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The contents of the pack will support students in 
developing the knowledge, understanding and skills 
necessary to create, perform and respond to drama and 
theatre through:

• Reflecting on their experience as an informed member of an 
audience of live theatre

• Understanding the social, historical and cultural context of the 
play

• Understanding how play texts can be interpreted and 
performed

• Understanding the interrelationship between writer, performer, 
designers and director

• Recognising and understanding the theatrical choices made 
by the creative team to create impact

• Analysing and evaluating the ways in which different 
performance and production elements are brought together 
to create Girl On An Altar

• Developing understanding of the characters, themes and form 
of the play through practical exploration.

Girl On An Altar at Kiln Theatre provides a great opportunity 
for teachers and students to explore this contemporary version 
of the Classic Greek story of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra. 
Ideal for students studying Greek Theatre through exploration 
of this dynamic interpretation of the story of a marriage 
destroyed by an unthinkable act.

This resource has 
been designed to 
support teachers 
working with 
A-Level Drama, 
Performing Arts and 
English students.

The age guidance 
of this show is 14+, 
as such the content 
of this pack and 
the text referenced 
contains themes 
of a sexual nature 
and may not be 
appropriate for all 
students.
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Greek Tragedy, the origins of the story

Girl On An Altar is Marina Carr’s response to 
the classic Greek story of Agamemnon and 
Clytemnestra.

There are many ways in which Carr’s play is faithful to 
the origin stories; the characters and their histories, 
the political and military context depicting the battle 
between men for power, the status of women 
and children, the influence of the Gods, and the 
battle between Agamemnon and Clytemnestra to 
overcome the terrible act of sacrifice at the heart of 
the play.

The story of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra are told 
in a number of the Greek Classics. Homer’s great 
works The Odyssey and the Iliad.

The story was first portrayed on stage in the first 
part of Aeschylus’ trilogy The Oresteia performed 
at the festival of Dionysus 458 BCE. The first 
play Agamemnon, begins with preparations for 
Agamemnon’s return to Mycenae after the victory at 
Troy; the sacrifice at Aulis and Agamemnon’s killing of 
Aegisthus’ father part of the context that fuels what 
happens next.
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The plays explore different ideas of culpability and interpretations of 
justice; human actions and laws and the divine laws of the Gods. A key 
preoccupation of the Athenians.

In classical Greek Tragedy only two or three actors performed, using 
striking masks and costumes, these male actors would play all the parts. 
The actors were accompanied by a chorus; a group of performers who 
sing and dance, while the actors change scenes, moving the story on and 
providing food for thought. The chorus performed an important role in the 
play; they could provide context for what was happening, report on action 
that takes place off stage and comment on the actions from a particular 
perspective.

In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon the Chorus is a group of elders; men too old 
to fight. Their perspective on Agamemnon and Clytemnestra’s actions 
provides commentary on their actions, as they reflect on the dangers of 
pride and hubris.

In Greek Tragedy the main action takes place off stage and is reported 
by the actors or the Chorus. In contemporary theatre we are used to 
theatrical devices and imagery that bring a battle, or a ship on a stormy 
sea, to life on stage. In Greek theatre these dramatic moments are told 
by the actors and chorus and the words bring the action to life in the 
audiences’ imaginations.

Girl on an Altar employs the actor as narrator convention. In the same 
scene the actors shift between first person, in the moment exchanges, 
to third person narration. The audience is asked to move back and forth 
between these perspectives.
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Marina Carr’s Girl On An Altar is a story of a marriage and the destruction 
of a family. In the original version, Clytemnestra kills Agamemnon 
immediately on his return, Carr’s interpretation magnifies the journey 
between his return and his demise.

Aeschylus’ play takes place outside of the palace walls, we don’t see 
what takes place inside the palace walls and the characters’ private 
chambers. On his return from Troy, Clytemnestra persuades Agamemnon 
to walk on the red carpet to enter the palace. An act of hubris that angers 
the Gods and ultimately seal his fate. We hear reported the killing of 
Agamemnon and Cassandra in the bath.

Marina Carr takes us inside the palace, into the domestic settings, the 
private bed chamber and inside the Harem where the women are held to 
service the men.

“I started to imagine what might happen if she doesn’t kill him 
straight away, or if she doesn’t kill him at all.”

Marina Carr

Girl On An Altar foregrounds the story of a marriage. We are witness to 
what happens in their private spaces, their intimate exchanges.

“I think it’s a great love relationship. Certainly it is a very long 
marriage that has withstood many tragedies and sorrows. 
What I wanted to do was extend that pause between him going 
in on the red carpet and the climax with him in the bath with 
Cassandra and the net and them all dead. I wanted to think 
what would happen in between.”

Marina Carr

MARINA CARR’S 
GIRL ON AN ALTAR 

IS A STORY OF A 
MARRIAGE AND 

THE DESTRUCTION 
OF A FAMILY.
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SUMMARY OF GIRL ON AN ALTAR IT IS THE POWERFUL STORIES THAT 
RESONATE WITH US. THE LARGER 
THAN LIFE CHARACTERS. THE 
ARTICULATION OF OUR SLOWLY 
EVOLVING IDEA OF WHAT IT IS 
TO BE HUMAN FROM THE CAVE 
ONWARDS.

