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To Students
We are delighted to welcome you to the 2014 Perth Festival and this performance of
An Iliad by Homer’s Coat of the USA.
This resource pack is for you. It is full of information to guide you in preparing to see the
performance and reflecting upon it afterwards, how it thrilled and inspired you.
Don’t forget to grab a free program.
Enjoy the show!
Jemma Gurney
Education Coordinator

Curriculum Links
WACE
Drama, English, Ancient History
Curriculum Framework
The Arts
Australian Curriculum
English, History
General Capabilities: Literacy, Critical and creative thinking, Personal and social capability,
Ethical understanding, Intercultural understanding.
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Theatre Etiquette
A guide to enjoying the show.
We are very pleased to welcome you to this 2014 Perth Festival event. We hope you are thrilled,
challenged and inspired by what you are about to see.
Here are a few handy hints to make sure you, and everyone around you, gets the most out of the
experience…

Do turn off your mobile phone. Trust us, you don’t want to be ‘that guy whose phone rang’ in the
middle of that big, dramatic moment and texting/tweeting/facebooking during the show is not OK.
Do eat before you enter the theatre. The rustling of wrappers and munching of crisps is not what
the sound designer had in mind.
Do save your comments until the end. The dimming of the house lights is the international symbol
for silence. Allow everyone, performers and audience, to focus on the performance by not talking.
Do be prepared to stay in your seat during the show. If you leave your seat during the performance
you may not be allowed back in. So maybe go the small, rather than the jumbo, drink beforehand.
Do watch the performance. We’d hate for you to miss the good stuff because you were trying to
write your essay in the theatre.
Do respect the rights of the presenting company. The set and costumes are amazing, the
performances are extraordinary, but taking photos or videos of the show is illegal. Grab a program
from the foyer instead.

That pretty much covers it. If you can do these 6 simple things then you’ll not only have a great
experience but you’ll have the gratitude and respect of the rest of the audience and the performers.
Enjoy the show and thanks for being part of the Festival!

3

Homer’s Coat
Denis O'Hare and Lisa Peterson are founding members of Homer's Coat – a creative collective that
explores foundational literature. An actor and a director respectively, they develop, write and edit
the pieces they make together. The creative process differs according to subject matter but the lens
through which they view the theatrical medium makes for unique, energetic, imaginative
performative experiences. Together they created the stage piece, An Iliad over a period of 5 years,
utilising video, video transcriptions, improvisation, original music and diligent research.
Currently they are developing a piece based on the Bible entitled The Good Book, commissioned by
the Court Theatre in Chicago. The Good Book tells the story of the chaotic birth of the Christian Bible
and how it came to be the most influential text in all of human history.
An Iliad has received multiple awards including the Joseph Jefferson Award (Chicago), 5 Craig Noel
Awards (San Diego), Gregory Award (Seattle), Drama Desk Nomination (New York), OBIE Award
(New York) and The Lucille Lortel Award (New York). For more information, please visit
homerscoat.com.
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The Trojan War
The history
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Trojan War is believed to have occurred during the Bronze Age somewhere between
1260 and 1240 BCE, when the Mycenaean Greeks sacked the city of Ilium (Troy)
At the time of the writing of the Iliad (around 800BCE) most educated Greeks believed the
Trojan War to be a historical event.
The factual basis for the Iliad had been widely rejected until the mid-1800s with no reliable
record being found that it occurred.
Archeologists uncovered what is believed to be the site of the ancient city of Troy in western
Turkey in the 1860s.
Many scholars now agree that the Trojan War is based on a historical core of a Greek
expedition against the city of Ilium (Troy).
Very little is known about the poet Homer His existence and identity is the subject of
ongoing debate popularly referred to as The Homeric Question.

