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Characters
in order of appearance:

Joel, Mdrcia’s boyfriend, nineteen years of age
Mauro, Bianca’s boyfriend, eighteen years of age
Celso, Ana’s brother, fifteen years of age

Ana, Celso’s sister, sixteen years of age

Bianca, Mauro’s girlfriend, seventeen years of age
Lia, eighteen years of age

Marcia, joel’s ex-girlfriend, eighteen years of age

With the exception of Mdrcia, all the characters in the play attend the
same college.

Location

Various places.

Action

During the course of a month.




Scene One

A aity square. Joel is sitting with his mobile in his hand. He appears
unsure whether or not to make a call. Enter Mauaro.

Mauro Well, then?

Joel (looking at his phone) Well, what?
Mauro What are you doing here alone?
Joel Thinking.

Mauro Are you all right?

Joel 1Iam. Are you?

Mauro Yep.

Joel And how’s it going with Bianca?
Mauro She’s doing fine.

Joel What about you guys?

Mauro What of it?

Joel Are you doing all right?

Mauro [ think so.

Joel You ‘think’

Mauro What are you getting at, Joel?

Joel It’s just that it doesn’t look to me like things are going
so well for you right now.

Mauro For me?

Joel Yeah.

Mauro Why’s that?

Joel You don’t seem so happy with Bianca.
Mauro Butlam.

Joel Are you sure?
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Mauro I'm not getting you.
Joel I think that you trust Bianca too much.

Mauro Are you trying to say you know something that
I don’t?

Joel I just have this feeling about it.

Celso and Ana enter. Ana looks as if she has been crying.
Joel Hi, Celsinho?

Celso Hi.

Joel I heard you joined the college drama club.
Celso News travels fast.

Joel Congrats.

Celso Cheers.

Joel It’ll be good — help get you out of yourself a bit.
(Referring to Ana.) Did something happen to your sister?

Celso She had a fight with her boyfriend.

Ana Celso!

Celso Calm down.

Ana [I've told you not to go talking my business to people.
She exits.

Celso The big bust-up continues.

Mauro What did he do?

Celso Cheated on her.

Mauroe Whoa.

Celso She’s gutted.

Joel I can imagine just how she feels.

He paces up and down, agitated.
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Mauro What’s up with you?

Joel Let’s meet up at my place tomorrow.
Mauro What for?

Joel TI’ve got an idea.

Mauro What kind of idea?

Joel Something to do with all this love stuff. But I can only
tell you about it tomorrow. You coming, Mauro?

Mauro When have I never been interested in your ‘ideas’,
mate?

Joel What about you, Celsinho?

Celso Do I really need to be there?

Joel Of course you do.

Celso Idon’t even have a girlfriend!

Joel You don’t know what I’ve got planned yet!

Celso All right, then, I'm in.

Joel And bring your sister, too. I think it’ll be good for her.
Celso TI'll try.

Joel (o Mauro) Can you ask Lia?

Mauro Lia?

Joel She’d be great for what I’ve got in mind. Right, then,
let’s get going. I've got some planning to do for our meeting.

He exits. Mauro and Celso, unnerved by Joel, exit, too.

Scene Two

Mauro’s bedroom. He lies on the floor, looks up at the ceiling.
Bianca sils in a char.

Bianca What happened, Mauro?
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Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca

Mauro

Bianca (leaving)

Why?

You’re acting strange.

It’s just foolishness, Bianca.

Do you want to tell me something?
It’s all right. (Silence.) Did you ever cheat on me?
What a question!

Answer me.

Of course not.

Are you sure?

Why are you asking me this now?

I told you it was foolishness.

Did someone say something to you?
It’s just what I’m thinking, that’s all.
I think I’d better go.

Mauro Where are you off to?
Bianca Home.

Mauro (holding her) Wait.
Bianca Whatisit?

Mauro Stay a bit longer.

Holds her tighter. She breaks free and shoots him a look.

Are you pissed off with me?

Bianca
Mauro
Bianca

Mauro

Bianca

We’ll see each other tomorrow afternoon.
Tomorrow afternoon?
Yeah, what’s up now?

I can’t make it tomorrow.

Why not?
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whims of a culture’s predilection for certain gendered practices can
bear influence over an adaptation or translation in a censorious
manner.'!

The postcolonial theorist Tejaswini Niranjana has explored such
power relations within translation practice, noting the existence of
a clear hierarchy between source and target. Seeing this relationship
in terms of colonised/colonizer, translation (and by inference cross-
national adaptation) can be seen to serve hegemonic versions of the
colonized, in Said’s terms “objects without history.”'? Niranjana,
then, like Venuti, favors a translation approach that seeks to be a site
for resistance and transformation, where translation is an ideological
act both of and for itself. Examples of such work within postcolonial
literature are not in short supply,'* but within the wider realms of ad-
aptation it is theatre rather than film that appears in the vanguard of
utilizing adaptation as a means of resistance. It was the French Cana-
dian theater practitioner Robert Lepage who first coined the phrase
“tradaptation” as a means of describing the annexing of old texts to
new cultural meanings where the intentionality is not to censor or
make palatable the original for the target culture but in a sense to force
the target culture to confront itself through its exposure to the rewrit-
ten ‘original.”'* Productions like the British Asian theatre company
Tara Arts’s reworking of a range of classic texts present real examples
of this mode in practice where for example Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex is
“tradapted” into a tragic story of an immigrant’s hubris. Might the
capacity of a cross-cultural or trans-national adaptation to situate itself
through these oppositional ways be one approach to making an ethical
value judgement about its true worth? By foregrounding both its rela-
tion to its own culture as well as the culture and text of the original,
the adaptation could provide a new, foreignized voice that speaks in a
language other than, but paradoxically of, its own.

