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This is the initial essay in Barthes’ 
Mythologies, originally published 
in 1957. The book is a series of 
small structural investigations of 
(mass) cultural phenomena.
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The virtue of all-in wrestling is that it is 
the spectacle of excess. Here we find a 
grandiloquence which must have been 
that of ancient theatres. And in fact 
wrestling is an open-air spectacle, for 
what makes the circus or the arena what 
they are is not the sky (a romantic value 
suited rather to fashionable occasions), 
it is the drenching and vertical quality 
of the flood of light. Even hidden in the 
most squalid Parisian halls, wrestling 
partakes of the nature of the great solar 
spectacles, Greek drama and bullfights: 
in both, a light without shadow gener-
ates an emotion without reserve. 

There are people who think that wres-
tling is an ignoble sport. Wrestling is 
not a sport, it is a spectacle, and it is 
no more ignoble to attend a wrestled 
performance of Suffering than a per-
formance of the sorrows of Arnolphe 
or Andromaque [Barthes here refers to 
characters in neo-classic French plays 
by Molière and Racine]. Of course, 
there exists a false wrestling, in which 
the participants unnecessarily go to 
great lengths to make a show of a fair 
fight; this is of no interest. True wres-
tling, wrong called amateur wrestling, is 
performed in second-rate halls, where 
the public spontaneously attunes itself 
to the spectacular nature of the contest, 
like the audience at a suburban cinema. 
Then these same people wax indignant 
because wrestling is a stage-managed 
sport (which ought, by the way, to  
mitigate its ignominy). The public is  
completely uninterested in knowing 
whether the contest is rigged or not, and 
rightly so; it abandons itself to the primary  
virtue of the spectacle, which is to  
abolish all motives and all consequenc-
es: what matters is not what it thinks 
but what it sees. 

This public knows very well the distinc-
tion between wrestling and boxing; it 
knows that boxing is a Jansenist sport, 
based on a demonstration of excel-

Like its physical counterpart, normal 
psychological pain (that which is not due to 
brain disease or sever emotional disorder) 
is localized in the beginning, usually in 
the form of guilt, shame, anxiety, about 
something specific. But, when it comes to 
emotional pain, the behavior choices that 
will heal, repair, or improve are more  
ambiguous. Psychological pain is, there-
fore, more conductive to suffering. 
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lence. One can bet on the outcome of 
a boxing-match: with wrestling, it wold 
make no sense. A boxing-match is a 
story which is constructed before the 
eyes of the spectator; in wrestling, on 
the contrary, it is each moment which is 
intelligible, not the passage of time. The 
spectator is not interested in the rise 
and fall of fortunes; he expects the tran-
sient image of certain passions. Wres-
tling therefore demands an immediate 
reading of the juxtaposed meanings, so 
that there is no need to connect them. 
The logical conclusion of the contest 
does not interest the wrestling-fan, 
while on the contrary a boxing-match 
always implies a science of the future. 
In other words, wrestling is a sum of 
spectacles, of which no single one is a 
function: each moment imposes the to-
tal knowledge of a passion which rises 
erect and alone, without ever extending 
to the crowning moment of a result. 

Thus the function of the wrestler is not 
to win: it is to go exactly through the 
motions which are expected of him. 
It is said that judo contains a hidden 
symbolic aspect; even in the midst of 
efficiency, its gestures are measured, 
precise but restricted, drawn accu-
rately but by a stroke without volume.  
Wrestling, on the contrary, offers ex-
cessive gestures, exploited to the limit 

“THE SPECTATOR IS NOT INTERESTED IN THE RISE AND 
FALL OF FORTUNES; HE EXPECTS THE TRANSIENT IM-
AGE OF CERTAIN PASSIONS.”

Everyone has a different idea of what 
passion means, but when we start talking 
with others about our understanding, it often 
turns out that different people mean different 
things when they say, “passion.” Most 
people would agree that passion refers to a 
strong motivation mixed with intense emo-
tions. Less clear is whether these intense 
emotions are positive or negative, as both 
have been linked to passion. 
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What makes passion appear a desirable 
trait is that it combines in one framework 
the intense motivation needed to get going 
and the perseverance needed to overcome 
obstacles and frustrations that people 
typically encounter sooner or later in their 
learning and work processes. Thus, passion 
describes why some people literally burn for 
engaging and persisting in activities that re-
quire lots of sacrifices from them and might 
even make them feel miserable for extended 
periods of time. 
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of their meaning. In judo, a man who 
is down is hardly down at all, he rolls 
over, he draws back, he eludes defeat, 
or, if the latter is obvious, he immedi-
ately disappears; in wrestling, a man 
who is down is exaggeratedly so, and 
completely fills the eyes of the spec-
tators with the intolerable spectacle of 
his powerlessness. 

This function of grandiloquence is  
indeed the same as that of the ancient 
theatre, whose principle, language and 
props (masks and buskins) concurred 
in the exaggeratedly visible explanation 
of a Necessity. The gesture of the van-
quished wrestler signifying to the world 
a defeat which, far from disgusting, he 
emphasizes and holds like a pause in 
music, corresponds to the mask of an-
tiquity meant to signify the tragic mode 
of the spectacle. In wrestling, as on the 
stage in antiquity, one is not ashamed 
of one’s suffering, one knows how to 
cry, one has a liking for tears. 

Each sign in wrestling is therefore  
endowed with an absolute clarity, 
since one must always understand ev-
erything on the spot. As soon as the  
adversaries are in the ring, the public is 
overwhelmed with the obviousness of 
the roles. As in the theatre, each phys-
ical type expresses to excess the part 
which has been assigned to the con-
testant. Thauvin, a fifty-year-old with an 
obese and sagging body, whose type 
of asexual hideousness always inspires 
feminine nicknames, displays in his 
flesh the characters of baseness, for his 
part is to represent what, in the classical 
concept of the salaud, the ‘bastard’ (the 
key-concept of any wrestling-match), 
appears as organically repugnant. The 
nausea voluntarily provoked by Thau-
vin shows therefore a very extended 
use of signs: not only is ugliness used 
here in order to signify baseness, but 
in addition ugliness is wholly gathered 
into a particularly repulsive quality of 

There’s no joy in being number two-- 
losers are condemned to the “agony of 
defeat... Agony, perhaps, but is there also 
value in defeat?

To prevent suffering, we must follow the 
motivation of pain... Those who suffer have 
gotten into the habit of numbing or avoid-
ing (through blame, resentment, anger, 
addictions, or compulsions), the pain-sig-
nals that would otherwise motivate healing, 
repairing, or improving. 
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matter: the pallid collapse of dead flesh 
(the public calls Thauvin la barbaque, 
‘stinking meat’), so that the passionate 
condemnation of the crowd no longer 
stems from its judgment, but instead 
from the very depth of its humours. It 
will thereafter let itself be frenetically 
embroiled in an idea of Thauvin which 
will conform entirely with this physical 
origin: his actions will perfectly corre-
spond to the essential viscosity of his 
personage. 

It is therefore in the body of the wres-
tler that we find the first key to the con-
test. I know from the start that all of  
Thauvin’s actions, his treacheries, cru-
elties, and acts of cowardice, will not 
fail to measure up to the first image of  
ignobility he gave me; I can trust him to  
carry out intelligently and to the last 
|detail all the gestures of a kind of amor-
phous baseness, and thus fill to the 
brim the image of the most repugnant 
bastard there is: the bastard-octopus. 
[Barthes goes on to describe other 
‘character roles’ in wrestling, compar-
ing them to stock characters in the 
Italian tradition of Commedia dell’Ar-
te.] Wrestling is like a diacritic writing: 
above the fundamental meaning of his 
body, the wrestling arranges comments 

“IN WRESTLING, AS ON THE STAGE IN ANTIQUITY, ONE 
IS NOT ASHAMED OF ONE’S SUFFERING, ONE KNOWS 
HOW TO CRY, ONE HAS A LIKING FOR TEARS.”

THE WORLD OF WRESTLING 
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which are episodic but always oppor-
tune, and constantly help the read-
ing of the fight by means of gestures,  
attitudes and mimicry which make the  
intention utterly obvious. Some-
times the wrestler triumphs with a re-
pulsive sneer while kneeling on the 
good sportsman; sometimes he gives 
the crowd a conceited smile which  
forebodes an early revenge; some-
times, pinned to the ground, he hits the 
floor ostentatiously to make evident to 
all the intolerable nature of his situation 
[. . .]

[. . .]It is obvious that at such a pitch, it 
no longer matters whether the passion 
is genuine or not. What the public wants 
is the image of passion, not passion  
itself. There is no more a problem of 
truth in wrestling than in the theatre. In 
both, what is expected is the intelligible 
representation of moral situations which 
are usually private. [Barthes elaborates 
on this point, and again compares 
French wrestlers from the 1950s to 
characters in classical theater.]  