Burial of Hector. 180–200 AD

The myth
According to popular myth, the Trojan War began when Paris, a prince of Troy, was made to judge
which of three Greek goddesses, Athena, Hera, or Aphrodite, was the most beautiful. He awarded
the prize to Aphrodite, and was rewarded with the hand of Helen, the most beautiful woman in the
world.
Unfortunately, Helen was already married to the Greek king Menelaus. This didn’t stop Paris from
kidnapping Helen and taking her to Troy as his wife, an act that prompted Greek forces under the
command of Menelaus’ brother, Agamemnon, to declare war on Troy. But before the battle could be
joined the Greek army had to get to Troy, a task that required the sacrifice of Agamemnon’s
daughter to appease the gods. The arrival of the Greek army marked the beginning of a ten-year
siege that finally ended in the sacking and burning of Troy.
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Homer’s Iliad
The Iliad is an epic poem attributed to the
mysterious Greek poet, Homer, and is believed
to have been written some time in the 8th
century BC. The story of the poem centres on a
40 day period in the ninth year of the Trojan
War, a bloody battle between the Greeks, or
Achaeans, and the Trojans, which took place
around 1250 BC and lasted about 10 years. This
famous war resulted in the destruction of the
ancient city of Troy (located in what is now
Turkey) and over time its roots in fact became
entwined in Greek mythology.
The story begins with disagreement between
Agamemnon, King of Mycenae and supreme
commander of the Achaean army, and Achilles,
their greatest warrior, when Agamemnon
claims a young girl from the area as a tribute, or
spoil of war. The girl happens to be the
daughter of a priest of Apollo, god of music and
prophecy. When the priest attempts to ransom
his daughter and Agamemnon refuses, the god Apollo becomes angry and punishes his army with a
plague. The Achaeans beg Agamemnon to return the girl and eventually he agrees to give her back if
he is compensated with another girl. Achilles objects to this violently, arguing with and insulting his
commanding officer. Agamemnon responds by demanding to be given Briseis, Achilles’ tribute,
whom he has come to love. Agamemnon’s wish is granted and Achilles, furious, refuses to return to
the battlefield.
Without their greatest warrior, the battle begins to go badly for the Achaeans, and Patroclus,
Achilles closest companion, tries to convince him to rejoin the battle. Achilles will not relent but
agrees for Patroclus to wear his armor to battle in an attempt to fool the Trojans into thinking that
Achilles has returned.
Meanwhile, Hector, the eldest son of King Priam of Troy, attempts to defend his city, a task which is
made difficult by the intervention of Athena, the goddess of wisdom and war, on the side of the
Achaeans. Hector falls for Patroclus’ trick but as he tries to engage him in battle, Achilles’ armour
falls off and Patroclus is discovered. Enraged, Hector kills Patroclus, strips Achilles’ armour off him
and wears it himself.
Achilles is distraught at Patroclus’ death and is driven by his rage to rejoin the battle in the new
armour forged for him by Hephaestus, god of fire. He finds Hector on the battlefield wearing his own
armour and kills him. In a final act of revenge, he ties Hector’s body to the back of his chariot and
drags it around Patroclus’ burial site for ten days.
Devastated by Hector’s death and the dishonourable treatment of his body, the elderly King Priam
sets out to retrieve his son’s body. Aided by Hermes, the god of messengers, he crosses the battle
field and begs Achilles to let him bury his son. Achilles takes pity on him and stops the conflict for
eleven days to allow a proper burial.
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Who’s who in the Iliad

Achaeans (Greeks)
Achilles
Leader of the Myrmidons and the champion of the Achaean army. He is half man
half god, being born to the goddess, Thetis, and the mortal, Peleus. His rage is a
major element of the story.
Agamemnon

King of Mycenae and leader of the Greeks. His kidnapping of the daughter of a
Trojan priest as a ‘spoil of war’ angers the god Apollo and leads to Achilles refusal to
fight.

Patroclus

Achilles’ closest companion. He is killed by Hector when discovered impersonating
Achilles on the battlefield.

Menelaus

King of Sparta, husband of Helen and brother of Agamemnon. In Greek mythology
the Trojan War began when his wife, Helen, is abducted by her lover Paris, son of
King Priam of Troy.

Trojans
Hector

Prince of Troy and commander of the Trojan army.