Adaptations that cross cultures inevitably deal with an other,
whether their intention is to foreignize, domesticate, or annihilate.
Ethics is itself no stranger to alterity. Indeed the French philosopher
Emmanuel Levinas in his rejection of both philosophy and ontology
created a new kind of ethics, an ethics beyond morality which placed
alterity central to his analysis of ethical thinking where “the glimpse
of the beyond as something sublime and elevating happens in the trau-
matic encounter with the Other.”'S Adaptation, then, might serve as a
location for a meeting point between cultures—what theater prac-
titioner and performance theorist Patrice Pavis has called a “cross-
roads,” forming a dynamic base for cultures to engage in a benign
process of exchange and transfer.!6
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ADAPTATIONS IN THEATER: WEST Looks EasT

Looking East, trans-national theater and film adaptations have de-
veloped in different ways and it is worth considering why and how
such developments have taken place. The twentieth century saw an
increased fascination on the part of European theater practitioners
with the East. As Brecht looked to China and its theatrical traditions,
the French theater director and theorist Antonin Artaud became fasci-
nated with the dance theater of Bali—a fascination that informed his
work and manifestos for the rest of his career.!” These practitioners
were the precursors to the intercultural performance training tech-
niques of Jerzy Grotowski and Eugenio Barba, who developed a whole
philosophy of actor training based on a kind of universalism in its syn-
cretic approaches to thinking about the body'® as a vessel for perfor-
mance. This in turn informed the practices of theater directors like
Peter Brook and his International Centre for Theatre Research in
Paris. While Brook’s adaptations of Eastern classics like The Mahabh-
arata have endured some criticism,'? their intention to thoroughly in-
tegrate different performance disciplines towards an end of creating a
truly intercultural performance cannot be dismissed. Brook’s choices
of adaptation are wide-ranging and global—they do not represent a
move to cull the texts of different cultures, but rather demonstrate a
spirit of engagement with those texts in a variety of performative and
syncretic ways. This “spirit” is in marked contrast to many of the
Western cinematic adaptations of works from the East where concerns
for any kind of syncretic universalism are few and far between.

ADAPTATIONS IN THEATER: EAsT Looks WEesT

For Antonin Artaud, the East offered the potential to call into ques-
tion the very practice of theater itself and the opportunity to radically
produce new dramatic forms. However, theater practice in the East at
this time was far from being in a state of stasis, and had its own trans-
national encounters to confront and negotiate. In China, before the
onset of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), a theatrical reform
movement emerged which was charged with the idea of replacing tra-
ditional Chinese modes of performance with Western-inspired spoken
forms.? In Japan, the Shing-geki movement of the early twentieth
century was expressly focused on a modernization project of tradi-
tional theater where modernization inevitably meant Westernization
as a range of plays were introduced by playwrights such as Chekhov
and Ibsen.?! However, jettisoning the tradition in favor of the foreign
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proved to be a temporary reaction where ultimately, the kind of inter- n
cultural meeting points and process-driven practices of European the- |
ater-makers such as Grotowski, Barba, and Brook were mirrored in
Japan by groups like the “Little Theatre Movements” which emerged 4
in the 1960s. Here a range of Western plays were adapted through a t
use of traditional acting forms which were not simply rejected out of
a need for Westernised modernization, but explored within a contem- |
porary Japanese context. In this sense, the practices of key Eastern and |
Western theater practitioners moved away from a strategy of explicit
foreignization to one of partial domestication—a move towards the es-
tablishment of a bi-cultural syncretic underpinning to the work. Here
the very act of performance is a form of transcultural adaptation where
actors’ bodies are themselves sites of Pavis’s “crossroads of culture.”?
Butoh remains as but one example of a whole theater/dance form—a
hybrid—that has emerged over the last forty years in direct response
to an intercultural meeting point between Western and Eastern forms.

