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MONIKIN “HOLLOW TESTAMENT’S” HERO
with his author on the air in Boston

by Dia Philippides

Ovur shared Monikin connection began in 2006 or so, with an early
meeting between Paris Tacopoulos (playwright) and myself on the mu-
tually beloved island of Aegina. At an extended lunch table at the sea-
side we met as a group (Paris Tacopoulos, Marina Proussianou, Nikos
Kalamo, Philip and Sarah Ramp, Marina’s son Jan, Wim Bakker and
me), some of whom are shown in the photo:

The restaurant was called the “dichty” (net), and there, the first strands
of what would become a transatlantic network, were interlaced. The
mutual appreciation and friendship kindled on that day have lasted,
and indeed continued to grow (at least from the part of those of us in
the West) steadily since then.

Asi mstlgator of the lunch invitation, not only was the playwright of
Monikin (and many other works) present, but he had included in the
group Nikos Kalamo, the actor with training from Stella Adler’s studio

* standing for The Pre-Last of the Monikins
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in New York City, who delivered the entire monologue of Monikin in
English, first at St. Paul’s church in Athens and then in Edinburgh, at
the 2005 Fringe Festival.
We began timidly to explore possibilities expanding upon the initial
cordial acquaintance. It turns out that the Monikin performance had
been recorded on video at the time of the Edinburgh Festival (Aug.
2005) and the playwright presented th€ with a copy of the — well-edit- ~ me/
ed — DVD, which I bore triumphantly back to our university. It would
be the only contemporary Greek play in my course on modern Greek
theater for which as would be able to offer the students not only the full I/
text of the play in a polished English translation but also the option to
view (indeed to review as often they wished) the entire production of the
play on film, delivered in English.
These students, who,are studying at an American university in Bos-  //
ton, are undergraduates (hence of ages roughly 18-22), and for them to
enter the course, no prior knowledge of Greek theater or of Greece is pre-
supposed, or even possible, in almost all cases. This generation of young
people has been brought up in the West, ca. 5,000 miles from the Greek
mainland, and they rely firmly on laptops, videos, the Internet, iTunes and
social media such as Facebook, for their reception of the world’s culture,
The university is a Catholic institution, administered by the Jesuit order.
Students attending the university may be of any race, color, or religion.
The setting of the course is such that it is taught by a professor centered
in the Department of Classical Studies, but is cross-listed in the English
Dept. (as “Core literature” or “Literatures of the World”) and also in the
Theater Dept. (where it satisfies the requirement in “dramatic literature”),
This is usually the sole time that the particular group of students will work
with a professor during their whole set of years at the University — a 15-
week stint of collaboration, and a short window for students who know
nothing about the subject at the start/to learn something about Greek — — /
theater of the 20* and 21st century and the modern realities of Greece.
The full set of ways in which this play was accessible to the students,
and the fact that its playwright had rewritten it himself in the 'mid
2000s for an English-speaking audience, combined with the availability
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of the DVD, urged me ~in the first go-around of teaching the play in
the cousse— to leave Monikin for the final week of the semester, treating
the play as a reward for which the students would have to wait and pre-
pare themselves over time, We may note, that in past years, before this
play was added to the repertory, the students usually read texts of sev-
eral modern Greek plays in translation, viewed a few short video-clips
from some of these plays (thanks to a gift from the Theatre Museum in
Athens), and then viewed longer excerpts of non-Greek plays on video
(Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Tonesco’s Rhinocerus, and others), for pur-
poses of comparison according to theme and genre.

Strangely enough, Monikin, as the course’s most recent play in one
sense, also brought us “full” circle to the earliest play read at the start
of the course: Nikos Kazantzakis’ “Comedy: a Tragedy in One Act”
(1909-1910) —with the plot evolving in the context of approaching
death— an indeed rather difficult subject for young students to ap-
proach. Monikin also linked in somewhat, from the point of view of
genre, with “Moonlight Sonata”, Yannis Ritsos” dramatic monologue
in the face of growing old and approaching death.