Paris

Hector’s younger brother and Helen’s lover/abductor. He is represented as being
handsome but cowardly.

Priam

The elderly King of Troy.

Hecuba

Priam’s wife, mother of Hector and Paris.

Helen

Daughter of Zeus and wife of Menelaus. She was first promised to Paris and his
abduction of her sparks the Trojan War.

Andromache

Hector’s wife and mother of Astyanax.

The Gods
Zeus

The god of thunder and father of Helen of Troy.

Hera

The wife of Zeus and a defender of the Achaeans.

Athena

The goddess of justice, wisdom and war, who fights on the side of the Achaeans.

Hephaestus

The god of fire who forges new armour for Achilles when he returns to the battle.

Apollo

The god of prophecy and music who punishes the Achaeans when Agamemnon
kidnaps the daughter of one of his priests.

Ares

The god of war who fights for the Trojan army.

Hermes

The god of messengers and mischief who helps the old King Priam cross the
battlefield and retrieve the body of his son Hector.
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Epic Poems
In Greek, epos means ‘word’ or ‘story.’ The Iliad is one of the earliest existing examples of epic
poetry, dating back to anywhere between the 8th and 6th centuries BCE. It is believed that epic
poems evolved out of the tradition of oral storytelling that preceded the practice of writing: poets
and storytellers performed the poems live, and with various degrees of improvisation. The poems
were very long and often broken up into shorter chapters, or books, making it easier for the
performer to remember.
Many Western epic poems follow the form used by
Homer in the Odyssey and the Iliad. Some key features of
a Homeric epic poem are also recognisable in the
structure of An Iliad:
Praepositio: the poet opens the poem by stating a theme
or asking a question about a theme. Homer begins by
speaking about rage, a feeling that certainly moves many
of the characters of the Iliad, particularly Achilles.
Invocation: the poet, before embarking on the story itself,
asks for help or inspiration from the Muses. In the Iliad,
the poet often pauses to ask the Muses for clarification
and encouragement.
In medias res: the poet begins the story ‘in the middle of
things ‘. Homer begins his story toward the end of the
Trojan War, rather than taking us through the many years
prior.
Enumeration: the poet ‘enumerates’ the lists of people, objects or places involved in a story. The
creators of An Iliad make interesting use of this convention at several points in the play, perhaps
most noticeably when the poet, in an impressive display of memorisation, lists over 140 wars.
Epithet: recurrent phrases used to describe people or places. These phrases made the poems easier
to memorise and were often repeated throughout the poem because they conveniently fit into the
meter. Some epithets (such as Homer’s ‘rosy-fingered dawn’) have become so well-known that they
continue to be used today.
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Oh Muses!
In antiquity, the term referred to nine goddesses, who were both the embodiments of the arts and
sciences, and their patrons. These goddesses were the children of Zeus and Mnemosyne, the
goddess of memory, and each was affiliated with a specific art, including drama, dance, different
types of poetry and astronomy. Many ancient poems, including the Iliad and the Odyssey, begin with
an invocation to the Muses who were believed to be the source of artistic inspiration. Some believed
that the poet simply acted as a mouthpiece for the Muses, sharing their truth rather than creating
his own. The traditional invocation at the start of poems was used by poets for millennia, both tying
their work to some higher force and linking it to the long history of poetry and storytelling which had
preceded it.
In An Iliad, the Poet is not entirely alone. Throughout the performance, our guide repeatedly calls on
the Muses to help him tell his story. ‘Oh Muses. Don’t make me do this alone,’ he implores. The
Muses oblige in the form of Mark Bennett’s musical compositions, performed by double-bassist
Brian Ellingsen. The music in the piece is another character, and reflects and informs the Poet’s
internal feelings, helping him tell the story. As Bennett puts it, ‘In this piece, music functions as a
presence. The presence of a person playing an instrument and the idea of sound hung in the air …
The sound is at times as big as the world, and at times as small as the idea of a swirl of memory
going on in the back of the head of this character.’ The staging for the performance places the
musician ‘in the space and out of the space at the same time,’ and putting him in a position that is
‘of the gods,’ creating a dynamic playing space looking down to the actor on stage.
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The process of creating An Iliad

