

 
 With such an innovative writing style, Ruhl’s work can be difficult to categorize.  

In considering the balance of simple and metaphysical subjects, Eurydice can be 

described in many contrasting ways: it is both Greek and contemporary; tragic and 

comedic; poetic and sparse; demanding and poignant.  To narrow the perspective of the 

play’s style, however, I believe that it can be categorized as a postmodern tragedy; its 

content is tragic, while its form is postmodern.   

 A review of Aristotle’s description of tragedy in his Poetics reveals that Ruhl 

creates her own sense of tragedy through form and content that breaks more rules of 

classical tragedy than they follow.  The play does not follow a unified action, and in 

Aristotle’s words does not conclude with a satisfying sense of a “complete action” 

(Aristotle 51).  It also does not follow any neoclassical ideas about the unities of time and 

place.  Further, Ruhl’s tragedy does not have characters that are an “imitation of 

personages better than the ordinary man,” and she does not “reproduce the distinctive 

features of a man, and at the same time, without losing the likeness, make him handsomer 

than he is” (58).  In Aristotle’s’ examples of what he considers to be good tragedy, the 

“hamartia” or “error” of characters that sets the plot in motion must be addressed in order 

to bring the play to a fulfilling completion and stasis at the end.  In Eurydice, however, 

characters are not able to bring the world back to order through the realization of their 
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hamartia.  At the end of the play as each of the leading characters willingly submit 

themselves to the waters of forgetfulness, the audience is left with a feeling of chaos 

rather than stasis, knowing that the characters will be forced to live eternally with the 

consequences of their errors.   While the title characters in the classic tragedies Oedipus 

and Hamlet must also face the consequences of their hamartia, their pain brings order 

back to the universe.  In Oedipus the plague will end, and in Hamlet, the king’s death has 

been revenged.  Yet in Ruhl’s contemporary tragedy, or in others such as Charles L. 

Mee’s Iphigenia 2.0, the leading characters’ actions do not reinstate order or peace.   

 Ruhl’s approach to tragedy does interesting things to Aristotle’s concept of 

catharsis, or purgation, and the pity and fear that should be evoked in the audience 

through tragic works.  Aristotle says that through a character’s “error of judgment” 

(hamartia), the audience will be moved to “pity,” which is “occasioned by [the] 

undeserved misfortune” that arises from the error, and “fear by that of one like ourselves” 

(55).  Ruhl’s sympathetic characters do spawn pity from the audience: Eurydice’s 

hamartia is sympathetic because it is essentially founded in the human conundrum of 

maintaining a proper beat and rhythm as she struggles to hold onto the past while 

simultaneously moving forward.  The characters also evoke “fear” in the audience 

because they are recognizably “like ourselves.”  Yet Ruhl’s tragedy occurs in the 

audience’s inability to reach a satisfying catharsis through this pity and fear.  The 

audience cannot fully purge the emotions of pity and fear because the lead characters in 

Eurydice are so utterly human that they do not follow Aristotle’s call to imitate 

“personages better than the ordinary man.”  In the world of Eurydice, errors cannot 

 43  



always be corrected, resulting in an experience that can be emotionally less satisfying, 

but abundantly more tragic in the way it resonates for the audience.   

 Ruhl’s mixture of mythic and mundane elements in Eurydice is also postmodern 

in perspective and style.  If we work under a loose definition of postmodernism as work 

that comes after or “post” modern era, these elements can be easily identified.  As a 

reminder, modernism in theatre has often represented an interest in modern ideas related, 

but not limited to psychology, science, individualism, and politics (Fortier 174).  These 

ideas are often made manifest in plays by giving greater attention to the psychological 

journeys of characters and analyzing their physical and social circumstances under a 

linear plot or focused theme.  Postmodern plays then, according critic Jon Whitmore, 

carry “modernist principles beyond anticipated boundaries or . . . rejects modernist 

principles altogether” (qtd. in Fortier 174).  Postmodern plays then work beyond the 

confines of these ideas and structures and sometimes rebel against them.  Ruhl’s 

characters, for example, are not bound to the psychological confinements of realism, but 

are purposefully constructed in a disjointed and “irrational” way.  Further, the play does 

not hold itself to the logical confinements of a particular time, place, or culture; it is a 

pastiche of various sources that includes bathing suites from the fifties, Shakespeare, and 

heavy metal music (see given circumstances below). 

 Most important to the play’s postmodern classification is that the story does not 

point toward a diluted, simple thematic conclusion.  Postmodern plays do not resolve 

themselves to a clear position, and as Mark Fortier says, exist “without a grand and deep 

sense of abiding truth” (176).  This absence of abiding truth is tied directly to the 

audience’s inability to achieve catharsis when watching the play.  To draw characters that 
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are “better than the ordinary man” is to believe that man is capable of in fact achieving 

something better than the ordinary.  As a postmodern writer, Ruhl embraces the ordinary, 

and audience members must resolve themselves to this conclusion.   

 
Structure and Thematic Content 

 
 As noted in Chapter One, “Ruhl marches to Ovid’s drum rather than Aristotle’s” 

and allows her stories to unfold moment-to-moment (Lahr “Surreal Life”).  Eurydice 

does not follow an arc of rising action with a clear beginning, middle and end, but 

unfolds episodically in a series of rises and falls that display both mythic and mundane 

elements.  Significant moments such as Orpheus’s proposal, Eurydice’s death, her 

reunion with her father, and her attempt to follow Orpheus out of the underworld, are 

contrasted with petty arguments and trivial conversations.   In one of the most climactic 

moments in the play, when Orpheus looks back at Eurydice and they are about to be 

separated once again, the couple argues about seemingly small things such as Eurydice’s 

struggle to spell the word rhythm, and Orpheus’s frustration with her inability to keep a 

simple beat.  Ruhl dilutes these climactic moments by clashing them with lightness and 

avoids moving in an arc towards a single climax. 

 This tactic is intentional on Ruhl’s part, and further enhances the contrast of 

mythic and mundane while contributing to the play’s tragic resonance.  Ruhl believes that 

“Lightness isn’t stupidity . . . It’s actually a philosophical and aesthetic viewpoint, deeply 

serious, and has a kind of wisdom” (Lahr “Surreal Life”).  John Lahr summarizes Ruhl’s 

thoughts on this concept in “Surreal Life”: 

Lightness—the distillation of things into a quick, terse, almost innocent 
directness—is a value on which Ruhl puts much weight.  ‘Italo Calvino 
has an essay that I think is profound,’ she told me, scouting a floor-length 
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living-room bookshelf until she found Calvino’s ‘Six Memos for the Next 
Millennium,’ a series of posthumously published lectures on the 
imaginative qualities that the new millennium should call into play.  Of his 
defining categories—among them quickness, exactitude, visibility, and 
multiplicity—lightness is foremost.  ‘In the even more congested times 
that await us, literature must aim at the maximum concentration of poetry 
and of thought,’ he writes.  Ruhl, in her plays, contends with the pressing 
existential issues; her stoical comic posture is a means of killing gravity, 
of taking the heaviness out of her words in order to better contend with 
life.   
 

By “killing gravity” with lightness, Ruhl is able to address issues that might otherwise 

seem heavy or pretentious.  Ruhl has taken this cue from examples in her own life, 

including the death of her father to cancer.  When Patrick Ruhl was on his deathbed, Ruhl 

recalls, “he’d be making jokes about having radioactive urine.  We’d all be laughing.  It 

was so gracious” (Lahr “Surreal Life”).  In a similar way, Ruhl’s characters also manage 

moments of grief and pain by focusing on the ordinary.  When the father reads his letter 

to Eurydice on her wedding day he does not wallow in the emotional depth of the 

moment, but gives instructions about cooking, politics, and changing light bulbs.  In 

Ruhl’s work, lightness brings with it a resonating wisdom and poignancy. 

 Because Ruhl chooses to dilute climactic moments with lightness, finding a single 

climax within the plot is difficult, and is relevant only in as much as the director must 

know the driving question that the audience will actively seek to answer throughout the 

play.  In Eurydice, the audience will question whether Eurydice and Orpheus’ love will 

last through their differences and despite Eurydice’s inability to let go of her father.  This 

question is spawned early in the play when the young, seemingly naïve couple’s 

differences are first revealed, and when Eurydice seems discontent on her wedding day.  

The answer to this main dramatic question seemingly comes in the moment when 

Orpheus looks back at Eurydice.  It is, after all, the part of the myth that most audience 
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members are familiar with and the point that Ruhl alludes to through foreshadowing.  As 

the plot continues to unfold, however, new questions arise, and it slowly becomes evident 

that the image of looking back is more than a device within the plot: it is a repeated 

image that thematically demonstrates that it is not a single look back that brings Eurydice 

to her sad fate, but numerous temptations to look back in life instead of moving forward.   

 Because new questions arise as the story unfolds after this climax, the play does 

not conclude with a typical denouement.  Life-changing moments continue to occur: the 

father dismantles the string room and dips himself in the river; Eurydice confronts the 

stones and the lord of the underworld and also chooses to dip herself in the river; Orpheus 

arrives in the underworld as a resident rather than a guest and is also drenched by the 

waters of forgetfulness.  While the moment when Orpheus looks back does partly bring 

the play to a structural climax, the events that follow fulfill a thematic climax which 

concludes that life goes on, even when we do look back; humankind is left to decide if we 

will experience the complete fullness of life, with all of its accompanying sorrow, or 

choose to forget.  This idea is structurally enhanced by the play’s resistance to return to 

stasis.   

 Memory then, becomes one of the most central thematic concerns within the play.  

In Eurydice, memory is complicated because Ruhl articulates the need to remember and 

reminisce in order to avoid becoming stone-like, but also warns that looking back and 

holding too tightly to our memories can keep us from moving forward.  This conundrum 

enhances the tragic nature of the play.  In her own life, Ruhl seems to have struggled with 

these questions even as she wrote the play.  While she confesses that part of her 

inspiration for the play came from a dream in which her father told her, “we have to go 
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our separate ways,” she also admits that she essentially wrote Eurydice to have more 

conversations with her father (Klein).  Thus, from the example of Ruhl’s own life we see 

the same thematic concerns realized within the play: part of moving forward in life must 

include looking back.  Ideas about memory on the stage have been theorized in several 

recent studies, including Marvin Carlson’s 2001 book, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre 

as Memory Machine.  David Savran, in his anthology of playwright interviews entitled, 

The Playwright’s Voice: American Dramatists on Memory, Writing, and the Politics of 

Culture, applicably describes the function of memory as it appears in the form of ghosts 

on the stage:  

The theatrical ghost is a figure uniquely positioned in relation to both 
memory and history.  As a token of memory, the ghost is intensely 
personalized, emanating from and materializing characters’ fears and 
desires (and playing off of our own as well) . . . the ghost returns almost 
ritualistically to tell characters (and audiences) what they know but would 
rather forget . . . The ghost, in short, is unfulfilled and only appears to 
those who are themselves unfulfilled.  For the ghost is always the token of 
an intensely personal loss, a loss so great or so painful that one is loath to 
acknowledge it.  And coming to peace with the ghost means coming to 
terms with this loss . . . ” (Savran xviii-xix) 
 

Savran continues his explanation in an example from Vogel’s How I Learned to Drive: 

“[the play] is about learning that what has been lost can never be struck from one’s 

memory . . . It demonstrates that Peck, like all ghosts, is also her own reflection, a figure 

who has taken root inside her and yet stands apart, watching her from a distance” (xix).  

In a similar way, Ruhl’s ghosts are mirrored in the ghosts of her characters’ memory in 

Eurydice and the same may be true of the audience's ghosts.  The art of memory thus 

becomes a way of dealing with loss.   

 As the thematic content of the play is discovered within its structural context, the 

director can begin to build ideas about the specific world of the play on this foundation.  
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Through careful observation of the text, the boundaries of the world of the play must be 

investigated through the given circumstances.  An understanding of these circumstances 

will influence later decisions about the design and ensure that all of the various aspects of 

the production cohere in a satisfying way that adequately serves the text.   

 
Given Circumstances 

 
 Constantin Stanislavski says that analysis is “a method of becoming familiar with 

the whole play through a study of its parts” (8).  He continues, saying, “the purpose of 

analysis should be to study in detail and prepare given circumstances for a play or part so 

that through them, later on in the creative process, the actor’s emotions will instinctively 

be sincere and his feeling true to life” (9).  While Stanislavski was of course more 

concerned with the role of given circumstances for actors, they are also highly valuable to 

directors and designers.  Given circumstances note the physical and emotional worlds 

that characters live in and can change depending on the particular style of the play.  

Socio-economic circumstances, for example, can highly influence the analysis of many 

realistic plays, but hold little relevance in works less grounded in realism like Eurydice.  

Ruhl creates her own world that is beyond circumstances associated with the natural 

order and confinements of society.  To dissect the given circumstances of Eurydice is to 

come to understand an entirely new world with circumstances that work in their own 

unique way. 

 In Eurydice, the space that separates the characters through the geographical 

locations is perhaps the most influential circumstance.  In life and in death, Eurydice is 

separated from someone she loves, and she consistently struggles to hold onto both 

worlds.  This circumstance greatly influences Eurydice’s struggles and her hamartia of 
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keeping a rhythm and beat without looking back.  Contact between these two worlds is 

only made through letter writing and music; through these elements, love is able to 

transcend even the distance between life and death.  The physical presence of certain 

objects on stage also serves as a link between the two worlds.  The raining elevator and 

pipes specified within the requirements of the set act as a medium to link the world of the 

living and the dead.  Ruhl’s request to create fluid transitions between the two worlds 

also helps close the expansive gap that separates the lovers, and compliments Ruhl’s 

moment-to-moment plot structure.  The stylized Hades that resembles Alice in 

Wonderland also creates a wistful environment that is conducive to these numerous 

changes.  The surprising nature of Alice in Wonderland supports the drastic shifts found 

in Ruhl’s whimsical writing style and the curious nature of her characters.  It also 

cleverly avoids attributing a Judeo-Christian concept of Hades to the underworld by 

instead creating a space that is more dream-like and filled with contrasting elements that 

are both “interesting” and nightmarish.   

 Ruhl’s ideas about the tone and mood of the location contribute to the play’s 

overarching themes.  In his letter to Eurydice in the second scene of Movement One, the 

father says,  

As for me, this is what it’s like being dead: the atmosphere smells.  And 
there are strange high-pitched noises—like a teakettle always boiling over.  
But it doesn’t seem to bother anyone.  And, for the most part, there is a 
pleasant atmosphere and you can work and socialize, much like at home.  
I’m working in the business world and it seems that, here, you can better 
see the far-reaching consequences of your actions (15).   
 

While the smells and sounds of this world are different from the world of the living, life 

continues much as it did before.  Ruhl’s underworld is not a place where life has ended, 
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but rather an environment where life continues, even though it is made numb by 

forgetfulness.   

 Just as the circumstance of place is unique to Ruhl’s world, so is the circumstance 

of time.  The setting and characters are not tied to any specific period of time, and in this 

vagueness a sense of timelessness is created.  When specific notes related to time are 

made, they are given to enhance the mood and tone, as in Eurydice and Orpheus’ 1950s 

style bathing suites in the opening scene.  This reference is not given to infer that the 

characters are from the mid-twentieth century, but rather establishes the mood of a 

simpler, more innocent time.  If Ruhl was to set the play in a specific time period or give 

too many details about the specifics of the economic, political, social, or moral 

environments tied to that period, the play would likely lose its sense of timelessness.  The 

story holds greater relevance for the contemporary audience when it maintains an 

expansive circumstance of time. 

 Ruhl also creates her own political environment in the world of the play.  This 

environment is not determined by a form of government but by the laws the lord of the 

underworld makes.  The stones act as enforcers of this law and all members of the 

underworld are required to abide by them.  Eurydice and her father break the laws of the 

underworld by remembering, recognizing family, singing, and constructing a room.  The 

consequence of breaking the laws of the underworld is the punishment of memory.  One 

of the most crucial laws made in the underworld is the rule the lord of the underworld 

places on Orpheus as he attempts to lead Eurydice back to life.  This simple condition of 

not looking back is broken, and Eurydice becomes just as much to blame for the 

separation that follows as Orpheus.  The laws created in the underworld become 
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impossible to follow because they go against characters’ need to see and feel love, and 

remember it.  Tragically, the laws of the underworld do take hold of Eurydice and her 

father at the end as they choose to succumb to the appeal of forgetfulness rather than 

experience the pain of separation.   

 The moral environment of the play is also distinctive to Ruhl’s world.  In the 

postmodern nature of her work, Ruhl avoids categorizing moral ideas of right and wrong.  

There is no sense that the characters’ actions lead to reward or punishment, but rather 

that, as the father notes, in the underworld “you can better see the far-reaching 

consequences of your actions” (15).  The outcome of choosing to remember or forget 

holds both positive and negative consequences, and whether right or wrong, characters 

must live with the consequences of their choices for eternity.   

 
Language, Symbols, and Recurring Images 

 
 The sparseness of Sarah Ruhl’s work lends significance to the few things that are 

seen and heard on stage.  Because the set of Eurydice does not change and must allow for 

fluid transitions between the two worlds, those things that do appear hold great 

significance.  While the entire theatrical experience, from the costumes the characters 

wear to the paint colors used on the set, can be viewed as signifiers of deeper signs, most 

of these decisions are made by the director with the designers, and will therefore be 

discussed in Chapter Three.  In the following discussion I am interested in the 

significance given to objects, images, words, and sounds that Ruhl specifically calls for 

and how they contribute to the thematic content of the play.   

 As discussed in Chapter One, Sarah Ruhl’s language balances mythic and 

mundane subjects through the use of sparse, modern poetic verse.  The heightened quality 
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of her poetry is contrasted by condensed and sometimes painfully ordinary words.  This 

mixture can be jarring when it occurs at times that are least expected, such as the end of 

heart wrenching monologues given by both Orpheus and Eurydice that conclude with, 

“I’ll give this letter to a worm.  I hope he finds you” (36, 70).  It is this abruptness that 

gives the language its distinctive quality.   

 In order to support these unexpected shifts within the language, a production of 

the play must consciously make an effort to maintain the quirkiness and complexity of 

the characters.  If actors or directors make the mistake of condensing the characters into 

something too logical or potent, their emotions will fail to match and support the ironic 

nature of the dialogue.  Actors must embrace the language rather than fight against it.  

Ruhl says that she prefers an “actor who says, ‘My character doesn’t have a back story, 

so I won’t concoct one.  I will live as fully in every moment as I can.  I will let the 

language move me, as opposed to a secret backstory of my own” (Lahr “Surreal Life”).  

At times emotion does match and follow the language, while at others characters stumble 

across poignant moments of dialogue unknowingly.  The mixture of potent and sparse 

language within the irrational emotional journeys of the characters must be balanced with 

extreme care in order to capture the appropriate mood and tone for the play.   

 Because the play focuses largely on the language of story telling and the 

importance of words, it is also important to note which words draw special focus.  The 

word “interesting” is used several times throughout the play and is even included in a 

character’s name.  Ruhl believes that “there is a certain kind of person who forever 

delights in ‘interesting’ over ‘good’ or ‘bad,’” and her Eurydice character is repeatedly 

enticed by this word (qtd. in “Program Notes”).  Eurydice favors all things interesting, 
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whether in the arguments of the books she reads, or in the kinds of people she wishes to 

have at her wedding.  Orpheus in contrast mentions that the song he wrote for Eurydice is 

“not interesting or not interesting.  It just—is” (11).  These references make Eurydice’s 

interactions with the nasty interesting man even more threatening.  Not ironically, 

Eurydice indeed follows Ruhl’s “nefarious category of interesting” to her death 

(“Program Notes”).  “Interesting” thus begins to symbolize those things that draw 

Eurydice to “look back.”   