EVERYTHING THE GREEKS HAVE 
WRIT TEN IS ABOUT US NOW. THEY 
HAVE LAID DOWN THE BLUEPRINT 
FOR US.

Marina Carr
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Clytemnestra’s world is torn apart when Agamemnon sacrifices their 
daughter for the sake of war. Ten years later, the couple are reunited. 
What follows is a dangerous battle fuelled by love, grief and power.

Marina Carr’s adaptation of the infamous Greek 
myth brings Clytemnestra’s story to the fore and 
asks if it is possible to forgive the unforgivable.

“He turns to me in the hall one evening, 
wine on him, sentimental. There is 
nothing I would not do to have your 
good opinion again, he says.”

Clytemnestra

A double bed dominates the stage in Girl On An 
Altar. This is a play about a marriage; first love, 
bringing children into the world, betrayal, hurt, 
the scars, the sacrifice and the possibility of 
forgiveness. It examines what a long marriage 
can endure and what is impossible to come 
back from.

The classic themes of Greek Tragedy are 
present, carefully interwoven, but Marina Carr’s 
play has foregrounded the human relationships.

“Clytemnestra is a grieving Mother and 
wife. What interests me is her relations 
with Agamemnon after he returns 
from Troy. It is after all a big marriage, 
in many ways a successful one. At its 
heart it is about a man, a woman, a 
sacrificed child and how that sacrifice 
haunts the marriage.”

Marina Carr

It is also a play where the children are ghosts; 
the ghost of Iphigenia who was killed, sacrificed 
for the advancement of the war with Troy. And 
the other children; Electra, Orestes, Leda, and 
Cassandra’s children Antenor and Thalassa, 
all who are present in the play, but unseen, 
and who will be destined to carry their family’s 
history forward into the next generation.

GIRL ON AN ALTAR
 BY MARINA CARR

A SINISTER NIGHT.
EVIL AND EDGE IN 
THE AIR.
WHAT ARE THEY 
CELEBRATING?
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The play begins in Aulis; the port where the Agamemnon and the Greek 
fleet is stationed waiting to set sail for Troy.

Clytemnestra and the children; Iphigenia and the babies Orestes and 
Electra, arrive in Aulis, summoned by Agamemnon. He’s told her Iphigenia 
is to be married to Achilles as a part of a peace treaty to unlock the 
stalemate that is holding back the war with Troy.

Iphigenia is unhappy, she wants to be back at home with her friends and 
her dolls, she is a child, only ten years old.

Clytemnestra has reluctantly agreed to the marriage, these political unions 
are not unusual, but insists she will return to Mycenae with her daughter 
until she is old enough to be a proper bride.

But Agamemnon is hiding something from her; Colchis the oracle 
has spoken, The Gods are angry and only the sacrifice of Iphigenia 
will change the winds so that the army can set sail. He feels he has 
no choice, that he must make this sacrifice to save his people from 
annihilation.

But we also see another motive for his actions; an intense, personal rivalry 
with Achilles who threatens his leadership in a struggle for power.

The morning of the wedding Clytemnestra is roused by Cilissa, nursemaid 
to her children, who tells her Agamemnon has taken Iphigenia, on 
horseback, to the sacrificial altar. Clytemnestra runs to find her daughter.

“She leaps over me and is out the flap, tearing along the cliff 
screaming like a banshee. I tear after her, our feet in ribbons 
as we pound the shale, haul ourselves down the slope, all 
the women suddenly behind us and we’re roaring, shoving, 
tripping, sliding down the dunes as she flies ahead in her 
nightdress.”

Cilissa

Clytemnestra arrives just as Agamemnon makes the sacrifice. She takes 
her dying daughter in her arms and runs.

Agamemnon justifies the sacrifice as necessary to hold the tribes 
together, to avoid a massacre and find a solution that will lead to peace 
and stability. It’s what the Gods demand. He does it for the people, for the 
tribes. Politics and war demand decisive action.

Achilles finally kneels before Agamemnon and his triumph is personal, not 
political. He spits out – ‘you will call me Zeus Astrides Agamemnon now’.

With the ritual sacrifice performed, the winds return and Agamemnon can 
finally set sail to Troy. He takes a look back.

“I see the lonely procession, my wife, my dead child, making 
their way to the women’s tents and I don’t know how I’ll ever 
make it right with her again.”

Agamemnon

Act 1:
Aulis
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Agamemnon returns from Troy victorious and Clytemnestra greets him 
outside of the palace walls alongside the crowds who bow down to their 
hero King.

With Clytemnestra are the children Orestes and Electra, there to greet the 
father they do not know. And Clytemnestra’s daughter Leda, conceived 
with her lover Aegisthus, Agamemnon’s cousin. Agamemnon spots the 
child straight away and lets Clytemnestra know he knows all about her 
infidelity. He dismisses Aegisthus with contempt.

Agamemnon reveals one of his spoils of war; Cassandra, his lover, the 
Trojan prophetess.