Monikin, however, presents a unique kaleidoscope, a tour-de-force
of ideas and phrases, Junstopped current, that must be near impossible
for an actor to memorize. Nikos Kalamo did wonderfully, and the stu-
dents commented on his excellent acting.

As has been stated, the first time that the course was given, I placed
Monikin at the end of the semester (not Pre-Last), so that the students
would be better prepared by that time (through their increasing famil-
iarity with Greece and Greek theater) to appreciate the play — though,
of course the play outwits any fixed chronological placement because
of its having an original date in Greek of 1966 or so, and then having
been rewritten by its playwright (who appears extraordinarily conver-
sant with international Western literature and culture) in English, for
a non-Greek audience in or ca. 2005. The students reacted favourably
to the play, but the pressures of time did not yield much continuation
or dialogue. ,

In the second go-around of the course, I moved Monikin slightly
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carlier in the term, to give the students more time to appreciate the play
and discuss it before the term would end. The result? A coincidence
that we were able to share was the fact that the play was being put on in
the Art Theater in London in Nov. 2009, during our course, We found
the theater online, thought of the playwright and the performance as
it was taking place. All the students wrote essays, as personal responses
to the play. Some of the students’ essays were selected and sent to the
playwright, for him to share also with the actor in the performance,
Still, the most interesting interaction came from the one student from
Greece who participated in the course and, after the conclusion of the
course, began a written analysis of ~or dialogue with— Monikin, written
in English, that is expected soon to be revised and delivered to the play-
wright. This essay is especially important as it reviews the Greekness
of the original text and its translatability into English for a non-Greek
audience.

In the third recurrence of the course, we reached a solution which
may have been “che-third and-the better”, as agree-saying goes. This past
fall (Fall semester 2010) the play was placed just after the middle of the
term. Before that time we began to consider and to plan: why not inter-
view the playwright, relying on contemporary technology? We already
use technology and media profusely for: projection of slides with text
and images and music and video-clips during class-time and we post
most of the course’s materials on a secure password-protected website,
from which the materials may be downloaded or reviewed outside class
hours and 24/7. The texts of the play are there, the Powerpoint slide
presentation from each in-class lecture, songs, readings, video-clips of
theatrical productions, bibliographies, style-sheets, and a folder of links
to Web locations such as the Theatre Museum in Athens, the society
of Greek playwrights, etc. Also on the course website a link has been
placed to the Edinburgh performance itself of Monikin, that is deliv-
ered to the students through streaming video.

a Greek/
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Once the decision was made to interview the playwright remotely (as
our budget did not provide for an air ticket, either for the playwright
to be invited to Boston or for the members of the class to visit him in
Greece), the planning proceeded. An agenda of questions was prepared
and sent to the author —one question from each student— in advarnce.
With the cooperation of technical staff from several offices on campus
(Instructional Design Services, the Media Center in. the Library, Me-
dia Technology, Communications) a conference phone with external
speaker and a special recorder were brought in. Several provisional tests
were carried out over the course of ten days. Then, unexpectedly, the
possibility arose at Paris Tacopoulos’ end that he would be able to use a
Webcam built into a computer and that thus (with the collaboration of
his stepson, Jan) we would be able to connect with the playwrighr also
by Skype video from within our classroom in the University Library.
New tests of that technological medium were conducted, in advance of
the actual interview, which had been positively set for “OXI” Day.

Finally the much anticipated day of the interview arrived. We had
decided to conduct the majority of the interview relying on the confer-
ence phone — considered by the University’s rechnical staff to be 2 more

* “No” day: the anniversary of 28 Oct. 1940, when Greece’s (dictator) prime
minister, Joannis Metaxas, refused passage through Greece to Mussolini
(which signified Greece’s entry into World War II).
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reliable medium. Thus, we would first listen and talk to the playwright
for almost one hour. Thereafter we would switch over to Skype video, so

that the interviewee could see his interviewers and vice versa. The play-

wright’s voice came into the classroom through the conference phone
speaker, loud and clear. Paris Tacopoulos had prepared more than one
could have asked of anyone who is a creative writer and not a professor
by trade: he took our prepared agenda of questions and, instead of ad-
dressing them by rote, one by one, he had reorganized them in his head
and delivered to us an eloquent 20-minute address, that encompassed
(by units of reason) all the major issues raised in the separate questions.