 Objects that make their home underground are also referenced repeatedly.  When 

the stones talk about the language of dead people, the big stone says that it sounds “like 

potatoes sleeping in the dirt” (27).  The nasty interesting man also alludes to rooted things 

when he says he grows “downward.  Like a turnip” (48).  When Ruhl references these 

odd objects repeatedly they entreat deeper analysis.  These objects become meaningful 

because they grow both above and below the ground, making their existence split 

between two worlds.  The elevator, water pump, and pipes also act as devices that join 

the two worlds together.  The presence of these objects in particular serves a dual 

purpose, as they not only exist in two worlds, but also carry water, which becomes one of 

the most compelling and significant symbols in the play. 

 In Ruhl’s sparse requirements for the set, four out of the five elements she 

requests contain water, including the raining elevator, a water pump, pipes, and “an 

abstracted” River of Forgetfulness (5).  Not only is the physical presence of water 

important, but the constant reminder of its presence through sound is significant as well.  

When characters are cleansed or “baptized” with this water, a new life begins—a life of 

forgetfulness—and they are returned to a child-like state of ignorant bliss.  The water 
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then carries with it both a positive and negative connotation; it is positive in that it keeps 

the characters facing forward and not looking back, but negative because it washes away 

all opportunity to look back.   

 String is another important symbol in the play and is used numerous times 

throughout: Orpheus uses a string to tie a knot around Eurydice’s fourth finger when he 

proposes and says, “I always have string.  In case I come upon a broken instrument” (13).  

Orpheus also uses a string to lower The Complete Works of Shakespeare into the 

underworld to Eurydice.  The most prominent use of string is the room that the Father 

builds for Eurydice.  The room of string is a fragile nest, built out of the father’s love for 

his daughter.  The presence of the string works as a metaphor for those things that “tie” 

us to the past.  The action of the Father dismantling the room of string at the end 

symbolically displays that he is breaking the strings that tie him to his memories. 

 Equally important to the language and images are the sounds and music that also 

accompany the play.  From the beginning, Eurydice’s contrasting love of words and 

Orpheus’ love of music works as a symbolic metaphor for the young couple’s 

disharmonious love.  Eurydice is out of step with Orpheus’ rhythm, and fails to keep the 

“simple beat” that would keep them together.  The play thus calls for a balance between 

words and music.  Music is specifically called for throughout numerous climatic and 

touching moments in the play, including when the father walks Eurydice down the aisle, 

when dismantles the string room, and when Orpheus sings his music at the gates of hell.  

The stones contrastingly resist the emotional power of music strongly.  The only time that 

music is seemingly allowed in the underworld is when heavy metal music accompanies 
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the lord of the underworld’s entrance.  When Eurydice and her father sing together as 

they share memories in the room of string the stones rebuke them: 

STONES: WHAT IS THAT NOISE? 
LITTLE STONE: Stop singing! 
LOUD STONE: STOP SINGING! 
BIG STONE: Neither of you can carry a tune. 
LITTLE STONE: It’s awful. 
STONES: DEAD PEOPLE CAN’T SING! (47) 
 

When Orpheus arrives in the underworld, however, his music brings the stones to tears, 

and they are left dumbfounded by the power of rhythm and music.   

 Ruhl also calls for highly distinctive sounds throughout the script.  While the 

sound of water carries the thematic significance listed above, it is also utilized in a highly 

practical way.  First, the numerous sounds of water, including “drips,” “musty dripping 

sounds,” and “strange watery noises,” are used to remind the audience of the presence of 

water when it may not always be physically represented.  These sounds also signify the 

passage of time, and often serve as a cushion for transitions between the two worlds.  

Ruhl also uses various sounds to cue the audience to changes throughout the script, and to 

help serve the abstract nature of the setting.  When both Eurydice and the father step into 

the river, their action is accompanied by “a small metallic sound of forgetfulness—ping,” 

demonstrating to the audience that something important has happened (66, 71).  The 

chaotic sounds that accompany Eurydice’s fall to death at the end of Movement One not 

only give the fall a climactic weight, but also practically replace the physical action of 

falling down stairs that cannot be realistically performed on stage.   

 When combined with the play’s given circumstances, the analysis of these 

images, symbols and sounds gives greater meaning and understanding to the world of the 

play.  Ruhl’s specific collection of sounds adds another dimension to the play that must 
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be carefully considered as the sound design is developed and as timing issues are 

addressed later in rehearsals.  Similarly, the discovered challenges of language serve as a 

warning to the director and actors as they prepare for rehearsals, and also lead to a greater 

understanding of the characters as they are analyzed individually.   

 
Character Analysis 

 
Eurydice 
 
 The contemporary Eurydice found in Ruhl’s story is an independent young 

woman that is deeply in love.  While she strongly desires to be Orpheus’ wife, she finds it 

difficult to move past the pain of losing her father.  She complains about Orpheus on their 

wedding day as she escapes to the water pump to avoid the crowds of wedding guests.  

She misses her father, and says, “ A wedding is for daughters and fathers.  The mothers 

all dress up, trying to look like young women.  But a wedding is for a father and a 

daughter.  They stop being married to each other on that day” (17).  Even though she is 

an independent woman who reads “interesting” books, creates her own thoughts, and 

desires to be married, she is still very much a young girl who misses her father.  Ruhl’s 

balance of mythic and mundane elements is strongly exhibited in Eurydice, who has 

many contrasting emotions. 

 Eurydice’s journey is the focus of the play and it is her struggle that sets the plot 

in motion.  In many directors’ analyses, this journey is often described in terms of a 

character’s polar attitudes.  As the plot develops, characters reveal their polar attitudes as 

they react to unfolding circumstances and situations.  The polar attitudes are essentially a 

map of the character’s journey, which often lead characters to make decisions.  Most 

often, the protagonist’s decision to change, or refusal to not change will mark the climax 
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of the play, as it does in Eurydice.  The director and actor must then take special note of 

the character’s journey and appropriately demonstrate their actions to help logically point 

the audience towards this end.  This does not mean that the character always moves in a 

logical straight line towards this destination, but rather that the conflict that lies between 

the character and this end be assessed and presented in a very clear manner.    

 At the beginning of the play, when Orpheus proposes, Eurydice eagerly accepts 

his hand.  Even though the couple bickers about their contrasting loves of words and 

music and the word “interesting,” they still seem happy and very much in love.  It is not 

until the following scenes in Movement One when the father is introduced that we begin 

to recognize Eurydice’s struggle to move forward in love without looking back.  Her 

weakness towards all things “interesting” and her struggle to let go of her father is 

exhibited as she interacts with the nasty interesting man.  This man takes full advantage 

of Eurydice’s weakness when he finds the letter left by her father and uses it as bait to 

lure her into his apartment.  Eurydice’s curiosity with the “interesting,” combined with 

her inability to let go of her father ultimately leads to her death and separation from 

Orpheus.   

 Because she has been dipped in the river of forgetfulness, Eurydice’s arrival to the 

underworld is marked with confusion.  She has lost all feeling and memory.  Sadly, when 

she does finally come face to face with her father, she does not recognize him, and it is 

only through his patience and tenderness that she is once again able to remember who she 

is.  As she re-learns how to read and receives numerous letters from Orpheus she again 

finds herself with one person she loves, while longing to be with the other.  Yet when 

Orpheus finally does transcend the gates of hell for her, she is hesitant to follow him and 
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leave the security of her father.  Through the persuasion of the stones and support of her 

father, she finally decides to follow Orpheus, but in her weakness and immaturity calls 

his name, thus resulting in his fatal backward glance.  Under the frustration of this 

moment they argue about how Eurydice could never find the right beat and rhythm: 

ORPHEUS     EURYDICE 
You always clapped your hands  I could never spell the word 
on the third beat    rhythm— 
you couldn’t wait for the fourth.  It is such a difficult  
Remember—     word to spell— 
I tried to teach you—    r—y—no—there’s an H in 
      it— 
you were always one step ahead  somewhere—a breath— 
of the music     rhy—rhy— 
your sense of rhythm—   rhy— 
it was—off—  
 

Orpheus then continues: 

I would say clap on the down-beat— 
no, the down-beat— 
It’s dangerous not 
to have a sense of rhythm. 
You LOSE things when you can’t 
keep a simple beat— (61) 
 

Here in this climactic moment Eurydice’s hamartia is realized: her rhythm is off because 

it is she, not just Orpheus, who looks back.  Eurydice’s error is exposed in her inability to 

maintain the simple beat and rhythm of life, which is to move forward without looking 

back.   

 After this disappointing mistake, Eurydice returns to her father to seek comfort 

but instead finds that he has dipped himself in the river and forgotten her.  In the end 

Eurydice, the girl who wanted the best of both worlds, discovers that she can have 

neither.  Further, her fascination with all things interesting results in the possible 

punishment of marriage to the lord of the underworld.  Understanding the weight of her 
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mistakes and taking responsibility and control of her actions for the first time, she writes 

Orpheus a letter and selflessly tells him to marry again.  She then dips herself in the river 

to forget as Orpheus, in his own death, once again slips through her fingers.  The pity and 

fear evoked from the tragic nature of the ending comes here from Eurydice’s mistake.  If 

she had only learned her lesson that life should move on, despite its painful memories, 

she could have been reunited with Orpheus.   

 In regards to the character’s shape and tempo, Eurydice changes and matures in 

her journey through the play.  Under Ruhl’s charge that “Eurydice and Orpheus should be 

played as though they are a little too young and a little too in love,” both characters 

exhibit a child-like naiveté and exuberance.  When she dies and loses all conception of 

who she is, she is reduced to an even more child-like state akin to Carroll’s Alice.  In her 

interactions with her father, she moves with the curiosity of a child, full of wonder, with 

body postures and gestures that could include sitting cross-legged on the floor and 

holding her father’s hand.   When it is time for her to follow Orpheus, she is, as the stones 

say, “all grown up now” (60).  She is hesitant to stand alone, however, and it is not until 

her return and confrontation with the stones that she truly stands boldly on her own two 

feet.  When Eurydice makes the final decision to write the letter to Orpheus and dip 

herself in the river, she does so in full confidence and determination for the first time.  

Eurydice’s journey into maturity is her realization to let go and move forward without 

looking back.   

 Eurydice’s mythological foundation arises out of numerous sources.  While 

various aspects of her journey are inspired by Ruhl’s own life, she is also a 

conglomeration of ancient mythological resources.  The first and most obvious sources 
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are the accounts of the Orpheus myth found in Virgil and Ovid’s ancient texts.  As Virgil 

says, “She never saw,/ Poor girl, her death there, deep in the grass before her feet—/ The 

watcher on the river-bank, the savage watersnake” (79).  The character also holds much 

in common with the Greek goddess, Persephone, who was also abducted by Hades to 

become his bride.  Persephone faced a similar crisis to Ruhl’s Eurydice in her struggle to 

serve as both Demeter’s daughter and Hades’ bride.  Due to conditions set within the 

myth, Persephone’s life was split between her mother and husband, and unlike Eurydice 

the goddess was not forced to let go of one part of her life to have the other.   

 
Orpheus 
 
 Ruhl’s Orpheus fully embraces ancient stereotypes of being a romantic musician.  

He is a carefree artist who optimistically looks forward to a life filled with music and 

love.  His dreams are crushed, however, when his new wife Eurydice dies.  Orpheus’ 

happiness is at her mercy.  From the moment of their separation, everything in his life is 

put on hold except the singular goal of finding Eurydice.  He writes letters, composes 

songs, and makes phone calls, all in search of Eurydice.  He is willing to do anything, to 

the point of killing himself, to be reunited with her.   

 Like Eurydice, Orpheus also struggles between two loves: his passion for 

Eurydice and his passion for music.  He attempts to demonstrate his love for Eurydice 

through his music by writing songs for her and teaching her the melodies and has a 

difficult time understanding why she does not appreciate his music as much as he does.  

For this reason, the couple often seems to speak different languages: Eurydice words, and 

Orpheus music.  Eurydice struggles to stay in tune with Orpheus’ language, which is a 

reason why the familiar comfort of her father’s love of words is so conflicting for her.  
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Orpheus represents an exciting, yet frightening new territory that Eurydice fails to 

embrace completely.   

 Orpheus’s emotional journey throughout the play is more linear, and easier to 

follow than Eurydice’s.  His happiness at the beginning of the play seems complete, and 

thus less complex.  Yet while he is at the height of his happiness, Eurydice’s death 

plunges him to sorrow.  The longer the two are separated, the more desperate he 

becomes.  Through his series of letters and monologues, the growing desperation in his 

journey is shown.  He eventually sings his way into Hades, where he is willing to do 

anything to get her back.  The one condition given to him seems simple at first, and he 

moves “with the focus of a tight-rope walker” in hopes to achieve his goal (60).  In a 

simple misstep and break in rhythm, however, Eurydice causes him to look back.  As 

Eurydice begins to sink back into the underworld, he pleads with her to stay with him: 

“Eurydice! WE’VE KNOWN EACH OTHER FOR CENTURIES! I want to reminisce!” 

(62).  Orpheus is then guilty of the same weakness as Eurydice: he is unable to let go.  He 

wants to hold onto her, but in so doing sacrifices the rest of his life and all chance to 

create a future with new memories.   

 In contrast to Eurydice’s lack of rhythm, Orpheus has a self-assured stride and 

pace.  At first he is more certain of himself and what he wants in life, but in Eurydice’s 

death loses this confidence.  His music is affected and he questions who and what he is, 

thus losing every bit of certainty he once held to.  He describes this lost sense of self after 

waking from a dream: 

Then I woke up and the window frightened me and I thought: Eurydice is 
dead.  Then I thought—who is Eurydice? Then the whole room started the 
float and I thought: what are people? Then my bed clothes smiled at me 
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with a crooked green mouth and I thought: who am I? It scares me, 
Eurydice.  Please come back.  (39) 
 

Without Eurydice, Orpheus fails to find his own rhythm, making each of his monologues 

and letters a battle to find a beat he can hold onto.  He finds his rhythm again in his 

music, but when even this fails to reunite him with his love, everything Orpheus knows is 

gone.  He transforms from a character that exudes certainty to one who is completely lost.  

When everything he is certain about is taken away, all rhythm is lost, leaving him nothing 

to hold on to, not even his own life.   

 
The Father 
 
 Of all characters in the play, it is the father who speaks with the voice of wisdom.  

He alone, at least until the final moments of the play, understands the importance of 

cherishing memory despite its sorrow.  He has moved on in death, where he continues to 

work in the business world.  He finds joy in the sorrows of memory as he remembers 

stories from his past and imagines the continued progression of his daughter’s life from 

the underworld.  His emotions are often at odds, but are ultimately exhibited as the 

healthiest in the play.  The emotions he experiences as he imagines walking Eurydice 

down the aisle serve as a good example: 

In the underworld, the Father walks in a  
straight line as though he is walking his daughter down the aisle.   
He is affectionate, then solemn, then glad, then solemn, then amused, 
then solemn.   
He looks at his imaginary daughter; he looks straight ahead; he  
acknowledges the guests at the wedding; he gets choked-up; he looks at 
his daughter and smiles an embarrassed smile for getting choked-up.  (16) 
 

Ruhl’s interest in exploring the irrationality of emotion is well demonstrated in these 

stage directions.  Allowing oneself to simultaneously experience feelings of happiness 

 63  



and sadness is crucial for Ruhl’s characters in this play, as in many others, and is best 

exemplified through the father’s character. 

 The father’s journey throughout the play is similar to Orpheus’ in that it is 

centered on his relationship and interaction with Eurydice.  Her journey directly affects 

his own.  Her arrival to the underworld brings with it a mixture of happiness and sadness, 

and because she has been dipped in the river their reunion is mixed with confusion as 

Eurydice mistakes him for a porter.  With the patience of a father with a young child, he 

patiently teaches Eurydice to remember.  Yet much as in life, the more Eurydice learns, 

the more her independence drives her away from him.  When Orpheus comes to meet her 

in the underworld the father must sacrificially give her away again, which he 

symbolically demonstrates by walking her down the aisle.  He plans to continue to write 

her letters and carry on as they did before she died, but is unable to do so: “With 

Eurydice gone,” he says, “it will be a second death for me” (64).  Unable to endure the 

pain of their separation a second time, he dips himself in the river and chooses numbness 

and forgetfulness over the pain of memory.   

 The characterization of the father must serve as a contrast to Orpheus.  Where 

Orpheus exudes the freshness and energy of a young lover, the father must demonstrate 

the comfort and security of something worn, comfortable, and stable.  His gestures and 

presence on stage should exhibit the simplicity and security that Eurydice struggles to 

find in the young, charismatic Orpheus.  Where Orpheus’ pace is spontaneous and quick, 

the father’s should be careful and steady.  This pacing for his character should remain 

consistent until the end, where he must then change and quickly move forward in the rash 

decision to dip himself in the river. 
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Nasty Interesting Man/Lord of the Underworld 
 
 With the characters of the nasty interesting man and the lord of the underworld, 

one of the first decisions that must be made is whether these two characters should be 

presented as two completely different figures, or if they are the same character in two 

forms.  In the character breakdown Ruhl lists both characters on the same line, 

insinuating they should be played by the same actor.  Yet the only explicit connection 

they have in the script is in Movement Three when the lord of the underworld enters and 

“his voice sounds suspiciously like the nasty interesting man’s” (68).   Beyond this 

connection, the two characters walk, talk, and act completely different.  The one thing 

that joins them is their desire for Eurydice.  Because this desire and motivation remains 

the same between both characters, it can be assumed that the character is one man in two 

forms who changes his shape as a tactic to seize Eurydice.   

 In Movement One the character appears as an interesting man because Eurydice 

has just moments before said that she had “always thought that there would be more 

interesting people” at her wedding (17).  As he tries to seduce her, he tells her that she 

needs “a real man…with broad shoulders like me” (24).  “Orpheus,” he says, “has long 

fingers that would tremble to pet a bull or pluck a bee from a hive” (24).  When this 

approach fails to draw Eurydice’s attention, he appears to her in the Movement Two as a 

child.  Numerous reasons for this change could be drawn.  One is that when Eurydice is 

in his world, the lord of the underworld feels free to be the spoiled brat he truly is.  

Another possible explanation is that having failed to gain Eurydice’s attention as an 

interesting man, he chooses to present himself as a powerful child in another tactic to win 

her affection.  When he again fails to seduce her, however, he leaves with plans to change 

 65  



again: “I’m growing.  Can you tell? I’m growing!” (49).  The next time he sees Eurydice 

he has grown to be ten feet tall.  In this final scene he gives up the possibility of gaining 

Eurydice’s love and instead decides to take her as his bride by force: “You can’t refuse 

me.  I’ve made my choice” (69).   

 Beyond Eurydice’s antagonizing internal struggles, the nasty interesting man/ lord 

of the underworld serves as the physical antagonist in the play.  It is he who ultimately 

causes Eurydice’s death, and he who gives the impossible rule of not looking back as the 

couple makes their ascent.  His character is a subversion and barrier that Eurydice must 

face in order to get what she wants.  He represents the third male figure in her life, and is 

reduced to the cliché of either being a dangerous predator, or stubborn man-child that 

stands between her and true happiness. 

 Because the personality of this character changes nearly every time he comes on 

stage, his body shape and diction must change drastically too.  The serpent-like approach 

he takes in seducing Eurydice in Movement One should contrast the child-like energy he 

exudes in Movement Two.  His most challenging transformation comes in Movement 

Three when these two characters must become one and balance the traits of both 

characters.  When he arrives in this scene having grown to be ten feet tall, his full power 

is shown and his cunning nature is stripped away to fully expose his demanding, selfish 

nature that holds the authoritarian, presentational quality of a ringleader.  His presence 

becomes the turning point for Eurydice, who has reached her wit’s end in the loss of both 

Orpheus and her father.  His presence is that final straw that drives Eurydice to dip 

herself in the river.   
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 The mythological foundation for the nasty interesting man/lord of the underworld 

is drawn in part from the figure of Hades.  In ancient Greek mythology Hades is known 

as the ruler of the underworld.  In Virgil and Ovid’s account of the Orpheus myth, his 

consent to allow Eurydice to follow Orpheus out of the underworld is largely influenced 

by his wife, Persephone.  While in the earliest version of Ruhl’s play the lord of the 

underworld’s mother served the role of this female figure, the current version places the 

decision into his hands.  Much like the abduction of Persephone, it is by the hand and 

influence of Hades’ desire that Eurydice dies.  The lord of the underworld parallels both 

the Hades of this story, and the snake that takes Eurydice’s life in the Orpheus myth.  