Agamemnon wants to be reconciled with Clytemnestra and tells her he 
would do anything to ‘have your good opinion again’. Is there a way back 
for their marriage? Theirs is a highly charged, sexual relationship; the 
physical attraction and shared history still powerful after ten years apart.

“It gets more difficult to hide the discord between them. They 
put on a good face in public but in private they grieve and 
seethe. I find her on the floor one evening, face in the rushes. 
Another evening she’s in the outer chamber all bedecked in the 
spoils of Troy.”

Cilissa

Clytemnestra is still full of grief and anger, the memory of the sacrifice on 
the altar overwhelms her, but despite this she admits that she still loves him.

Agamemnon says that he will do anything to make it good with her again. 
He gives her time, he doesn’t see Cassandra, he treats her daughter 
Leda with respect.

Act 2:
Ten years later – Mycenae
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He comes to her bed chamber and makes one last attempt to win her 
over. Clytemnestra is attracted and repelled, it seems possible that she 
could concede to him.

“My love….. there are only things that happen to us, things 
that happen to us and then we’re gone, as shocked as when 
we came. Let it go. Come back to me. Have some pity on a 
desperate man. I’m devastated without you.”

Agamemnon

But Clytemnestra can’t forget or forgive what he has done.

After this final rejection Agamemnon is finished with her and sends her to 
the Harem where Clytemnestra sees for the first time the reality of what 
she has tolerated as Queen. The Harem evokes a potent symbol of the 
expendability of women and girls; used by men and then cast aside.

“And I think, I have allowed this, this place of forgotten souls 
where time stands still, never to see God’s good earth and 
run in meadows and splash in the streams and know ordinary 
mortal love. I have allowed all this.”

Clytemnestra

As she moves through the Harem she comes across her daughter, Leda.

Agamemnon moves Cassandra into the Queen’s apartments.

With Clytemnestra and his daughter Leda in the Harem, Aegisthus 
travels to Sparta to appeal to Clytemnestra’s father Tyndareus. They have 
support amongst many of the tribes and Aegisthus think this can be 
exploited to overthrow Agamemnon.

‘THIS IS THE 
AGE OF BRONZE. 

WE’RE NOT 
STONE MEN FROM 

THE CAVES. WE 
DON’T SACRIFICE 

CHILDREN ON 
ALTARS FOR WINDS 

TO CHANGE.’
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Tyndareus is an experienced warrior and military tactician. He is wary of 
Aegisthus’ motives, but unrest is building against Agamemnon, so he 
begins to make plans.

Cassandra’s twins are born, but the unrest is growing, with skirmishes 
between the tribes.

Cilissa the serving maid visits Clytemnestra in the Harem, where she finds 
her holding the dead body of her daughter Leda. Cilissa takes the dead 
child and buries her in a grove, until she can be reburied with the proper 
rituals.

Tyndareus comes to Mycenae to take Clytemnestra home with him. He 
confronts Agamemnon with what he has become.

“This is the age of Bronze. We’re not stone men from the caves. 
We don’t sacrifice children on altars for winds to change.”

Tyndareus

The unrest grows and there is news that another girl has been sacrificed, 
before it was only animals that were sacrificed to the Gods. Something 
has changed.

As the crisis worsens Delphi speaks again, through Colchis. The oracle 
declares that Agamemnon is not the King, Aegisthus is the King.

Agamemnon calls upon Cilissa to re-bury Leda, with all the rituals, in 
sacred ground, and to prepare Clytemnestra’s rooms for her return.

And he prepares for battle. This time Orestes, who has been training in 
warfare, will be at his side.
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Clytemnestra is on the battlefield on Artemis’ shore with 
Tyndareus and Aegisthus. Agamemnon sends Orestes over to 
demand Clytemnestra’s return.

“Your Lord and King commands your return. His voice 
even, 
calm, the eyes faraway. I want to take him in my arms 
but that would shame him, his first battlefield.”

Cassandra

Tyndareus sends him back to his father.

The battle is hard fought, but when Tyndareus is killed 
Agamemnon is victorious and Clytemnestra is taken in shackles 
as a prisoner of war.

Clytemnestra is taken to Agamemnon’s quarters where he is in 
the bath with Cassandra. Clytemnestra’s shackles are removed.

He tells her she is finished, that he offered reconciliation, but she 
refused.

Clytemnestra picks up a two bladed axe from a pile of discarded 
weapons and charges at Agamemnon.

Cassandra: And then, as foretold, she comes for me.
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Notes from Assistant Director Jessica Mensah

Week 1: Context, Design & Table Read
On the first day we have a meet and 
greet with all the creatives involved in the 
production, from the director to the writer, 
actors and designers.

•  The director (Annabelle Comyn) and 
designer (Tom Piper) shared their 
design concept for the play and 
showed us the model box of the set.

•  The actors then read the script around 
the table to hear what the play sounds 
like. This led to a discussion about the 
world of the play (meaning the world 
the play exists in and its context e.g 
year it is set, culture, themes) and the 
characters.

•  We explored the themes of the play, 
such as love, the balance of power, 
war, and trauma. Trauma is one of the 
main themes the director wanted to 
focus on in this production, as she was 
interested in seeing how trauma is held 
in the body and how it affects humans 
in their daily lives, since the protagonist 
of the play experience’s trauma after 
the sacrifice of her daughter.