What is thus displayed for the public is 
the great spectacle of Suffering, Defeat, 
and Justice. Wrestling presents man’s 
suffering with all the amplification of 
tragic masks. The wrestler who suf-
fers in a hold which is reputedly cruel 
(an arm-lock, a twisted leg) offers an 
excessive portrayal of Suffering; like a 
primitive Pietà, he exhibits for all to see 
his face, exaggeratedly contorted by 
an intolerable affliction. It is obvious, of 
course, that in wrestling reserve would 
be out of place, since it is opposed 
to the voluntary ostentation of the  
spectacle, to this Exhibition of Suf-
fering which is the very aim of the 
fight. This is why all the actions which  
produce suffering are particularly spec-
tacular, like the gesture of a conjuror 
who holds out his cards clearly to the 
public. Suffering which appeared with-
out intelligible cause would not be  

Anything that numbs or avoids pain  
undermines its ability to motivate corrective 
behavior and therefore causes suffering. The 
most common causes are blame, resent-
ment, anger, addictions, and compulsive 
behavior. All render us powerless to heal, 
improve, or repair. All cause suffering. 

When pain intensifies and generalizes over 
time, it becomes suffering. Suffering is 
repeated failure to act successfully on the 
natural motivation of pain to do something 
that will heal, repair, or improve. 

THE WORLD OF WRESTLING 

understood; a concealed action that 
was actually cruel would transgress the 
unwritten rules of wrestling [. .. .] What 
wrestlers call a hold, that is, any figure 
which allows one to immobilize the ad-
versary indefinitely and to have him at 
one’s mercy, has precisely the function 
of preparing in a conventional, there-
fore intelligible, fashion the spectacle of 
suffering, of methodically establishing 
the conditions of suffering. The inertia 
of the vanquished allows the (tempo-
rary) victor to settle in his cruelty and 
to convey to the public this terrifying 
slowness of the torturer: [. . .] wrestling 
is the only sport which gives such an 
externalized image of torture. But here 
again, only the image is involved in the 
game, and the spectator does not wish 
for the actual suffering of the contes-
tant; he only enjoys the perfection of an 
iconography. It is not true that wrestling 
is a sadistic spectacle: it is only an in-
telligible spectacle. 

[Barthes discusses the forearm smash 
as a gesture signifying tragic catastro-
phe, then moves to the next major spec-
tacle of wrestling: Defeat.] Deprived of 
all resilience, the wrestler’s flesh is no 
longer anything but an unspeakable 
heap out on the floor, where it solicits 

“AS IN THE THEATRE, EACH PHYSICAL TYPE EXPRESS-
ES TO EXCESS THE PART WHICH HAS BEEN ASSIGNED 
TO THE CONTESTANT.”
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When psychological pain generalizes, 
it seems to be about the self - a kind of 
self-ache, if you will. As the alarm of pain 
intensifies, fixing our focus on distress, 
we become self-obsessed. Eventually 
we identify with the pain, in a subtle or 
overt victim-identity. At that point, we can 
scarcely perceive the pain of other people, 
which robs us of the unique power of social 
healing. Self-obsession makes the alarm of 
pain louder and more general (mental focus 
amplifies and magnifies) and isolates us 
from humane connections that heal.
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"WRESTLING PRESENTS 
MAN’S SUFFERING WITH 
ALL THE AMPLIFICATION 
OF TRAGIC MASKS.”

THE WORLD OF WRESTLING 
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relentless reviling and jubilation. [. . .] 
At other times, there is another ancient 
posture which appears in the coupling 
of the wrestlers, that of the suppliant 
who, at the mercy of his opponent, on 
bended knees, his arms raised above 
his head, is slowly brought down by 
the vertical pressure of the victor. In 
wrestling, unlike judo, Defeat is not a  
conventional sign, abandoned as soon 
as it is understood; it is not an outcome, 
but quite the contrary, it is a duration, a 
display, it takes up the ancient myths 
of public Suffering and Humiliation: the 
cross and the pillory. It is as if the wres-
tler is crucified in broad daylight and 
in the sight of all. I have heard it said 
of a wrestler stretched on the ground: 
‘He is dead, little Jesus, there, on the 
cross,’ and these ironic words revealed 
the hidden roots of a spectacle which 
enacts the exact gestures of the most 
ancient purifications. 

But what wrestling is above all meant 
to portray is a purely moral concept: 
that of justice. The idea of ‘paying’ is 
essential to wrestling, and the crowd’s 
‘Give it to him’ means above all else 
‘Make him pay.’ This is therefore, 
needless to say, an immanent justice. 
The baser the action of the ‘bastard,’ 
the more delighted the public is by 
the blow which he justly receives in  
return. If the villain - who is of course a  
coward - takes refuge behind the ropes,  
claiming unfairly to have a right to do 
so by a brazen mimicry, he is inexora-
bly pursued there and caught, and the 
crowd is jubilant at seeing the rules  
broken for the sake of a deserved  
punishment. [. . .] Naturally, it is the 
pattern of Justice which matters here, 
much more than its content: wrestling 
is above all a quantitative sequence 
of compensations (an eye for an eye, 
a tooth for a tooth). This explains why 
sudden changes of circumstances 
have in the eyes of wrestling habi-
tueés a sort of moral beauty; they enjoy 

Fear of failure is not the normal, expect-
able butterflies most athletes feel before 
competing-- those simply indicate that one 
cares a lot about doing well; that how one 
does matters. The fear of failure is essentially 
fear of performing badly and losing to one’s 
competitors; at worst it involves anticipating 
or expecting that losing or performing poorly 
will make one feel embarrassed, ashamed, 
or humiliated-- and being seen by others as 
a loser. 
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them as they would enjoy an inspired  
episode in a novel [. . . .] 

It is therefore easy to understand why 
out of five wrestling-matches, only 
about one is fair. One must realize, let it 
be repeated, that ‘fairness’ here is a role 
or a genre, as in the theatre: the rules 
do not at all constitute a real constraint; 
they are the conventional appearance 
of fairness. So that in actual fact a fair 
fight is nothing but an exaggeratedly  
polite one; the contestants confront  
each other with zeal, not rage [they 
don’t keep pounding after the referee  
intervenes, etc.] One must of course 
understand here that all these polite 
actions are brought to the notice of 
the public by the most conventional  
gestures of fairness: shaking hands,  
raising the arms, ostensibly avoiding a 
fruitless hold which would detract from  
the perfection of the contest. 

Conversely, foul play exists only in its 
excessive signs: administering a big 
kick to one’s beaten opponent, [. . .] 
taking advantage of the end of the 
round to rush treacherously at the ad-
versary from behind, fouling him while 
the referee is not looking (a move which 
obviously only has any value or func-
tion because in fact half the audience 
can see it and get indignant about it). 
Since Evil is the natural climate of wres-
tling, a fair fight has chiefly the value 
of being an exception. It surprises the 
aficionado, who greets it when he 
sees it as an anachronism and a rather  
sentimental throwback to the sport-
ing tradition (‘Aren’t they playing fair, 
those two’); he feels suddenly moved 
at the sight of the general kindness of 
the world, but would probably die of 
boredom and indifference if wrestlers 
did not quickly return to the orgy of evil 
which alone makes good wrestling. 

It has already been noted that in Amer-
ica wrestling represents a sort of myth-
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What Is Fairness? 
Your perception of fairness may differ, 
depending on your culture, the situation, 
or your personal values and preferences. 
You may define fairness as one or more of 
the following: 

Equity: Everyone is treated the same and 
has to play by the same rules.  Or, every-
one gets an equal share of the pie.
Fair Compensation For Effort: Those who 
work harder or make a more substantial 
contribution are entitled to a greater share 
of the proceeds.

Social Good: Those who are at a disadvan-
tage because of poverty, discrimination, or 
disability are allowed to have some extra 
help or compensation so as to level the 
playing field.

Consequences for Acting Unfairly: Those 
who don’t play by the rules – lie, cheat, 
or take unfair advantage are punished or 
banned from the group.

Which definition you choose will depend 
on your basic values and worldview. Do we 
have an obligation to look after those who 
can’t look after themselves?  If everyone 
is given the same reward, is this unfair to 
those who contributed more?  Who gets to 
decide how resources and responsibilities 
are delegated?  Regardless of how you 
view fairness, if you are human, you will 
inevitably be subjected to some behavior  
or event that you perceive as unfair. 
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“BUT WHAT WRESTLING 
IS ABOVE ALL MEANT TO 
PORTRAY IS A PURELY 
MORAL CONCEPT:  
THAT OF JUSTICE.”

THE WORLD OF WRESTLING 
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ological fight between Good and Evil (of 
a quasi-political nature, the ‘bad’ wres-
tler always being supposed to be a Red 
[Communist]). 