Taken from The Brief: An Iliad created by the New York Theatre Workshop
It’s about that thing inside human nature that makes us be able to go at somebody with a sharp
object and stick it in their chest. How and why does a person do that? How can a person do that? We
do it. Sometimes we do it because we think we have to. We have no choice; we’re defending
ourselves. Sometimes we do it for honour. That’s really what the piece came from: trying to
understand the war-like impulse. What does it do to you to be at war? What does it do to you to do
violence to someone? What do you become if what you’ve been doing is pushing sharp objects into
somebody else? Even if you’re doing it from thousands of miles away, or pushing a button on a
computer, it’s the same action.
Lisa Peterson, Co-Author and Director of An Iliad,
First Rehearsal at New York Theatre Workshop
An Iliad harks back to this primal origin of solo performance. In the
play, a character known only as ‘the Poet’ recounts to us one of the
oldest tales in the Western canon. Solo performance relies more
than other theatrical forms on the direct interaction between
performer and audience. There is often no ‘fourth wall’—instead,
the storyteller speaks directly to the spectators, making eye contact
to be sure they absorb every word. In An Iliad, the burden of
Homer’s ancient epic rests on the Poet’s shoulders; he is
responsible for making us feel its impact.
Though the performance is one man’s responsibility, An Iliad is not
the creation of an individual artist. Rather, the text of the play is the
product of collaboration between multiple storytellers, principally
Homer (and by extension, his translator Robert Fagles), Denis
O’Hare and Lisa Peterson. Peterson says she was attracted to the
Iliad because she was interested in creating a theatrical response to
the question of what it means to be at war. Instead of looking for a
writer with whom to collaborate, she sought out an actor. With O’Hare on board, the journey that
led to the creation of An Iliad began with a desire to capture the experience of live solo storytelling
from the Homeric tradition. Peterson and O’Hare were particularly fascinated by the idea that the
story of the Iliad had been passed down from poet to poet, performed with different improvisations
and emphases chosen to fit each audience.
The two co-writers spent hours reading Fagles’ translation of the Iliad aloud, stopping to improvise
contemporary discussions, retellings, explanations, or musings about the story as it unfolded.
Afterward, they reviewed recordings of their improvisations and created the text of An Iliad by
layering lines from Fagles’ translation, lines that they wrote and lines that they pulled directly from
their improvisations. The result is a story that is both out-of-time and incredibly relevant.
At the most basic level, despite their limitless backgrounds and performance styles, all solo
performers are storytellers. And if we assume that the very first performances in human history
consisted of an individual telling stories in front of other members of his society/tribe, then the
form is primal.
Director Jo Bonney, in her introduction to
Extreme Exposure: An Anthology of Solo Performance
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A Story for the Ages: An Iliad director Lisa Peterson shares why now
is the best time to revisit the Trojan War.
In books, on film, and now on the stage, the story of the Trojan War has been experiencing a
renaissance in recent years. But what is it about a war that occurred thousands of years ago that
remains so resonant today? An Iliad director Lisa Peterson supposes that there’s never really a
wrong time to take a new look at the world’s oldest war story. ‘Somewhere in the world, people are
always at war,’ says Peterson. However, some times are more right than others to revisit the
infamous conflict—particularly as it’s told through Homer’s classic tale, the Iliad. ‘This particular
moment, I think, is unique,’ Peterson says. ‘The Iliad begins nine years into a war that may have lost
its underlying meaning.’ It’s a situation that mirrors what many see in the current American military
engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan.
In the midst of the second Iraq war, Peterson
found her own interest in dramatic responses to
war sparked anew. As she was researching the
topic and discussing it with colleagues, a friend
made the argument that the Iliad was not a poem
but a dramatic work. ‘It was a remnant of the oral
tradition, it was an out-loud story; it was never
intended to be something that you just read on
paper. And I was really interested in that,’ says
Peterson. ‘I had studied the Iliad in college, but… I
had never thought of it as a play, and I don’t think
most people do.’
Peterson was also intrigued by the opportunity to
put a unique theatrical spin on a literary classic.
After taking a long hiatus from helming the
adaptations that marked her early career as a
director, she was eager to return to adapting
work, though not in a traditional manner. ‘I
wanted to work on something as an adapter, and I
was really interested in working directly with an
actor instead of with a writer,’ Peterson says. ‘I
was interested in the idea of Homer as a traveling
storyteller, as opposed to someone who sits and
writes, and so it made more sense to go to an actor friend.’
Peterson began collaborating on the work with friend and performer Denis O’Hare, initiating a
multi-year process. Last spring, An Iliad premiered at Seattle Repertory Theatre. While their original
idea was an improvisational piece that would change slightly with every performance, ‘It did end up
getting written down and codified … and now it is a script, but we are still trying to capture that
sensation that he’s making it up on the spot,’ Peterson says. ‘We’re trying to create the kind of
feeling that might have been in the room thousands of years ago when Homer was telling the story.’
Instilling that sense of awe at the spoken word in a modern audience is no small order. Peterson and
O’Hare’s adaptation emphasises the wide ranging appeal of the tale and of storytelling, making An
Iliad a bridge of sorts between the ancient and the modern. ‘We are imagining that our poet … has
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been around for millennia. He was there during the war, and he is doomed to walk the earth and tell
his story. And over the years, he has adapted, always, to be wherever he happens to be.’
As the development process on An Iliad moves ahead, the original continues to surprise Peterson.
‘Almost every day I find something … that I feel like I’ve never read,’ Peterson says. But not every
surprise can be brought to the stage. In crafting a 90-minute one-person show from an epic poem,
choosing what aspects of the story to explore can be difficult. Ultimately, An Iliad focuses on
exploring the source material’s meditations on the nature of war. ‘We dug until we found the core of
the story,’ Peterson says, ‘and for us that core is the conflict between two great warriors, Hector and
Achilles.’
- Originally published in Seattle Repertory Theatre Magazine
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A Guide to Performance Analysis
Reflect on these points when writing notes after the show:
•

GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE
The name of the performance, the name of the company, the venue. Background
information about the performance, writer and/or creative team.

•

THEMES AND PLOT
Summarise the plot. What ideas/themes do you believe the production was trying to
explore? Was there a common concern for the characters?

•

FORM AND STYLE
Think about role and character, situation, voice, movement, space and time, language and
texts, symbol and metaphor, mood and atmosphere, audience and dramatic tension – How
were these elements employed to create the form of the work and how did these creative
choices in turn establish its style.

•

VOICE AND MOVEMENT
Consider the performers use of elements of voice and movement. How were these elements
of performance employed to communicate character and dramatic action? What
relationship do these performance choices have to the form and style of the piece?

•

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE
Consider the time, place and culture that the piece was set , created and performed in. What
comments, if any, do you feel the creator/s was making and what significance does this
piece have to a contemporary Australian audience?

•

ELEMENTS OF PRODUCTION ROLE
Observe the contributions made by the various production roles (e.g. Director, Dramaturge,
Designers). How did each of these impact on the overall atmosphere, style and meaning of
the performance?

•

YOUR PERSONAL RESPONSE TO THE PRODUCTION
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Links and further information
Website
Homer’s Coat
http://homerscoat.com/index.html
Homeric Greece MAP
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9a/Homeric_Greece.svg

Articles
Creating An Iliad
http://www.backstage.com/interview/denis-ohare-lisa-peterson-discuss-creating-an-iliad/
Making the Trojan War relevant today
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/culture/la-et-cm-illiad-denis-ohare20140112,0,4709312.story#axzz2r0cjFVkk

Reviews
LA Times
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/culture/la-et-cm-iliad-review-broadstage20140117,0,2518897.story#axzz2r0cjFVkk