ApArPTATIONS IN FiLm: EasT Looks WEsT

Film adaptations across cultures, and in particular from East to
West and West to East, proliferate, and in a globalized, technology-
driven world it is film rather than theater that has the greatest psycho-
logical, geographical and ideological reach. However, within cine-
matic adaptation, the story of cultures initially champ1onmg each
other and then moving towards a kind of synergetic resolution
through adaptation is not so well defined. With Oscar-winning adap-
tations like Martin Scorsese’s The Departed (2006), the enormous box
office potential of rewritten classics from the Hong Kong cinema’s

back catalogue is clear. Let us begin, however, by looking at film adap-
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not just “translate” from one culture in terms of ano y also ¢

ate a “surplus of meaning” that can never be subsumed: “Adaptations
of Western literature by non-Western filmmakers run the risk of mi-
metic identification yet also may seize opportunities to “reflect” on
that mimetic act and appropriate the source material by mobnhmng the
aesthetic and expressive possibilities of cinema.”” Zhang’s proposition
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of a Western adaptation seizing opportunities for reflection on the na-
ture of its source comes close to Venuti’s foreignizing proposition for
ethical translation, but how far does the reality come near to this opti-
mistic view? Film theorist Brian David Phillips sees the Taiwanese film
Seven Wolves (1989) as a kind of composite adaptation of a number of
Western films, namely The Goodbye Girl (1977), Flashdance (1983), and
Streets of Fire (1984). Here the use of these sources is acknowledged
through a certain knowingness: a more than cursory nod and wink to
a knowing audience, who can recognize the intertexts as filmic quota-
tions. Invoking literary theorist Harold Bloom’s notion of ““the anxiety
of influence” experienced by “strong poets” (i.e. those writers deserv-
ing of aesthetic value who suffer a concern that their new “original”
works might be tainted unwittingly by previous works they have read),
Phillips finds that a high degree of referencing of the source texts
within the film is matched with obliviousness where “. . . the Chinese
filmmaker seems to be either indifferent to his sources or experiencing
an anxiety for influence—he seems more willing for his audience to
know that he is imitating his precursors.”? This kind of syncretism
can be seen to directly correspond to the intercultural practices of Eu-
ropean theater makers cited above, so that Phillips’s assertion that “a
tendency in Chinese society . . . to imitate directly from the West and
in the very imitative process to transform what is being imitated and
make it Chinese””?” might take a more postmodern turn that reflects
back and questions both its sources and itself. Such a turn would bring
into play an ethical dimension to the adaptation in the sense that its
otherness is neither ignored nor wholly appropriated.?®

Japanese cinema, too, has experienced its own adaptations of West-
ern film, theater and literature, not least from the renowned film-
maker Akira Kurosawa, who has adapted Macbeth and King Lear from
Shakespeare and the Ed McBain American crime novel King’s Ransom
(remade as High and Low). Kurosawa’s adaptations are not founded on
principles of Westernization. Like Chu Yen-P’ing—the director of
Seven Wolves—his approach is rather to take aspects of the original and
blend certain elements into Japanese narratives and typographies. Ran,
for example, can be seen as a Japanese response to King Lear in its ex-
changing of the three sisters for three brothers, and its forging of the
Lear protagonist to the legend of the medieval warlord Moori Moto-
nari. His downfall is inevitably linked to his failed relationship as a
father to his sons where the film’s stark visual imagery shows the per-
sonal turmoil literally projected on a national landscape. What is in-
teresting and significant about these Eastern adaptations of Western
films is their ability to domesticate through a direct response to the
source work or works. Unlike the early twentieth century stage adap-
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tations of Western plays, which sought to replicate Western acting
styles and essentially naturalistic approaches to performance, these
cinematic adaptations engage in a form of dialogism with their origi-
nal works in new and interesting ways. In Ran, Kuwosara draws on a
traditional Japanese style of acting known as Nok theater for two of his
principle characters—Hidetora and Lady Kaede—where by mixing
naturalism with tradition he demonstrates an ability to hone a new do-
mestic meaning from an engagement with both foreign and home
sources in a carnivalesque act of reformation, revelation, and resurrec-
tion.

Lastly, of course, the growing interest of Bollywood in adaptating
Western cinema for its home market cannot be ignored. Sitting in the
second category of the adaptation/culture typology cited above, Bolly-
wood continues to appropriate Hollywood in new and interesting
ways. Christopher McQuarrie’s landmark thriller The Usual Suspects
(1995) tells a story of murder and intrigue when a group of crooks are
arrested on suspicion of murder in San Pedro, California. Translo-
cated to a snowy London on Christmas Eve, Vivik Agnihotri’s Choco-
late (2005) sees a gang of Asian men arrested following a jinxed heist
that produced dead bodies rather than hard cash. Taking on aspects of
post-9-11 Islamophobia, the adaptation forces viewers to question
their own motives around apportioning guilt. Because London is lo-
cated literally between India and the United States, it provides some-
thing more than just a geographical location, giving the original new
life and new meanings in a “subsequent performance”?® (to use Jona-
than Miller’s phrase) that allows the original to live on, to “adapt” in
its biological sense, to its new cultural environment.

ApartaTioNs IN Fiom: WEesT Looks EasT

Western cinematic adaptations of Eastern sources have largely oc-
curred within the same form, i.e. from film to film where these “re-
makes” literally re-make the source within a new cultural framework.
One of the most successful of these has been the horror movie Ring
series,*® which deals with a number of mysterious deaths related to the
viewing of a video tape. Although the original film was in fact an adap-
tation of a Japanese novel, the American version is very much an adap-
tation of the Japanese film—an adaptation of an adaptation. Accepting
that while it is not particularly appropriate to study adaptation
through the mantle of loss and betrayal—an invidious exercise of com-
pare and contrast—what is significant about the adaptation of The
Ring, as it changes culture and moves from Tokyo to Seattle, is that it
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is amazingly (and ironically) so faithful to the source text. Fidelity and
domestication, then, are not opposite ends of a binary scale, but can
collude and collide in an act of cultural appropriation.