Ruhl’s construction of this character thus combines the motivation of one myth with 

actions performed by numerous characters in another. 

 
Stones 
 
 The three stone characters in Eurydice hold numerous foundations in ancient 

versions of the Orpheus myth.  Both Ovid and Virgil reference how Orpheus’ music 

affected Cerberus, the triple-headed dog that guarded the gates of hell: “the watch-dog 

Cerberus gaped open his triple mouth” (Virgil 80).  The music also affected the Furies, 

whose “cheeks…were wet with tears” (Ovid 226).  Only two specific references to stones 

occur in the ancient texts, however, and both are found in Ovid’s account.  The first says 

that Orpheus’ music was powerful enough to make Sisyphus sit “rapt upon his stone” 

(226).  Also, upon the return of his failed mission it is said that “The double death of his 

Eurydice/ Stole Orpheus’ wits away,” like one who had “lost his nature . . . / And turned 

to stone” (226-227).  Ruhl’s chorus of stones thus holds numerous mythological parallels 

that demonstrate a basis for their character.   
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 The stones carry out numerous functions as a chorus, and with them Ruhl creates 

a hybridization of various characters and choruses inspired by the ancient Greeks.  When 

the stones make their first appearance at the beginning of Movement Two, they address 

the audience directly and introduce themselves by explaining who they are and what they 

do: “We are a chorus of stones . . . We live with the dead people in the land of the dead” 

(26).  In this role they hold more akin to the prologues given by such characters as the 

Watchman who introduces Aeschylus’ Agamemnon or the Nurse in Euripides’ Medea.  

As they explain Eurydice’s death they also function as the medium and informant 

between the audience and the action on stage much like the messengers found in Greek 

plays.  They also perform their duty as faithful residents of the underworld by yelling and 

enforcing the rules that have been set in place by the lord of the underworld: “Rooms are 

not allowed!” (49).  They warn the father when he is first reunited with Eurydice: “Be 

careful, sir” (31).  Their function here is similar to that of the chorus in Sophocles’ 

Antigone, who sympathize with the female protagonist while advocating the laws of the 

land.  While the stones share these many similarities with Greek tragedies, they also share 

much in common with the comedic choruses found in many of Aristophanes’ plays.  As 

stones they assume a role that is not fully human and hold much in common with the 

choruses of frogs or birds in Aristophanes’ The Frogs and The Birds.  As the stones 

function as “nasty children at a birthday party” they also offer a great deal of comedic 

relief throughout the play, and thus in some ways hold more in common with the old 

comedy of ancient Greek theatre than the tragedies.   

 The stones in Eurydice are a self-named Greek chorus.  They are stone-like 

because they have dipped themselves in the river of forgetfulness so many times that they 
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have no feeling and no separate identity apart from being “little,” “big,” and “loud.” They 

are Beckett-like in nature due to their unmoving, cyclical existence.  They live numbly in 

the underworld where they will remain, unchanging for eternity, with no chance to 

remember or escape. They act as assistants to the lord of the underworld, and follow his 

laws without question.  Under his reign and influence, they, much like children, do not 

have the ability to make decisions on their own.     

 Even though the stones proclaim numbness and a stone-like exterior, they do in 

fact take an emotional journey through the play.  When Orpheus arrives to retrieve his 

bride, they become so overwhelmed and touched by his music that they cry.  The force of 

Orpheus’ love is so strong that it breaks through the rough exterior of the stones.  When 

Eurydice hesitates to follow behind Orpheus, the stones beg her to go, in many ways 

coaxing her to take the journey into life that they can never take themselves.  When 

Eurydice returns unsuccessful they are angry, and are unsympathetic towards her failed 

journey.  They rebuke her emotions and tell her to be like a stone.  Even though the 

stones are affected by the action that unfolds on stage, they choose to remain unchanged 

and forgetful, thus returning to their hardened nature. 

 The stones do not influence a great deal of the action throughout the play.  While 

they share exposition about Eurydice’s death, reaffirm the demands of the lord of the 

underworld, and taunt Eurydice to follow her father by dipping herself in the river, they 

primarily just sit and watch.  One of the rules of the underworld is that its residents are 

not allowed to sleep, resulting in a numbed, somber, often unfocused demeanor.  When 

they have nothing to do they sit and practice the “art of keeping busy” (68).  They say: 

 
 

 69  



Watch us work 
Keeping still 
Keeping quiet 
It’s hard work 
to be a stone.  (68) 
 

This, unfortunately, will be their eternal duty as stones.  Their presence on stage serves as 

a reminder of what Eurydice and her father can become if they choose to forget.  When 

the two of them dip themselves in the river at the end of the play, they tragically submit 

their lives to the same fate as the stones.   

 
Conclusion 

 
 The play analysis concludes the final stage of a director’s research before stepping 

into the actual production phase.  It is crucial for directors to spend a great deal of time 

on this research because it serves as the foundation for each decision that is made 

throughout the remainder of the production process.  After forming this analysis I began 

to develop my directorial concept and approach to the play, and was well prepared to 

begin the design phase of the process.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Design Process 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 During the analytical and research phase of a production, everything about the 

play is still simply an idea.  Once the design process commences, however, the director 

must finalize her ideas and begin shaping a production concept that is both clear and 

inspiring to the designers.  Thus, equally important to the development of the director’s 

analysis and concept is her ability to communicate the discoveries of her work with the 

design team.  This chapter will discuss the process of collaboratively using the director’s 

concept and designer’s analysis of Eurydice to create a cohesive design for the 

production.  It will follow the creative process of our work and the vocabulary that was 

used to achieve a fully realized design that strongly supported the analysis and concept.  

Before I begin this discussion, however, I will describe the elements that first drew me to 

Eurydice, and why the play suited my needs as a student director.   

 
Play Selection 

 
 The thesis play selection process was approached with great care and 

consideration.  Graduate students within the MFA Directing program at Baylor 

University submit three thesis choices to the theatre faculty in the fall semester of the 

second year, with an anticipated public announcement of the next year’s season by 

Christmas.  While I naturally desired to find a play that I could personally appreciate, it 

was also important to select something that would be appealing and challenging for the 
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fellow artists that would collaborate on the work, and hold interest for the community of 

potential audience members.  I knew that I wanted a contemporary play that had not yet 

received a lot of attention in the regional theatre spectrum.  I enjoyed the idea of bringing 

something to Waco, Texas that would be new and challenging for potential audience 

members.  In searching for a contemporary play, I also sought out works that utilized new 

trends in playwriting structure and veered away from traditional forms of realism and 

narrative storytelling.  Practically speaking, it was important to find works with 

characters that could be acted well by college-aged students and would hold themes that 

were relevant and appealing to the college mindset, and as a student at a private, Baptist 

university, it was also essential that I be cautious of potentially offensive language or 

behavior.  On another level there were also certain elements I sought that appealed to my 

own personal tastes as an artist.  With a background in dance and a keen interest in using 

physical action to develop story, I sought plays that could potentially allow for 

movement-based blocking and staging techniques.   I also preferred plays with smaller 

casts that would offer a more intimate ensemble approach to the process. 

 With this long list of criteria I began a search that would last for months.  I read 

The New York Times and researched articles and reviews on new plays and up-and-

coming playwrights.  I emailed artist agents asking for unpublished works, and 

meticulously searched through summaries and ordered plays from Playscripts Inc., and 

Samuel French.   Having seen a short scene performed from Sarah Ruhl’s The Clean 

House, I ordered the Theatre Communications Group anthology that included The Clean 

House, Late: A Cowboy Song, Melancholy Play, and Eurydice.  In my first encounter 

with Eurydice I was immediately attracted to the poetry and language of the play.  It 
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resonated with me and became the kind of play I carried with me and shared with fellow 

theatre colleagues.  Yet because the technical requirements seemed so challenging at first, 

I put the play aside and continued my search.  Caryl Churchill’s adaptation of 

Strindberg’s A Dream Play and Kira Obolensky’s Lobster Alice were high on my list of 

choices.  With Ruhl’s Melancholy Play as a possible third choice, I loaned my anthology 

to an advisor, who also happened to read Eurydice.  With her encouragement that the 

show’s technical challenges could be met, Eurydice immediately moved to the top of my 

list.  While all three of the choices then nicely fit my search criteria, the decision to place 

Eurydice as my first choice was influenced by my growing fascination with Ruhl as a 

playwright I was eager to research, and the connection I felt to the endearing, sympathetic 

characters in the play.   

 When defending this choice to the theatre faculty, I shared the many ways that 

Eurydice perfectly suited my list of search criteria.  To offset any immediate concerns 

about the technical challenges of the play, I carefully emphasized my willingness to 

approach the design for the play abstractly.  I also described the academic benefits of 

researching the play for my written thesis, including the advantages of researching Greek 

mythology and other artistic adaptations of the Orpheus myth, and the importance of 

researching a relatively new, young playwright.  Upon the faculty’s final approval, we 

moved forward in the selection of the production space and the designers with whom I 

would collaborate.   

 
Selection of Space and Design Team 

 
 As a student my participation in decisions concerning the show’s slot within the 

season, the space I would work in, and the design team I would collaborate with was 
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somewhat limited.  Yet even though these choices fell to the hands of the faculty, I was 

still allowed to make suggestions and requests.  When considering my slot within the 

theatre season, it was quickly apparent that as a thesis student it was best that my 

production occur within the fall semester to allow for adequate writing time in the spring.  

With the Greg Kotis and Mark Hollmann musical, Urinetown, and a second thesis 

production of Edmund Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac also joining me in the fall line-up, 

it was decided that my show would go second to avoid having these two large 

productions back to back.  As the calendar was pieced together we realized that 

rehearsals for the last two shows would need to overlap, meaning that casting choices 

could not intersect.  This also meant that any designers who overlapped duties between 

the shows would need to be given ample time to complete their work.   

 Luckily, because Eurydice was placed between two shows that were best suited 

for Baylor’s proscenium stage, I was granted my first choice of theatre space.  Baylor’s 

Mabee Theatre is a thrust space with a seating capacity of approximately two hundred 

forty.  The architecture of this space, with its large octagonal stage, and two vomitories 

that allow for entrances and exits from the downstage area under the audience, appealed 

to the whimsical, fluid style of the play.  It supported the classic nature of the play with 

its rounded Greek arena-style architecture, while capturing the intimate subject matter 

and monologues in its small size.  The space would also, however, offer unique 

challenges for the design team later in the process.   

 
Development of Director’s Concept and Pre-Production Meetings 

 
 With a full awareness of the overlapping, busy schedule the fall semester would 

hold for the production team, initial concept meetings began early in the summer.  
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Starting early was practical for our scheduling concerns, but also unfortunately meant 

that in the less-structured summer months the entire design team could not be present for 

every meeting.  As a result I knew that our initial concept meeting would need to clearly 

establish the world of the play we would all be creating.  After uncovering ideas about 

the play through my analysis, I outlined the basic conceptual ideas that I found as a 

director to be the most important, and then searched for the proper images and descriptive 

language to use as I shared these ideas with my designers.  Many of these initial ideas 

were simple, and I avoided the temptation to over-conceptualize.  My goal was to create a 

concept that clearly established parameters for the world of the play, but also left a great 

deal of room for the designers to explore their own creative ideas.   

 My first concept that dealt with the world of the play came from Ruhl’s 

description at the beginning of Movement Two: “The Underworld.  There is no set 

change” (26).  From this simple description I began to see life in the underworld as 

simply a distorted version of the world of the living.  Joined with Ruhl’s description that 

“the underworld should resemble the world of Alice in Wonderland more than it 

resembles Hades,” I viewed the underworld and death as just another step in mankind’s 

ongoing journey (5).   Like Alice Through the Looking Glass, things in this world are 

familiar, but distorted.  This idea of the underworld as a distortion of the living world was 

also confirmed by the father’s description that “there is a pleasant atmosphere and you 

can work and socialize, much like at home” (15).  When I approached this concept of 

distortion with the designers I shared illustrations from the Disney cartoon version of 

Alice in Wonderland (1951), and also from Sir John Tenniel’s illustrations that 

accompany most editions of the printed story.  I included pictures of the Cheshire cat, 
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talking doorknobs, and talking flowers.  To demonstrate the concept to the sound 

designer I shared a sound clip of the Imogen Heap song, “Hide and Seek,” where the 

words and music have an extremely distorted, but still very beautiful, quality to them.  

The term “distorted” became an important adjective for us as we developed the design for 

the underworld. 

 As I continued my comparison of Eurydice and Alice in Wonderland I discovered 

that the two works also share the element of surprise.  The surprises in Eurydice include 

trap doors, a mysterious elevator, letters that can travel between two worlds, a lord of the 

underworld who can grow to be ten feet tall, and a lover who can transcend death with 

music.  Similarly, the story of Alice in Wonderland includes surprises such as a hole that 

leads to another world, the ability to change sizes, and the presence of many mysterious, 

distorted creatures.  After sharing numerous pictures that demonstrated the element of 

surprise in Alice in Wonderland, I also showed pictures from the movie version of The 

Wizard of Oz (1939) that included surprising elements such as talking apple trees.  The 

concept of surprise strongly supported the structure of Eurydice, because in Ruhl’s 

moment-to-moment plot structure exciting and surprising twists and turns can happen at 

any time.  As I developed this concept of surprise I also discovered, that like Alice in 

Wonderland and The Wizard of Oz, the whimsy of surprise in Eurydice was often joined 

by unexpected dark undertones.  Brightness and light often surround the character of 

Eurydice, while a foreboding sense of darkness and danger lurks in the presence of death 

in the story.  With this idea in mind I pointed out the colors that had been used in the 

Alice in Wonderland pictures I had shared.  In nearly every picture, literal darkness 
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surrounded the whimsical happenings; light was used to brighten elements of focus, 

while the background environment remained dark, foreboding, and at times nightmarish.   

 Based on my research of the given circumstances, I knew that the timeless quality 

of the play was essential to the concept.  Eurydice’s journey of letting go and dealing 

with death is a universal journey that ties mankind together.  I thus wanted the specifics 

of the play to feel as though they could transcend generations.  The set, costume and 

sounds should, at their core, feel timeless and classic.  The term “classic” became another 

part of our language as we sought to capture the transcendent quality of the play.  While 

this word has numerous, broad definitions, it worked as a uniting adjective for our team 

of designers.  By our definition classic did not mean “classical” but rather “iconic,” and 

referred to the connotations the word holds in Western, particularly American, pop-

culture.  “Classic” then became a descriptive term for us to use as we developed a 

through-line between the specifics that had been called for in the script, and those that we 

would develop on our own.   

 Eurydice’s circular journey also led me to ideas about the shape of the design.  

Much like the non-linear structure of the play, the characters’ journeys move in a spiral, 

rather than a straight line.  Eurydice’s journey begins with the struggle to let go of her 

father, and, after her failure to follow her love back to the world of the living, ends with 

her struggle to let go of Orpheus.  Further supporting this idea, the play offers symbols 

such as potatoes and turnips that “grow downward” (48).  In Eurydice, characters are 

born, grow upwards, live, grow downward, die, and then begin the cycle once again.  To 

illustrate this notion I showed the designers a picture of Dorothy from the film The 
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Wizard of Oz as she begins her journey on the circular spiral of the yellow brick road.  

The circular shape of the play thus became an essential part of the concept. 

 As an additional aid in discovering shapes within the design of the play, I 

presented pictures of repeated images and symbols such as water, string, letters, and 

music.  Because these symbols held such great thematic resonance, it was important that 

their presence be felt within the design beyond Ruhl’s bare set and prop requirements.  It 

was also crucial that shapes demonstrate that the world of the play belonged to Eurydice.  

Since the play is a feminine perspective on the original myth, it became essential that the 

lines and colors reflected this idea.  As another inspiration for the shape of the play I also 

contrasted the shapes of Eurydice and Orpheus’ separate loves of language and music by 

showing the designers examples of written letters and musical scores.  Initially, I was 

uncertain about how the concept could be utilized within the play’s design, but in later 

developments with the set and costume designers, the contrast was discovered and 

exhibited in numerous ways.   

 After coming to a common understanding about the world of the play and its 

classic, distorted, and surprising elements, the designers moved forward and began to 

develop their designs.  The next phase of the design process spanned the summer months 

and consisted mostly of one-on-one meetings with the individual designers.  This proved 

to be a positive developmental process in many ways, but negative in others.  The amount 

of time that was available to develop the set and sound designs in particular allowed for a 

slow, organic evolution with much thought placed into each decision.  Yet because most 

of the meetings happened individually, it placed a heightened sense of stress on me as a 

director to clearly communicate evolving designs to everyone involved.  Designs were 
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not developed side by side, but rather one on top of the other, sometimes resulting in 

frustrating challenges for us further down the road.   

 
Set Design 

 
 The evolution of the set design was a relatively smooth and efficient process.  

With another show to design after Eurydice, the set designer was eager to push forward 

as quickly as possible.  The two of us met privately before the first concept meeting with 

the artistic team so that the designer could begin to piece together ideas.  At this point I 

had not yet fine-tuned my conceptual ideas, so our first meeting primarily focused on the 

practical needs for the set.  First, we discussed how I sought to handle the numerous 

scene changes in the script.  Based on my research I felt that it was important that 

transitions happen quickly and fluidly to help close the expansive gap between the two 

worlds.  We thus decided that we needed to create a playing space that would 

accommodate abrupt transitions through lighting.  Secondly we considered practical 

needs in the playing space such as how many levels and entrances I would want to utilize.  

Because I wanted to avoid using furniture, I expressed the need to have several levels of 

playing space to create dimension and allow for numerous blocking possibilities.  To 

maintain the fluidity of the piece, I also emphasized the need to have as many entrances 

into the playing space as possible.   

 We also addressed Ruhl’s set requirements for things that hold water such as the 

elevator, pump, pipes, and river.  I maintained that while the physical presence of water 

was important to the play, water did not have to be literally represented in each of these 

set pieces.  We considered how steam or fog could represent water in the river and pipes, 

but to fully achieve the idea of cleansing, the elevator and pump would require actual 
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water.  We also discussed the importance of the location and size of the string room since 

it remains on stage for over half of the show.  The string room would have to be big 

enough to accommodate interior blocking for Eurydice and the father, but would need to 

be small enough to allow for movement on stage beyond its perimeters.   

 At the first concept meeting, the designer brought some basic sketches of his ideas 

for a ground plan.  This first sketch included the spiral ramp that would eventually 

become one of the most powerful elements of the set.  It carried with it the quality of the 

spiral yellow brick road picture from The Wizard of Oz.  The ramp followed the natural 

circular shape of the thrust space, beginning upstage center at a level approximately three 

feet higher than the stage floor, before gradually descending three feet below stage level 

into the existing moat.  This initial sketch also included the elevator, which from the 

beginning was visualized as extending all the way from the top of the spiral ramp to the 

catwalks.  Two wedge-shaped platforms were also included in this initial sketch to help 

create levels.  From this first rendering I encouraged the designer to pursue his ideas 

about the circular ramp and elevator, but expressed concerns about the wedge-shaped 

ramps and my desire to have some higher levels.  The set designer also decided to 

explore the possibility of using a section of the moat as the “river of forgetfulness.”  He 

also shared pictures from the art deco period and suggested using the mixture of shapes 

from the style as inspiration for floor patterns and the face of the elevator.  I was pleased 

with how this idea demonstrated the idea of contrasting shapes between Eurydice and 

Orpheus, and I encouraged the designer to further explore this inspiration. 