The process of creating heroes in 
French wrestling is very different,  
being based on ethics and not on  
politics. What the public is looking 
for here is the gradual construction 
of a highly moral image: that of the  
perfect ‘bastard.’ [Barthes goes into  
detail about the French ‘model bastard.’] 

[. . .] Wrestlers, who are very experi-
enced, know perfectly how to direct 
the spontaneous episodes of the fight 
so as to make them conform to the  
image which the public has of the 
great legendary themes of its mytholo-
gy. A wrestler can irritate or disgust, he  
never disappoints, for he always accom-
plishes completely, by a progressive 
solidification of signs, what the public 
expects of him. In wrestling, nothing 
exists except in the absolute, there is 
no symbol, no allusion, everything is 
presented exhaustively. Leaving noth-
ing in the shade, each action discards 
all parasitic meanings and ceremonial-
ly offers to the public a pure and full 
signification, rounded like Nature. This  
grandiloquence is nothing but the 
popular and age-old image of the 
perfect intelligibility of reality. What 
is portrayed by wrestling is therefore 
an ideal understanding of things; it is 
the euphoria of men raised for a while 
above the constitutive ambiguity of 
everyday situations and placed before 
the panoramic view of a universal Na-

“AS IN THE THEATRE, EACH PHYSICAL TYPE EXPRESSES 
TO EXCESS THE PART WHICH HAS BEEN ASSIGNED TO 
THE CONTESTANT.”
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ture, in which signs at last correspond 
to causes, without obstacle, without 
evasion, without contradiction. 

When the hero or the villain of the dra-
ma, the man who was seen a few min-
utes earlier possessed by moral rage, 
magnified into a sort of metaphysical 
sign, leaves the wrestling hall, impas-
sive, anonymous, carrying a small 
suitcase and arm-in-arm with his wife, 
no one can doubt that wrestling holds 
the power of transmutation which is 
common to the Spectacle and to Reli-
gious Worship. In the ring, and even in 
the depths of their voluntary ignominy, 
wrestlers remain gods because they 
are, for a few moments, the key which 
opens Nature, the pure gesture which 
separates Good from Evil, and unveils 
the form of a Justice which is at last in-
telligible.
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Fears of failure (and success) may be 
common among athletes (and other 
performers)—not to mention the rest of 
humanity. Whether they fulfill their potential, 
and give themselves the best chance to 
excel and win (and enjoy their success), 
depends on how they respond to their 
fears. Fears of failure (any fears, for that 
matter) are best dealt with by recognizing 
them—not by denying they exist or warding 
them off. Acknowledging fears to some-
one trusted can be very helpful, for when 
fears are accessible they can be given 
their proper place, and athletes can then 
focus on preparing to perform their best. 
Disowned fears are much more likely to 
lead to self-sabotage and under-perform-
ing. When fear is warded off it may sneak 
in unbidden, causing excess tension and 
rigidity—the death knell for most athletic 
performance, or any attempt at excellence. 
The fear of failure, then, becomes a kind of 
self-fulfilling prophecy in which the person 
unconsciously brings about the result they 
fear most. When this happens failure—and 
the fear of it—become demonic.
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THE 
HEALING 
POWER OF 
GREEK 
TRAGEDY

Do plays written centuries ago 
have the power to heal modern 
day traumas? 

A new project raises the curtain 
on a daring new experiment.

JEFF MACGREGOR
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the director says, almost absently. He means 
the audience. The actress nods. She makes a 
mark in her script next to the stage direction:

[An inhuman cry]

And they go on rehearsing. The room is quiet. 
Late afternoon light angles across the floor.

An hour later from the stage her terrible howl 
rises over the audience to the ceiling, ringing 
against the walls and out the doors and down 
the stairs; rises from somewhere inside her to 
fill the building and the streets and the sky with 
her pain and her anger and her sadness. It is 
a terrifying sound, not because it is inhuman, 
but because it is too human. It is the sound not 
only of shock and of loss but of every shock 
and of every loss, of a grief beyond language 
understood everywhere by everyone. 

The audience shifts uncomfortably in their 
seats. Then silence covers them all. This is  
the moment the director wanted, the moment 
of maximum discomfort. This is where the 
healing starts.

Later, the audience starts talking. 
They won’t stop.

“I don’t know what happened,” the actress 
will say in a few days. “That reading, that  
particular night, broke open a lot of people. 
And in a great way.”

This is Theater of War.

The creation of director and co-founder  
Bryan Doerries, Brooklyn-based Theater of 
War Productions bills itself as “an innovative 
public health project that presents readings 
of ancient Greek plays, including Sophocles’ 
Ajax, as a catalyst for town hall discussions 

about the challenges faced by service men 
and women, veterans, their families, caregivers 
and communities.”

And tonight in the Milbank Chapel of Teachers 
College at Columbia University, they’ve done 
just that, performing Ajax for a roomful of veter-
ans and mental health professionals. Actor Chris 
Henry Coffey reads Ajax. The scream came from 
Gloria Reuben, the actress playing Tecmessa, 
Ajax’s wife.

Sophocles wrote the play 2,500 years ago, 
during a century of war and plague in Greece. 
It was part of the spring City Dionysia, the  
dramatic festival of Athens at which the great 
tragedies and comedies of the age were  
performed for every citizen. It is the wrenching 
story of the famed Greek warrior Ajax, betrayed 
and humiliated by his own generals, exhausted 
by war, undone by violence and pride and fate 
and hopelessness until at last, seeing no way 
forward, he takes his own life.

Doerries, 41, slim and earnest, energetic,  
explains all this to the audience that night. As 
he sometimes does, he will read the role of the 
chorus, too. He promises that the important 
work of discovery and empathy will begin during 
the discussion following the reading. The play is 
just the vehicle they’ll use to get there.

A self-described classics nerd, Doer ries was 
born and raised in Newport News, Virginia. His 
parents were both psychologists. A smart kid 
in a smart household, he appeared in his first 
Greek play at the age of 8, as one of the  
children in Euripides’ Medea. He’ll tell you it 
was a seminal experience. “I was one of the 
children who were killed by their pathologically 
jealous mother—and I still remember my lines 

MAKE THEM WISH 
THEY’D NEVER 
COME,
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and the experience of screaming them, belting 
them backstage while a couple of college  
students pretended to bludgeon me and my 
friend. And I remember the sort of wonderment, 
the sense of awe, of limitless possibilities that 
the theater presented and associating that with 
Greek tragedy at a very early age.”

He was an indifferent high school student  
who bloomed in college. “My first week as  
a freshman at Kenyon, I met with my adviser—
who just happened to be a classics professor 
assigned to me—and decided to take  
ancient Greek.

“I learned to commit to something hard and 
that it would result in incredible dividends. And 
so that’s when I started adding other ancient 
languages and doing Hebrew and Latin and a 
little Aramaic and a tiny bit of German and  
having this classical education that was about 
a deep dive into language, and the sense of 
early Greek thinking.” For his senior thesis he 
translated and staged Euripides’ The Bacchae.

He might have gone on to a fine and forgetta-
ble career as an academic; a philologist. But 
his origin story is more complicated than that, 
as most origin stories are, and has at its heart 
a tragedy.

In 2003, following a long illness, Doerries’ girl-
friend, Laura, died. In the weeks and months 
of grief that followed he found comfort where 
he expected none: in the tragedies of ancient 
Greece. He was 26. All of which he explains in 
his remarkable 2015 book The Theater of War.

“Although I wasn’t aware of it at the time,  
witnessing Laura’s graceful death opened my 
eyes to what the Greek tragedies I had studied 
in school were trying to convey. Through  

tragedy, the great Athenian poets were not  
articulating a pessimistic or fatalistic view of 
human experience; nor were they bent on fill-
ing audiences with despair. Instead, they were 
giving voice to timeless human experiences—
of suffering and grief—that, when viewed by a 
large audience that had shared those experienc-
es, fostered compassion, understanding and a 
deeply felt interconnection. Through tragedy, the 
Greeks faced the darkness of human existence 
as a community.”

But that’s the book version. Tidy. Well-consid-
ered. The truth of it was messier.

Coming out of graduate school in California, he 
was scrambling. He had moved to New York 
and was writing and translating in an apartment 
above the Tops grocery store on Sixth Street 
in Williamsburg. Laura had been diagnosed 
with cystic fibrosis years before, and now, after 
medical interventions, including a double lung 
transplant, it was apparent she wouldn’t make 
it. She made her peace with it and shared that 
peace and for weeks was visited by the people 
she loved most, and who loved her. And the 
experience of her death at the age of 22 was 
thus somehow touched with joy.

“And the way that she died, which could be 
viewed as very sad, was actually one of the 
most powerful and transcendent and important 
moments of my life. That anyone could die this 
way was something I didn’t understand at age 
26. It was a revelation.