Moving from the horror genre to romantic comedy, Shall We
Dance? (1996) was a popular box office success in Japan. It explored
how the shy yet disciplined psyche of a happily married yet spiritually
lonely man discovers the sheer joy of being alive through secretly tak-
ing after-work ballroom dancing lessons. The film might seem to pose
problems for adaptation since the self-reflexive questioning of Japa-
nese national character appears so endemic to its narrative drive and
characterisation. The invoking of the otherness of the seaside north-
ern United Kingdom town of Blackpool (of all places) where the an-
nual championships are held as a kind of spiritual nirvana for the
dancers, too, helps situate its own otherness even in the micro-world
of ballroom dancing. However, with Richard Gere in the lead role in
the United States adaptation, no problem is insurmountable, and the
film is remade as Tokyo becomes Chicago. Even the opening voice-
over of the film is retained, but rather than describing the potential
conflict between ballroom dancing and Japanese shyness it is simply
rewritten in the United States adaptation as a description of the his-
tory of ballroom dancing. The original themes of shyness, the need
for a public respectability and the ridicule of ballroom dancers who
keep their practices firmly in the closet are domesticated into the stan-
dard wholesome tale of an American family that almost crumbles until
the husband realizes what he might lose—it’s Brief Encounter meets
Stepping Out.

What is evident from these West/East adaptations is that unlike ei-
ther of their theatrical or their East/West counterparts, they are irre-
trievably ethnocentric. The original culture is there to provide a
narratological template for the target culture to map onto—as if the
meandering roads of Jakarta, say, might become New York if the ci
were razed to the ground and a replica New York City built in its
place. It might still be Jakarta but it would always feel like New York.
This is not to say that all Western cinematic adaptations of other cul-
tures are fundamentally ethnocentric in a way that neither theatrical
adaptations of Eastern works nor adaptations in the East of the West
appear to be. American cinema is not a fixed medium and causes of
optimism can be found in surprising places.

ETHICS AND ADAPTATION

In dealing with an ethics of trans-national adaptation, it is important
to move away from notions of “sameness,” despite the irrefutable dia-
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lectic between identity and what is “identical.”*' Emmanuel Lévinas,
whose work went on to influence Derrida, moves ontology firmly into
the realm of ethics with his preoccupation not with the ontological
totality of being, but with what lies beyond this—the alterior, differ-
ence as opposed to sameness. The encounter with the other, then, is
not about replication, mirroring, seeing yourself in the face of an-

other, but

A calling into question of the Same . . . which cannot occur within the
egoistic spontaneity of the Same . . . is brought about by the Other. We
name this calling into question of my spontaneity by the presence of the
Other ethics. The strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to
my thoughts and my possessions, is precisely accomplished as a calling into
question of my spontaneity as ethics. Metaphysics, transcendence, the wel-
coming of the Other by the Same, of the Other by Me, is concretely pro-
duced as the calling into question of the Same by the Other, that is, as the
ethics that accomplishes the critical essence of knowledge.*

I began this essay by referring to a film, Lost In Translation, that is not
an adaptation, but whose very title suggests a pessimistic encounter
with the East and whose relationship and view of the other might well
be considered in Said’s terms orientalist. Another popular film which
has been tagged with the same charge is the Quentin Tarantino saga
Kill Bill Volumes 1 and 2. No stranger to adaptation (the films follow
Fackie Brown, adapted from Rum Punch by Elmore Leonard), Taran-
tino’s Kill Bill series can in some senses be viewed as adaptations, or at
the very least palimpsestian uber-texts. These texts revisit a host of
genres, characters and—in the case of the character Bill, played by
David Carradine—even carry a physical intertext where the actor’s
presence is itself is a signifier of orientalism.?* Treating the Ki/l Bill
films as trans-national adaptations through our ethical frame offers up
some interesting and surprising conclusions.

The Kill Bill films tell a story of revenge where “the Bride” sets out
to hunt down and kill a group of people who themselves attempted to
kill her (and her unborn child) during her wedding rehearsal. The
group on her hit list are all either former or current assassins who have
been trained in martial arts and are led by one man who is last on her
list: Bill. The film flaunts its intertextual references in abundance, and
chief among these are the Hong Kong action movies of the 1970s.3
Far from faithfully reproducing these references in an American con-
text by simply replicating narratives, the Other is referenced in a range
of ways. The iconic yellow jump suit worn by the motorcycle-riding
Bride is a two-piece adaptation of the suit worn by Bruce Lee in Game
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Celso [ won’tlet that happen any more.

Joel You need to stop being such a coward and start
seducing this girl!

Celso 1 think she’s getting pissed off with me.
Joel That’s just a phase.

Celso Maybe.

Joel Ask her out to the pictures.

Celso 1 don’t know how to do that.

Mauro We can help you.

Joel No one’s going to help anyone!