•  As part of the Annabelle’s research into 
trauma, she shared excerpts from the 
book ‘The Body Keep’s the Score’ by 
Bessel A Van der Kolk.

•  We also looked into the back story of all 
the characters in the play, by discussing 
and researching the original Greek 
Mythology stories of all the characters. 
And looked at how to pronounce 
certain words and names from the 
script.

•  This week of conversations, 
discussions and sharing research 
with the actors and other creatives 
involved are a vital part of the rehearsal 
process, as it allows us as a company 
to discover the play together, ensure 
we all have the same understanding, 
ask as many questions as possible to 
clarify any difficult areas, and to hear 
what the play can potentially sound like. 
This process is also useful for the writer 
of the play to hear the actors read 
their script and to make any changes 
needed.



page 16

GIRL ON AN ALTAR

Weeks 2-4: Exploring the play on its feet 
(Text, Movement, Dialect)
In weeks 2 – 4, we began to try and block the play with the actors in the rehearsal room. The actors 
work with scripts in hand reading their lines, whilst the director leads their movement in the space. 
Annabelle usually allows the actors to block the scene in the space, to see what ideas and instincts 
they have. Then she will take the lead, but this way of working may be different for every director.

Text Work
•  The form of this play has served as a 

challenge for us in terms of staging. Marina 
Carr’s script contains many monologues that 
describe the action and switches between 
moments of direct address to the audience 
and other characters. Annabelle has had to 
consider which parts of the action will be 
reinacted and which moments would be best 
to just be described through the text.

•  For example, in Act 2, Scene 1 (pg.17), 
Clytemnestra’s speech describes 
Agamemnon’s arrival from the war. Annabelle 
chose to have Clytemnestra stand on 
stage and perform the monologue without 
reinactment, capturing the audience’s 
attention through her use of the language in 
the text to inspire our imaginations.

•  Two other actors join her on stage at certain 
moments of her speech. The actor playing 
Aegisthus (Daon Broni) interacts with her 
with celebratory wine in his hands and 
the actor who plays Cilissa (Kate Stanley 
Brennan) comes on stage with balloons. 
These directorial choices allow Clytemnestra’s 
speech to become engaging for the audience 
and for them to understand where the 
characters are location wise, in this case 
standing outside the palace with celebration 
decorations and waiting for Agamemnon.

•  The use of other characters in the play being 
present during monologues have also become 
a common theatrical language or motif to help 
us visualise the story being told.
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Directing tips from the Director:
As the assistant director I was curious to figure 
out how Annabelle breaks down the text and 
prepares it for rehearsal, she shared a few tips 
with me:

•  She will first read the text a couple of times 
and break up the monologues into sections, 
based on the context of what is being talked 
about in the speech.

•  She will then write out any questions she may 
have for herself to research or to speak to the 
writer and the actors about in the room.

•  Then when it comes to considering how to 
stage the text she will storyboard each scene, 
so that she has an idea of what it could look 
like and is open to these ideas changing in the 
rehearsal room.
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Speech and physicality:
•  Daniele Lydon (voice and dialect coach) has been supporting the 

company, she led the actors in a few vocal warms ups and supported 
them in freeing their bodies and voice for the text. Daniele gave three 
exercises for the actors to use when they were stuck in knowing how to 
vocalise their speeches and understanding them.

•  She worked on one of Cassandra’s speeches (page 21). The speeches 
in the play list a lot of items, imagery and have long sentences which 
can be hard to perform. One of Daniele’s tips was for the actors to 
physicalise their speech, acting out everything that is described. In 
Cassandra’s speech she mentions lions, so the actor had to pretend to 
be the lion. This can feel silly, but it’s helpful to embody your speech and 
remember the energy that comes with physicalisation which can then 
be translated into the voice.

Two chairs:
•  In another exercise, Daniele put two chairs in the space with a distance 

between them. She then encouraged the actor to sit on one chair, 
breath in and then breath out as they say one line from their speech.

•  They then got up and moved to the next chair on a punctation mark. 
This exercise is to help the actors find the right pauses and breath in 
their speech, so they know how best to break it up and then deliver it.
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Movement exercises:
Ingrid Mackinnon the movement director tends to lead the 
actors in physical warmups at the start of rehearsals and 
supports them to explore their character’s physical bodies on 
stage. Below are a few warmups and exercises she led the 
actors in:

Holding Secrets:
•  In this play some of the characters hold secrets from each 

other, so one of the first activities Ingrid led the group in 
was getting them to embody hiding secrets.

•  Ingrid asked the cast “Where do your characters hold 
secrets in their bodies?” Once they had decided where, 
she told them to find a way to hide that secret from 
everybody in the room whilst moving around the space. 
Ingrid also played music to help give an atmosphere to this 
exercise. The actors moved around the space hiding their 
secrets from one another.

•  Ingrid then picked one actor to be the focus of the group 
to try to hide their secret from everyone. She then told the 
other actors to follow the actor in focus and try to discover 
their secret.

•  This is a useful exercise to see how the characters in the 
play interact with each other when keeping a secret and 
allows actors to explore what this feels like physically.