The playwright was reaching out across the Atlantic, across any bar-
rier of language and culture and across the generations, to embrace
these 31 American students and their preoccupations and queries about
his work and the context and circumstances in which it was created.
During his responses the playwright revealed even personal aspects,
such as his depressed state of mind when he wrote the play, thus illus-
trating the relationship of an author to his own work.

Skype technology allowed us to see the playwright and his family.
He was introduced to the students one by one, as they stepped up to
the camera above the computer screen.

Later the students wrote individual responses to their experience of
reading the text of the play and viewing the DVD (comparing their
experiences according to which order they employed for the above), as
well as their impressions from the in-class interview. These responses
we shared with the playwright. As a subsequent gift the playwright sent
to us a typed transcript of the recording of the entire conference phone
interview — a task completed by Paris Tacopoulos™ able and patient
assistant Sophia Theophdny. We hope that this transcript will soon
be printed and circulated, as it is a reflection of the author’s thoughts
throughout the relatively long process of evolution of this theatrical
piece. The transcript also gives a mirror glance into the reception of
the play — an amalgam of its Greek depth and its international breadth.

Many people had worked hard to achieve the results attained: the
playwright, all the people involved in the university course on modern
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Greek drama, numerous technical staff members at Boston College.

This was a unique theatrical experience for all of us. We consider this

first transatlantic interview a ‘prova generale’ for a number of subse-
quent occasions. Another time, we may think of using Skype video
(and recording) for the entire class hour, or even setting up a proper
‘video conference’ in a specially equipped room, where numerous cam-
eras would allow all the participants to be visible to the playwright.

The latest coda from the playwright arrived last week: Paris Taco-
poulos put into writing and sent to us an alternate ending to the play,
— actually as it was included in its first draft — that had apparently been
used only in one production, but not hitherto written down, in English.

Before reaching our own coda, however, I would like to add that,
besides the original written questions submitted in advance, the conver-
sation and personal introductions via conference phone and Skype, and
the subsequent individual written responses submitted, our class was also
able to give Paris Tacopoulos two additional gifts in return:

One student prepared an 8-minute performance of scenes excerpted
from Monikin that he delivered and we recorded on video in class. Juan
Rodriguez, an undergraduate majoring in Theater, sent to Mr. Taco-
poulos a video-file of his performance.

A second student, on the inspiration of Monikin, composed his own
theatrical monologue, The Last of the Snacirema, a satire (more cannot
be revealed in advance, as disclosure would risk spoiling the surprise
effect of reading/viewing the piece) that could not have been written
without Monikin. This piece Adam Wladis delivered in writing to Mr.
Tacopoulos and he performed part of it in class, where we also recorded
it and sent the video file to the author.

May our collaboration long continue, and let others at Athens College
and elsewhere join the conversation. We are no longer a passive audience
for the playwright (we're informing him what we like, what we don’t
understand, etc.) and he is letting us into his secrets too. The dramatic
‘monologue’ (which as Mr. Tacopoulos reiterated to us, was really a kind
of ‘dialogue’ from the start, as it presumed a theatrical setting and audi-
ence) turned into an active dialogue, as the audience is actually'vocalizing

* chief among them, Sarah Castricum and Scott Kinder (both of Instructional
Design and eTeaching Services), and Genny M’Polo (of Media Services,
O’Neill Library)
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its questions and the play is growing interactively. May we forever be
conducting our Pre-Last conversation and bringing about a broadening
of the traditional stage/audience divide, a breaking of the fourth wall.