 The set designer worked quickly, and in our next meeting had already begun to 

build a white model of the set that included the spiral ramp and the elevator.  He had also 
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started to piece together the design for the floor pattern and color selections.  I was 

pleased with the architecture he was creating, but felt some concern about the floor 

pattern and color choices.  While the colors had been taken from the pictures I had 

shown, and captured the whimsical quality we were looking for, it lacked the dark 

undertones that we needed.  The art deco pattern that he had created on the floor felt very 

sharp and angular, and while it nicely applied the concept of Eurydice and Orpheus’ 

contrasting shapes, it felt overly masculine.  As we struggled to find a common 

vocabulary to describe the changes that needed to be made, I showed the designer a clip 

from a music video that held the tonal qualities we were missing.  I have learned that 

when words fail, images can often help convey an idea.   As a result, the designer 

concluded that it was a “smoky” texture that was lacking in the design.  For the floor 

pattern we decided that the design needed more curvature to enhance the feminine 

presence we wanted in Eurydice’s world.  From these realizations the designer felt much 

better prepared to move forward with the new changes.   

 Due to the many discoveries that came from this meeting, and the tight schedule 

under which the designer was working, the two of us decided to meet more frequently so 

that ideas could be discussed as they were being developed.  In the meetings that 

followed we began to develop ideas for the construction and shape of the pipes.  His 

design included numerous pipes that extended from the floor to the catwalk in the up-

stage area beside the elevator.  In his initial concept, the pipes would be made from 

translucent materials that could be lit within and allow smoke or steam to move inside 

and insinuate the presence of water.  The pipes were designed to have numerous angles 

that gave them the look of a city skyline.  We also decided to add a bridge from the 
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downstage right vomitory that would cross over the mote/river, and act as the gate into 

the underworld.  To enhance the element of surprise and whimsy in the play, we added an 

elevator trap to the top of the circular platform to be used as an entrance for the lord of 

the underworld, and also included a rotating trap door center stage that would be used for 

the water pump in act one.  We also replaced the wedge-shaped structures in the original 

design with a tall platform that would be used for the high-rise apartment in Movement 

One, and Orpheus during Movement Two.   

 The structural elements of the design came together quickly, and once these 

elements had taken shape the color and floor pattern were addressed once again.  

Following the ideas we had taken from the video clip, the colors in the set were adjusted 

to capture smoky quality it had lacked before.  A rich bronze color was also added to the 

steps that descended from the elevator, the bridge that crossed over the river, and the face 

of the elevator, which would have an art deco pattern carved into it.  To achieve a more 

feminine tone, the pattern of the floor was adjusted to be more circular, and a spiral 

staircase was added to the platform.  With my final approval on the colors and shapes of 

the set, the designer began his construction of the scaled, color model.  (Appendix C, Fig.  

C.1).   

 The development of the string room happened slowly throughout the entire design 

process.  Because the construction of even a rudimentary structure with string would be 

extremely time consuming, it was important for the room to be simple in design.  We 

decided that a simple outline of string would be effective if lighting designated the 

confinements of the space.  As we considered the placement of the string room we knew 

that it needed to have a prominent, central location on stage.  Yet because this space also 
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had to be utilized during the first and third movements, the string room’s structural 

foundation could not be on the floor of the stage.  With the technical director, the set 

designer created a four-pointed weighted line that could be lowered and suspended from 

the catwalks when it was time for the room to be constructed, and could then be drawn 

out when the room was dismantled.  As discussed in Chapter Five, this part of the design 

did not reach this final incarnation until extremely late in the process, and for this reason 

never fully moved with the grace and fluidity I desired.   

 Once the construction of the set began, the pipes were the first design element that 

had to be considered for change.  The water effect we had hoped to accomplish from the 

smoke inside the translucent pipes did not achieve the effect we had hoped for.  Because 

the gel for these pipes used a significant amount of our budget, we decided to cut this 

idea and use painted PVC pipes instead.  To accommodate the number of man-hours we 

had for set construction, the trap doors were also cut from the design, and the water pump 

was moved to a stationary setting downstage.  While it was difficult to let go of certain 

design elements, flexibility was essential for the entire team.  In the end, the set design 

suited the practical requirements of time and budgetary concerns, while upholding the 

desired aesthetic.  (See Appendix D, Fig.  D.1-D.2 for photos of the completed set.) 

 
Lighting Design 

 
 The development of the lighting design for the show was one of the smoothest 

collaborations in the project.  With the many abrupt scene and location changes in the 

script, the lighting designer, who joined the team two months after the set design had 

been completed, had the responsibility of making the set design work practically and 

fluidly for the play.  With a single setting designed to represent the vastly different 
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locations of the underworld and the world of the living, the lighting design would serve 

the dual purpose of not only creating mood, but also designating location. 

 One of the first design choices we made was how to distinguish the two separate 

worlds in the play.  We concluded that the world of the living should be lit with warm 

colors, and the underworld with a cooler palette to enhance the contrast between the 

warmth of life and coldness of death.  Over the developmental process, these colors not 

only came to represent the two worlds, but also the characters.  In Movement One for 

example, which largely takes place in the world of the living, the presence of the nasty 

interesting man always brought cooler tones to the stage.  Similarly, it was important for 

us to represent warmth somewhere in the underworld.  As a symbol of the security felt 

between the father and Eurydice, the string room was lit with a warm orange glow that 

stood in stark contrast to the darker, colder environment that surrounded them.  (See 

Appendix E, Fig.  E.1) Warm light was also used on Orpheus’ platform in Movement 

Two to help designate his separate location in the living world during the numerous scene 

changes.  The only time he was lit with cooler colors was when he breathed through the 

straw and began his decent into the underworld.   

 Another significant aspect of the lighting design was the texture that it added to 

the floor and backdrop.  While the colors of the stage did achieve a smoky quality, it was 

still relatively bright, and we searched for ways to heighten the concept of distortion and 

darkness through the light in the design.  The designer’s solution was to use various 

“gobos” to cast texture on various parts of the set.  Gobos are patterns carved into metal 

frames that project a silhouette when placed in front of a lighting instrument.  On the 

back curtains the designer used a gobo inspired by the aurora borealis to cast distorted 
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beams of light against the backdrop.  She also cast gobos with a scratched texture on the 

floor to enhance the circular pattern found on the floor and give it a more ominous 

quality.  (See Appendix E, Fig.  E.2) This texture contrasted nicely to the warmth of the 

string room that was placed in the middle of this circle.   

 One of the most challenging elements of the set to light was the elevator.  The art 

deco pattern of the elevator shaft that had been created and carved out by the set designer 

was filled with varying colors of lighting gels that complimented the paint colors used in 

the floor.  The shaft was designed to have four separate sections that would represent 

different floors and be lit one after the other to illustrate the descent of the elevator.  The 

combination of lights used inside the elevator and the rain that had to fall inside created 

many safety concerns, which were carefully addressed in detail.  The lighting designer, 

set designer, and technical director worked closely together in the design of the elevator 

in order to build a structure that could not only work and function safely, but would also 

be aesthetically pleasing.   

 To heighten mood and emphasize important moments, numerous “special” lights, 

which were only used one or two times, were added to the design.  (See Appendix E, Fig.  

E.3)  A special was created for the wedding aisle that the father would walk down; 

special lights and dry ice were placed inside the river to draw focus to its presence at the 

end of the show when the father and Eurydice stepped into it.  Specials were also used in 

many other scenes in the play, including a lit aisle in the audience for Orpheus’ entrance 

to the underworld, and spotlights to separate Orpheus and Eurydice during their 

overlapping monologues at the climax.  The designer also created a whirlpool effect 

through the use of a moving light in the moment following this climax that spun like a 
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vortex inside the main circle of the set as Eurydice was pulled away from Orpheus.  To 

enhance the specificity and concentration of the specials, fog was constantly pumped 

onto the stage and came to serve the dual purpose of heightening the quality of the light 

beams and intensifying the mysterious mood of the play.   

 The use of so many specials required me to have a clear vision of the staging and 

blocking early in the design process.  We decided, for example, that the “unseen 

boardwalks” that Ruhl speaks of in Movement One would not be created through the 

presence of light, but rather would be fulfilled by the circular ramp on the stage (11).  

Because there were many moments throughout the play that had specials that fell close 

together, many early blocking rehearsals consisted of finding a fluid way to move from 

one lighting special to another.  While there was some room for flexibility, the highly 

specific nature of the design required clear, up-to-date communication between the 

designer and myself, because any changes made to the staging created the need for 

alteration in the designer’s light plot and design as well.   

 Overall, the lighting design worked beautifully.  In the end it appropriately 

created a sense of location while also instilling an appropriate mood and tone for the 

story.  It adequately focused the audience’s attention to the appropriate areas of the stage 

when needed.  As discussed in Chapter Four, directing audience attention proved to be a 

challenge for not only the lighting designer, but also for the actors. 

 
Sound Design 

 
 The sound design for the show was one of the most unexpected challenges in the 

process.  While we were fully aware of the demands created by the sheer number of cues 

called for in the script, the individual process of designing and building these highly 
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specific cues proved to be a detailed and time-consuming process.  In the metaphysical 

world created for the play, equally unique sounds had to be designed to compliment it 

appropriately.   

 The sound designer and I began our process by exploring the concept of 

distortion.  We knew that sounds in the underworld would need to be recognizable, but 

carry with them an otherworldly quality.  One of the effects we used to create this sense 

was to give many of the sounds a reverberation and echo.  Additionally, this sound 

quality enhanced the feeling of size in the space, and created a sense of vastness in the 

underworld.  The effect supported a new idea that sounds, music, and words had the 

potential to travel between the two worlds, which supported Orpheus’s journey to the 

underworld through his music.  The concept of creating this sense of vastness was 

extended further by moving the sounds through various speakers hung in the theatre, 

creating the effect of sound travel through space.  The drops of water that Ruhl calls for 

numerous times in the script, for example, traveled and moved around the audience 

throughout the theatre.  These techniques not only heightened the concept of distortion, 

but also helped join the audience to the action.   

 As we made decisions about the music and songs to use, the designer and I went 

back to the concept of “classic” and looked for iconic songs that would be familiar to our 

audiences.  With Ruhl’s use of the songs “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree” and “I Got 

Rhythm,” which carry this quality because of their familiarity, we decided that other 

cues, including the wedding music and heavy metal music, should have a very similar 

feel.  For the wedding music we chose a simplified piano recording of Pachelbel’s 

“Canon in D,” which was then distorted to have an otherworldly quality.  For the heavy 
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metal music we searched for songs with long instrumental introductions to avoid using 

lyrics.  Because this music is used the first time the lord of the underworld is introduced 

we sought something that had a presentational quality that would serve as appropriate 

“intro” music.  Our final choice of AC/DC’s “Back in Black” not only fulfilled these 

requirements, but also matched our concept of being a “classic rock” song.  The song, 

which was selected early in the design process, later became an inspiration behind the 

costume choice for the character.     

 The selection of music for what became known as the “Orpheus song” happened 

by accident.  During auditions, which will be discussed more thoroughly in Chapter Four, 

men auditioning for the role of Orpheus were asked to prepare a song to sing and play.  

The actor who would eventually be cast as Orpheus performed an original piece 

accompanied by his accordion that captured the style we were looking for in a song.  It 

was driven by a passionate chord progression and simple lyrics that would translate well 

for the story.  The choice to use a song with lyrics for Orpheus to sing was a change from 

the notes given in the script: 

Orpheus stands at the gates of hell. 
He opens his mouth. 
He looks like he’s singing but he’s silent. 
Music surrounds him. 
The melody Orpheus hummed in the first scene, 
repeated over and over again.  (56) 
 

Because we wanted the audience to feel the impact of the passion behind Orpheus’s 

arrival, and since we had a talented singer in the role, we decided to allow Orpheus to 

sing.  This choice was also made in an effort to keep the audience from being confused 

and mistakenly thinking that he was dead.  My fear was that since Eurydice had been 

unable to talk when she first arrived in the underworld, the audience would draw meaning 
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behind this parallel and take away from the impact of his actual death and arrival in the 

final moments of the play.  This design choice resulted in a powerful moment, where 

Orpheus was able to desperately sing for Eurydice.  The song became a theme song for 

the show.  The designer saw it as something Orpheus could create for Eurydice 

throughout the entire course of the play.  It began crudely as he hummed it in the first 

movement, and upon his arrival in the underworld grew to a fully realized orchestrated 

song that included numerous string and horn instruments.   

 While none of the sound cues Ruhl calls for in the text were particularly easy to 

design, some proved to be far more challenging and elaborate than others.  When 

Eurydice falls down the steps of the nasty interesting man’s apartment, the stage 

directions describe the sound as “A clatter.  Strange sounds—xylophones, brass bands, 

sounds of falling, sounds of vertigo.  Sounds of breathing” (25).  From this description the 

sound designer layered numerous sounds, beginning with a clap of thunder that included 

wind, chimes, and out of tune instruments, before finally finishing with a recording of 

breath from the actress playing Eurydice.  Other sound descriptions in the script are much 

more vague, and challenged us to use our imagination.  When Orpheus looks back at 

Eurydice at the climax, the script says, “THE WORLD FALLS AWAY” (60).  Assuming 

that this moment needed as much emphasis as possible, a sound cue was developed with 

a corresponding light cue to heighten the intensity of the moment.  Inspired by the idea of 

something falling away, I asked the designer to create a sound that would resemble glass 

shattering.  The designer created a jarring crack and shattering sound that seemed to fall 

away into an ominous vacuum.  The lighting design matched the sound by fading all parts 
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of the stage—except where Eurydice and Orpheus stood—into darkness as the sound 

dissipated. 

 Other sounds were added to the script.  To help cover the expansive silence 

during the building of the string room, a soft, abstracted lullaby was played.  For the lord 

of the underworld’s entrance on stilts at the end of the play, circus-like music was created 

to compliment the developing concept of his character as a ringleader.  We also added a 

hum for Orpheus in the final moment of the play in an effort to parallel his and 

Eurydice’s arrival in death.  Other extra cues, such as an ominous build of music created 

for the moment just after the “world falls away” were created and later cut in order to 

simplify the design.  In the end, over sixty sound and music cues were used in the show, 

with the majority of them originally created by the sound designer.   

 
Costume Design 

 
 The evolution of the costume design was a highly collaborative process.  The 

costume designer was conscious of upholding the larger thematic concerns within the 

play and connecting her designs with the set and lighting.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.1) 

She allowed ideas to gestate for long periods of time and was always open to continued 

development and change.  While this less rigid approach created stress in the building 

process because many deadlines were missed due to constant modification, the final 

result was a poignant, detailed, design that had a powerful impact on the production. 

 The costume designer and I began our discussions by building on the continued 

concept of “classic” and what that meant in regards to the few costume descriptions Ruhl 

offers in the script.  Ruhl specifies that at the beginning of the play Orpheus and Eurydice 

“wear swimming outfits from the 1950s” (9).  She also says that the father should be 
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“dressed in a grey suit” (15), that Eurydice should be “dressed in the kind of 1930s suit 

that women wore when they eloped” when she arrives in the underworld (27), and that 

when the lord of the underworld enters on his tricycle, “his clothes and hat are too small 

for him” (48).  I told the designer to avoid looking at these descriptions too literally, and 

to instead see them as signifiers of tone.  The 1950s bathing suits conjure thoughts of a 

simpler, more innocent time when—as the script describes Orpheus and Eurydice—

people seemed “a little too young and a little too in love” (5).  The 1930s suit established 

a tone of maturity and invoked images tied to traveling and running away.  The 

silhouettes from these time periods are indeed “classic,” in an American, twentieth-

century sense, yet because the play is contemporary, we wanted the costumes to also feel 

very modern.  We decided to take Ruhl’s suggestions about tone, and use them to create 

costumes that felt appropriate for young contemporary artists.  Feeling free to explore and 

develop ideas without literally being tied to Ruhl’s descriptions, the designer and I 

continued to move forward and develop concepts for each character. 

 First, we began by finding ideas about the shape and textures of each character.  

For Eurydice and Orpheus we wanted contrasting shapes that continued the art deco 

concept that the set designer had established.  We began to see Eurydice in rounded 

shapes that not only embraced her femininity, but also abstractly represented her journey.  

For this reason, her bathing suit was made with a polka-dot material, and her wedding 

dress was garnished with bows.  To contrast this, Orpheus was dress in a striped shirt for 

his swimming outfit, which was somewhat reminiscent of striped men’s bathing suits 

from the 1920s.  His wedding outfit was a striped seersucker suit, which continued to 

carry out this concept.  While these decisions were subtle, the concept of contrasting 
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shapes continued to guide us as we developed ideas about the shape and lines of these 

characters.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.1 for example of contrasting shapes) 

 Our next step was discovering the underworld, and how it should contrast with the 

world of the living.  As with the lighting design, we decided that costume colors in the 

world of the living would be warmer, while those used in the underworld would be 

cooler.  For their wedding costumes, Eurydice and Orpheus were dressed in soft textures 

that were a warm cream color.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.2) The bathing suits were also 

made with brighter colors.  To contrast this, the colors used for the underworld were 

much cooler and inspired by the water theme that ran throughout the play.  The idea 

behind using this cooler palette began in this very basic way.  We liked the idea of blues, 

greens, and purples inspired by the imagery of the water.  The physical presence of water 

on stage led us to extend this concept even further, however, and drew us to explore the 

idea that dead characters were saturated with watercolors from the river of forgetfulness.  

With Ruhl’s cue about the father wearing a suit, we developed the idea that characters 

would arrive in the underworld in the clothes they had died in.  Rather than using a suit 

for the father’s costume, we used a green wool sweater and greenish/brown corduroy 

pants to give him a softer texture, and dyed the bottom of the pants with blues and 

purples to indicate his dip in the river.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.3)  For Eurydice, we 

used a 1930s style coat in a blue/green color, and layered it over a distressed version of 

her wedding dress.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.4- F.5)  Eurydice’s underworld dress was an 

exact replica of her wedding dress, with alterations that showed her change from life to 

death.  The bows on this dress were untied, and the skirt fell limp and distressed.  It was 

also dyed across the bottom with the same blues and purples used for the father’s pants 
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and gradually became a lighter green and cream at the top.  This concept translated 

strongly on the stage, and became even more powerful in the design for the stones. 

 As with Eurydice and Orpheus, our first step in developing the costumes for the 

stones was to find shapes that we liked.  I presented the designer with the idea of 

allowing each stone to come from a different era that would compliment his or her 

individual persona as big, little, or loud.  She quickly became inspired by the contrasting 

silhouettes of many different time periods.  For the big stone, she wanted the costume to 

have a great deal of bulk with many layered, pretentious fabrics.  We were drawn to the 

large bustles from the Victorian period, and used this silhouette as inspiration.  For the 

loud stone, the demanding, showy nature of the character led her to the Elizabethan 

period, where we were drawn to the shape and lines of pumpkin pants and capes.  With 

these “gaudy” periods chosen for these stones, we knew that the little stone should come 

from a time period that used smaller lines and shapes.  We were drawn to the simpler 

fabrics of the Romantic era, with high waistlines, Spencer coats, and bonnets.  These 

three periods complimented the personalities of each stone, and offered a unique, yet 

cohesive shape for each costume.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.6)  To illustrate the length of 

time that passed for the stones in the underworld, their costumes were tattered and given 

a sense of decay and distress.  We also decided that the presence of water from the river 

should deeply saturate the characters, leading the designer to use darker colors of dye that 

spread throughout their entire costume and even onto their skin.   

 The dye was also used for Orpheus’ final costume.  As had been emphasized with 

the sound designer, I again stressed the importance of creating a distinction between 

Orpheus’s two arrivals in the underworld.  Orpheus’s costume for the second movement 
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was a contemporary mixture of layers.  The designer and I liked the idea of him being 

able to strip away layers of clothing one by one to help show the passage of time while he 

tried to contact the dead Eurydice and also illustrate his growing desperation and 

deterioration.  As he progressed through his monologues, he removed a scarf, a jacket 

and unbuttoned a shirt to reveal a t-shirt, screen-printed with an image of a broken record 

that resembled a broken heart.  When he arrived to the underworld the first time, no 

costume change was made.  When he arrived in the elevator at the end, however, a 

replica of the outfit he had worn had been dyed with blue to reveal that he had been 

dipped in the river as well.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.7)  We also demonstrated the 

difference between his two arrivals by allowing him to appear in shoes for his first 

entrance and barefoot in his second.  As part of the design, we had chosen to make all 

residents in the underworld barefoot.  The bare feet gave the characters a more vulnerable 

and grounded presence in the underworld, and for Orpheus gave us another way to 

contrast his first and second arrival.    