“After that experience and caring for my father 
through his kidney transplant, I started work-
ing on Philoctetes and remember writing the 
chorus in the hospital where my father was  
recovering, thinking to myself that I’ll never 
get out of the transplant ward of the hospital. 
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And it was dawning on me that the reason I 
was translating Philoctetes was it was  
specifically about a chronically ill individual 
abandoned on an island. And, even more  
poignantly, about a young person who against 
his will, without really knowing what he’s  
getting himself into, is thrust into this epically 
impossible situation as a caregiver. For which 
there aren’t right answers and by which he’s 
going to be haunted for the rest of his life.

“What happened was, I think, precisely what 
the Greeks were trying to prepare young  
people for, through tragedy, which is the  
exigencies of adult life.

“And when Laura died, all I wanted to do was 
talk about these big existential things, about 
death and what I witnessed. I really think that 
this apparatus that I created is really just a gi-
ant pretext to create this space where people 
will want to talk about this.”

This is Doerries’ magnificent obsession, the 
solace of history. Restarting an ancient  
machine for healing; the living theater as a 
therapeutic instrument.

His translations of Ajax and several other  
canonical works of the Greek theater are  
collected in All That You’ve Seen Here Is God, 
also published in 2015. His latest book, The 
Odyssey of Sergeant Jack Brennan, an updat-
ed adaptation of The Odyssey, should probably 
be in the hands of every soldier everywhere for 
lessons it teaches about loss, loneliness and 
post-traumatic stress.

And for a man who spends 100 nights a year 
on the road, who has produced and directed 
hundreds of shows in the last eight years, who 
has published five books in the last two years, 

Bryan Doerries does not look drawn or haggard 
or tired.  Whenever you see him, Bryan  
Doerries looks ready.

By sharing all this, by helping himself, he  
figures he can help the rest of us. And that core 
value of Theater of War is here, in a single line 
in Ajax, from this early exchange between the 
chorus and Tecmessa:

“Tell us. We will stay and share in the pain,” is 
the premise for the entire program, as Theater 
of War’s own mission statement makes clear.

“By presenting these plays to military and  
civilian audiences, our hope is to destigma-
tize psychological injury,” Doerries tells his 
audience. “It has been suggested that an-
cient Greek drama was a form of storytelling, 
communal therapy and ritual reintegration for 
combat veterans by combat veterans. Sopho-
cles himself was a general. The audiences for 
whom these plays were performed were  
undoubtedly composed of citizen-soldiers. 
Also, the performers themselves were most 
likely veterans or cadets.

“Seen through this lens,” he continues,  
“ancient Greek drama appears to have been 
an elaborate ritual aimed at helping combat  
veterans return to civilian life after deploy-
ments during a century that saw 80 years of 
war. Plays like Sophocles’ Ajax read like a 
textbook description of wounded warriors, 
struggling under the weight of psychological 
and physical injuries to maintain their dignity, 
identity and honor.” 

Theater of War Productions has present-
ed more than 650 performances for military 

“WHAT HAPPENED WAS, I THINK, PRECISELY WHAT 
THE GREEKS WERE TRYING TO PREPARE YOUNG 
PEOPLE FOR, THROUGH TRAGEDY, WHICH IS THE 
EXIGENCIES OF ADULT LIFE.”
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and civilian audiences all over the world, from 
Guantánamo to Walter Reed, from Japan to 
Alaska to Germany. Doerries has employed 
other plays from ancient Greece to serve  
other purposes as well, addressing issues such 
as domestic violence, drug and alcohol  
addiction, gun violence and prison violence. 
Presentations can be tailored for service 
members, veterans, prison guards, nurses, 
first responders, doctors and police officers.

What the programs do in every case is crack 
you open.

Even these minimalist table readings engage 
people in a way they’re unprepared for. “The 
performances are always incredibly cathar-
tic,” says Chris Henry Coffey, who has collab-
orated frequently with Doerries. “It touches 
on something Bryan says, ‘If there’s one thing 
you take away from this tonight, it’s that you 
are not alone. You’re not alone in this room, 
not alone in the world and across miles, and 
most importantly, not alone across time.’”

What did Sophocles know that we don’t? That 
drama, live theater, can be a machine for  
creating empathy and community.

Emmy winner and Academy Award nominee 
David Strathairn, lean and quiet and decent, 
was one of Doerries’ first actors. “What is  
extraordinary about what Bryan conceived, and 
is proven every time we present, is that these 
plays don’t need the accoutrements of a staged 
production to be effective. No lights, no cos-
tumes, no set, no musical enhancement. The 
story is delivered raw and unadorned directly to 
the ears of the audience. And as Bryan has said 
many times, the real drama begins once the 
reading is finished and discussion begins.”

TECMESSA

Tell me. Given the choice, 
which would you prefer: happiness 
while your friends
 are in pain or to share in 
their suffering? 

CHORUS

Twice the pain is twice as worse.

TECMESSA

Then we’ll get sick while he recovers.

CHORUS

What do you mean? I do not follow the 
logic of your words.

TECMESSA

In his madness he took pleasure in the evil 
that possessed him, all the while afflicting 
those of us nearby. But now that the fever has 
broken all of his pleasure has turned to pain, 
and we are still afflicted, just as before. 
Twice the pain is twice the sorrow.

CHORUS

I’m afraid that some god struck him down, 
for his anguish grows as his sanity returns.

TECMESSA

It is true, but still hard to understand.

CHORUS

How did the madness first take hold of him? 
Tell us. We will stay and share in the pain.
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Actors are paid a small honorarium, fly economy 
and stay at the two-star hotel chains.

“I speak to those who understand!” says Ajax, 
nearing the end of things. It is the veteran’s 
lament, that the story can be understood only 
by those who have seen the same things. But 
it turns out that’s not true; that all of us in the 
tribe can contribute our understanding as  
therapy; as medicine.

What’s more heartbreaking even than his anger 
or shame or self-pity is his ambivalence in his 
last quiet moment. Mourning himself already 
and what he’ll leave behind.

A few seconds later, his wife Tecmessa finds 
him and sets loose her terrible cry. That cry 
echoes down 2,500 years of history, out of the 
collective unconscious. Men and women and 
gods, war and fate, lightning and thunder and 
the universal in everyone.

The United States has been at war for 16 
years. Soldiers in the past might be deployed 
for 100 days or even 300 days in a frontline 
war zone; now they’ve been downrange 1,000 
days or more. Four, five or six tours in Iraq or 
Afghanistan or both. The stresses are unbear-
able. Armed forces suicide rates have never 
been higher. A Department of Veterans Affairs 
study was released in 2016. As reported by the 
Military Times:

Retired Army Gen. Loree Sutton, a medical 
doctor and commissioner of the Department of 
Veterans Services for the city of New York, was 
an early advocate of Theater of War.

“I had been through so many sorry training 

AJAX

Death oh Death, come now and visit me—
But I shall miss the light of day and the 
sacred fields of Salamis, where I played
as a boy, and great Athens, 
and all of my 
friends. I call out to you springs and rivers
fields and plains who nourished me during these 
long years at Troy.
These are the last words you will hear Ajax speak.
The rest I shall say to those who listen 
in the world below.
Ajax falls on his sword.

“Researchers found that the risk of suicide for 
veterans is 21 percent higher when compared to 
civilian adults. From 2001 to 2014, as the civilian 
suicide rate rose about 23.3 percent, the rate of 
suicide among veterans jumped more than 32 
percent.

The problem is particularly worrisome among 
female veterans, who saw their suicide rates rise 
more than 85 percent over that time, compared 
to about 40 percent for civilian women.

And roughly 65 percent of all veteran suicides in 
2014 were for individuals 50 years or older, many 
of whom spent little or no time fighting in the most 
recent wars.”
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sessions with PowerPoint slides. We had to 
have something that would really engage  
our troops and their leaders. An experience 
that really spoke to their inner fears, needs 
and struggles.

“I first met Bryan at the Defense Centers of 
Excellence inaugural Warrior Resilience  
Conference in 2008,” recalls Sutton. “It was 
Elizabeth Marvel, Paul Giamatti and Adam 
Driver for that initial performance. I was blown 
away. One officer told me—I’ll never forget 
this—he had recently lost a buddy to suicide. 
He said, ‘I just know...I just know my buddy 
would be here today if he had seen that you 
can have these feelings, these struggles and 
you can still be the strongest of warriors.’”

“I really took that as an endorsement of Bryan’s 
model,” adds Sutton. “I started talking to Bryan 
and trying to figure out, how could we bring this 
to scale throughout Department of Defense? 
Against all odds, we were able to negotiate a 
contract with DoD. This has led to Ajax being so 
broadly shared in so many different settings and 
groups.”

But that initial contract funding has now run 
out. The challenge for Doerries is raising not 
only awareness but money. And at a time when 
veterans are being asked to return their re-en-
listment bonuses, that’s no easy task. Accord-
ing to the Pentagon, the Pentagon is strapped.