Mauro Calm down, Joel!

Joel Don’t ask me to be calm at a time like this! It’s this
guy’s maturity that’s at stake here. Do you want to be a man
or not, Celsinho?

Celso Of course I do.

Joel So start doing what I tell you to do or you’ll end up
like your sister!

Celso starts to sob but composes himself for fear of being told off.

Joel And you, too, Mauro. Be careful with what you’re
doing.

Mauro What d’you mean?

Joel Dumping Bianca, bedding three girls and then trying
to climb on top of Lia. And after Lia? Didn’t I make it clear
that no one in this group should get involved with anyone
else, let alone someone from within the group itself?

Mauro Yeah, you did.

Joel Well, at least you admit it. (Silence.) Now, saving the
best till last, let’s have Lia.

Lia That’s a big responsibility.
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Joel You’re the only one who’s up to it.
Lia Well, it feels like I've passed some kind of test this week.
Joel Test? |
Lia [ think I came out of it OK.

Joel Go on.

Lia Well, imagine the love of your life.

Joel OK...

Lia Now imagine this guy blanking you completely.
Joel OK..

Lia And imagine that it’s almost sending you round the
bend.

Joel What an imagination she has!

Lia Well, that same guy found me the other day and
started telling me that I was the love of his life.

Joel This happens a lot.
Lia Maybe, but my reaction to it doesn’t.
Joel What did you do?

Lia [ told him that I had changed and I wasn’t the same

any more. That I couldn’t be the way I was before not for
anything in the world. He didn’t believe me but I did myself
proud nevertheless.

Joel We are all proud of you, Lia. What would we all be
without your stories? And what would I be? I can see I've still
got a lot to learn. I wish I had your strength, Lia, but I just
haven’t.

Lia You will.

As on the previous occasions, Joel turns to_face the centre of the garage
and reaches out his arms suggesting to the others that they follow sut.

Joel By the force of our spirits!
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All By the force of our spirits!

They all exit except for Joel, who wanders around looking perturbed.
Suddenly Ana enters.

Joel What are you doing here?
Ana What’s wrong?

Joel You’re dead.

Ana ['m more alive than you.
Joel I hate your cowardice.

Ana Cowardice? Don’t you think that I needed to have
courage to do what I did?

Joel Killing yourself to get someone to take some notice
of you?

Ana Maybe I was wrong to do it, but I couldn’t help the
love I felt.

Joel Ifyou hadn’t left the ritual, this would never have
happened.

Ana The ritual’s got nothing to do with it — not for you or
anyone else. Why are you so ashamed of facing up to your
problems?

Joel 1Idon’t have any problems.

Ana Your problem is thinking you don’t have any. Leave
those kids alone. Leave my brother out of it. He’s about to
lose it.

She disappears.

Scene Sixteen

Bianca’s bedroom. She seems distressed. Her mobile rings. Marcia
is calling her from her place.

Bianca Hello?
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Marcia Hi!

Bianca Whoisit?

Marcia Maircia!

Bianca Hi, Mircia.

Marcia Did you speak to Mauro?
Bianca I got nowhere.

Marcia Talk to him again.

Bianca What’s the point?

Marcia To stop a tragedy happening.
Bianca What tragedy?

Marcia [I’ve heard that Joel’s gone and bought himself a
gun. And a load of ammunition to go with it.

Bianca Who told you that?
Marcia His cousin.

Bianca OhmyGod...

Marcia Something bad could happen any time. I’'m going
to another city and my cousin’s going to go to the police.

Bianca Police?
Marcia Yeah.
Bianca I can’t believe it.

Marcia Joel is going to do something really bad. And he’s
going to take you all down with him.

Bianca [I'm going to call Mauro.
Marcia Do it. And be careful.

They ring off. Marcia exits the scene. Bianca calls Mauro, who
answers on his mobile.

Mauro Hello?
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Bianca
Mauro

Bianca

Mauro?
Ha.

Mauro, you’ve got to listen to me. Marcia just

called me and told me that Joel’s bought a gun. He’s getting
ready to do something really bad. It might involve you guys!
Please, warn everyone. I'm going to warn the college

principal.

Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro

Bianca

Don’t do that.

Joel’s cousin has gone to the police.

What'’s it got to do with the police?

What do you mean?

Miarcia really hates him, doesn’t she?

It was his cousin who told her about the gun!
I know this cousin.

And what’s knowing him got to do with it?
He’s a gangster.

That’s worse! (Silence.) Mauro, do you have no

feelings left for me at all?

Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca

Mauro

What a question.

If you do, then do something.
Let me have a think about it.
There’s no time to mull this over!

You’re driving me round the bend!

He rings off and exits the scene.
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Scene Seventeen

Joel’s bedroom. He takes out his mobile and dials a number. As no one
answers, he leaves a message.

Joel Hello, Marcia? Still not taking my calls, eh? Well,

listen to this one last thing. You don’t need to call me back. I
won’t be waiting. I've been done over by loads of people. But
no one went as far as you. So, I’'m going to do something that

will make you never forget me. It’s for you to learn not to do
that to anyone else.

He nings off.