 The design for the nasty interesting man/lord of the underworld broke all the rules 

we set for the other characters.  With an infinite number of possibilities for his costumes, 

this character’s design became the most challenging.  At first we tried to create a through-

line for the character so that each of his appearances would seem to be a different 

incarnation of the same being.  We gradually realized that forcing a through-line in the 

design was unnecessary, and with a consistent color palette of black the character’s three 

costumes could be as elaborately different as we desired.  As the nasty interesting man, 

we sought to make him seem as lanky and slithery as possible.  With a tall, skinny actor 

in the role, tight black pants were used to accent his long legs, and his jacket was built 
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with wide, broad shoulders and long tails in the back.  He also wore snake-skinned black 

shoes and was draped with chains.  In a way, his appearance was that of a gothic, heavy 

metal musician, the antithesis of the sensitive Orpheus.  These elements worked together 

nicely, making him equally nasty and interesting.  As mentioned, the costume for the lord 

of the underworld was inspired by the character’s entrance music.  The costume designer 

and I explored numerous possibilities for this costume, and had been researching 

costumes that conjured the idea of an English schoolboy.  From here the parallel was 

drawn to the guitarist from AC/DC, Angus Young, who is well known to contemporary, 

university-aged audiences for his velvet schoolboy outfits.  This image appropriately 

captured the youthfulness, rebelliousness and creepiness that was needed for the design, 

and fit well with the black color palette we had created for the character.  (See Appendix 

F, Fig.  F.8)  The inspiration for the character’s final appearance was gleaned from the 

stilts he had to wear.  The stilts automatically conjured a circus-like quality, and from this 

image we began to see the character in this incarnation as a ringleader.  Black velvet 

pants were designed to go over the stilts, and a ruffled white shirt and vest complete with 

a top hat completed the ensemble.  While the design process for this character in his 

many manifestations was long and challenging, his design suited the world of the play 

nicely by breaking its rules.   

 
Make-Up and Hair Design 

 
 The hair and make-up designs became the “icing on the cake” for the show.  

Much of the inspiration for the make-up and hair design came from the costume 

designer’s initial renderings.  (See Appendix F, Fig.  F.9)  When the make-up and hair 
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designers joined the team, the costume designs were already complete, allowing them to 

simply compliment the concepts and designs that were already in place.   

 To enhance the idea of the stones being saturated with water from the river of 

forgetfulness, every part of skin that was exposed to the audience, including their faces, 

hands, and feet, were covered in specially made watercolor body paint.  The make-up 

design for their faces included dark lips, painted cheeks, and high-browed eye color, 

which enhanced their comedic, theatrical quality.  Their hair was also dyed to 

compliment the costumes and make-up color, and was styled to represent a distressed 

version of the fashions found in their individual time periods.  The presence of watercolor 

and dye in the hair, make-up, and costumes served as a constant reminder of the river of 

forgetfulness.   

 The lord of the underworld was given a ghostly quality through a make-up design 

that made his face and hands a pale grey color.  His eyes were complimented with black 

eyeliner, which not only darkened and mystified his appearance, but also tied in nicely 

with his rebellious, heavy metal persona.  In another step to represent the character as the 

antithesis of the dark complexioned Orpheus, the actor’s hair was dyed a pale blonde 

color.  His hair was worn slicked back when he appeared as the nasty interesting man, 

and was pushed forward to peak beneath his cap as the lord of the underworld.   

 The make-up design for Orpheus and Eurydice maintained the youth of the young 

actors.  They were both given a very natural, warm tone, which further brightened their 

personalities.  To show their growing distress as time moved throughout the play, their 

hair gradually became messier.   Orpheus played with his hair like a distraught artist as he 

wrote letters to his dead wife, while Eurydice’s curls and bounce gradually fell and faded 
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throughout the play.  The make-up for the actor who played the father was also kept in 

neutral tones, but was given make-up to age the young college-aged actor’s face to one of 

a fifty year old.  Gray and white streaks were also added to his dark hair.  His aged 

presence, along with the darkened colors of the nasty interesting man and the watercolor 

on the stones, stood in powerful contrast to the youthful, hopeful lovers.   

 
Properties 

 
 As the world of the play began to develop through the designs it became 

necessary to select props that appropriately balanced the aesthetic of this world while 

practically serving the needs of the show.  Because the set and costumes had been taken 

from a very distinctive color palette, it was important that the props appropriately suit this 

visual tone.  The time period for the world of the play and its numerous properties was 

also considered, and the term “classic” again guided many of our final decisions.  Our 

first step was to determine which props we needed for the show by creating a detailed 

properties list.  As we implemented rehearsal versions of the props, some of them became 

laborious as we worked to maintain the fluidity of the staging.  For example, the silver 

platter used by the father to deliver Eurydice’s first letter was cut because it was difficult 

to find a discreet place to store it on the sparse set after it had been used, and broke the 

fluidity of the scene if an actor exited to remove it from the stage.  The briefcase the 

father was to take to work was also cut because its presence in the string room between 

uses was clumsy.  It was important that props did not begin to clutter the clean, simple set 

that had been so carefully created.   

 One of the first props we addressed was the letters.  Because Ruhl says at the 

beginning of the script, “when people compose letters in this play they needn’t actually 
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scribble them—they can speak directly to the audience,” I decided that the letters should 

be blank without writing on them (5).  Because the actors addressed the audience with the 

letter monologues, I told them to imagine that it was their language and the act of 

speaking that brought the words to life on the letters.  Practically, it was also less of a 

distraction for actors and audience members who might try to read words scribbled onto 

the letters.  The texture of the paper used for the letters was also important.  Having read 

Ruhl’s request in Dead Man’s Cell Phone that when selecting paper for the stationary 

shop one should “go to a paper store and touch the paper,” I knew that it was important 

for the paper to have a strong textural quality (103).  Parchment paper was thus selected 

for its rich texture, and its “classic” appeal. 

 Eurydice’s suitcase and umbrella were also selected with great care.  The style of 

the suitcase was again one of classic lines taken from the fifties.  The construction and 

style of the suitcase was more important than one might assume because Eurydice not 

only had to sit inside it, but it also served as the only piece of “furniture” in the string 

room.  The umbrella we used was made of clear materials so as not to obstruct the 

audience’s view of Eurydice when she arrived in the elevator.  Considering the size of the 

elevator structure, a “bubble” umbrella was chosen for its reduced circumference and also 

for its interesting shape.  Joining the suitcase and umbrella as the third prop in the string 

room, the Collected Works of Shakespeare book that Orpheus sends to Eurydice also had 

a classic appeal.  Another classic prop was the red children’s tricycle that was used by the 

lord of the underworld.  While the small size of the tricycle complimented the boyish 

nature of the character, extended handlebars were added to give it a more modern quality 

and to accommodate the height of the actor.   
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 Orpheus’ platform was also personalized with numerous props.  Because I chose 

to keep Orpheus on stage throughout Movement Two, it was important that he have 

objects to occupy his time without drawing unwarranted attention from the audience.  

Since Orpheus’ guitar was needed within the movement, its presence was utilized 

between his monologues.  The character also spent a great deal of time pouring over the 

letters he sent to Eurydice, and frequently threw crumpled versions on the platform.  

While the “old-fashioned glow-in-the-dark globe” was only called for once within the 

play, its presence on the platform served as a powerful representation of Orpheus’ search 

for Eurydice, and like the other props and images in the play, carried a great symbolic 

weight. 

 
Conclusion  

 
 In the end the collaborative, detail-oriented approach used throughout the design 

process was rewarded with a cohesive, aesthetically pleasing overall design.  While the 

tedious nature of the design process was at times stress provoking, the strong 

collaboration between the vision of the designers and my director’s concept brought forth 

a final design that was both artistically fulfilling and practically served the needs of the 

play.  Once the stationary physical environment of the play was established through the 

design, I was able to redirect my focus on bringing the story of the play to life through 

the actors.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Rehearsal Process 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 While the rehearsal process often begins after many other aspects of the play have 

started to take shape, it is during this time that the play truly begins to come to life.  It is 

the most essential, critical phase of the entire production process, and is for most 

directors the part they look forward to the most.  Knowing that the tone and approach to 

Eurydice would be a new stylistic experience and challenge for many of the actors within 

the department, it was essential that the team of actors I cast be willing to boldly face the 

challenges of the play.  Communication and collaboration during the rehearsal process 

would be the key to a successful production.  I thus approached auditions and casting for 

the show with the goal of not only bringing together a talented group of actors, but of 

building a collaborative team that would boldly tackle Ruhl’s whimsical, quirky play 

without reservation. 

 
Auditions and Casting 

 
 Auditions for Eurydice were scheduled approximately one month before 

rehearsals were to begin.  With costume renderings due just a few short days after the 

auditions to accommodate the high demands placed on the costume shop, it was 

necessary to cast as quickly into the fall semester as possible.  Since it had become 

necessary to share the limited pool of actors in the department with the production of 

Cyrano de Bergerac, auditions for both shows were scheduled for the same week.  While 
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the other director and I promised an equal amount of give and take in our casting, the 

overlap added a significant amount of stress to the process due to the ever-present reality 

that the cast lists could intersect and I may not get my top choices for each role.  For this 

reason I approached auditions with a very open mind about my casting options.  

Auditions could not simply be a process of elimination, but would instead have to lead 

me to numerous, flexible casting options.   

 As I contemplated how to best conduct auditions, I realized that a key 

characteristic I needed to see the actors demonstrate was their ability to hold attention on 

stage alone.  With the play’s small cast and large number of monologues and silences, it 

was essential for actors to exude a great deal of confidence on stage and show their 

ability to hold an audience’s attention.  I thus decided that auditions would consist of 

memorized, pre-selected monologues.  Since the characters of the nasty interesting man 

and the stones did not have monologues in the script, only monologues for Eurydice, 

Orpheus, and the Father were chosen.  This meant that decisions about who to call back 

for the nasty interesting man and the stones would be based on body type and voice 

quality, which could be easily gleaned from the monologues I had selected for the other 

characters.  As discussed in Chapter Three, actors auditioning for the role of Orpheus 

were also given the option of playing an instrument and singing a love song.  While this 

opportunity did, in a practical way, allow me to see which actors had musical talent, it 

also instantly demonstrated the actors who already had characteristics in common with 

Orpheus. 

 Another defining quality that I would seek from actors in auditions was their 

ability to capture the mixed tones of the play.   For this reason I selected monologues that 
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demonstrated an equal amount of comic whimsy and sadness in their content.  In an effort 

to help the actors prepare for the tonal challenges of the play, descriptive character 

breakdowns were made available in advance.  Eurydice was for example described as, 

“Young.  Wide-eyed.  Matter-of-fact.  Her inner girl and inner woman are in constant 

battle with one another.” After sharing descriptions such as these for each of the 

characters, I looked forward to what each actor would interpret and carry with them to 

auditions.  Unfortunately, once the auditions began it became immediately clear how 

challenging the mixed tones of the show were going to be for the actors.  Many actors 

instantly went from one extreme emotion to another, either accentuating the comedic or 

wallowing in the tragic.  In some cases it became necessary to stop actors during their 

monologues and lead them in the proper direction by giving them notes about pacing and 

style.  Very few actors in fact completely nailed their audition, but many showed the 

potential they could have with more time and direction.   

 When selecting the actors to call back for the final phase of the audition there 

were many factors to consider.  Because auditions for Cyrano had been held the same 

night, I was careful to speak with the other director to foresee any potential overlapping 

casting situations.  When it seemed apparent that many of the strongest actors were 

leading candidates for roles in both shows, I decided to call back a greater number of 

actors for each role than I might have otherwise done.  In the end I called back three to 

four actors for each of the leading male roles, six actors for the role of Eurydice, and 

several actors for the stones.  It was also noted on the callback list that all actors called 

back should consider themselves as running candidates for the stones.  I was fully aware 

that some of the very talented actors I had called back as potential leads would be highly 

 102  



desirable as stones if they were not cast in the other roles.   In preparing for callbacks I 

chose a number of scenes or “sides” that demonstrated Eurydice’s interaction with the 

three leading males, and also a side with the stones interacting with one another.  These 

sides were available to the actors before callbacks to give them adequate time to prepare.  

As a backup, I also had additional monologue sides prepared to use at the end of 

auditions in case I needed see the actors execute the roles in a more spontaneous way.   

 With such a small number of roles to distribute among the actors I knew that it 

was important to make the actors feel safe and comfortable as they prepared for the 

inherently stressful, competitive callbacks.  I also knew that with the problems I had seen 

in the initial auditions that it was important for me to be very clear about what I was 

looking for in the tone and style of the play.  With this in mind I began callbacks by 

sitting with the company of actors and emphasizing the importance of maintaining a light 

mood within the tragic undertones of the play.  I noted, for example, that in comedy 

characters are funniest when they do not know they are being funny.  Similarly, tragic 

characters are most sympathetic when they do not know they are being tragic.  For the 

actors called back for the roles of Orpheus and Eurydice, I read aloud Ruhl’s character 

description and emphasized the need to avoid playing “classical.” With these notes made 

clear, I divided the actors into groups of three and sent them out to work on the sides for 

the stones, encouraging them to have fun with the shape of their bodies and explore bold 

staging choices.  Doing this for the beginning of the callbacks allowed every actor to get 

on their feet and enjoy working collaboratively instead of competitively, and set a 

relaxed, positive tone for the rest of the evening.   
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 From this simple exercise I was immediately aware of which actors were willing 

to explore the movement and vocal variations I was searching for with the stones.  After 

watching several groupings of stones, I compiled a strong list of potential candidates for 

the roles and dismissed the actors who would not be reading for other characters.  From 

here I turned my focus to examining chemistry between actors auditioning for Eurydice, 

and those auditioning for the father.  The strongest candidate for the role of the father 

became immediately apparent.  While all of the actors called back for the role had found 

the sympathetic nature of the character in their monologues, the actor who became my 

first choice for the role was able to maintain this nature better than the others when he 

interacted with Eurydice.  The aged stature that this actor had found also stood in great 

contrast with the young, lively embodiment that was being discovered for Eurydice.  To 

secure this decision, the actors auditioning for the father were given an additional 

monologue to perform with little practice, and this performance further reinforced my 

decision about who to cast in the role.   

 Wanting to use the actors’ time efficiently, other sides rehearsed while these 

scenes between the father and Eurydice were performed.  The next group I worked with 

was the pairings between Eurydice and the nasty interesting man.  Because double 

casting was called for with the nasty interesting man and the lord of the underworld, sides 

for both characters had been given to the actors auditioning for the roles.  These actors 

were asked to perform the scenes as the different characters back to back, which allowed 

me to gauge their ability to change character quickly.  This proved to be challenging for 

many of the actors who seemed to either attach themselves to one role or the other.  The 

body types and stature of the actors then began to heavily influence my ideas about how 
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the character should be cast.  While some of the smaller actors had appropriately 

embodied the lord of the underworld, they lacked the demanding, foreboding presence 

that was needed for the nasty interesting man.  In the end, my first choice for the role was 

the tallest actor, whose height created a looming presence as the nasty man while serving 

as an awkward, comedic presence as the child.  This actor also held the vocal diversity 

needed to give each role the individual textures it called for.   

 In casting Orpheus it was important that the actor demonstrate an ability to handle 

the numerous monologues in the script.  When the actors auditioning for Orpheus were 

not working on sides with Eurydice, they practiced several monologues.  I worked with 

each monologue performance, taking note of how well the actor responded to my 

direction and how much emotional diversity he could add to role.  After seeing several 

monologues it became quite clear to me who was best suited for the role.  This actor was 

able to capture the artistic, quirky persona of the character, while maintaining a 

sympathetic, boyish quality; he was also a talented musician.  As this casting choice 

became clear, it was important that my casting of Eurydice be partially determined by the 

chemistry created between her character and this actor.  After observing numerous 

pairings, a final monologue was given to the Eurydice candidates to demonstrate the 

actors’ ability to not only hold chemistry with the actor playing Orpheus, but also stand 

strongly on her own during the numerous monologues she would have throughout the 

play.  In the end, my final decision for the casting of Eurydice was determined by the 

actor’s ability to maintain both of these qualities.  She was confident and able to match 

the strong actor I was selecting for Orpheus, while maintaining a simplicity and naivety 

that gave her a sympathetic quality.  Further, the actor’s beauty and innocence was 
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matched by an equal amount of quirkiness and feistiness, a juxtaposition that captured the 

tone of the character and the play perfectly.   

 As I narrowed my choices for these characters, I was able to then select the chorus 

of stones.  There was much to consider when casting these roles because I not only had to 

select actors based on their individual skill and aptness in the role, but also on their 

ability to work in unison with one another.  Each actor’s vocal quality and body shape not 

only had to suit the character, but had to harmonize with the others as well.  I had the 

added flexibility of selecting males or females in what Ruhl seems to write as gender-

neutral roles, which created a greater challenge for me even as it opened up more 

possibilities.  In the end I chose a tall man with a showy persona as the loud stone, a 

shapely woman with a demanding physical presence and resonating voice as the big 

stone, and a thin woman with a nervous energy as the little stone.   

 While I selected my top choices for each role with relative ease, I had to be 

prepared to rearrange my choices to accommodate the needs of the Cyrano director if 

necessary.  Fortunately, with the other director in full understanding and agreement with 

my cast list, the stress that I had feared about the shared casting proved to be for naught.  

In the end, none of the actors I had selected for the roles conflicted with the other 

director’s casting needs, allowing both of us to receive our top choices for each role.  

This positive resolve was likely achieved by our open willingness to frankly ask for what 

we wanted, while taking the proper precautionary steps to find suitable second choices if 

necessary.  Our presence in one another’s callbacks also allowed us to see the reasoning 

behind each director’s decision-making process.  In the end, I was able to select a bold, 

talented cast of experienced actors that was eager to begin the rehearsal process.   
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Rehearsals 

 With a strong cast in place, preparations for rehearsals were made.  The three 

weeks that passed between auditions and the first rehearsal were filled with numerous 

design meetings, including finalized renderings for the costumes based on the new cast 

list, a design presentation where the designs were enthusiastically received by the actors 

and all other members of the theatre department, and the construction of the main 

architectural elements for the set.  A great deal of this time was also spent in 

communication with my stage manager, who prepared paperwork and distributed scripts 

to the actors.  Enthusiasm continued to build as we stepped into our first table work 

rehearsal.   

 
Table Work 
 
 With the limited amount of rehearsal time we had been allotted, I was fully aware 

that the time spent in table work would need to be used wisely.  Table work usually 

comes at the beginning of a rehearsal process and often includes several readings of the 

script, discussions of character analysis, play structure, and climax, and a break down of 

the units of action in the script.  Unfortunately, our first week of rehearsals overlapped 

with evening performances of another department production, which several of my cast 

members were in, giving us only two full rehearsal periods for table work during the first 

week of our four week long rehearsal process.  With the light plot due in the second week 

of rehearsals, blocking for the play had to take place quickly, forcing me to use these two 

days wisely.  With a desire to approach the play using Anne Bogart’s “Viewpoints” 

techniques for acting (described below), I knew that one of these table workdays would 
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need to be spent introducing the technique to the actors.  I then set about planning our 

first, and only full table work rehearsal.   

 As I prepared for our first table work session I sought topics of discussion that 

might inspire the actors.  First, I wanted the actors to feel a connection with the Greek 

mythology that bore the story of Eurydice and to understand how our production fit into a 

long lineage of mythical adaptations.  I also thought it would be inspiring if actors 

understood the playwright’s personal connection to the story and the autobiographical 

elements she had embedded into the play.  To fulfill these needs, the dramaturg prepared 

a presentation for the first rehearsal that included information about the myth in ancient 

culture, its development through the years, and a brief biography of the playwright and 

history of the play.  Beginning our process with this information allowed the actors to 

feel more connected to the project and to the artistic tradition of Orpheus stories. 