“Theater of War has been part of my journey,” 
says Lt. Col. Joseph Geraci, co-founder of the 
Resilience Center for Veterans & Families, a  
privately funded initiative at Columbia University. 
“It’s the therapy I’ve received in its cathartic  
moments that help me feel connected to the 
person to my left and my right.

“WHAT DID SOPHOCLES KNOW THAT WE DON’T? 
THAT DRAMA, LIVE THEATER, CAN BE A MACHINE 
FOR CREATING EMPATHY AND COMMUNITY.”

“My purpose is to help others heal,” he says. “I 
still get goose bumps whenever Bryan mentions 
that the intent of the evening is to afflict the 
comfortable and comfort the afflicted.”

“No one gets closer to a text or the impulse  
behind the language itself than actors and an  
audience,” Doerries says. He directs at just one 
tempo, prestissimo. Performed at Doerries’ ideal 
pace, it’s almost anti-theatrical: the urgency has 
a basis in brain chemistry. The discomfort he 
seeks triggers the fight or flight mechanism in 
the listener, heightening not only their dramatic 
apprehensions but their senses. Their attention. 
Their retention. You walk out of the best of these 
shows exhausted. 

And maybe you’ll walk somewhere to get help.

The show is not a talking cure. It is not an end 
in itself. 

It is the beginning. And right now someone 
somewhere needs them. Needs this.

That’s how they got to Ferguson, Missouri.

On August 9, 2014, Michael Brown, 18, was 
shot to death during an altercation with police 
officer Darren Wilson. Ferguson became syn-
onymous with violent unrest and militarized 
police, with Black Lives Matter and new social 
justice and old urban stereotypes of us ver-
sus them. The very name Ferguson, like Watts 
or Newark or the Lower Ninth Ward, became 
a sound bite, another shorthand for injustice 
and struggle, for a set of seemingly fixed  
assumptions about America and Americans.
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Theater of War arrives trying to change that.

“When Michael Brown died,” Doer ries says, 
“Christy Bertelson, the head speechwriter 
for Governor Jay Nixon, called me to see if I 
could think of a play that would help. Eventu-
ally I proposed Antigone. It was Christy who 
suggested we set the choruses to gospel, and 
then I insisted that we build a choir that  
included police singers.”

Landing in St. Louis, Doerries is tired. He is also 
hungry. He is also on his phone. He answers 
questions as he walks, his rolling luggage at his 
heels like a devoted family pet. In other words, 
he is as he always is. Avid, and in motion.

The Greek chorus will be played by an all-
star gospel choir from several area churches, 
a youth choir, and the St. Louis Metropolitan 
Police Department Choir. The music has been 
composed by Phil Woodmore, a local music 
teacher and musician and singer of renown. 
“I created all five of these songs based on the 
flow of the story and the text that Bryan had 
given me. Even in the challenge of it, there was 
so much structure around it. So there was still 
a safe zone there for me.”

Reg E. Cathey (“House of Cards,” “The Wire”), 
with the voice of an Old Testament prophet, will 
strut and fret as Creon. At rehearsal in a class-
room at Normandy High School, actress Samira 
Wiley (Poussey Washington in the Netflix series 
“Orange Is the New Black”) is as fierce as Anti-
gone must be. In the scene when she is told that 
she’ll never get where she wants to go, her de-
livery of the line “Then I shall die trying” brings 
not only chills but tears. Even the TV news crew 
in the room is brought up short by it.

Glenn Davis (“Jericho,” “The Unit,” “24,” 
Broadway) and Gloria Reuben (“ER,” “Mr.  
Robot”) will play a variety of roles.

There will be three performances in a single 
day. One at Normandy High School, two more 
at Wellspring Church. Understand first that  
Ferguson isn’t a war zone. It’s a St. Louis  
suburb of mixed incomes, mixed outcomes, 
mixed demographics. Wells-Goodfellow, the 
neighborhood down the road by the high 
school, isn’t a war zone either. It’s what a city 
looks like after the war is lost. Picture Berlin 
in 1950 black-and-white. The debris has been 
bulldozed and what’s left is a tidy grid of  
mostly empty buildings and lifeless sidewalks.

It’s an apt setting for Antigone. It’s a play 
about violence and authority and sadness and 
about the high price of principle and the  
impossible cost of weakness. It’s a play about 
an unburied body.
 
A terrible civil war has just ended in Thebes. 
Antigone’s brothers have killed each other and 
died in each other’s arms. Creon has taken the 
throne and ordered the rebellious brother, Poly-
neices, be left to rot unburied. Defying that or-
der, Antigone rushes to bury him.

Creon orders Antigone put to death, walling her 
up in a small cave where she eventually commits 
suicide. As does Creon’s own son, betrothed to 
marry her. Then Creon’s wife, when she learns of 
her son’s death. It is a chain of tragedies forged 
by Creon’s own stubbornness.

Antigone wants only to do what’s right, bury 
her brother. Creon wants only to do what’s 
right, preserve civic order. It’s a play, as  
Doerries instructs the audience, “about what 
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can happen when everyone is right.”

The breakneck pace of these readings gives the 
events of each play a drumbeat not only of ur-
gency but of inevitability. The price of good for-
tune is calamity, and it is swift-moving and it is 
inexorable, and as the chorus says, destiny can 
be avoided, but it cannot be escaped. Fate is a 
one-track, high-speed train wreck, and for the 
audience, this means a swift rush of endorphins.

The translations are part of the effect and 
the program’s success, too. Most textbook 
translations of these Greek classics, the ones 
dreaded by high school students, read like 
a 19th-century catalog of waxworks. Here’s 
Ajax, perfectly preserved and standing abso-
lutely still; here’s Odysseus, here’s Achilles. 
The heroes cast shadows, but nothing moves. 
More devoted to scholarship and preserva-
tion than the imperatives of living theater, the 
whole thing is inert on the page. Even the best 
modern versions lose dramatic momentum in 
the bogs and thickets of their own poetry.

But every Doerries translation is a hot rod. A 
souped-up, stripped-down engine of event. 
Behavioral rather than aesthetic, each one 
is a master class in compression; in conflict 
and climax and American vernacular English. 
Lives are ruined and race to their inevitable 
end without the ornamentations of poetry. “To 
me it’s one thing. Directing and translating are 
one thing.” The last few lines of Antigone  
illustrate the point.

Creon has been destroyed by fate, by his own 
convictions and decisions. He begs to be led 
away from the city.

CREON

Tell me—and be careful with your words— 
were you aware of my proclamation forbidding
the body to be buried?

ANTIGONE

Yes. I knew it was a crime.

CREON

And you still dared to break the law.

ANTIGONE

I didn’t know your laws were more powerful 
than divine laws, Creon. Did Zeus make a 
proclamation, too? I wasn’t about to break an 
unwritten rule of the gods on account of one 
man’s whim. Of course, I knew I would some 
day die. And if that day is today, then I count 
myself lucky. It is better to die an early death 
than live a long life surrounded by  evil men. 
So don’t expect me to get upset when you 
sentence me to death. If I had allowed my own 
brother to remain unburied, then you might 
see me grieving.
What’s wrong? You seem puzzled. Perhaps 
you think I’ve rushed to action without con-
sidering the consequences? Well, maybe it’s 
you who has rushed to action. Either way, the 
question remains: Do you have the guts 
to follow through?

CREON

I see you’ve inherited your father’s charm.
Citizens, I say that she is a man and I am not, 
if she gets away with breaking the law and 
boasting about her crime. I don’t care if she’s 
my niece, she and her sister will both be put to 
death, for I hold her sister equally responsible 
for planning this burial. Call her. She’s right in-
side. I just saw her running around the palace 
in hysterics.
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“IT’S THE THERAPY I’VE  
RECEIVED IN ITS CATHARTIC 
MOMENTS THAT HELP ME FEEL 
CONNECTED TO THE PERSON 
TO MY LEFT AND MY RIGHT.”
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The Doerries translation, spare and unsenti- 
mental, is a punch in the face.

At the moment of that last line the theater is 
hushed with a terrible truth.

And it arouses in people the willingness to rise 
and speak and to share their suffering.

One of the singers, Duane Foster, a speech and 
drama teacher, is also a panelist, and taught  
Michael Brown. He leans into the microphone 
and his anger is not measured, it is righteous. 
“So many people look at the actual act of the 
shooting. People forget about the total blatant 
disrespect of that boy laying on the ground  
because people were trying to figure out what 
to do.”

What does Sophocles know that we don’t?