Joyful bodies
•  Girl On An Altar is a play with heavy themes so to help 

lighten the mood of the room Ingrid would play upbeat 
music and encourage the actors to move.

•  Ingrid would then ask the actors to show her what Joy 
feels like and looks like in their bodies.

•  She would also allow the actors to take turns in leading 
a dance move and have everyone copy the actor leading 
the dance, this brought a lot of laughter and joy into the 
rehearsal room.

•  Another dance exercise was called Pose and Swag. In 
this exercise Ingrid would play music and shout out pose 
1 and then the actors would choose a pose to freeze in. 
Ingrid would then do the same thing two more times but 
say pose 2 and pose 3. Once the actors had created three 
different poses, she would then have the actors move 
around the space to the beat of the song playing and 
shoutout pose 1 or 2 or 3 and the actors would have to 
freeze in the pose they chose.
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Initial concepts
Together with the director Annabelle Comyn we looked at a lot of visual 
reference especially from contemporary war zones. Agamemnon has built 
his wealth and kingdom on looted goods from numerous conflicts, so I 
wanted to find a way to represent this in the design. To get the sense of 
a ruined, ravaged, war-burnt environment onto which has been placed 
the materials of luxury and wealth. Gold, marble fine fabrics, plenty of 
expensive wine! We wanted to set it in a contemporary world, but keep it 
as universal as possible to allow the writer’s language to transport us to 
the different locations, by engaging the audiences’ imagination.

We looked at the bedrooms of the rich and tasteless like Donald Trump !! 
Picking up on the marble and gold as materials we would like to use.

TOM PIPER
DESIGNER
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The script talks about the black earth, and the original sacrifice of 
Iphigenia takes place on a beach. The sacrifice is a power game 
that Agamemnon feels he has to play to win the allegiance of the 
tribes. So I was interested how I might be able to get the sense of 
sand and war scarred earth into the design.

As part of the research I looked at the Kiln Theatre building and 
wanted to echo the textures and colours of the auditorium: the 
burnt wood, gold and red.
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First ideas 
Featuring gold bed in a space made up 
of slots and corridors, an abstract palace 
full of intrigue and plotting. We felt that 
setting it all around a bed was a strong 
idea and supported how much of the play 
revolved about the sexual tension between 
Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, the women 
in the play are sacrificed in many different 
ways to the desires of the men.
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The first sketch ideas were developed through discussion with the 
director. We defined a separate space by creating a marble floor with the 
bed on, set in a larger burnt wooden space. The marble platform would 
sit on a sandy earth floor. Picking up on the writer’s suggestions of stars, 
perhaps done as fibre optics.

Trying this idea in a 3D scale model. We put scale people in the space to 
see how it might be used and eventually storyboard the whole play ahead 
of rehearsals, making sure we feel the space can support the story in the 
best possible way. The back wall is a gold mirror, reflecting Agamemnon 
but also the audience watching him.
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The burnt wood walls have slots in for entrances and offstage lights. 
The marble slab is initially covered with sand which will be cleared by 
the actors. The bed is more solid in marble and gold so it can almost 
become an altar, the slab has got smaller so there is a tension between 
it and the outer space. Actors can watch and perform around the 
platform, stepping on to it makes a very definite statement of owning 
and being at the centre of the world.

Other ideas of how the space might be used 
and lit by Amy Mae the lighting designer. Stars 
in the back wall and back light through the 
doors

Final Set Model
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1  Sliders open together to reveal upstage

2  Possible back light to all walls.

3  Walls open to reveal a mirror

4   Light from upper window slots for Harem 
scenes.

5  Battle doors opened to smoke.

1
2

3

5

4
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Rehearsals
We are now in rehearsals and Annabelle and the cast are exploring all the 
ideas and how the space works, lots will change and develop through 
their input. It is a process of experimentation and discovery and an 
essential part of the collaborative process of putting on a show. We have 
been discussing costume and doing fittings working with the costume 
supervisor Isobel who sources all the clothes.
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Set build
A team of carpenters and painters have built the set in the workshop of 
the company Illusion. Carving the landscape based around the model.

Technical rehearsals
The technical rehearsal takes place over 4 intense days where the actors 
bring the work they have been developing into the theatre and we begin 
to explore how the rest of the creative team - through design, lighting, 
projection and sound - can all support the story telling and enhance the 
emotion of the play.

We see how the actors clothes work for their characters and how they 
take the light. With Amy Mae, the lighting designer, we began to develop 
a visual language that helps tell the story of where we are. Shafts of light 
from the high windows denote the bedroom, the back light through the 
slatted walls gives us the sense of the harem and the wider palace world. 
We use the upstage space in different ways, sometimes the large sliding 
doors pull back to reveal Agamemnon in all his glory, reflected in the gold 
mirrors. But at other times they feel like the gates to the harem, or in the 
war section the entrance to an underground bunker.

I am pleased with the way the abstract nature of the set can respond well 
to light to give the sense of different locations, while the marble slab in the 
centre gives real sense of focus to the actors on it.

