EQUUS 

Basic Information. Equus was written in 1974, by British playwright Peter Shaffer (b. 1926). It has 4 women, 5 men, and 6 horses, which can be played by men or women, provided they are tall and strong-looking. The play is episodic, split into two acts, then subdivided into 35 episodes, designated as scenes 1-35. The play takes place at a psychiatric hospital, but its physical setting is a Greek-style orchestra surrounded by the actors, sitting on bleacher-like seats in a semi-circle above the playing space. Equus alternates scenes in the present (Dysart’s monologues) with flashbacks from Martin Dysart’s and Alan Strang’s memories. Though the flashbacks range widely in setting (Dysart’s office, a hospital room, the Strang’s home, the beach, a stable, a field, a shop, an adult cinema), they all take place in the imagination/neutral space of the circular orchestra.

Cast

Martin Dysart (40’s)

Nurse  (30-60)

Hesther Salomon (30’s)

Alan Strang (17)

Frank Strang (40’s)

Dora Strang (40’s)

Jill Mason (20)

Harry Dalton (stable owner) (40’s)

The main horse, Nugget, also plays the Young Horseman in I.10. The actors playing horses also play customers in the appliance shop and the spectators at the adult cinema.

Educational Value. Equus offers students the experience of combining a realistic acting style with a non-realistic, episodic plot of character (our last plot of character was Williams’ The Glass Menagerie). Many of our students know this play through Play Structure and Analysis; It is always a favorite, because it is so theatrical: using ritual, mask, and symbol more than realistic settings and properties, to create the world of the play. The play’s emphasis on memory and psychiatry will allow certain actors to use non-realistic vocal and movement techniques to suggest various psychological states, trauma, or subconscious feeling. It will give students the opportunity of working with standard British dialect and a working class British dialect. Those playing horses will have the benefit of coaching that will teach them specialized movement and body awareness. At present, we have several women and 3-4 men who can convincingly play middle age. A primary concern would be finding enough tall, well built young people to play the horses.

Entertainment Value. Trinity has never done Equus, nor has it been performed in San Antonio in many years, I imagine—at least I’ve never noticed its playing anywhere since my coming here in 1992. The play combines ritual and mystery with the best of hospital and courtroom drama. Instead of a “Whodunit,” it’s a “Whydunit,” because the plot is a gradual and suspenseful revelation of the motive for a horrible crime. It’s also a fascinating character study of a cynical and disillusioned psychiatrist, whose reluctant involvement in the case throws him into a raging mid-life crisis. Dysart’s examination of Alan Strang creates a strange role reversal at times, causing the Doctor to wonder just who is really running the nut house. A university audience will find the play’s emphasis on science, medicine, and psychiatry in particular interesting; especially enjoyable are the therapy sessions in which an expert adolescent psychiatrist uses fascinating psychoanalytic techniques to uncover his unruly patient’s secrets. Equus has special appeal for students in that one of its central characters is a troubled young man about the age of our college freshmen. The plot focuses on the difficult relationship between this young man, his parents, a beautiful girl, and his psychiatrist--ultimately revealing the boy’s obsession with religion, sex and horses. What’s not to like?

Resource Evaluation. Costumes: The play is set in the present, so no period costumes would be required. A nurse’s uniform would be the only professional kind of wardrobe necessary. The mythical costuming of the horses would present a challenge in that they must wear large hooves and mask-like forms over their heads that reveal their faces and remain in place during vigorous movement (rearing up, head tossing). All actors are present on stage for virtually the entire play, acting as witnesses or occasional “extras” A few exit to don a sweater, jacket, or to grab a prop—then exit to dispose of those items—then re-enter and take their places. For example, the actors playing horses enter quickly in II.28., wearing jackets, hats, and trench coats, then exit and remove the coats offstage. They re-enter and sit down again without the coats in the next scene. Nudity is also an issue in this piece: the actors playing Jill and Alan have to disrobe, so that might be a potentially difficult issue, depending on how it is handled. As far as I can tell, all of the actors wear one outfit throughout the piece that is occasionally supplemented by a jacket, sweater, or overcoat. Lighting plays an important role in creating the play’s setting and atmosphere; there must be definite changes between the present and the past, between “real” events and events in the characters’ imaginations. Scene Design calls for a spare, geometrical set with a revolving platform that the horses can push. Sound Design seems to call for occasional sound effects, reverb, and music ranging from ancient to contemporary. We would require a movement coach for the horses and probably a vocal coach and dialect tapes to assist actors with accents.

Final Evaluation. Because of the necessity of detailed vocal and physical preparation, Equus would fit best in the second or fourth slots of the season.