“You are standing in front of people,”  
Samira Wiley told a film crew from PBS after 
the performance. “You are looking at people 
who were in this young man’s class, people 
who were his educators. And what we do, at 
the end of the day, is fake. It’s—we’re act-
ing. But we can elicit real, emotional human 
feelings from people. And one thing that Bry-
an Doerries told me was that it’s not so much 
about what we can give them, but what they 
can give us. And you can hear that in theory, 
but I really experienced that today.”

Two shows at the church in the heat, the music 
rising, the audience taken up, cops and commu-
nity, the intimacy and the ardor and yes, the love, 
even in dispute or disagreement, everyone for 
everyone, neighbors again, so sweetly, so briefly, 
unopposed. All the sweat and ecstasy and chain 
lightning of an old-time revival meeting.

“It was this amazing little moment, both  
artistic and communal,” Reg E. Cathey says. 
“Black people, white people, old people, 
young people. It was one of those things that 
make you glad to be an American in a weird 
way.”

“When I had my first rehearsal with a choir, 
I felt this was working, but I did not ex-
pect that level of a response,” Phil Wood-
more said. “I knew that what I had created 
was a very well-packaged product that peo-
ple could appreciate, but I did not know how 
overcome people were going to be.”

Late that night, even an exhausted Doer-
ries is overwhelmed. “It was more than I had 
imagined for it,” he said, “Even after rehears-
al I couldn’t know what that music would do 
to an audience. Amazing. Now we take this 
show on to Baltimore and New York.”

Beyond class war and political resentment,  
beyond even racism, there is something pro-
foundly lonely in modernity, something isolat-
ing and dislocating. Maybe sitting in the same 
room with other humans who suffer and speak 
is comfort enough. Maybe enough to save us.

The next morning, sunrise early, singer John 
Leggette, a police officer who performs as a 
soloist in the chorus, is back in uniform. But 
his heart is still on stage.

“That was awesome,” he says, smiling and 
shaking his head and walking slowly to his 
squad car. “Awesome.”
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CREON

Lead me out of sight, please...I am a 
foolish man.
There’s blood on my hands. I killed my wife 
and child.
I am crushed. I have been crushed by fate.

exit Creon.

CHORUS

Wisdom is the greatest gift to mortals. The 
grandwords of proud men are punished 
with great blows. That is wisdom.

THE HEALING POWER OF GREEK TRAGEDY

A few months later, in the auditorium of the 
National Geographic Society in Washington, 
D.C., sit the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff and the Secretary of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs.

Before the performance, the actors walk 
through a touring exhibition of Greek  
antiquities in the National Geographic  
Museum. David Strathairn spends a long 
moment looking hard at a great hammered 
disk of gold. The face on the disk is his 
own, straight-featured and serious. “Well, 
let’s just say that seeing the Mask of Agam-
emnon before reading a play written 2,500 
years ago that speaks directly of that time 
in history, to a room full of people intimately 
acquainted with what it means to be a  
warrior, was a pretty heady experience. Time 
dissolved for a moment—The ‘here and 
now’ met ‘the then and there.’”

One of the leads, Jeffrey Wright, isn’t here 
yet. His plane is late. He’ll arrive at 5:05 for a 
5 o’clock show.

For the other actors—Strathairn in the role 
of Philoctetes, Cathey as Ajax and Mar-
jolaine Goldsmith as Tecmessa, his wife—the 
instruction in rehearsal remains the same: 
Make the audience wish they had never 
come.
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“THE SHOW IS NOT A TALKING 
CURE. IT IS NOT AN END IN 
ITSELF. IT IS THE BEGINNING. 
AND RIGHT NOW SOMEONE 
SOMEWHERE NEEDS THEM. 
NEEDS THIS.”
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And again Tecmessa begins,

“Our home is a slaughterhouse,” is the line 
that military wives and husbands in the  
audience and on the panels most often  
mention, the one that cracks them open with 
a terrible recognition. The play is as much 
about the challenges facing the spouses, the 
families, as it is about the wounded fighter, 
the isolated, brokenhearted hopeless.

So into this sedate wood-paneled room are 
beckoned all the horrors of war. Doerries, in a 
dark, well-cut suit, is up and down the aisles with 
a microphone as soon as the reading is over.

He asks the audience a question about Ajax: 
“Why do you think Sophocles wrote this play?” 
Then he tells a favorite story. “I asked that 
question at one of our first performances and 
a young enlisted man stood up and said, ‘To 
boost morale.’ And I thought, ‘That’s crazy’ 
and I asked him what could possibly be mo-
rale-boosting about a great warrior descending 
into madness and taking his own life?

“‘Because it’s the truth,’ he said. ‘And we’re all 
here watching it together.’”

Joe Geraci is again on the panel here, and 
tells a wrenching story. “In 2007, in July, I  
buried one of my best friends in Arlington. The 
hardest thing for us that day was that every 
single one of us would have given our life if 
Tommy could have come home alive. I  
haven’t been back there in about nine years. 
So today I went to Section 60. I placed one 
of my battalion coins on his gravestone and I 
was weeping and I looked up and saw  
another one of my close friends, who was also 
in Section 60—he was one of my bunkmates 

during my last deployment to Afghanistan—
and we just embraced. We just embraced for 
like five minutes. No words exchanged. And 
I’m recalling Tecmessa’s message of, ‘We’ll 
get sick while he recovers,’ so undoubted-
ly me and Bryan got a little sick today, and I 
know my parents got a little sick today, but I 
was able to heal.”

Then a man rises in the audience and takes 
the microphone and says in a soft voice, “First 
I want to thank the actors and thank our  
panel members. My name is Lieutenant  
Colonel Ian Fairchild. I’m a C-130 pilot. I have 
flown in Afghanistan and Iraq. To answer your 
question, ‘Why do they take it to that extreme, 
15 or 20 minutes of wailing?’ I think that he 
probably did it that way because that’s the 
only way, comparatively, for his audience, it 
must have seemed awful, and horrible, and 
that really would have brought the message 
home. But for the people who have served, it 
probably did not compare on any level. And 
then personally what really struck me about 
the wailing is that more powerful than wailing 
is the silence that covers you when you come 
to your aircraft and you see an American in a 
flag-draped casket and you have to fly them 
home in silence. That to me is more power-
ful than any scream. So, thank you very much 
for the performance this evening and for the 
chance to have this conversation.”

And the room goes quiet for what feels like a 
very long time.

After the show, at the reception, vets from the 
audience were still thinking and talking about 
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what they’d seen. It’s a beginning. Not an end.

How do we reintegrate our soldiers—and  
ourselves—into a healthier society?

To say that the effect is cathartic or therapeutic 
is to understate things by an order of  
magnitude. Those screams. The human agony. 
The effect is that of being split down the middle, 
not at the weakest parts of yourself, but at the 
strongest. Things pour out, and things pour in. It 
is a machine for healing, for making empathy.

The quality of the performance, however  
superb, is secondary. The discussion is why 
these folks are here, and that chance for heal-
ing and connection and intimacy. Go often 
enough, long enough, and you’ll see soldiers 
rise in tears, and husbands speak of wives, 
and sons and daughters tell the stories of 
their mothers and fathers.

A month after the presentation at National  
Geographic, the then Secretary of the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs, Robert A. McDonald, 
who was seated in front that night, tells Doer-
ries that he thinks there’s a way to scale The-
ater of War into a national program. The Veter-
ans department is probably where it belongs. 
But Washington is a wheel that grinds slow, 
and anything can still happen. But “this bodes 
well,” Doerries says, “and this only adds to our 
groundswell of momentum.”

In addition, Doerries has proposed that the  
Department of Defense consider an initiative to 
provide newly inducted members of the military 
with a copy of Doerries’ The Odyssey of  
Sergeant Jack Brennan. The graphic-novel re-
telling of The Odyssey by a Marine sergeant to 
his squad the night before they rotate stateside, 

Oh, you salt of the Earth, you sailors who serve 
Ajax,
those of us who care for the house of Telamon 
will soon
wail, for our fierce hero sits shellshocked in
his tent, glazed over, gazing into oblivion.
He has the thousand-yard stare. 

CHORUS

What terrors visited him in the night
to reverse his fortune by morning?
Tell us, Tecmessa, battle-won bride, for no 
one is
closer to Ajax than you, so you will speak as 
one
who knows.

TECMESSA

How can I say something that should never
be spoken? You would rather die than hear
what I am about to say.
A divine madness poisoned his mind,
tainting his name during the night.
Our home is a slaughterhouse,
littered with cow carcasses and goats
gushing thick blood, throats slit,
horn-to-horn, by his hand,
evil omens of things to come.

“MAYBE SITTING IN THE SAME ROOM WITH 
OTHER HUMANS WHO SUFFER AND SPEAK 
IS COMFORT ENOUGH. MAYBE ENOUGH TO 
SAVE US.” 

THE HEALING POWER OF GREEK TRAGEDY
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succeeds as art and instruction. It is a primer on 
the struggle and isolation every soldier since the 
beginning of time has faced on the way home. It 
connects soldiers not only to the experience of 
war but to its psychological costs and to  
history itself.