Scene Eighteen

Joel’s garage. The same layout as before but this time there are no
chairs. Mauro, Celso and Lia stand while Joel watches them from
a platform.

Joel (1o Celso) You go first today, Celso.
Celso Me?
Joel We’re all curious to hear how your story’s going.

Celso First off, I want to apologise to you all about the
other meetings.

Joel You don’t need to do that.
Celso It was shameful.

Joel Get on with it, Celsinho!
Stlence.

Celso [ killed someone.

Lia You what?

Joel How?

Mauro You killed someone?
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Celso Yeah.
Joel Who?

Celso The girl who was making me feel so low about
myself.

Lia OhmyGod...

Joel But you said that she’d stopped making you feel like
that!

Celso Well, she started again more than ever!

Joel Wasn’t this the girl you were in love with?

Celso That’s the one.

Joel I asked you to seduce her and you go and kill her?!
Celso Did I do wrong?

Joel And you’re still asking me if you did wrong? You did
very wrong! Is this really true? Did you really kill someone or
are you trying to impress us?

Celso I did kill someone.

Joel Who do you think you are, taking someone’s life away
from them? What value do you place on life when you can go
and just kill someone like that? What have you really suffered
to make you go and do a thing like that?

Lia Can I say what I feel about this?
Joel TThis is serious, Lia!

Lia But can I say something? When he said he’d killed
someone, it made me . . . I can’t explain it. It made me feel
like I could kill someone, too!

Joel No, Lia, no!
Lia Why not?

Joel You can’t do that.
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Lia ButI'd do it a different way. Not with a gun, but with
an orgy where people could die from pleasure!

Joel Shut up, Lia!

Mauro Shut up, Joel!

Joel What?

Mauro I told you to shut up!

Joel Have you totally lost it?

Mauro You’ve gone too far this time.
Joel What did I do?

Mauroe You’re screwing us all up. And we didn’t come
here for that. We came here to have our spirits lifted! Wasn’t
that what you told us? Instead you’ve made us all mad, sick
and weak! Look what’s happening here now! What do you
really want from us?

Joel Do you really want to know?

He takes out a gun_from under the platform. They all scream and go to
run_for cover. Joel points the gun towards them all.

Stay right there!

They all freeze.

Mauro So it’s true, then.

Joel Whatis?

Mauro Stop all this. At this rate, the police’ll be on their way.
Joel Who else knows about this?

Mauro Someone must do.

Joel No one knows a thing. You idiots! Bunch of tossers!
(To Ana, who has just appeared.) Like that girl there!

Lia Who are you talking to?

Joel Celso’s sister.
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Celso Liar.

Joel You all calling this a ‘ritual’ — ritual of what?! Ritual
for who? It’s for me, that’s who. The ritual of my life. The
shitty little life that I'm still living! I’'m tired of this world
where everyone’s out for themselves. People who think
they’re king of the whole universe. Well, now they’re gonna
see who’s king. With an ending comes a rebirth! That’s what
I’ve always believed. I’'m gonna show you what it really
means to have a strong spirit!

Scene Nineteen

A square. Mauro sits waiting. Bianca enters.
Mauro Sit down, Bianca.
Bianca sits down.

Mauro Thanks for seeing me. (Silence.) You’re still mad at
me, aren’t you?

Bianca What do you think?
Mauro Can you ever forgive me?
Bianca Forgive you for what?
Mauro For being so pig-headed.

Bianca I'll try. (Silence.) I can forgive you for being so
stubborn, for putting so many people’s lives at risk, including
your own. But what I can’t change is what I feel for you.

Mauro And what do you feel for me?
Bianca Nothing.

Mauro Meaning...?

Bianca You threw everything away.
Mauro [ know.

Bianca All for this friend of yours.




Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro
Bianca
Mauro

Bianca

Mauro (laking the bracelet off his wrist)
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It wasn’t because of him.

What was it for, then?

My ignorance.

You were pretty stupid, then.

I was weak.

That too.

Couldn’t you give me another chance?

I don’t know.

In case you want proof

that I really meaniit. . .

He throws the bracelet away.

Bianca It’s easy to do that now.

She makes to leave.

Mauro Where are you off to?

Bianca Home.

Mauro Can I call you one of these days?

Bianca Leave me alone, Mauro.

Mauro Sure.

Bianca I need to think about what’s happened here.

She exits.



The Ritual

Notes on rehearsal and staging, drawn from a workshop with the writer
and translator held at the National Theatre, November 201 1

Thoughts from the Writer

The Ritual is a play about a group of young people who are
totally disconnected from their parents and the world around
them. They live without involvement from the adults in their
lives and have no real sense of family. Although they don’t
discuss this openly at any point, they carry it through the
play. In a way, The Ritual is about a breakdown of family
values and the consequences of this breakdown.

When Samir arrived in the UK the first thing he asked was
whether it was safe here. In Sdo Paulo it is not safe to walk
alone at night. Fear of crime and its impact run through every-
day life, and it should underscore the play. It is not uncommon
in Brazil for women to be murdered by their partners or ex-
partners. The Ritual is in some ways a comment on this.
Bianca is caught in the crossfire of Joel’s anger, but Marcia is
the catalyst for it, and therefore for the action of the play.