Our tele-dialogue between playwright, professor and students ~with
the actor in everyone’s mind from the recent experience of viewing his
performance on video— brings us in line with contemporary discus-
sions on the evolving relationships in theatrical contexts. In a lecture,
announced for Feb. 15, 2011 in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and un-
fortunately not attended by me, the associate director of the National
Theatre of Scotland, John Tiffany, was to present the “complexities
involved in establishing a new national theater in a culture where artists
and audiences are demanding innovative and interactive relationships
with each other. How will theater keep up?” Well, we seem to have
found a way to make our experience of theater ‘keep up’ with current
developments. We participated in a step of re-examining and (re-devel-
oping?) the relationship between text and reader, or play and theatrical
audience, seasoned creative writer and young students of another lan-
guage and cultural background.

For me (and, reportedly, my students, as well), it was a pleasure and
a satisfaction that the humanities had once again breached geographical
national boundaries, brought about new cultural awareness (in both
directions), that technology had served well (as is its function), and
that intellect, hard individual work, and well-coordinated collaborative
efforts had paid off, to create a first rapprochement, to which we hope
that many will follow.

_ : Dia Philippides
Spring-Summer 2011 Prof. of Classical (and Modern Gree»%) Studies
Boston College (USA)

Postscript (2014): In recent years our research team at Boston College
(comprised mainly of Scott Kinder, Vasilis Stotis, and David Smail, with a
background of work done by previous undergraduate research fellows) has
developed a public website that features (among other presentations for
modern Greek drama and film) the 28 Oct. 2010 cyber-interview (audio and
typed transcript) with Paris Tacopoulos, the dramatic text of Monikin in Greek
and English, and the video-recording of the 2005 production with Nikos
Kalamo’s excellent acting at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival.

See http://bcurfgreek.weebly.com/
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Research Professor, B.A. in Applied Mathematics Rad-
cliffe College, Ph.D. in Classical Philology, Prince-
ton Univeristy, 1978. In her academic work (teach-
ing and research) Prof. Philippides focuses on in-
terdisciplinary approaches; harnessing technology
to the service of the Humanities (Greek Studies);
collaboration on research projects with student as-
sistants and senior colleagues (at Boston College and
elsewhere); reinforcing bridges between the USA and
Greece, As of July 2013 Prof. Philippides is concen-
trating on research.

Prof. Philippides’s teaching at Boston College
has centered on ancient Greek language and liter-
ature (intermediate-level texts; lecture courses and

advanced seminars on Greek drama) and on modern Greek literature and culture

(courses and seminars in areas including fiction, drama, and films). In May 2011
she received a “Teaching with New Media” (TWIN) award.




MONIKIN O HPQAXZ THX KENHX ATAOGHKHZXZ

O Ipotelevtaiog Twv Moviky, o npwag g Kevig Atadikng, euplokopevog eig v apynv g, &g 1o Tpoay-
TOKTOVIKGY GTADLOV TOV, evOVRE(TAL KOl «EDVNUEITAUL» TO «TOPEADOV» TOV, TO eELGOVKEVOV [he TO TPV TOU,
PO TV aTEAOV TOV PEAAOVTOC TOV, Kal Gt UGVOV TOL 1WiKkoD Tov, GAAA KOt OMOKANPOU TOV YEVOUC TOU, TOU
amotedovvtog dta mavra ‘EAAnva, Tpawo, N Pound, to évdofov mapehdov machv tov efelnvicdelcov, pn
«6BapBapwv» mAéov, edvotnTV.