 After this presentation we conducted our first full read-through of the script.  It 

was during this time that we made note of the slight differences in the most recent 

publications of the script that I have fully listed in Appendix B.  I then made the decision 

to include two lines that had been cut from the Samuel French actor’s edition of the 

script, which I felt were necessary to the production of the play.  The first was a 

foreshadowing reference in the first scene of the play where Eurydice tells Orpheus to 

walk away from her and then, “Don’t look at me” (334).  The second was a transitional 

line in the third scene of Movement Two, in which the stones tell the father, “Stop 

singing and go to work!” (380).  Adding this line back gave the father the proper 

motivation to leave the stage before the lord of the underworld entered on his tricycle. 
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 Next, I once again discussed the challenge we faced with the play’s tone and 

style.  To prepare the actors for the Viewpoints exercises we would be doing in the next 

rehearsal, I shared a statement from Sarah Ruhl: “Oh, come on, just ride it . . . I prefer an 

actor who says, ‘My character doesn’t have a backstory, so I won’t concoct one.  I will 

live as fully in every moment as I can.  I will let the language move me, as opposed to a 

secret backstory of my own’” (qtd. in Lahr “Surreal Life”).  Based on this advice from 

the playwright, I encouraged the actors to avoid over-thinking the play.  Like Ruhl had 

said, I wanted them to “ride it” and trust the script and story even before we understood it 

completely.  This approach proved to be stimulating for the actors.  Rather than focusing 

on quickly finding the “right” answers, they were encouraged to continually develop their 

characters throughout the entire rehearsal process.  This theoretical approach prepared the 

actors to be pushed away from the comfort of their seats and onto their feet as we began 

to explore the Viewpoints exercises.   

 The Viewpoints method is a relatively recent approach to acting developed by 

Anne Bogart, Tina Landau and based on the concepts created by Mary Overlie.  Rather 

than the psychological approach of Constantin Stanislavski or Lee Strasberg, it follows in 

the footsteps of theatre practitioners such as Vsevolod Meyerhold and Jerzy Grotowsky 

who have based their techniques on an external approach to acting.  As described in 

Bogart and Landau’s, The Viewpoints Book, there are nine physical viewpoints that 

should be addressed and examined when tackling a character and play: tempo, duration, 

kinesthetic response, repetition, shape, gesture, architecture, spatial relationship, and 

topography.  When actors are trained and aware of these Viewpoints and what they entail, 

they become better equipped to tell their character’s stories physically.  The shared 
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vocabulary of Viewpoints within an ensemble also offers a common language between 

the actors and director and a way to talk about how things are staged.   

 I became interested in Viewpoints as a viable approach to our production after 

examining Ruhl’s ideas about acting in my research.  With the irrational quality that Ruhl 

gives her characters, I knew that delving too deeply into the psychology of the play and 

the characters would prove frustrating and unbeneficial to the actors.  With the 

Viewpoints exercises, actors would be able to jump into the project with viable tactics to 

help them develop their characters, while leaving their minds open to explore 

psychological developments along the way.  My analysis of the script also led me to 

believe that the play should carry fluidity reminiscent of the continuous presence of water 

and the actual titles of the acts as “movements,” which could be addressed through 

Viewpoints exercises.  Since not all of the actors had been previously exposed to 

Viewpoints exercises through departmental acting courses, it was necessary for me to 

give a brief introduction to the technique.  The first part of our second rehearsal was 

spent introducing and practicing the various Viewpoints.  We went through each point, 

allowing the actors to become familiar with the vocabulary and extrinsic demands of the 

technique. 

 Once the actors were familiar with the individual Viewpoints, we began to 

practice them in character.  It was here that Ruhl’s characters began to come to life for 

the first time.  For example, when actors were asked to explore tempo for their characters, 

the actor playing the father found that he continuously moved at a steady pace, and the 

actors playing the stones moved very slowly, or even stopped.  The actor playing 

Eurydice found herself fluctuating between fast and slow tempos, and as she explored the 
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Viewpoint of duration found that she never kept the same pace or rhythm for very long.  

When actors were asked to explore the Viewpoint of spatial relationship, new ideas about 

the story came to life for them.  The actor playing the nasty interesting man found 

himself repeatedly confronting the actor playing Orpheus, who in turn was never able to 

get as close to Eurydice as he wanted to.  As the actor playing Eurydice explored spatial 

relationship and attempted to move closer to the actor playing Orpheus, she was often 

barricaded by the stones, and would usually find herself back in the security of the father.  

As these Viewpoints were explored, the physical actions of the actors began to silently 

reveal the story of Eurydice.   

 In the second part of our Viewpoints session, I introduced a worksheet called 

“The Hot Seat,” which was taken from The Viewpoints Book.  (See Appendix G) The 

worksheet allowed the actors to explore their characters as they would in a typical table 

work session but forced them to do so in a different way.  Any questions that dealt with a 

character’s psychology, such as their likes and dislikes, were answered from clues found 

directly in the script.  The continued discovery of physical movement through the 

Viewpoints was also part of the worksheet, forcing the actors to continue their discovery 

of the external nature of their characters and not just the internal.  Actors were given a 

limited amount of time to complete this worksheet in order to, as the book describes, 

“create Exquisite Pressure by reducing time and increasing spontaneity” (Bogart 128).  

While actors were at first nervous about the exercise, the results created by the 

spontaneity were simple yet profound.  As actors watched one another read their 

worksheet answers and perform the various gestures and movements, they began to trust 

the technique and approach.  Our session was concluded with an enthusiastic group 
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discussion about our discoveries and a challenge from me to hold on to their findings as 

we moved forward into our blocking rehearsals, adding language to the physical 

discoveries they had made.   

 
Staging 
 
 As a director, I have found that it is important to reevaluate my staging or 

“blocking” techniques with each show I direct.  Every play’s blocking must be 

approached differently depending on its style.  A musical, for example, requires a great 

deal of planned, carefully thought-out blocking, while certain realistic plays staged in 

naturalistic settings are usually blocked in an organic way,  allowing actors to explore the 

behavior and movements that would naturally occur in the space.  For Eurydice, I wanted 

to create a unique balance between these two approaches by planning certain elements of 

the blocking in advance to insure that things moved forward fluidly while leaving room 

for the actors to explore and organically implement their own ideas.  Metaphorically, I 

described this approach to the actors as my creating a fence whose parameters they 

should explore freely.   

 Due to a limited rehearsal period and deadlines for the lighting plot looming, this 

“fence” was created within a matter of three rehearsals.  During the first part of this 

blocking process, I often approached rehearsals with pre-determined ideas that came from 

rationalizations I had made based on a detailed evaluation of the script and the space.  

The set itself contributed heavily to these first decisions.  I knew for example, that the 

scene between Eurydice and the nasty interesting man in the “high rise apartment” would 

take place on the platform.  We had also established that this platform would be where 

Orpheus delivered his numerous monologues during the second movement.  The location 
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of the string room, which was also determined by the set, also set heavy parameters for 

the blocking.  The numerous lighting specials discussed in Chapter Three also strongly 

contributed to the way the play would be staged.  Other logical blocking decisions 

included the lord of the underworld’s first entrance from the ramp so that he might ride 

his tricycle down the descending circle, and his final entrance on stilts from under the 

platform, which was the only entrance with a level walking surface.  Still other basic 

blocking decisions were made to help fill out the space.  I determined, for example, that 

the downstage left vomitory, which was limited by a large step and thus not a practical 

entrance for quick movement, would be used for the father’s entrances and exits to work.  

By mapping these elements of the blocking beforehand, rehearsals with the actors moved 

forward in a much more productive way.   

 We then began the process of filling in the spaces between these practical 

blocking choices.  When I approach blocking as a director, I often envision images and 

shapes during specific moments of a play, or consider how certain moments can be made 

more poignant by staging them within specific architectural locations in the set.  With 

these visions in mind I begin the blocking of each scene by telling the actors to 

experiment with particular shapes or positions at certain moments in the script.  In 

Eurydice rehearsals, for example, I would note the symbolism of an iconic image, the 

usefulness of a specific Viewpoint such as shape or spatial relationship, or the power of 

staging a moment extremely close, or far away from the audience.  The actors were then 

asked to perform the scene and explore a natural way to move between these moments.  

One example of implementing such images was the added gesture of the father braiding 

Eurydice’s hair as he told her stories.  When such scenes were over, we discussed which 
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moments worked, and which transitions proved awkward, and would then repeat the 

scene with these notes in mind, until it moved fluidly.  In most cases, the freedom the 

actors felt in exploring their scenes often led to even stronger images, developed by all of 

us working together.  Through the years I have found that rehearsals are much more 

productive if I have a rough blocking blueprint for the actors to work with.  Whether we 

end up keeping any part of this blueprint is irrelevant, but what is important is that the 

actors feel like they have a foundation to build on.   

 Few significant changes were made to the initial blocking we created during our 

early rehearsals.  One moment that proved to be particularly challenging for us to stage, 

however, was Orpheus’ entrance into the underworld at the beginning of Movement Two.  

After several attempts to block this scene, the moment lacked the intensity that was 

needed.  Originally, the downstage right bridge that extended from the stage to the 

vomitory was intended to signify the gate into Hades where Orpheus would enter.  Yet 

because Eurydice and the Father were still present on stage in the string room, I feared 

that the audience’s suspension of disbelief would be compromised by the close proximity 

Orpheus would have to Eurydice, whom at this point he was not supposed to see.  After 

asking numerous mentors for their suggestions, we decided to have Orpheus enter from 

the audience.  While this change fixed the practical need of placing more distance 

between Orpheus and Eurydice, it also gave the moment the power and intensity it had 

previously lacked.  Further, the change complimented the idea that Orpheus was breaking 

the rules of the underworld and the rules of the theatre by entering in this way.   

 One other aspect of the stage movement that called for continuous care and 

attention was the blocking for the stones.  To maintain fluidity I had decided to keep the 
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stones on stage throughout the second and third movements as enforcers of the rules of 

the underworld, however, determining what they should do within their long periods of 

observation without dialogue was a challenge.  To legitimize their presence on stage they 

had to be engaged in the other characters’ actions, but not so engaged that they would 

distract and draw attention.  The actors who played the stones were very patient with this 

process of discovery and playfully explored numerous ways of approaching their action 

on stage.  Both extremes of their participation were explored, ranging from distanced, 

quiet observers to engaged, taunting participants.  In the end a carefully considered 

balance was achieved that allowed the stones to engage and add comedic relief when 

necessary without stealing unwarranted attention. 

 Once the blocking had taken shape, the next step was to begin to truly bring the 

play to life.  It is extremely challenging for actors to completely engage in moments on 

stage when they are unsure about their blocking or still have scripts in their hands.  For 

this reason, the next several rehearsals focused on smoothing out the rough blocking and 

getting the actors comfortable in their memorization of lines.  In order for the actors to be 

able to “ride it” and live “fully in every moment” as Ruhl had said, it was important for 

them to quit thinking about their lines and blocking.  Once these barriers were crossed, 

we began to focus more clearly on the tone we were creating for the play and the specific 

journey of each character. 

 
Tone and Character Development 
 
 The tonal challenges we faced as early as auditions and callbacks continued to be 

a struggle for us in the character development phase of rehearsals.  In the first few times 

we ran through the show, the pacing seemed slow, and the mood somber.  My first plan 
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of attack for addressing the problem was by manipulating the way the actors prepared 

themselves for rehearsal.  While the Viewpoints stretches and warm-ups we had been 

practicing had helped give the actors focus, they did not seem to adequately energize 

them for the show.  We began to add energizing exercises to the pre-show warm-ups in 

an attempt to build excitement for each run of the show.  But finding the correct balance 

between energy and focus warm-ups also proved to be a challenge.  While the energy 

driven warm-ups gave the actors the added excitement they needed to give the play the 

liveliness it was lacking, it sometimes distracted them from the focus of their journeys.  

Warm-ups became a delicate balancing act of preparation that strongly influenced each 

run of the show.   

 Overcoming the tonal difficulties also pushed us to use the vocabulary of several 

different acting techniques.  Using the language of Viewpoints, I reminded the actors to 

be constantly aware of tempo and duration.  When the play moved at a slow pace I 

reminded the actors to increase their tempos.  Duration was specifically addressed as we 

worked with moments of silence such as the building of the string room, or the length of 

time it took the father and Eurydice to step into the river.  As we continued to address the 

tonal challenges, I reminded the actors to avoid the temptation to play the somber mood 

of the ending, and encouraged them to live more fully in each moment on stage.  To 

facilitate this need, it was necessary to bring the actors back to the Stanislavskian concept 

of given circumstances.  While the Viewpoints methods had proven useful for bringing 

about much of the physical development of the play, the actors also longed for the 

psychological motivations behind their characters.  Aware of Ruhl’s reservations about 

creating secret back stories, bringing the actors back to very simple concepts like given 
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circumstances helped them better achieve the moment-to-moment journeys of their 

characters.   

 This mixture of acting techniques proved to be a useful way to approach the play.  

In order to capture the bigness and smallness that Ruhl exhibits in her work, a vocabulary 

of big and small ways to approach the play was useful.  To avoid overwhelming the 

actors with too many ideas at once, I announced an individual point of focus at each 

rehearsal.  I would, for example, announce at the beginning of a rehearsal that I wanted 

the actors to explore and focus only on their behavioral and environmental gestures.  The 

following night, I would then ask them to focus on a particular given circumstance, and it 

influenced their character in each scene.  By giving the actors simple ideas to focus on in 

each rehearsal, they were able to make discoveries about various layers of their 

characters’ journeys and then bring them together.   

 While this approach proved to be the most successful way to grapple with the 

mixed tones in the play, it was still challenging to actors.  Sometimes the actors were 

uncertain of which elements to keep and implement from the differently focused 

rehearsals.  For the actor playing Eurydice, who by the sheer size of her role would 

naturally have the most adjustments with each varying focus, the task was sometimes 

overwhelming.  Even though the actor was only asked to focus on one thing at a time, she 

struggled with how to bring the individual elements together to create a cohesive whole.  

It became evident that because she was trying to rationalize every tactic simultaneously, 

that her mind was overloaded with the infinite possibilities she was discovering.  To 

solve this problem, I gave the actor permission to forget everything if she needed to.  I 

told her that if she ever became overwhelmed that she could feel free to simply be 
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herself, and live vicariously through the character’s journey.  For this actor, having the 

permission to forget it all gave her the ability to focus again.   

 The actor playing Orpheus was given a unique challenge within his role because a 

great deal of his journey occurred when he was not taking part in the play.  While our 

production made the decision to keep him on stage for the duration of the second 

movement, his monologues are written to occur at numerous points in his journey of 

grief, and it was necessary for the actor to discover the intricacies of this journey to give 

each monologue a different psychological foundation.  To approach this challenge in a 

more tangible way, the actor and I discussed Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’s “five stages of 

grief” (denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance).  While the monologues do 

not follow these stages in a linear way, we identified ways that each stage could be used 

as a motivating source within the character’s journey.  After coming to an understanding 

about his character’s emotional state for each monologue, the actor was better equipped 

to begin filling in the gaps of the character’s psychological progression.   

 While the language of the play was surprisingly simple to capture in the 

monologues and dialogue among the majority of the characters, the syncopated lines of 

the stones were extremely challenging.  Separate rehearsals were held for the stones to 

discover the pitch and pacing of their lines.  Every word and phrase was carefully 

addressed as we worked to bring the stones to a unified harmony.  Drawing on yet 

another acting approach, the vocal exercises of Arthur Lessac were used to bring 

emphasis to consonants and extended vowel sounds.  Even though this detailed approach 

to the language of the stones created the rhythmic quality I felt they needed, the 

syncopation at times made them far too abrasive and loud.  At the advice of several of my 
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faculty mentors, I attempted to correct this problem by adding more vocal diversity to the 

syncopated lines.  While this adjustment corrected the problem of abrasiveness in the 

characters, in also partly diminished the potency of the language, and the perfect mixture 

was never fully accomplished.   

 Beyond the challenges we faced with the language of the stones, the journey of 

these characters through the play was equally difficult to decipher.  It was again, the tonal 

balance for the characters that proved to be one of the most difficult aspects to find.  As 

we dealt with their level of participation in the play through blocking, we discovered just 

how vast the possibilities for the stones’ journeys could be.  They could choose to 

embrace the stage direction of being played as “nasty children at a birthday party” and 

move through the play humorously unaffected and unsympathetic to the series of events 

that unfold around them.  Yet they could also adopt the very stoic, stone-like persona of 

numbness that is also present within their characters.  Again, a balance of these 

approaches proved to be the best way to capture the fullness of these characters.  While 

the nastiness of the child-like stones brought comic relief and energy to the second 

movement, it was distracting and unfitting in the third movement when they become 

emotionally affected by the appearance of Orpheus.  In response to this realization, we 

discovered the emotional journey that the stones would take throughout the play.  We 

realized that they were jealous of Eurydice and her opportunity to follow Orpheus out of 

the underworld.  This realization gave them the proper motivation to plead for Eurydice 

to follow Orpheus, and justified why they are angry with her when she comes back.   

 By using these various tactics and being sensitive to how they affected each actor, 

we were finally able to arrive at a suitable tone for the show.  Our goal of appropriately 
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capturing the mythical and mundane moments in the play gave us focus throughout the 

rehearsal process.  As we approached our technical and dress rehearsals our most 

important goal became to hang tightly onto this tone and mood we had created.  

Everything from the volume of the sound cues to the pacing of the actors with the 

lighting cues could alter this tone, and we were constantly aware of maintaining this 

fragile state as we began our technical rehearsals.   

 
Technical Rehearsals 
 
 The technical rehearsals or, “techs,” are commonly known as the time when all 

production elements, including light, sound, and last-minute additions to the set are 

finally added.  It is at this time in the process that the director must give full leadership 

responsibilities to the stage manager, who is responsible for calling out each cue in the 

show.  The first part of this process is called “paper tech.”  Paper techs occur outside of 

rehearsal time and most often include the stage manager, lighting and sound designers, 

and the director.  During paper techs, sound and lighting designers go through each of 

their cues on their prepared cue sheets and inform the stage manager of the specific times 

each cue should be called out to the sound and light board operators.  By this point in the 

process, many of the technical cues for the set have already been dealt with, but it is often 

at this time that the stage manager begins to notate how each of these cues should be 

dealt with, and how she will notify the assistant stage manager and/or crew hands of how 

to handle each cue.  At paper tech, the primary role of the director is to ensure the correct 

placement of each cue, and to answer any questions in regards to the order or timing of 

the cues. 
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 The next step of the technical process is called “dry tech” because it also occurs 

with no actors.  Depending on the length and demands of the show, dry tech can 

sometimes be the most tedious part of the tech process.  It is here that the director is able 

to see and hear each of the cues together for the first time, and draw attention to any 

changes that may need to be made on the fade times for the lights, for example, or on the 

levels of the sounds.  For Eurydice, which had over seventy sound cues and nearly one 

hundred fifty light cues, the process was extended over two days.  During this time, the 

stage manager was able to practice calling each of the cues and make any necessary 

changes to the order of the cues in her script.  At this time we realized exactly how 

challenging the stage manager’s job would be for this show, which had numerous 

moments when cues followed one another very quickly.  Transitions between the three 

movements for example, where numerous sound, light, and set cues overlapped were 

particularly challenging for the stage manager, who would sometimes have as many as 

twenty cues to call on a single page of the script.  After a long, but successful dry tech, 

we moved onto the next step of “wet techs” which finally include the actors. 