Locating the Play

The play was initially written about Brazil, and it strongly
portrays life there, but neither Samir nor Orla O’Loughlin,
who was leading the workshop, suggests that it need be the
setting. Mark O’Thomas suggests that, as the translation is
not ‘localised’, the absence of specificity allows a certain
amount of freedom in terms of setting. The most important
thing is that the logic of the world holds up. You might decide
to set your production in any city or town, but there is a sense
of ‘otherness’ in the characters, action and events which it is
important to retain.

There are several things to note here:

* The characters must be somewhere where the murder
Celso commits is in some ways unremarkable.
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* In this world, middle-class young people can easily get
hold of guns.

* Death is common in this world and it is also fetishised by
young people.

* In this world the supernatural is natural. It is part of the
fabric of everyday life, and therefore Joel is not surprised
to see Ana’s ghost.

It is crucial that wherever you choose to set the play, your
chosen world can accommodate these points — if the events
cannot be part of the fabric of this world then the action will
not make sense.

Ways to Begin Work on the Play
CREATE A STRONG UNIT

Orla suggested that the ‘group’ or ‘family’ feeling of those
taking part in the ritual is key. Try to find your own ways of
making your acting company a strong, unified community.
Experiment with different songs, games or exercises until you
find something that feels right for your group. It should be
something that helps create a bond between them. Things
that can be repeated at the start of each rehearsal (almost
your own company ‘ritual’) will probably be most helpful.

GETTING IT UP ON ITS FEET

Once you are ready to stand up and think about putting the
play on its feet, Orla suggested a more active read-through.
Line the actors’ chairs up against the back wall. Start at the
beginning of the play, with the characters in each scene
entering, walking forward and standing in a line. All lines of
text should be delivered straight out, and at the end of each
scene everyone should exit, walk back to their seat and then
re-enter if they are in the next scene.

This simple exercise can help you to unlock important
information and enable exploration of each character’s
journey through the play. Mauro, for example, is in each of
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the first four scenes of the play, making him pivotal. This
could indicate that The Ritual is, in fact, Mauro’s story, in
which case, this may have an effect on your choices of staging
further down the line. Perhaps you might think about keeping
Mauro onstage with the action moving around him.

HAPPINESS AND NORMALITY

There is a great deal of darkness in The Ritual, but Orla
suggested that it is important to pick out the lighter moments,
too. Try to identify what is normality and what is extremity
in this world. There is a danger of playing the end at the
beginning and you should work hard to avoid this. Samir
suggests that the ritual itself begins as something fairly normal
and escalates to an extreme. It is a joke that becomes serious.

The Characters

All the young people in the play are unused to having a voice.
This is revealed by their surprise at their own power as they
take control of, and end, relationships.

JOEL His relationships with women are confused and
complex. He is intelligent and has the power to lead, but he
uses this power to negative effect.

The phone calls give an important insight into Joel’s
character and situation — they demonstrate that he feels a
great need to maintain contact with people who do not want
to speak to him — he must be in control. He has a strong
violent streak and is angry when Celso steals his thunder

by taking someone’s life. Like a double-edged sword, Joel
portrays himself as moral but is actually deeply violent. He is
also extremely vulnerable, which is what drives him to seek
power in the first place.

ANA Ana is the only character who really resists Joel. Her
return to torment him is a progression of this resistance and
an important continuation of Ana’s through-line. Ana wants
to be loved, but her experience with relationships, her own
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parents and the ritual itself all undermine her hope. She is
driven by a desire for revenge.

LIA Lia names the ritual, and she also creates the dance.
She has a certain power, which comes from her overt
sexuality. How aware she is of this power is a decision for
each director and performer to make. Her dance is described
as ‘exotic’, and this is not a cultural reference to South
America but refers instead to Lia. The dance 1s character-
driven and an expression of Lia herself. Lia is in love with
Mauro.

BIANCA Bianca has not cheated on Mauro. She, like Ana,
can see through Joel and understand the destructive drive
behind his actions.

MAURO There is a fragility to Mauro that allows Joel to
manipulate him. He has been with Bianca for a long time,
and during the ritual he begins to think that he has never
lived. He feels he’s missing out on the excitement of single life
and it 1s this, combined with Joel’s lie about Bianca, that leads
him to end their relationship.

CELSO Itis very important that there is a clear age
difference between Celso and the rest of the group. He is
much younger than them, and he is always running after girls
who don’t like him.

MARCIA Marcia is not only the catalyst, but also the
character through whom we see the truth. It is only when
Bianca meets Marcia in Scene Eleven that the audience
discovers how unhinged Joel is.

All the characters who take part in The Ritual follow a similar
trajectory, with Joel being the most extreme. Samir suggests
that it might be helpful to look at characters’ counterparts, or
‘echoes’. For example, Joel and Lia have definite similarities,
as do Celso and Ana. However, less obvious but very
important are Ana and Joel, who are both out for revenge

in different ways.
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Each character is filled with contradictions. For example, Ana
could seem weak, but her dramatic act also takes strength.
Orla suggests that the characters are almost musical in the
way they go up and down. The silences within their arcs are
particularly important, as they offer clues to each character’s
uncertainty. None of these people feels secure — they are
uncertain of their place in the world from moment to
moment.