Today, however, when spending cuts may 
loom, even popular projects lose momentum. 
Who’s in, who’s out, who’ll write the checks? 
And it’s the same at Veterans Affairs as at the 
Defense Department. What the future holds 
for large-scale implementation of the books or 
workshops or performances is unknown.

A Theater of War performance, Doerries says, 
would be held “for all the Joint Chiefs and the 
Secretary of Defense and everyone below them, 
which would be hosted by the chairman and his 
top staff.” The date for the event was set for  
October 4 at Fort McNair in Washington, D.C.

A few months after the original Ferguson  
production, another performance of what is 
now called Antigone in Ferguson was mounted 
in New York City, in the atrium of a skyscraper 
on Fifth Avenue. Most of the singers and per-
formers are the same, but the setting couldn’t 
be more different. The night is part of the  
Onassis Festival NY, “Antigone Now,” a  
celebration of Greece and Greek culture and 
history produced by the Onassis Foundation.

The space is a block long, tall and narrow, 
hung with lights and speakers and tempo-
rary staging. Sound ricochets off everything. 
There are chairs for 100 audience members 
and standing room for a few hundred more. 
The crowd is a New York City mix of men and 
women of all ages and colors and classes and 

languages. The choir is off to one side, rather 
than behind the actors, and once the singing 
starts, the entire atrium is filled with music. And 
before the night is over, you’ll see the panelist 
who hates police, who fears for the lives of her 
black sons at the hands of police, gather up 
the police lieutenant in her arms and not let go.

Again, Samira Wiley is fierce as Antigone. Ac-
tors Glenn Davis and Gloria Reuben are ground-
ed and honest; they bracket Reg E. Cathey as 
he roars and gets steamrolled by fate. Again, the 
music soars. Again the night is ecstatic in the 
truest sense, nearly hypnotic, with the spirit in 
words and music moving through everyone. But 
even in this sanitized corporate setting, once the 
discussion starts the tension is between hope 
and hopelessness.

“What are the effects of segregation on policing?”

“What about stop and frisk?”

“How do you defend what is obviously wrong?”

And again, Duane Foster is ardent, and Lt.  
Latricia Allen is the reasonable voice of  
responsible policing. She doesn’t believe in the 
blue wall of silence. “I have to be the change I 
want to see,” she says. “I don’t go along with 
the okey-doke.”

The discussion goes on and on, about the 
nature of respect and disrespect; about the 
relationship between police and the people 
they’re meant to serve; about parents and  
violence and politics and fear and love.

Doerries reminds everyone that tonight is only 
a beginning; they’ll carry the conversation out 
into the wider world. One of the last questions 
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is one of the simplest. And most complicated. 
“I’m African-American,” a woman says in a 
level tone that rises in the polite silence. “How 
are we supposed to live?” And for a long time 
that question sifts down over everyone. It is 
the question at the center of everything. And 
for a while the panel gives well-meaning  
answers touched with optimism, but the  
question is too grave, too planetary. The  
answers wander and stop.

How are we supposed to live?

Then Duane Foster leans forward.

“Shit ain’t right,” he says finally, decisively, “but 
you can’t give up. The God I serve does really 
weird things to make a point.”

And the room fills with applause.

A few days later, Bryan Doerries will say the ac-
tors and the panelists and the musicians and 
the members of the chorus “were delighted to 
discover that we had the power to turn even a 
corporate lobby into a church.”

In the meantime, Antigone in Ferguson is for the 
moment a fully funded hit, a runaway success 
from Baltimore to Athens, Greece, underwritten in 
part by Doerries’ recent appointment as a public 
artist in residence for the New York City Depart-
ment of Cultural Affairs. Operating for the next 
couple of years on a grant of $1.365 million do-
nated by the Stavros Niarchos Foundation, Doer-
ries sees the sudden and unexpected popularity 
of this show as a first step toward a more perma-
nent home for Theater of War performances.
“The next phase of this project is to re-social-
ize audiences to expect something different of 

the theater,” Doerries says. “It’s really turning 
New York City into this laboratory, so it’s kind 
of a dream come true.”

In that way Ajax begets Prometheus begets 
Medea begets Hercules in Brooklyn, taking  
Euripides into the streets to talk about gun 
violence. And also new for 2017 is The Drum 
Major Instinct, another show with a gospel 
choir and a score by Phil Woodmore. Based 
on one of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.’s final 
sermons, the production wrestles questions of 
racism and inequality and social justice.
So the success of its Antigone is pushing other 
Theater of War productions into the cities and 
neighborhoods where they’re needed most, 
into the libraries and shelters and housing proj-
ects and community centers, into the lives of 
audiences in real need of their ancient mes-
sage of consolation, reconciliation and hope.

The future of the past is bright.

Out of suffering, hope. Maybe that’s what 
Sophocles knows—that Ajax and Tecmessa 
and Creon and Antigone suffer and speak for 
us all, so that we too might suffer and speak.
Twenty-five hundred years later, that terrify-
ing cry comes back to you not only as an echo 
through time, or a theatrical antique, but as an 
expression of new grief and fresh loss as near 
and familiar as your own voice. Because it is 
your own voice.

“Make them wish they’d never come.”

THE HEALING POWER OF GREEK TRAGEDY

BUT HERE WE ARE. 
EVERY ONE OF US.
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We could learn a thing or two 
from the ancient Greeks’ under-
standing of suffering.

IS PAIN A 
SENSATION 
OR AN 
EMOTION?

HAIDER WARRAICH

THE HEALING POWER OF GREEK TRAGEDY IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?
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The United States uses a third of the 
world’s opioids but a fifth of Americans 
still say they suffer from chronic pain. The 
only demonstrable effect of two decades 
of widespread prescription of opioids has 
been catastrophic harm. With more than 
47,000 Americans dying of opioid over-
doses in 2017 and hundreds of thousands 
more addicted to them, it was recently  
reported that, for the first time, Americans 
were more likely to die of opioids than of 
car accidents.

This has forced many to take a step back 
and ponder the very nature of pain, to  
understand how best to alleviate it.

The ancient Greeks considered pain a 
passion — an emotion rather than a sen-
sation like touch or smell. During the Dark 
Ages in Europe, pain was seen as a pun-
ishment for sins, a spiritual and emotion-
al experience alleviated through prayers 
rather than prescriptions.

In the 19th century, the secularization of 
Western society led to the secularization 
of pain. It was no longer a passion to be 
endured but a sensation to be quashed.

Agree to disagree, or disagree better? 
We’ll help you understand the sharpest 
arguments on the most pressing issues of 
the week, from new and familiar voices.

The concept of pain as a purely physical 
phenomenon reached its zenith in the 
1990s, when medical organizations such 
as the American Pain Society and the  
Department of Veterans Affairs succeed-
ed in having pain designated a “fifth vital 
sign,” alongside blood pressure, tempera-
ture and breathing and heart rate.

This coincided with the release of long-act-
ing opioids like OxyContin. Doctors be-
lieved they now had an effective remedy 
for their patients’ suffering.

IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?

“WITH MORE THAN 47,000 
AMERICANS DYING OF  
OPIOID OVERDOSES IN 2017 
AND HUNDREDS OF THOU-
SANDS MORE ADDICTED 
TO THEM, IT WAS RECENTLY 
REPORTED THAT, FOR THE 
FIRST TIME, AMERICANS 
WERE MORE LIKELY TO DIE 
OF OPIOIDS THAN OF CAR 
ACCIDENTS.”

IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?
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While opioids do help many patients with 
acute pain from injuries, surgeries or  
conditions like cancer, looking back it’s 
clear that using opioids to treat chronic 
pain — backaches, bum knees and the 
like — might well be considered the worst 
medical mistake of our era.

Decades of research suggests that opi-
ates provide little to no benefit for chronic 
noncancer pain. One recent randomized 
trial of people with chronic joint and back 
pain showed that patients using opioids 
experienced slightly more pain compared 
with those using medications like acet-
aminophen and ibuprofen.

Why is this? Studies have shown that 
opioids can reduce patients’ pain thresh-
olds. They can also result in a condition 
called opioid-induced hyperalgesia, in 
which people feel more and more pain 
as they are prescribed higher and higher 
doses of opioids.

The conventional thinking about pain 
as purely a physical stimulus has clearly 
failed us. Maybe the ancient Greeks knew 
something we don’t.

While the expression that suffering is “all 
in your head” is too often used to diminish 
others’ agony, the mind does play a piv-
otal role in the experience of pain. After a 
pain signal reaches the brain, it undergoes 
 significant reprocessing.

How much something hurts can vary  
depending on factors like your expecta-
tions, your mood and how distracted you 
are. Just seeing someone else in pain can 
make you feel worse, too. This phenome-
non has been demonstrated in studies of 
both rodents and humans. In other words, 
pain is contagious and transmittable.