Eigc v mdlaw moté vedtnTd Tov, | TNV TETEPaoUEVNY NAKia TOV
—edv Tponyndn g TPWTNE— 0 Mdvikwy Lel, pwpoynparddev oyedov,
£vay auveyn gLy, aAdote évomtAov ki AAAoTe domAov «(de-ande-
oAoywOv» Toepov, 60T1g, ylabac-ylabag, Tov ékaue avopdddoga kat
av-apyka, v’ akohovdnoer ™y dia g Popng, ulav kat kadolwiny
0p0086gov 006V, TNV «amopevouEVNY» TPo¢ Ta. £dvn TG ALGEWC.
AdTt kat’ ekelvov kat Tov «ap-GanTioTAV» Tov, ekel da EMpeTE va
evplokeTaL, N GwTNELa, Tou TOAAG autompodouévou Aaol Tov, TV
undénoTe ayavaKkTIGUEVOL Pe Tov eauto Tov. Emdioker dniadn, Or-
wkopevog, va petabel eig «Eomepiavy, dia va yvploet pav eomépav
«olkade», emoTPEPUY £1¢ TOV AadV TOV, WC peTAAOPTAdEVTNC Ow-
P, T0 KAGTEV GOV eAyivelo pappapo, QUE, TwV TPOYOVWY TOU, TO
VUV TTAEOV NAEKTPOVIKOV.

¢ dpwc va owoet Tov Aady Tov 0 Mévikiy, 66TIC 0UTE TOV EQUTGY TOU
«dVvatal cwoar»; Towg n Maoig-déatg, avtng g amoplag, Gploretal
atov 1(1Ao T0v Joyce: Finnegans Wake, (uia ohovuktia), yia 1o é-
Aog (fin) maA (again), mov efvar kaw n véa apyh Tov Tim Finnegan,
£VO¢ LpAavdELov, GLVNILC PedVOUEVOL KTIOTN, N TTTOGLC KAL 1 Avodog
(fall and rise) Tou omoiov, Teplypdpetal pe TOAD 0ivov Kal Y100Kop
ot pia 1pAavdénkn uraAddvra. To epotnua do pelvel TPo¢ 10 TaPOV
avanavinro. O cuyypagéag g Kevig Awodnkng dev motevel oty
«pIKOpGo», ev TovTtw Vico, dewpla tng emavalnyewe g lotoplac.
AN obte kat 610U cwTApeg. [latl o Mavolnog elte Gatel Ta povya
TOU GuVEWC aAMOC, N Tov Ta Bydfouve, Kat @aiveTol SLOQPOPETIKAC.
«Ku amé», dpwg, Tt amopével, ektog amé moddolg Lhdoug, ovidkia
vItepoplay Kat PNV, Gav Povadiki LOTPOQAPUOKEVTIKN «OAER-GYIVI-
KN» kGdapaig; MATWG povo 1o, aueTdpEacTto eAAVIKA, XLoVpop, TO
QEPOY TOV YEAWTA, TIOYKOGIWOE KaL Oyl TTAVTOTE «KOGRIWC»;

Towpev, N owdueda! MMdavétata ei¢ Tov emdpevoy Topov e Kevng
Aradnkne.

Alav ouvtopwg Tavieg da KukAo@opNceL TPOC TANPWGLY KAl TTAN-
POPOPNGLY TOU UVAYVWGTIKOU KOLYOU, EVAC TOUIOKOC pe Tithov «H
Kevn Awadikn 3t avapyapioug». Ev 1w petad vrdpyet, wg Gondn-
pa, 1o 6o Tov «Ta Momtikd 2000-1950%». O Ttainue Tgoug dtav
tehelwae 1o «Divveykave Tovaink», petd and molvetn epyacia elye
dnhocel 61t 10 pévo mov emdupoloe ma eival va ypdeel amAd, 6o
10 duvatéy mo amhd. O Ildpig Takémovlog oromedwY va Guveyice
e’ adPLGTOV TNV WBIKNY TOL OToKELPOV Atadnkny el TOAAGG akbun odovuktiag, Tpotelvel GToug PiAovg Tov
va dabacovv avtd «Ta Iomtikd» tou. H «amhomomaoig» elvar n kakltepn e€doknon yo kdde ampocito
Kkelpevo. Méypt TeAkNC TTOGEWC.
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