In first previews we see how the audience responds to the play and keep 
changing and refining until the opening night.
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ACTIVIT Y ONE

Simple devising
This activity is designed to be run before your visit to the theatre, as an exploratory and 
intuitive introduction to some of the play’s themes.

Students will:

• Be introduced to key themes in the production

• Create simple short devised pieces incorporating text from the play

Start by giving students groups one of the themes (resource 1) and ask them to make a 
quick, instinctive image, in response to their theme.

Now give each group the accompanying text and ask them to make decisions about how to 
combine the text with a short movement sequence. Ask groups to include their initial image 
at some point in their sequence.

These are not intended as literal, naturalistic interpretations of the text, but an impressionistic 
combination of words and movement. The text can be repeated, spoken chorally in unison 
or canon, or solo. Students makes decisions about how to layer their text, thinking about 
emphasis and musicality.

Share the groups’ work around the room. Doing this one after the other, without stopping 
to discuss, creates a whole class piece reflecting and contrasting the different themes in the 
play.

Having seen all of their work as a whole you could now discuss the contrast and 
interconnections between the pieces, what students feel the play is about and what they are 
interested to discover when they see the production.

The three activities provided suggest 
ways for students to practically explore 
the themes, character and form of the 
play before and after their visit.
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RESOURCE 2:
Text extracts
War
Young men who’ve hardly fought before, they stand 
there, doe eyed, shaking, no grace, no joy in cutting 
them down, and still they keep coming, I slash and mow, 
get the rhythm, lose track of time.

Men’s business
What happened at Aulis is none of your concern. The 
affairs of men, no place for you in them. It was about 
men. Men! I was losing control of the army. You know 
this.

Love
You said, I hope it’s a girl. You said, I want only girls. Girls 
like you. And when she was born you rushed in, took her 
from the midwives, covered her in kisses, held her up 
naked to the sun. And I thought how lucky she is, he will 
be her great protector as he is mine.

The Gods
And Delphi speaks. Of course Delphi speaks. Delphi 
speaks through the cracked lips of Colchis, the old 
whore. And what does Delphi say? Delphi says that 
Agamemnon is not the rightful king. Delphi says that 
Agamemnon is an upstart ingrate. And who is the rightful 
king? Aegisthus of course.

Power
The fury he can’t contain, prancing, tossing his hair. But 
he comes, finally, kneels like the rest of them, kisses 
my bloodstained feet, spits out the hollow words. Zeus 
Agamemnon. That’s right I say as I grip his hand in the 
accustomed manner. That’s right and don’t you forget it.

Grief
I crawl into my bed, my ghost child beside me. My 
mother went mad too Cilissa, and I am her daughter. 
What ails me is the terrible thing I cannot bring myself to 
do. Put myself in the grave on top of her.

Forgiveness
I conjure up another Agamemnon. The boy with the 
visionary eyes, the golden prince of my girlhood who 
brought me nothing but joy, not this battle scarred 
warlord with his daughter’s ghost trailing him. I look at his 
hands and cannot believe what he has done.

Children
Leda, I say, it’s okay. No, she says, no, it’s not okay, and 
she wails again.

The children have stopped asking where their mother 
is, where Leda has gone. I take them in my arms. When 
you’re older you’ll understand, I say, when you’re older I 
will tell you about the ways of men and women who fall 
out of love.

RESOURCE 1:
Themes

• War
• Men’s business
• Love
• The gods
• Power
• Grief
• Forgiveness
• Children
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ACTIVIT Y TWO

Staging Agamemnon’s return
This activity asks students to stage parts of the opening scene in Act 2, 
examining the past relationships, motivations and tensions between 
characters in this moment.

It also allows students to explore the form of the play practically.

Agamemnon’s return to Mycenae, after ten years of war, sees five of the 
six characters in the play meet. Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, Aegisthus 
and Cilissa are together again after ten years. Cassandra is an outsider; a 
prisoner of war.

•  Examine the perspectives and objectives of characters at the moment 
of Agamemnon’s return from the war with Troy.

•  Explore the actor’s challenge of shifting from first to third person within 
the scene.

•  Explore different approaches to staging, making decisions about the 
relationship between dialogue narration and action

We have provided two scenes for you to work with; the first requires four 
actors, the second three, but they could be adapted for fewer if needed. 
You could also find your own scenes if you have bought the script. You 
may also want to edit the scenes down for your particular students.
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Running the activity
Begin by giving students the character cards (resource 3) 
for the relevant scenes and ask them to create a still image 
of how they imagine this first encounter looks. How do the 
characters relate to each other? Who is making eye contact 
with whom?

Now give them the text extracts (resource 4) and ask them to 
stage this moment.

•  How do the actors move between the first person 
exchanges and the third person narrative?

•  Experiment with different ways of marking the shift; maybe 
they want to retain eye contact with others, maybe they 
move away?

•  How do they resolve the challenge of combining narration 
and action? Does it feel right to show what is being 
described? 

•  How do they relate to the children in the scene? In the 
production there are no child actors present, but the 
children are present in the scene.

Marina Carr’s text moves between first person and third 
person narrative, often in the same speech. Sometimes 
it isn’t clear what the other characters hear and what is 
interior monologue and reporting. This ambiguity allows the 
audience to move between what is said and what is thought 
and reflect on what characters want to reveal or keep 
hidden.