There is also an incredibly strong asso-
ciation between pain and mental health.  
Conditions like depression and anxiety 
greatly increase the chance of developing 
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chronic pain, while patients who experi-
ence pain are at high risk of developing 
depression or anxiety. This vicious cycle 
is partly a result of the fact that there is  
considerable overlap in the areas of the 
brain that deal with pain and emotion.

Additional clues about the fuzzy line  
between sensation and perception come 
from pain’s creepy bedfellow: itching.

The sensation of itchiness, which is  
perceived by some of the same skin recep-
tors that are on the lookout for pain, may 
seem like a purely physical phenomenon, 
but it’s not. Just seeing someone else 
scratch, or thinking about feeling ticklish, 
can make you itchy, too. Like pain, it can 
be alleviated through distraction. And like 
pain, it is closely linked to mental health 
issues such as depression and obsessive 
compulsive disorder.

All this is not to say that there is no physical 
component to these feelings. Objectively, 

there is no doubt that illnesses and injuries 
can cause immense suffering. The ques-
tion is how severe that suffering is, and how 
long it lasts. Recent research shows that 
pain sensitivity varies significantly among 
people, most likely as a result of genetic 
differences. There is so much that we still 
don’t understand about the fundamental 
biology of pain, and that needs to change.

In the meantime, there is plenty we can 
do to address America’s pain epidemic. 
For too long the pharmaceutical industry 
has blurred our vision. It was just revealed 
in court filings that drug companies 
greatly underplayed the risks of opioids, 
while billions of dollars in marketing told  
people that pills were the only answer to 
their ailments.

There is a pressing need to increase 
 funding for research into strategies that 
don’t just involve taking more drugs. Not 
every person who experiences acute pain 
goes on to develop chronic pain. We need 

IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?
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“WHILE THE EXPRESSION THAT 
SUFFERING IS “ALL IN YOUR 
HEAD” IS TOO OFTEN USED 
TO DIMINISH OTHERS’ AGONY, 
THE MIND DOES PLAY A PIVOT-
AL ROLE IN THE EXPERIENCE 
OF PAIN.”

IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?

to learn more about which interventions 
work to prevent this transformation.

Pain management should continue to be 
emphasized in medical education, but  
future doctors should be taught that pain 
is part of the story of the person who  
suffers from it, not just a separate physical 
phenomenon. And this education should 
incorporate ways to avoid prescribing  
opioids for chronic use.

Progress is already underway, as opioid 
prescription rates have been dropping 
since 2012 in the United States. But we 
still have a long way to go: The amount 
of opioids prescribed per person re-
mains three times higher than it was 20 
years ago.

Perhaps the most important tool physi-
cians need to manage pain is empathy.

If chronic pain is an emotion as well 
as a sensation, then it is unlikely to be  

managed successfully without compas-
sion. A 2017 study of doctors in Spain 
found that those whose patients rated 
them as empathetic were more effective at  
relieving their patients’ pain. Physical 
therapy that doesn’t just manipulate 
joints but also addresses the context 
pain comes alive in, encourages opti-
mism and builds emotional resilience has 
been found to be more effective.

All this takes more time and attention than 
just prescribing a pill, and unfortunately 
our health system encourages doctors 
to see as many patients as possible as 
quickly as possible. We need to change 
how physicians are paid in order to give 
them the time to really talk with patients 
about their pain.

Back in medical school, I dislocated a disk 
in my back. In a snap, pain became my 
constant companion: It was the last thing 
I felt before I slept, the first feeling I had 
when I woke up. Unable to leave my dorm, 
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I fell into a dark hole. I looked fine on the 
outside but was moth-eaten on the inside. 
I was adamant that I would avoid pain-
killers, especially opioids. I had no idea 
about the science that would emerge over 
the next few years. I felt that the pain was 
my body’s way of telling me that some-
thing was wrong, and I didn’t want to  
silence that voice with a temporary fix. 
What pulled me out after almost a year of 
agony was not just rigorous physical ther-
apy that molded my spine back into shape 
but also the kindness of my friends, my 
family and my future wife.

When I see a patient with chronic pain, I 
try to see that person through the eyes 
of my younger self. When someone  
experiences chronic pain, there is no 
way to quantify it — no blood test to 
draw, no imaging test to order. It requires  
physicians to practice medicine the way it 
was long before the discovery of morphine. 
In essence, it represents the purest of  
medical encounters, and an opportunity, 
if not to cure, then to heal.

IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?

“PERHAPS THE MOST IMPORT-
ANT TOOL PHYSICIANS NEED 
TO MANAGE PAIN IS EMPATHY. 
IF CHRONIC PAIN IS AN EMO-
TION AS WELL AS A SENSA-
TION, THEN IT IS UNLIKELY TO 
BE MANAGED SUCCESSFULLY 
WITHOUT COMPASSION.”

IS PAIN A SENSATION OR AN EMOTION?
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CHRONIC PAIN, 
PAIN MANAGEMENT,
AND THE OPIOID CRISIS 

Approximately 1 in 4 Americans 
(76.2 million) Americans have suf-
fered from pain that lasts longer 
than 24 hours. 

DATA

Early Greeks and Romans 
advanced the idea that 
the brain played a role in 
producing the perception 
of pain.

In the 19th century, physi-
cian-scientists discovered that 
opiates such as morphine could 
relieve pain and chemist Felix 
Hoffmann developed aspirin from 
a substance in willow bark. Aspi-
rin remains the most commonly 
used pain reliever.

In 1994, the Internation-
al Association for the 
Study of Pain defined 
pain as an “unpleasant 
sensory and emotional 
experience associated 
with actual or potential 
tissue damage.”

The French physician, 
Dr. Albert Schweitzer, 
proclaimed in 1931 
that, “Pain is a more 
terrible lord of mankind 
than even death itself.”

CHRONIC PAIN & PAIN MANAGEMENT 

The Most Common Types of Chronic Pain

27%

15% 4%

Lower Back Pain Headache / Migraine 

15%

Neck Pain Facial Pain 

Effects of Chronic Pain 

77% of people 
report feeling 
depressed due to 
their chronic pain

51% of chronic pain 
sufferers feel they 
have little or no  
control over their pain 

20% of American 
adults report that 
pain disrupts their 
sleep at least a few 
nights a week 

DATA

What are HHS and NIH doing about it?

In response to the opioid crisis, the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) is focusing its efforts on five major 
priorities:

1. Improving access to treatment and recovery services

2. Promoting use of overdose-reversing drugs

3. Strengthening our understanding of the epidemic through  
    better public health surveillance

4. Providing support for cutting-edge research on pain and      
    addiction

5. Advancing better practices for pain management

Every day, more than 130 people in the Unit-
ed States die after overdosing on opioids. The 
misuse of and addiction to opioids—including 
prescription pain relievers, heroin, and synthetic 
opioids such as fentanyl—is a serious national 
crisis that affects public health as well as social 
and economic welfare. The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention estimates that the total 
“economic burden” of prescription opioid mis-
use alone in the United States is $78.5 billion 
a year, including the costs of healthcare, lost 
productivity, addiction treatment, and criminal 
justice involvement.

21-29% of patients 
prescribed opioids for 
chronic pain misuse them

21 - 29%

OPIOID OVERDOSE CRISIS 

8-12% develop an opioid 
use disorder

8 - 12%

An estimated 4 to 6% who 
misuse prescription  
opioids transition to heroin

4 - 6%

How did this happen? 

In the late 1990s, pharmaceutical 
companies reassured the medical 
community that patients would not 
become addicted to prescription 
opioid pain relievers, and healthcare 
providers began to prescribe them 
at greater rates. This subsequently 
led to widespread diversion and 
misuse of these medications before 
it became clear that these medica-
tions could indeed be highly addictive.

About 80 percent of 
people who use heroin 
first misused prescription 
opioids

80%
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This book contains three main articles, The World of Wrestling, The Healing  
Power of Greek Tragedy, and Is Pain a Sensation or an Emotion? The first article, 
The World of Wrestling, contains anecdotal information from five different articles. 
This information is shown in the colored text, next to the main text. These four  
anecdotal pieces are written by various academics in the psychology field, who 
wrote articles on their area of expertise including defeat, passion, pain and suffer-
ing, and victory. These articles were obtained from the website, Psychology Today. 

The typefaces, DIN Condensed and Helvetica Neue Std 37 Thin Condensed, 45 
Light, 36 Thin Italic, 46 Light Italic, 55 Roman, 65 Medium, 66 Medium Italic, and 75 
Bold are used throughout the articles. The wide variety of Helvetica Neue typefaces 
offer many options to achieve a wide range of styles throughout, while still keeping 
within the same classic, yet modern font family. 
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