 Wet techs often begin with what is commonly known as a “cue-to-cue.” During a 

cue-to-cue, the stage manager leads the actors through each cue of the script, skipping 

over sections that do not involve technical elements.  It is at this time that actors practice 

the timing of the cues, and how it affects the specificity of their movements and line 

delivery.  This is also a time for the director to make any last minute changes to technical 

elements that may be affected by the presence of the actors on stage.  The levels of 

certain sound cues are adjusted to match the volume of actors’ voices and some of the 

lighting fade times are also adjusted to adequately complement the actor’s timing.   
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 One of the most difficult challenges we faced during techs was the diversion of 

attention at appropriate moments.  To ensure that attention would be fixed on the correct 

areas of the stage, it became necessary to decrease the intensity of light in some areas of 

the stage, while increasing it others.  An example of one such change came in the 

moment when Eurydice falls to her death at the end of Movement One.  While the sound 

had done an adequate job of covering the sound of the actor descending from the stairs, 

the inability to make the theatre completely dark due to the exit signs created the problem 

of seeing the actor walk down the steps, rather than actually falling.  Since nothing could 

be done about the brightness of the exit signs, we chose instead to add an abrupt increase 

in the intensity of light coming from the elevator at the same time the platform went dark.  

By doing this, the audience’s attention was diverted away from the actor’s descent down 

the stairs, and the final result was a sharp and powerful transition.   

 Another challenge within the technical rehearsals was the implementation of 

various elements of the set.   First we discovered that the water pump had to be readied 

and “primed” within an hour of its use.  Thus, once performances began, the assistant 

stage manager would have to prepare the pump in the last moments before the doors to 

the theatre were opened.  We also discovered that the rain in the elevator had a ten-

second delay, so calling this cue was rehearsed numerous times to ensure that the timing 

would be consistent.  Two technical elements that never fully achieved the effect we 

desired were the string room and the dry ice used in the river of forgetfulness.  Because 

two people were needed to lower each side of the string room, the timing of their descent 

and ascent was challenging.  While the stage manager and run-crew personnel practiced 

this task numerous times, the two sides were never perfectly synchronized.  The dry ice 
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also created frustrating challenges for the lighting designer.  Due to uncontrollable, 

unpredictable drafts in the theatre space, the dry ice did not always flow within the 

desired parameters of the river.  While the designer continued to adjust the size and 

placement of the pipes used for the dry ice throughout the technical and dress rehearsals, 

a consistent effect was never fully achieved.   

 The technical rehearsals proved to be a valuable lesson in compromise for 

everyone involved in the project.  Aware of the heightened necessity to maintain an 

appropriate tone and pace for the show, several sound cues were cut or changed (as 

discussed in Chapter Five), and lighting cues were adjusted.  While the cues on their own 

had appeared to be good choices, when added to the total work of art they seemed out of 

place, inappropriate, or simply faltered due to our technical capacities.  In the end our 

collaboration and patience during the tedious tech process led to a much smoother dress 

rehearsal and preview.   

 
Dress Rehearsals 
 
 After a long weekend of technical rehearsals, costumes were finally added to the 

production.  The first dress rehearsal is a critical time in the life of a production because it 

is the first time that the director and designers see the full embodiment of their vision and 

work come together.  Dress rehearsals can also be very stressful because they affect each 

actor differently.  In some cases, the addition of costumes completes an actor’s vision for 

their character and allows them to feel fully immersed in the character for the first time.  

For other actors, costumes can be a stumbling block and result in an adjustment period 

for the actor as they learn to move and function in the costume.  The dress rehearsal also 
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allows the costume designer to see their work in motion, and note any final adjustments 

that need to be made.   

 Dress rehearsals for Eurydice began by practicing the few quick costume changes 

that needed to be made by the actors playing Eurydice and Orpheus.  Compared to many 

shows, Eurydice has very few costume changes that need to be made abruptly.  The 

fastest change occurred for the actor playing Eurydice, who was given approximately one 

minute to change from her wedding dress and into the dress and coat she wore in the 

underworld.  Again, the stress of these quick changes can sometimes negatively affect an 

actor’s performance because they have little time to mentally prepare themselves for the 

scene that follows.  Luckily, with the help of the run crew, and the ability to practice the 

change numerous times, the actor was able to handle the adjustment well. 

 While skirts, bustles, corsets and capes had been used by the actors in rehearsals, 

the transition to the full costumes proved to be more inhibiting for some actors than 

others.  The stones had the added challenge of uncomfortable hair-dos and hats, heavy 

costumes, and body paint that would rub off if not handled carefully.  The addition of the 

stones’ costumes, hair, and make-up did call for some adjustments of movement and 

posture, but did not affect their performances in a negative way.  Surprisingly, the added 

challenge gave the actors something new to work with, and added freshness to their 

performance that worked in a positive way.  The actor playing the lord of the underworld 

was also affected by the addition of the costumes, especially by the long pants that he 

wore over his stilts.  Even though the costume required some slight adjustments, they did 

not in any way affect his performance negatively. 
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 Overall, the dress rehearsal and preview ran smoothly.  While the actors and 

production team were exhausted from a long weekend of techs, having all elements of the 

show pieced together for the first time was exhilarating and exciting for everyone 

involved.  After a strong preview, the actors moved forward to opening night where the 

final piece of the puzzle would finally be added: the audience.   

 
Performances 

 
 Eurydice opened on Tuesday, November 11, 2009 in Baylor University’s Mabee 

Theatre.  (See Appendix I, Fig.  I.1 for promotional flier.) The show ran for six sold-out 

performances and an additional matinee that also sold well.  While small audiences had 

joined us for our dress rehearsal and preview, the addition of a full house of audience 

members added a fresh energy to the life of the play.  Throughout the run of the show, 

actors were challenged to adjust to varying, inconsistent reactions from the audiences.  

On some nights, audiences responded vocally to the humor and quirkiness of the play, 

requiring actors to adjust their timing and delivery to facilitate the laughter.  On other 

nights, however, the audience, with no change from the actors, responded more to the 

tragedy of the piece, by crying or maintaining an intense silence.  This silence was one of 

the most challenging aspects for the actors to adjust to.  In nearly every performance 

during several of the more touching moments of the play, such as when the father builds 

the string room, when Orpheus looks back, when the father and Eurydice step into the 

river, or when Orpheus arrives in the elevator, the audience responded with an intense 

silence that was at times unnerving for the actors.  In some cases, silence can be a 

negative reaction and mean that the audience is disinterested.  Yet with each 

performance, the applause and reactions that followed these silences made me believe 
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that the silence did not mean a disinterest in the production, but in fact just the opposite.  

The silence became one of the best compliments the show could receive, because it 

represented an undivided attention to the play.   

 
Conclusion 

 
 With each performance, the actors continued to improve, and apart from recurring 

problems with the dry ice, the technical cues continued to tighten and flow.  This 

progress made the closing of the show even more difficult to bear, because the growth 

and potential of the production seemed endless.  I, along with every other member of the 

production team, was extremely proud of the work we did.  For this reason it could be 

quite easy to look back on the process with nothing but fond memories.  Yet in order to 

grow as an artist, self-evaluation and analysis must always be made to ensure growth and 

progress in the future.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Self-Analysis 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 Eurydice offered numerous challenges that stretched my abilities as a director in 

new ways.  The play’s style led me to reevaluate the way I approached various aspects of 

my work, including my analysis and collaboration with designers and actors.   My 

primary goal throughout the process was always to serve the play, even when that meant 

radically readjusting my directorial methods to suit its needs.  In the end I learned many 

valuable lessons about the directorial process and discovered ways that I can improve my 

approach in the future. 

 
Design 

 
 The process of working with designers is always challenging for directors, 

because every designer approaches his or her work differently.   Some designers think in 

abstract terms of color, shape, and lines, while others focus on tone or on the more 

tangible given circumstances of the play.  One of the director’s first jobs in the design 

process then is to learn how to communicate with and inspire each individual designer.  

As a director shares her concept and vision she must be prepared to discuss her ideas in 

ways that clearly communicate her vision to a wide variety of artistic perspectives.   

 One way for a director to learn how to serve the needs of her designers is to have 

individual pre-concept meetings where both the director and designers discuss their 

working methods and artistic approach.  I have often used this approach with stage 
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managers by meeting before our work together begins to discuss how we can serve one 

another’s needs in the most efficient way.  I now see the benefit of using this approach 

with designers as well.  Having never previously worked with any of the designers on the 

Eurydice production team, I know now that meetings such as these would have greatly 

helped with our process.   Rather than trying to decipher the designers’ approach during 

the process and adjust tactics according to my discoveries along the way, I would have 

been better prepared to meet their artistic needs from the beginning.  Doing so early in 

the process would have establish that my goal as a director was to serve their artistic 

needs and create a collaborative, efficient working environment.  While a pleasant and 

solid working relationship was eventually established between the designers and myself, I 

strongly believe if I had implemented this tactic as the first step of the design process, 

less time would have been wasted learning to speak one another’s artistic language. 

 Another tactic that would have been good to use with all of the designers and their 

crew is to compliment their work more.  While I am by nature a very complimentary 

person and have always made a conscious effort to praise and encourage student 

designers and actors, I mistakenly forgot to make this a priority with the faculty 

designers.  I wrongly rationalized that working professionally meant being blunt and to-

the-point in my notes and comments.  What I was reminded of in the process of designing 

and constructing the various elements of Eurydice is that regardless of how professional 

or critical a designer is, they need to feel that their hard work is deeply appreciated by the 

director.  While this seems like common sense, it is one of the easiest things to forget 

when elements of the design come to life in a different way than the director might have 
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envisioned.  Thus, praise and encouragement must be consciously used as a tactic to 

maintain the morale and motivation of the entire production team. 

  
Set 
 
 The set design came together in a collaborative way that was artistically satisfying 

for both the designer and myself.  While the set did go through many changes early in the 

process, the development followed a progression of trial and error that is natural for the 

creative process.  In the early stages of our collaboration the set designer and I learned 

that we were most productive when we met frequently, with one or two days reserved 

between meetings to digest the changes and ideas we had discussed.  For me this often 

included re-reading the script and imagining the action of the play within the adapted 

design.  By having sufficient time to analyze the developing set design in this way, many 

potential problems and stumbling blocks within the design were solved and addressed 

early.   

 While the development of the set design went smoothly, new challenges were 

confronted when construction began.  The overlapping schedules of Eurydice and Cyrano 

de Bergerac added a great deal of stress to this phase of the project because the interests 

of both the designer and key crew personnel were divided between the two shows.  

Because Cyrano opened only two short weeks after Eurydice closed, there was a strong 

desire to complete the set for Eurydice early so attention could turn to the demands of the 

other show.  For this reason the floor of our set was painted three weeks before the show 

opened.  While in theory this plan of attack should have worked, it became an issue of 

key concern when the clear coat of sealant that was added to the final layer of paint began 

to show numerous scuff marks.  This concern was confronted immediately.  After much 
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debate, we realized that the only way to fully correct the problem would be to re-paint the 

entire set, but time and budgetary limitations made this impossible.  The first part of our 

compromise involved reducing the amount of traffic that was allowed on the stage to 

avoid additional markings.  Secondly, the stage managers were required to mop the set 

before and after every rehearsal, while paint crew personnel polished the most prominent 

blemishes between the performances.  Luckily, the texture added to the stage in the 

lighting design decreased the visibility of these markings in a majority of the scenes. 

 While problems such as these were in many ways unavoidable and irreparable, 

other issues could have been avoided completely if I had been more aware.  The first was 

the placement of the elevator.  Because the ramp of the set followed the natural circular 

shape of the theatre, its peak occurred in an upstage location that was on the same plane 

as part of the audience seating.  The elevator was placed behind this area and was only 

open for viewing on its downstage side, meaning numerous audience members located 

behind the right side of the stage were unable to see inside.  While the original angle of 

the elevator was slightly adjusted the help with the problem, our realization occurred too 

late in the process to make any significant changes.  Only a small section of audience 

members were affected by this problem, but it still troubled me that ticket holders missed 

a key image in the play.   In future projects I will be more proactive in addressing the way 

a set affects all seating areas in the audience.   

 Another challenging issue was the construction of the string room.  Originally, we 

had hoped that the four corners that hung from the catwalks and served as the supporting 

structure of the room could be left throughout the course of the play.  Yet because the 

climax in the third movement seemed to occur in a transient location somewhere between 
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the underworld and the world of the living, the physical presence of the string room was 

distracting as we tried to stage this section of the play.   When the issue was first 

addressed early in our production meetings, the production manager and technical 

director voiced concerns about the dwindling amount of time we had left on our 

construction calendar and the problem was left unresolved.  It was only after several 

weeks of persuasion that proper steps were taken to make the necessary changes.  In 

hindsight I know now that my concerns should have been dealt with as soon as a potential 

problem was first realized.  In the future I will not allow important concerns such as these 

to go unaddressed for such a long period of time; it is my obligation to do a better job of 

communicating these needs.   

 
Lighting  
 
 As discussed in Chapter Three, my collaboration with the lighting designer was 

smooth and efficient.  The designer was patient throughout the process, and was always 

open to change.  Her design beautifully complimented the colors and mood of the set, and 

adequately maintained the fluidity of the play during the numerous changes between the 

world of the living and the underworld.  The only aspect of the design that should have 

been handled better was the inconsistency of the dry ice in the river of forgetfulness.  In 

early tests, the dry ice achieved a beautiful sweeping effect in the river.  Unfortunately, 

once we moved into techs we realized that the effect was not always consistent.  

Numerous factors, including the uncontrollable drafts in the theatre, the size of the dry 

ice, and the size of the pipes used to transport the steam from the ice, heavily altered the 

effect.  While we continued to modify these conditions in hopes of achieving a more 

reliable product, consistency was never achieved.  The effect was beautiful when it 
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worked correctly but was detrimental to critical moments in the play when it did not, and 

for this reason should have been cut from the production.  In the future I will know to be 

wary of inconsistent technical elements, carefully weighing the benefits of success with 

the consequences of failure.   

 
Sound  
 
 While the sound design was handled with great care and attention to detail, many 

factors beyond our control influenced the final product.  As dry techs were under way and 

we began to designate the levels for the sound, we realized that after taking the volume 

past a certain level the speakers in the theatre began to buzz.  While this uncontrollable 

external factor was frustrating for both of us, proper compromise was made to handle the 

problem by cutting some sound cues and adjusting the levels of others.  Another 

challenge we confronted in dry techs was the inability to play sound cues one after the 

other as quickly as we desired.  The sound designer and I both faltered here, because 

neither of us predicted this need to join several of the sound cues.  Unfortunately, due to 

this late realization and the complicated nature of the computer sound program that 

would have to be used to fix the problem, the issue could not be corrected.  While the 

sound board operator worked efficiently and changed cues as quickly as possible, the 

inability to correct the root of the problem led to pauses between the sound cues that were 

longer than we desired.   

 As mentioned in Chapter Three, several sound cues that were added to the design 

were cut during the technical rehearsals.  Although the cues had seemed fitting in the 

initial concept, they were cut once they were added to the fully realized production 

because they either disrupted the tone or flow of the play, or took away from the 
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language that was spoken during that moment.  I fully blame myself for this over-design, 

as the cues were initially added by my own suggestion.  In retrospect I realize that this 

fault came from not fully trusting Ruhl’s guidance in the script.  Richard Corley, who 

directed the world premiere of Eurydice at Madison Rep.  offered this advice about 

tackling Ruhl’s work: “Sarah Ruhl has a reason (and a vision) for every line…my advice 

to directors is: Pay attention.  Beneath that lovely, generous exterior is a fierce 

intelligence, which we ignore at our peril” (qtd. in Wren).  In the sound design, I failed to 

fully trust Ruhl’s script.  While some of our additions—such as the lullaby that played 

during the construction of the string room and our choice to have Orpheus sing upon his 

arrival to the underworld—worked well, I extended liberties in the design that should not 

have been made.  While cutting the cues was ultimately best for the show, the mistake 

cost the designer numerous wasted hours, which I deeply regret.   

 
Costume 
 
 The language of costume design was the most foreign and troublesome for me to 

grasp.  While I could relay my ideas with the designer in terms of lines, shape, and color, 

I was ignorant to many stylistic clothing references the designer suggested, and often had 

to be shown pictures to fully understand her ideas.  I was also ill-equipped to describe 

different types of fabrics that I often wanted to reference because I was unfamiliar with 

the terminology.  While the design experience did teach me numerous things about the 

process of costume design, I know that to better equip myself for future collaborations 

within this area I will need to discipline myself to research and study more costume 

history. 

 133  



 While the final product of the costumes far surpassed my expectations, the 

process of bringing them to this full realization was stressful.  As discussed in Chapter 

Three, the costume designer allowed ideas to evolve over a long period of time.  Even 

though this approach eventually resulted in carefully considered, beautifully detailed 

designs, it also meant that ideas changed frequently, and for this reason many deadlines 

were missed.  At the time, I did not believe that it was my responsibility to hold the 

designer accountable to these deadlines because my goal was to maintain a positive 

working relationship.  In hindsight, I still do not know if I should have approached this 

situation differently.  When the director is forced to take an authoritarian role in a design 

it can compromise the collaborative nature of the relationship, which was the last thing I 

wanted to happen.   I strongly believe that an outside source such as a production 

manager or other figure of authority must assume this role.   As the director, my interest 

was swayed by how invested I was in the success of the final product, which for me far 

out-weighed the stress of the process.  An outside source of accountability might, 

however, better consider the needs of the individual costume personnel, who were most 

effected by the stress caused from missed deadlines.    

 
Working With Actors 

 
 I believe that one of the primary functions of a director is to build a trusting 

relationship with actors and establish a comfortable, safe working environment.  Without 

trust, actors are less likely to respect the director’s notes, and less willing to take risks in 

their work.  I work to establish this trust early in rehearsals by encouraging actors to ask 

questions and communicate their ideas and concerns.  By validating the actors’ ideas 
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early in the process, they gain a more vested interest in the work and see themselves as 

collaborative participants rather than puppets. 

 One way that I work to build a trusting rapport with the actors is by participating 

in their warm-up exercises.  While I do offer suggestions for the type of warm-ups I think 

the actors should focus on, I rarely lead these exercises.  Actors take turns in this position 

of leadership, and I participate in their exercises according to their own terms, just like 

the other actors in the cast.  When rehearsals begin by collaborating in this way, 

communication and trust are more likely to remain open.  I often conclude many of my 

rehearsals in a similar way by inviting actors to share their own questions and thoughts.  

To sustain a trusting collaboration, communication must flow in both directions.   

   Conscious of the need to maintain this trust among the actors, my work within 

the rehearsal process for Eurydice followed this model well.  From our early table work 

and Viewpoints rehearsals, communication was made open, and for the most part 

remained this way throughout the process.  One of the few exceptions included my work 

with the actor who played Eurydice.  As discussed in Chapter Four, specific areas of 

focus were assigned to the actors at each rehearsal, and while this tactic proved beneficial 

to most of the actors, it was overwhelming in the larger role of Eurydice.  Because I did 

not identify the source of this problem early, I continued to give overwhelming amounts 

of notes to this actor, and only further increased the problem.  Fearing that this actor was 

beginning to feel attacked, I started giving more notes to the other actors in order to make 

the large number of notes feel more balanced.  This tactic, however, threatened to bring 

down the morale of the entire cast.  It was only after a particularly frustrating rehearsal 

when the actor and I decided to meet separately for coffee that progress was finally made.  
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Working with this actor alone, I was able to discover the frustrations she was 

experiencing and adequately adjust by giving her permission to be herself and get back to 

the core of her character by throwing out all tactics and notes when necessary and simply 

focus on the given circumstances.  I see now that when a play rests so heavily on the 

shoulders of a single actor, meetings such as these must occur more regularly.  While we 

had held separate rehearsals to work on monologues and specific staging elements, one-

on-one meetings where the actor could be open about her concerns away from the 

presence of other cast members should have been scheduled as well.  Because I lost so 

much time focusing on this problem, other actors, such as the one playing Orpheus, could 

have likely been pushed further in their characterizations, and I now understand how to 

avoid this problem in the future.   

 Another decision I struggled with as I worked with the actors was the unity of the 

stones.  Early in the rehearsal process, vocal rehearsals were held for the actors playing 

the stones where rhythm, annunciation, and pitch were determined for each of their lines.  