Patrick O Brien, who took part in the Kiln Theatre rehearsed 
reading of the play in 2020 describes the actor’s process of 
rehearsing this approach.

“It felt like this was a play that was honouring the 
classical tradition of Greek Tragedy and it has a 
very contemporary feel to it.

It’s very Stansilavskian in a way – as an actor you 
may be asked to create an internal monologue for 
yourself and here is one written for you.

As an actor you want everything to be a present 
tense transaction – there’s the present tense 
transaction of you and the audience, then there’s 
the present tense transaction of you and the 
other actor, and then there’s the present tense 
transaction of the characters.”

In the production the actors don’t physicalise everything as it 
is described. For example, when Clytemnestra is describing 
running towards the altar on the morning of the sacrifice, 
she’s calmly getting dressed describing what happened in 
the past.

So the director has made choices about when action aligns 
with what it being described and when something else is 
shown. Sometimes the actors imagine the children, we see 
them bending down to speak to them, at other times they 
describe these interactions.

IT FELT LIKE THIS 
WAS A PLAY THAT 
WAS HONOURING 
THE CLASSICAL 
TRADITION OF 

GREEK TRAGEDY 
AND IT HAS A VERY 

CONTEMPORARY 
FEEL TO IT
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RESOURCE 3:
Character cards

Aegisthus

• Agamemnon’s cousin
• Lover of Clytemnestra
• Father of Leda
• Agamemnon’s father killed his 

brothers (he cooked them and fed 
them to their father).

• He killed Agamemnon’s father

Agamemnon

• Great King and warrior 
leader, returning hero, 
brings great wealth 
from the war with Troy

• He killed his daughter Iphigenia 
in a sacrifice after the Gods 
demanded it. He felt he had no 
choice and that he had to do it to 
appease the Gods and protect the 
people.

• Has been married to Clytemnestra 
for many years, they have two 
other children he hasn’t seen since 
they were babies.

• He wants to forget what 
happened, to move on and for 
Clytemnestra to resume their 
marriage.

• Has brought a young Trojan 
woman Cassandra, his lover, back 
with him.

Cassandra

• Trojan princess daughter 
of King Priam

• Her family are all killed, 
her people defeated

• She is a prisoner of war

• She is a Prophetess; she had visions 

that prophesised the fall of Troy but 

wasn’t believed by her people

• Agamemnon has taken her as his 

lover

Cilissa

• Servant of Clytemnestra, 
nursemaid to the 
children; Iphigenia, 
Electra, Orestes and 
Lyda

• Clytemnestra gave her freedom 
from slavery

• She is loyal but a pragmatist
• She has lost children

Clytemnestra

• Still grieving the death of her daughter Iphigenia
• She loved Agamemnon and maybe still does?
• Has taken a lover, Agamemnon’s cousin Aegisthus, and has a daughter, Leda, with him.
• Aegisthus is no match for Agamemnon
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RESOURCE 4:
Scenes

Extract 1: Clytemnestra, Agamemnon, Aegisthus and Cassandra.

Clytemnestra:   And he lets them paw and kiss and stroke his war 
ravaged, sea wracked carcass, legs wide apart like a 
statue of himself, like the first sea God dripping from the 
waves, trident in his hand, eyes the colour of the Aegean 
itself. And then he strides towards me, taking the palace 
steps in threes and he has me by the hand.

Agamemnon:   Time has been to work on her and sorrow too, the eyes 
inscrutable with subterfuge. How much do I know, I 
can hear her thinking. I know it all my love. I know it all. 
I know that little girl who stands behind you clinging to 
Cilissa’s skirt is the little bastard you were busy making 
while I was away. I know who her father is. My cousin 
Aegisthus.

   Cassandra, I call and the little prophetess stands out 
from my entourage. Clytemnestra’s eyes narrow, the 
cheeks reddening as she sizes up this beauty half her 
age.

   You parade your lover. Watch me parade mine. Two can 
play this silly game.

Clytemnestra:   Oh another shining tart, another little piece of war booty.
   She’s young. So young. Far from home. Her father, 

mother, siblings gone. Mowed down by you. What must 
go through her mind when you’re on top of her?

Cassandra:   Stone lions everywhere. His emblems. His ego. 
Fountains gushing silver water, the burnt hills, olive 
branches crippled with fruit, the smell of horses, all his 
people, hard weathered faces, the war widows in black, 
a flock of demented crows, the children lined up behind 
her, his queen, their heads bowed, in their best clothes 
which aren’t much. My mother was right. These people 
are savages.

Aegisthus:   Smitten. She’s smitten again. Knew if she’d clapped 
eyes on him. There she stands, batting the eyelashes, 
smiling falsely. She can’t help herself, eyes pouring lust, 
jealous of this Trojan waif he holds by the wrist. Cousin, 
he says, turning on me with that hooded eagle stare, lips 
tight with rage he cannot spill in front of the tribe. If we 
were in a dark hallway we’d go at it with knives.