It is useful to see how much information the text holds about
each character’s family background. All the adults seem to be
either dangerous or broken — there is a hint that Joel’s father
was violent, and Celso’s mother can’t be left alone. This
leaves our characters adrift in a world with no fixed points of
security and safety. It is of their own making, and has no
external boundaries, so they are making up the rules as they
go along, and their worlds are filled with contradictions.
Carefully consider how each character expresses the extent
of their power, damage and vulnerability.

Suggested Exercises for Use in Rehearsals
IMPROVISATION

Orla recommends doing some work ‘off the text’ to help
establish what is normal to these characters. Try exploring
some of the following ideas through improvisation:

Buanca and Mauro’s relationship  'What was it like before Joel
told Mauro that Bianca was cheating? (Although we never see
them in this state, we need glimpses of it in order to understand
what they stand to lose.)

The group’s social life 'What did they do before ‘the ritual’?

Celso’s love life How does he try to approach the women he
likes? And how does this lead to the murder?

Bianca and jJoel They never meet in the play, but their
relationship is extremely important. Try exploring some
scenarios in their recent past in which they meet.
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INTERROGATING THE TEXT

There are several key moments in the text where it might be
particularly beneficial to question a character’s intention or
motivation. One example is Joel’s introductory speech in
Scene Four. When the group gathers in Joel’s garage, has Joel
pre-planned his speech? How much has he considered what
he will say? It might be useful to try two different versions of
the speech — one in which he has pre-planned everything, and
one in which it’s more spur of the moment. How do these two
different intentions affect the action? How does Joel come
across and what implications does this have for his journey
and the shape of the play?

CONNECT OR RETREAT

There are several duologues in the play, and this is a good
exercise to try on all of them. Two performers stand several
metres apart. They should read their scene from beginning to
end, and on each line they can either step towards the other
character, or away from them, or remain where they are,
depending on whether they are trying to connect with the
other person, or retreat from them or maintain their position.

Production Notes

In many ways 7he Ritual is a director’s play, as there are so
many important choices to be made when staging it. There
are many subtle ambiguities in the play, and Samir is happy
for each production to tackle these in their own way. You
may decide that the ambiguity is important, or you may
alternatively decide to make firm decisions about characters’
intentions and actions. But be clear what the ‘givens’ are, as
they will give you a secure place from which to interpret and
make choices.

Consider carefully what the audience relationship to the
action will be. The play comprises many short scenes — do
you want the audience to view these end-on, or in traverse, or
perhaps in promenade?
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One way of exploring this might be to take a more complex
scene, such as the first ritual, and experiment with different
perspectives. How does it affect the action if we can see Joel’s
face but the rest of the group have their backs to the audience?
What happens if you reverse this, or have them all at an
angle? What do you gain or lose from each of these options?

Equally important to the audience relationship with the
action is the characters’ physical relationship to one another.
How close are they, physically? It is particularly interesting to
explore Scene Five. Ana and Celso are sitting in Ana’s room
together, which already indicates a closeness as siblings.
Within this, play with how close or distant they are. What
does the scene feel like if they are on opposite sides of the
room? Or with Ana on the bed and Celso on the floor? Or
sitting next to each other on the bed? Do they maintain eye
contact, or does one or other of them look away? Take the
time to play and explore each possibility and its implications.

PHONE CALLS

Joel has a conversation on the phone with an unknown
character, from whom he is buying a gun. Decide what is
being said on the other end of the phone and stick to it.

The phone calls could be staged in many different ways. It is
also possible to explore different means of communication,
such as Skype, iChat, email and Facebook. Conversations on
the phone could be staged with one performer present and
the other recorded, or with one character in the foreground
and one in the background. Each of these different options
has an impact on whose story you are telling, so explore all
the possibilities.

REACTING TO THE CRISIS POINTS

Each character reacts differently to the news of Ana’s death
and later the murder Celso commits, and it is important to
make sense of these differing and sometimes surprising
reactions. In Scene T'welve, there is an element of shock —
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none of them is prepared for this first death. It makes them
think that anything is possible. The temperature of the play
changes completely, and new, dangerous possibilities open
up. Their reactions are also shaped by the fact that they are
in a very public place. Mauro makes what seems like a totally
inappropriate advance on Lia, but it’s possible that he
genuinely thinks that he has nothing to lose and his time may
be limited.

THE END

In the penultimate scene, we see Joel waving a loaded gun at
the other group members. The scene ends, and in the next
scene, we see Mauro and Bianca discussing their relationship.
At no point do we find out for certain how the gun standoff in
the final ritual was resolved. Samir has no firm answers, but
would instead prefer that each group makes its own decision
as to how the ritual ended. You may choose to hint at this
outcome in the transition between the penultimate and the
final scenes, or you may like to leave the audience to make

up their own minds.

From a workshop led by Orla O’Loughlin,
with notes by Kirsty Housley