Many faculty advisors believed, however, that the syncopation of their voices grew 

monotonous throughout the play and made them feel too abrasive.  While I agreed that 

the abrasiveness of the their words needed to be addressed by adjusting their volume, I 

never completely agreed that the syncopation was a bad choice.  Complying with these 

notes, I instructed the actors to speak in a less stylized way.  This new way of 

approaching their lines never felt as polished or stylistically appropriate as it had before, 

and in hindsight was likely the wrong decision.  By humanizing the way they spoke 

throughout the entire play, the moment when the stones beg Eurydice to follow Orpheus 

was made less powerful, because in this moment when they were in fact most human, 
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their already humanized vocalization could not be adjusted appropriately to match the 

emotional change.   

 
Final Product 

 
 “This is the most curious play to play that I think I’ve ever done,” says Blair 

Brown of her role as Lane in Ruhl’s The Clean House (“Talk with Sarah Ruhl”).  The 

Tony award-winning actor went on to describe her experience with this production at the 

Lincoln Center by saying, 

I’ve talked to the other actors in the company and they feel similarly.  
There are very few places where you say, okay, this moment lands like 
this every night.  It varies widely because audiences are not told by the 
playwright, ‘Here comes the sad part, here comes the happy part.’ It’s 
more, ‘Take it as you may.’ And, at the very same moment, we will hear 
somebody crying and we will hear somebody laughing.  Initially it was 
very disturbing.  [Laughs] Are we being mocked? And you realize, no, 
actually, it’s all true.  I don’t know anything else that’s like that except 
maybe, you know, some magic realist novelist.  But I’ve never had the 
experience in theatre before. 
 

Having now experienced Ruhl’s work first hand, I completely understand Brown’s 

confusion towards her audience’s reactions.  As a director I shared many of these feelings 

as I sat in the audience in each night of Eurydice and witnessed mixed reactions of 

laughter, silence, deep emotion, and puzzlement.  Sitting in these performances I 

wondered, “Did we get it right?” Did we adequately capture the tone of the play we 

struggled so hard to understand and bring to full realization on the stage? The answer to 

this question is both yes and no, and I think that Brown’s quote helps me understand how 

both answers are possible.   

 As Brown said, the mixture of reactions from the audience was “very disturbing” 

for their company of professional actors, and I believe that our young cast of student 
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actors were similarly affected by the audience’s mixed responses to the play.  On opening 

night, our audience was so vocally responsive to the humor of the play that several 

minutes were added to our run-time as actors adjusted their timing and held for laughter.  

On the following night, however, the audience was not as vocal, and the actor’s 

performance was, I believe, negatively influenced by the quiet reaction.  It was only after 

three or four nights of performances that the actors began to understand that such a wide 

range of reactions could be warranted from the same production.  In hindsight, I know 

that I should have better prepared the actors for this possible mixture of responses.  Had 

they been properly warned, their adjustment phase during performances could have 

perhaps been much shorter. 

 While audience reactions of this nature were partly in our control, the wide 

mixture of responses we received was also likely attributed to the style of the play, which 

we had no power over.  I now realize that I should have warned the actors about the 

reactions and reviews the play has received throughout its production history.  Because 

we grew to love and deeply appreciate the charm of Ruhl’s quirky writing style, we 

forgot that the play could be “jarring” and “weird” for many audience members who 

would be puzzled by the play’s postmodern, non-linear approach.   When Charles 

Isherwood reviewed the Second Stage production of Eurydice in 2007, he warned, 

“‘Eurydice’ will get under your skin either in all the right ways or all the wrong ones” 

(“Power of Memory”).  While it did not seem that our production got under many 

audience members’ skin in all of the wrong ways, it was overwhelmingly apparent when 

we got under their skin in all the right ones.  Many audience members left the theatre in 

tears, and seemed to share Isherwood’s reaction of “stagger[ing] out of the theatre” in a 
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“state of sad-happy disorientation” (“Power of Memory”).   For the actors, production 

crew, and myself, these reactions far outweighed any mixed ones we might have 

encountered.   

 Only one outside critic from the local newspaper, The Waco Tribune-Herald, 

reviewed the performance.  His reaction to the play seemed comparable to most reactions 

and reviews of the play throughout its short history.  While the article was titled, 

“Baylor’s ‘Eurydice’ Thoughtful if Lumpy,” the reviewer did not give any negative 

feedback about the production.  The article outlined many of the major plot points, 

seemingly preparing potential audience members for the play’s non-linear structure.  The 

reviewer compared the play to a “cigar box of mementos,” inside which are “mementos, 

symbols, iconic asides and jokes, objects to examine in turn, then put back and 

remembered in place of an even-tempered narrative” (Hoover).  While the reviewer did 

seem at times to show a slight frustration with some of the play’s more surprising 

developments, as exemplified in his description of the lord of the underworld, “garbed as 

an English schoolboy and riding a trike.  Whatever,” the majority of his remarks praised 

the production:  

It’s a provocative, bittersweet piece and director Amber Jackson’s 
production, anchored by . . . [a] sweetly sympathetic Eurydice, nicely 
marries an imaginative visual sense to rich symbols and characters all 
beguiling in their way.  That’s not to say ‘Eurydice’ is consistent or 
answers all the questions it raises.  But life, too, is maddening, obtuse, and 
lovely, Ruhl implies.  (Hoover) 
 

Although Ruhl’s style may not be everyone’s “cup of tea,” her work has the ability to 

move audiences in a powerful way.   As a critic noted from the 2008 production of 

Passion Play at Yale Rep., “Would you rather see a wholly coherent production from a 

second-rate mind or a disheveled epic from a brilliant one?” (Gold).  After experiencing 
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Ruhl’s work first hand I can say without reservation that I will choose the challenges of 

her brilliance over the safety of a “second-rate mind” any day.   

 
Conclusion 

 
 The Baylor Theatre production of Eurydice was a success for numerous reasons.  

First, the challenging style of the play stretched the imaginations of everyone involved 

with the show.  Designers explored new territories of design, and actors learned new 

tactics for discovering their roles.  Audience members too, were exposed to a new work 

that hopefully stretched their perception of theatre.  Secondly, beyond the success of the 

final product of the show, the process was equally satisfying.  Although certain situations 

could have been handled better through more foresight, better communication, or simply 

more time, the overall perception of the process was extremely positive.  As a result, the 

closing of the show not only had an emotional effect on the actors, but also on several 

designers and many of the run-crew personnel.  When the entire team of artists reaches 

this level of fulfillment, each participant carries a lasting feeling of success long after the 

show has closed.     

 As time passes and my own emotional attachment to the production slowly fades, 

I am better able to objectively evaluate my areas of strength and weakness within the 

process.  I know that in future projects I will need to practice more foresight in my 

approach in order to avoid potential problems.  I will make more of an effort to offer 

praise and encouragement to my designers and will carefully evaluate the needs of my 

actors by holding individual meetings with them when necessary.  Most importantly, I 

will also continue to sustain my strengths as a director by creating a strong, positive 

community of trust among the team, and maintaining open communication throughout 
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the collaboration.  I will carry these lessons from my directorial approach to Eurydice 

into every show I direct in the future, and will use this thesis milestone as a foundation 

for continued growth.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

List of Textual Changes 
 

Listing of scenes that appear in the 2004 publication of Eurydice in Theatre Journal but 
are omitted in the 2006 publication of Eurydice in The Clean House and Other Plays. 

 
Location of omission in 
Theatre Journal publication:

Description of omitted scene or lines: 

Page 37: “Characters” Under the heading of “These characters should be double-
cast,” Ruhl lists: 
 
“EURYDICE’S GRANDMOTHER (THE FATHER’S 
MOTHER) 
OLD WOMAN (THE VORACIOUS MOTHER OF THE 
CHILD)” 
 

Page 38: “Notes” 
 

In Ruhl’s description of the Stones she says, “They might 
be played by children.” 
 

Page 50: Movement Two, 
Scene 5 

Eurydice’s grandmother walks slowly across the stage, 
unnoticed, in 1930s attire.  “She looks as though she is 
trying to remember a good joke,” then “walks by.” 
 

Page 51: Movement Two, 
Scene 8 

Eurydice’s grandmother again walks across the stage, 
unnoticed.  “She tries to remember how to do a dance 
step,” then again, “walks by.” 
 

Page 55-56: Movement 
Two, Scene 15 

After Eurydice and the father hum “I Got Rhythm,” the 
grandmother is noticed by Eurydice for the first time.  The 
father warns that the grandmother doesn’t remember them.  
When Eurydice speaks to her she responds with 
fragmented memories about coats, farming, and the piano.  
When the stones rebuke them saying, “There were no 
coats!” the grandmother responds with: “Aren’t they 
lovely children? No one looks after them though.” As the 
grandmother begins to exit Eurydice hugs her and she 
says, “How funny! Like warm snow,” and then leaves. 
 

Page 59: Movement Three, 
Scene 1 

As Orpheus speaks to the lord of the underworld, the old 
woman “comes out of a trapdoor.” She sings to Orpheus: 
“Lay your body/ down, my love,/ Oh, lay your body 
down./ I’ll love you hot and white and brown./ Oh, lay 
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your body down.”  After singing several verses of this 
song the woman “mounts Orpheus.” The lord of the 
underworld explains that his mother has needs: “You 
scratch my mother’s back, and I’ll scratch yours.” The 
scene ends with the lord of the underworld leaving the 
woman and Orpheus alone as “she moves toward him.” 
 

Page 66: Movement Three, 
Scene 3 

When the lord of the underworld confronts Eurydice when 
he has grown to be ten feet tall he says, “You can’t refuse 
me.  I’ve made my choice.  My mother’s needs have been 
satisfied.  I’m ready to be a man now.” 
 

Page 67: Movement Three, 
Scene 3 

After Orpheus steps on the letter at the end of the play and 
closes his eyes, the grandmother enters and the final stage 
directions of the play read as follows: 
 
“EURYDICE’S GRANDMOTHER walks by slowly in the 
background.   
Stirrings of music from the 1930s. 
She looks refined, lost in thought. 
She walks as though she is walking toward 
Something delightful— 
She can’t remember its name. 
No one notices her. 
 
The End.” 
 

 
 
 

 144  



 
 

APPENDIX B 
 

Text Comparison Chart 
 

Ruhl, Sarah.  Eurydice.  The Clean House 
and Other Plays.  New York: 
Theatre Communications Group, 
2006.  325-411. 

 

Ruhl, Sarah.  Eurydice.  New York: 
Samuel French, 2008.   

 

Page 332 
 
“The set should allow for fluid transitions 
from moment to moment—from 
underworld to overworld and back again.” 

(Excluded) 
 

Page 333 
 
EURYDICE: All those birds? Thank you. 
 
He nods.  They make a quarter turn and he 
makes a sweeping gesture, indicating an 
invisible sea. 
 
And—the sea! For me? When? 
 
Orpheus opens his hands. 
 
Now? It’s mine already? 
 
Orpheus nods.   
 

Page 9 
 
EURYDICE: All those birds? 
 
He nods. 
 
For me? Thank you. 
 
They make a quarter turn and he makes a 
sweeping gesture.   
He makes a gesture of giving the sea to 
Eurydice. 
 
And—the sea! Now? 
 
Orpheus opens his hands. 
 
It’s mine already? 
 
Orpheus nods. 
 

Page 334 
 
EURYDICE: Thank you. 
Now—walk over there. 
 
Orpheus walks in a straight line on an 
unseen boardwalk. 
 

Page 9-10 
 
EURYDICE: Thank you. 
 
She crawls on top of him and kisses his 
eyes. 
 
What are you thinking about? 
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Don’t look at me. 
 
He turns his face away from hers and 
walks. 
 
Now—stop. 
 
He stops. 
She runs and jumps into his arms. 
He doesn’t quite catch her and they fall 
down together. 
She crawls on top of him and kisses his 
eyes. 
 
What are you thinking about? 
 

 

Page 347-348 
 
ORPHEUS AND EURYDICE: 
Don’t sit under the apple tree  
With anyone else but me 
Anyone else but me 
Anyone else but me 
No no no. 
Don’t sit under the apple tree 
With anyone else but me 
Till I come marching home… 
 
On the other side of the stage, 
the Father checks his watch. 
He stops doing the jitterbug. 
He exits, in a hurry. 
 
Don’t go walking down lover’s lane 
With anyone else but me 
Anyone else but me 
Anyone else but me 
No no no. 
Don’t go walking down lover’s lane 
With anyone else but me 
Till I come marching home… 
 
EURYDICE: I’m warm.  Are you warm? 
 

Page 19 
 
ORPHEUS AND EURYDICE: 
Don’t sit under the apple tree  
with anyone else but me 
anyone else but me 
anyone else but me 
no no no. 
Don’t sit under the apple tree 
with anyone else but me 
‘til I come marching home… 
 
On the other side of the stage, 
the Father checks his watch. 
He stops doing the jitterbug. 
He exits, in a hurry. 
 
EURYDICE: I’m warm; are you warm? 
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Page 356 
 
MAN: Don’t do that, you’ll trip! There are 
six hundred stairs! 
 
EURYDICE: Orpheus! 
 

Page 25 
 
MAN: Don’t do that, you’ll trip! 
 
EURYDICE: Orpheus! 
 

Page 371 
 
EURYDICE: That word! 
It’s like—I can’t breathe. 
Orpheus! My husband. 
 
[End of scene] 
 

Page 38 
 
EURYDICE: That word! 
It’s like—I can’t breathe. 
Orpheus! My husband. 
 
Eurydice looks at her father. 
She recognizes him. 
 
EURYDICE: Oh! 
 
She embraces her father. 
 
[End of scene] 
 

Page 376-377 
 
EURYDICE: What do you do? 
What do you DO? 
Are you a thing or a person? 
Say something! 
I hate you! 
 
She stands on the book trying to read it. 
 
Damn you! 
 
She throws the book at the Stones. 
They duck. 
 
THE STONES: That is not allowed! 
 
Drops of water.  Time passes. 

Page 44 
 
EURYDICE: What do you do? 
What do you DO? 
Say something! 
I hate you! 
 
She stands on the book, trying to read it. 
 
Damn you! 
 
She throws the book.   
She lies down in the string room. 
Drops of water.  Time passes. 
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Page 380 
 
EURYDICE: I’m not a very good singer.   
 
FATHER: Neither am I. 
 
THE STONES: (To the Father) Stop 
singing and go to work! 
 
[End of scene] 
 

Page 47 
 
EURYDICE: I’m not a very good singer. 
 
FATHER: Neither am I. 
 
[End of scene] 
 

Page 381 
 
EURYDICE: Ow. 
 
CHILD: See? 
 
EURYDICE: What do you want? 
 
CHILD: You’re pretty. 
 
EURYDICE: I’m dead. 
 
CHILD: You’re pretty.   
 
EURYDICE: You’re little.   
 

Page 49 
 
EURYDICE: Ow. 
 
CHILD: See?  
You’re pretty.   
 
EURYDICE: You’re little. 
 

Page 385 
 
EURYDICE: Show me your body, he said.  
It only means one thing. 
 
She looks at her father, embarrassed for 
revealing too much. 
 
Or maybe two or three things.  But only 
one thing at a time. 
 
[End of scene] 

Page 51 
 
EURYDICE: Show me your body, he said.  
It only means one thing.   
 
[End of scene] 
 

Page 386 
 
ORPHEUS: I have consulted the almanacs, 
the footstools, and the architects, and 
everyone agrees.  Wait for me. 
 
 

Page 52 
 
ORPHEUS: I have consulted the almanacs, 
the footstools, and the architects, and 
everyone agrees: I found the right note.  
Wait for me. 
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Love, 
Orpheus 
 

Love, 
Orpheus 
 

Page 386-387 
 
EURYDICE: I got a letter.  From Orpheus. 
 
FATHER: You sound serious.  Nothing 
wrong I hope. 
 
EURYDICE: No. 
 
FATHER: What did he say? 
 

Page 53 
 
EURYDICE: I got a letter.  From Orpheus. 
 
FATHER: What did he say? 
 

Page 389 
 
The melody Orpheus hummed in the first 
scene, 
repeated over and over again. 
Raspberries, peaches and plums drop from 
the ceiling into the River. 
Orpheus keeps singing. 
 

Page 56 
 
The melody Orpheus hummed in the first 
scene, 
repeated over and over again. 
Raspberries, peaches and plums drop from 
the ceiling into the River.  Perhaps only in 
our imagination.   
Orpheus keeps singing. 
 

Page 405 
 
EURYDICE: Listen.  I’ll tell you a story. 
 
LITTLE STONE: He can’t hear you. 
 
BIG STONE: He can’t see you. 
 
LOUD STONE: He can’t remember you. 
 
LITTLE STONE: Try speaking in the 
language of stones.   

Page 67 
 
EURYDICE: Listen.  I’ll tell you a story. 
 
LITTLE STONE: Try speaking in the 
language of stones. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Scaled Set Model 
 

 
 

Fig.  C.1.  Photo of completed set model. 
 

Copyright © 2009 William Sherry/ Used with permission.  
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APPENDIX D 
 

Production Photos Featuring Set Design 
 

 
 

Fig.  D.  1.  Production photo featuring complete view of the set design. 
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Fig.  D.2.  Photo of elevator in set design.
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APPENDIX E 
 

Production Photos Featuring Lighting Design 
 

 
 

Fig.  E.1.  Photo demonstrating contrast of warm and cool lighting tones.   
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Fig.  E.2.  Photo demonstrating textural enhancement in the use of “gobos.” 
 

 
 

Fig.  E.3.  Photo illustrating use of “specials” in lighting design.
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APPENDIX F 
 

Production Photos Featuring Costume and Make-up Design 
 

 
 

Fig.  F.1.  Photo demonstrating contrasting shapes between characters in costume design. 
 

 
 

Fig.  F.2.  Photo demonstrating warm colors used in the world of the living. 
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Fig.  F.3.  Example of dye used to achieve water effect in the costume for the father. 
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Fig.  F.4.  Photo of Eurydice’s coat upon her arrival to the underworld. 
 

 
 

Fig.  F.5.  Photo illustrating change made to Eurydice’s wedding dress in underworld. 
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Fig.  F.6.  Production photo of stone costumes representing contrasting silhouettes and 
different time periods. 
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Fig.  F.7.  Example of dye used in Orpheus’ costume upon second arrival to underworld. 
 

 
 

Fig.  F.8.  Lord of the underworld costume inspired by Angus Young. 
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Fig.  F.9.  Illustration of make-up inspiration in original costume renderings. 
 

Copyright © 2009 Adrienne Harper/ Used with permission. 
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APPENDIX G 
 

“Elements of a Character Portrait, or the Hot Seat” 
From The Viewpoints Book (128-130) 

 
Part 1: Writing 

My name is _____________________________________________________. 
I am ___________________________________________________ years old. 
I am from ______________________________________________________. 
My profession is _________________________________________________. 
 
Five facts I know from the text are: 
 1.  _______________________________________________________ 
 2.  _______________________________________________________ 
 3.  _______________________________________________________ 
 4.  _______________________________________________________ 
 5.  _______________________________________________________ 
 
Five things I intuit (but which are no stated in the text) are: 
 1.  _______________________________________________________ 
 2.  _______________________________________________________ 
 3.  _______________________________________________________ 
 4.  _______________________________________________________ 
 5.  _______________________________________________________ 
 
A telling action I perform in the play is _______________________________. 
A telling line I speak is ____________________________________________. 
My greatest fear is _______________________________________________. 
My greatest longing is ____________________________________________. 
Odd habits I have are _____________________________________________. 
My likes include _________________________________________________. 
My dislikes include _______________________________________________. 
 

Part 2: Moving 
 An action with Tempo that expresses character 
 An action with Duration that expresses character 
 A floor pattern that expresses character 
 Three Behavioral Gestures that are particular to the character’s 

personality, culture, time or place 
 Two Expressive Gestures that express the essence of character, a 

propelling force or a conflict within 
 A walk across the room with bold choices regarding Tempo, Shape and 

Topography 
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APPENDIX H 
 

Promotional Media 
 

 
 

Fig.  H.1.  Poster designed for promotional purposes. 
 

Copyright © 2009 Sam Hough/ Used with permission.
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