Agamemnon:   Go home, cousin, before I mow you down here in front 
of them

Aegisthus:   He eyes my daughter. Instinct picking her out from his 
own children. Child killer. Like his father. I stand my 
ground.

   Cousin, you’ll find there’s been a few changes in your 
long absence. You’ll find your wife has all of Sparta 
behind her. And neither am I without allies. I’d tread 
carefully if I was you.
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Extract 2: Agamemnon, Clytemnestra and Cassandra

Agamemnon:  She calls the children to come forward.
Clytemnestra:  The ones that are left
Cassandra:   Orestes, he says, a question in his eyes. 

And he lifts the boy off the ground and 
with his other arm he scoops up the girl 
and kisses them both lavishly.

Clytemnestra:   His eyes rest on Leda who stands behind 
me.

Agamemnon:  And who have we here?
Clytemnestra:  This is Leda, my daughter Leda.
Agamemnon:  Your daughter Leda?
Clytemnestra:   Yes, my daughter Leda. He places a hand 

on her bowed head and looks at me.
Agamemnon:   I took one from you so I owe you this one 

in return.
Clytemnestra:   A swap is it? Am I meant to be grateful 

you don’t put her out on the mountain 
for the jackals to dine on? Am I meant to 
forget? Do you actually think you have 
the right to forgive me anything? I’m 
speechless.
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ACTIVIT Y 3

Chorus – post show activity
The function of the chorus in Greek Theatre was partly to create spectacle 
and entertain while the actor, originally only one, then later two or three, 
left the stage to change character, donning new masks and costumes. 
They were highly skilled, musical and dance entertainers; the National 
Theatre resource on Greek Chorus describes them as being like 
performers in musical theatre today.

The chorus can provide information, give commentary on what is 
happening and provide judgement on the actions of the protagonists. 
Often the chorus would represent the people, a group representing a 
particular perspective; women, or the polis.

In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon the chorus were elder citizens of Argos, too 
old to fight the war. They are advisers to Clytemnestra when Agamemnon 
is away fighting. They also discuss the dangers of human pride, a key 
theme in Greek theatre.

Girl On An Altar doesn’t have a Greek chorus.

Having seen a Girl On An Altar, create a chorus that speaks at a particular 
moment in the play. Whose perspective do you want to write from?

Students will:

•  Choose a group of people with a particular perspective from within the 
play to be their chorus

•  Write and perform their chorus responding to and commenting on a 
specific moment in the play

Running the activity

Ensemble warm up – flocking
Begin by asking students to group themselves in a rough triangle, 
with you initially taking the lead position at the point of the triangle to 
demonstrate.

Explain that the aim of the exercise is for everyone to move together, like 
a flock of birds or shoal of fish. In order for this to happen, everyone must 
follow and copy the movements of the person at the head of the flock.

Before travelling in the space try out a few movements of the arm, torso 
and head, and ask everyone to copy what you are doing, moving at the 
same pace as you do – keep the movements relatively slow and smooth 
so that people can move with you in unison.

Now introduce the element of travelling and begin to move around the 
space, with the group following and slowly start to change direction. 
Explain that when the flock change direction someone else will take the 
lead as they find themselves at the front of the flock.
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Creating a chorus
Ask the students to think who they would like to choose as their chorus. 
Then identify the moment in the play they would like to focus on, for 
example; this could be the sacrifice at Aulis, the return of Agamemnon to 
Mycenae, Clytemnestra’s arrival in the Harem, the battle at Artemis shore, 
or the end of the play. Or any other moment the students are interested in 
exploring.

Ask the students to improvise or write a range of comments that express 
their chorus’ response to the events. Think about what they have 
witnessed and what their thoughts, feelings and comments might be on 
this.

Some examples:

The women at Aulis have witnessed; the sacrifice of Iphigenia on the 
altar, Agamemnon and the priests dancing on the Altar following the 
sacrifice. Clytemnestra carrying her dying daughter away from the scene.

The children of Mycenae, in the play we see the adults interact with 
the children, but no children are present. Nor do we hear the voices of 
the children who are affected by the events of the play. What have they 
witnessed? How do they view the actions of the adults in the play? How 
do they view the future?

The young soldiers on the battlefield What is the perspective of the 
young men, barely out of childhood, to the events they have been swept 
up into? How do they see their leaders – Agamemnon and Aegisthus? 
What are their opinions on the causes of the war

Women in the Harem; a mixture of young and older women who are 
housed in the Harem. They witness; the arrival of Clytemnestra the 
great Queen, and her daughter Leda, into the Harem. What is their 
perspective on the events? What judgements do they make on what has 
happened? How do they respond to Clytemnestra and her role in what 
has happened?

When students have written lines of text for their chorus ask them to bring 
the text into some kind of order and begin to experiment with allocating 
and speaking the words employing different choral techniques:

•  Call and response – one person speaks a line and the group respond in 
unison

•  Speaking in Unison – the chorus speak, chant, or sing the line together
•  Canon – individuals repeat the same line one after the other
• Repetition
• Individual lines spoken
• Silence

When students have created their chorus ask them to think about how 
they can perform it as a group. Remember that the key convention is that 
this is a group perspective, although there may be lone, dissenting voices 
within the group that can add complexity to their work.
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