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WRITER’S NOTE

When asked how I came to write 
my version of Euripides’s Medea – 
unbelievably it’s more than twenty 
years ago now – I have to be honest and 
admit that it wasn’t something I had been 
burning to do. It was a first-the-phonecall 
project, as have been quite a few of the 
adaptations for the theatre I have ended 
up working on over the years. My friend 
Graham McLaren of Theatre Babel, 
then one of Scotland’s most ambitious 
and well-travelled touring companies 
whose raison-d’etre was making new 
productions from the classic repertoire, 
was determined that his ‘Greeks’ project 
– three new versions from three of his 
then favourite Scottish dramatists of 
three of the most fundamental plays in 
the evolution of world drama – was the 
next thing he was putting his heart and 
soul into. And he was absolutely adamant 
that I was the writer he needed for a 
brand-new take on Medea. 
   
I have never found working on the texts 
of great plays by writers as various as 
Molière (three times, all three of his 
greatest plays in rhyming couplets, in 
three very different versions of ‘Scots’) 
or Chekhov, or Schnitzler even, any less 
‘creative’ than working on my ‘own stuff’. 
Though of course it is a very enticing 
prospect not to be starting with that 
terrifying blank page. It’s been almost as 

demanding and difficult to be an adapter, 
though, but in the end – when I have 
managed to get what felt (to me at least) 
like a handle on the task in hand – just as 
deeply satisfying. 

You start with your gut instinct. Can I 
sense something, even if I don’t know 
what yet, which other recent versions 
seem to me to be missing and which I’d 
like to try to bring out? In this case I had 
read a couple of excellent recent English 
translations of Medea and told Graham 
so. One of them would work very well, 
surely? But he wouldn’t let me off the 
hook. He was sure there was a new 
version of this play in me, not necessarily 
in Scots, but especially for this Scottish 
Company, and he wanted me to know that 
it wasn’t necessarily a literal line-for-line 
translation he was looking for. I could 
change things as I saw fit. (Exactly as 
the Greeks themselves did – just Google 
and you’ll see – there are many, many 
conflicting stories surrounding the myth 
of Medea, though Euripides’s version of 
her final and iconic action caps the lot for 
all time in its terror and pity.) I think it 
was this freedom that he promised which 
made me eventually agree to make my 
version. 



This was in the very, very late 1990s. 
At the time, I was deep into the second 
or third draft of a play all of my own 
devising – a comedy. It was set in the 
here-and-now, in the booming, trendy 
and confident post-City-of-Culture 
Glasgow of those times, and was about 
a successful, well-off, self-made woman 
who, just about to hit her 40th birthday, 
was suddenly desperate to give birth to a 
child. Thus there was a frisson of slightly 
perverse attraction in the notion of my 
next play if I accepted this challenge, 
being – in every way – exactly the 
opposite: a tragedy, absolutely timeless 
and ancient, about a woman driven by 
female desperation of a quite different 
sort, to killing her children. 

It is not a very 
elevated reason for 
taking on a great 
classic play, but it’s 
the truth. 

My method? I started off by reading all 
the versions of Medea in translation 
I could find. And the footnotes in 
English in the Greek editions arguing 
the nuances of particular words he’d 
used. I was trying to understand – 
imperfectly of course, but as exactly 
as I could – what was articulated in 
an argument, the implications of the 
imagery he used, and to somehow intuit 
what seemed to me to be its unique and 
thrilling tone. From the word go I was 
thrilled by Euripides’s astonishing and 
bold irony. I was delighted to work on 
a text so outrageous, so impious and so 

jaggedly colloquial as, being faithful 
to it in my fashion, I recognised it was 
turning out to be, as my version of it 
began to emerge. Euripides seemed to 
me, even then, very different from what 
the scholars called ‘the sublime and 
mellifluous Aeschylus’ and ‘the grand 
and stately, morally complex, poetic 
Sophocles.’ 

I do remember as I began my version of 
Medea reading, astonished, disagreeing 
profoundly with it sometimes, some 
of what was written about this man 
Euripides. How could that feminist critic 
find him a misogynist? Had she been 
reading the same play as me? It seems 
astonishing to me that the passionate 
diatribe against the palpable unfairness 
of woman’s lot – that Euripides gives to 
his Medea – was written and performed 
by a male to an all-male audience in 
Athens in this brand-new form of story-
telling that we now call drama, about 500 
years BC. Someone else I read somewhere 
speculated that – as Greek dramatists 
often performed their own plays – his 
predilection for female protagonists 
might well have been because he was a 
brilliant ‘travesty actor’ writing himself 
great roles. Now we were talking...

Eventually, sticking with a couple 
of pedantic and not-at-all speakable 
Victorian and even earlier translations 
– ones that would elucidate without 
influencing my own language in any 
way, I simply used Euripides’s Medea 
as a complete structural template. 
Then let go and did, at a crucial part of 
the drama, change his narrative to put 
what I felt was even more pressure on 



Medea and raise the stakes that made it 
inevitable that she do what she does. I 
invented an encounter with the ‘other 
woman’, Glauke, the princess of Corinth 
(who does not appear in person in the 
Euripides version at all.) While I was at 
it, I dispensed with the ‘deus-ex-machina’ 
ending too. It felt deliberately, ironically 
implausible anyway. My Medea is not 
supernatural, not an immortal, but is all 
too human. Even if she does have some 
spectacular poisons and skills, I chose 
not to interpret them as spells. 

The mixed marriage between Jason 
and Medea in my version isn’t between 
a man and demi-goddess, but between 
a man and a woman. I’d say this is 
why Euripides’s Medea will continue 
to mean as much as it always has to 
human beings, for as long as our species 
survives.

© Liz Lochhead 
 



Established in 2006, the National 
Theatre of Scotland has created over 250 
productions. As a theatre without walls 
and building-free, the company presents 
a wide variety of work that ranges from 
large-scale productions to projects 
tailored to the smallest performing 
spaces. In addition to conventional 
theatres, it has performed in airports, 
schools, tower blocks, community halls, 
ferries and forests.

The company has toured extensively 
throughout the UK and internationally. 
Its notable productions include Gregory 
Burke’s Black Watch, whose numerous 
awards included four Olivier Awards; 
Rona Munro’s landmark historical 
trilogy The James Plays; a radical 

reimagining of Macbeth starring Alan 
Cumming, presented in Glasgow and at 
the Lincoln Center Festival, New York, 
and subsequently on Broadway; and the 
Olivier Award-winning Our Ladies of 
Perpetual Succour.

The National Theatre of Scotland creates 
much of its work in partnership with 
theatre-makers, companies, venues 
and participants worldwide. From 
extraordinary projects with schools and 
communities to the ground-breaking 
online 5 Minute Theatre and immersive 
pieces such as David Greig’s The Strange 
Undoing of Prudencia Hart, it aspires to 
tell the stories that need to be told and to 
take work to wherever audiences are to 
be found.
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