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HERCULES BELABORED

Instructions to the Engraver

For the Theatre—But How?
With a Preface by the Dramatist-Friend

DAVID COLE

Introduction: For the Theatre-——But How?

by
the Dramatist-Friend

Unlike the author of this introduction, the Author of these Instructions never thinks—
or at least till recently scarcely thought—of the theatre. So that, when I first put it to him
that the text he had brought forth was, no less than one of my own, a dramatic one,
he was frankly incredulous: How, he demanded, could he have all this while been
“writing a play” yet oblivious of doing so? “No, in fact,” he countered, “what I have
‘brought forth’ is, first of all, a tale—a recasting of the Hercules-story, in which the hero
must devise his own Last Labor—followed in brief space by some words of instruction to
my engraver regarding illustration of that tale. Now at length I have resolved to publish
the instructions and withhold the tale. What is there in all this to set anyone’s thoughts
running on theatre?” |

Actually, theatre is never very far from my friend’s thoughts in these pages and may
even be said to emerge as, increasingly, the subject of them. He recounts attending plays
(Plate 8), likens his hero’s manner of reading to a player's (Plate 10) and more than once
prescribes, as a spur to his illustrator's imagination, what can only be described as
“rehearsal exercises” (Plate 4 and Plate 10).

At one point he exhorts his engraver to depict a certain moment as might the stage
(Final Plate). And if, on other occasions, he no less vehemently cautions against such
a practice (Plate 1, Plate 8, Afterword), the warnings against, no less than the
commendations of, theatre bespeak a preoccupation with it.

Toward the close of his Instructions, my friend himself puts forward certain parallels
between platemaking and playmaking, between the incised plate and the dramatic
text (On the Final Plate). Indeed, at one point, he even goes so far as to liken himself
to the dramatic author whom, I would argue, over the course of these Instructions we
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watch him become. And if he does so only on the admittedly minor point of feeling no
more able than his theatrical compeer to specify a face (To the Engraver), this is, I can
tell you, a sorrow under which actual dramatic authors also labor.

But perhaps not even in the aggregate may this long train of allusions to theatre
in my friend’s work be deemed sufficient to establish the theatrical resonances of
his project. In that case, let me invite you to turn your attention to the tale he tells:

An executant (Hercules) is entrusted
by their deviser (the King) with

a series of tasks (the Labors)

which he may bring to completion
only by re-enacting. (For his
Twelfth-and-Last Labor, Hercules
replays his First Eleven.)

Is there not something about this account that speaks of theatre—and especially of the
transaction between playwright and actor?

Now consider the “tale” of our Author’s dealings with his illustrator that emerges
from these Instructions:

An executant (the Engraver) is entrusted
by their deviser {(our Author) with

a series of tasks (the Plates)

which he may bring to completion

only by (partially) re-enacting. (For his
Twelfth-and-Last Plate, the Engraver

cuts an image of his own Last-Plate-But-
One.)

Is there not something about this account, too, that speaks of theatre—and especially of
the transaction between playwright and actor?

But above all it is our Author’s (hard-won!) decision to substitute the latter of
these texts for the former-—to publish the Instructions and suppress the tale—that marks
his project as “of the theatre.” For to put forward a set of instructions regarding
illustration of a work as, itself, the work—what is this but to put forward a script?

Theatre, it may be said, is written all over my friend’s undertaking—and nowhere more
clearly than in the relation between the two texts that comprise it. How, then, you may
wonder, did he for so long, almost to the very end, manage to remain oblivious to the
theatrical character of his venture?

Ah, but surely, rather than upbraid our Author for his obliviousness, we would do
well to join him in it. For the truth is, in nothing more surely than in this obliviousness
to theatre does he approach it.

For what is this “dramatic text” my friend was only at the very last persuaded to
understand himself as having produced? A dramatic text is not a certain kind of
text but a certain measure of forgetfulness on the part of any text. A script is writing
that has, for the moment, forgotten its true destiny, forgotten to be an event, forgotten
that it is needed elsewhere—forgotten, in short, that it is, or one day shall be, instructions
to an executant. If my friend seems oblivious that he is writing a dramatic text, what is a
dramatic text but even such obliviousness on the part of writing? His fable of illustration



belongs to the theatre not because it “turns out to be a script,” but because it
presents turning out to be a script as the fate that awaits any fable on the way to
lustration.

To all this sort of speculation my friend had, or believed he had, an unanswerable
objection. That his Instructions might speak of or even to the theatre—so much he was
prepared to concede. But how they should ever come to be spoken in or by the
theatre...on this point he drew a blank—and will no doubt readily be joined in his
blankness by the theatre itself. What is here for me? cries the stage (its invariable cry),
when confronted with the unlooked-for bounty of the present pages. What transaction do
these Instructions prescribe, or even envision, between themselves and myself?

Ah, T am tempted to exclaim (my own invariable cry, as a playwright, to the theatre),
that is YOUR problem; I “hand it on” (as so often my fabulist-friend to his executant, and
with as little scruple) to YOU. And a problem for theatre it must no doubt remain; indeed,
I do not know what remains to the theatre if not this problem. Yet so much by way of
direction (for what is the art I practice if not the giving-in-writing of direction to the
theatre?):

The dramatic text, if it is to be a player in the theatre and not merely the site of play,
must already have instigated, should itself be well launched upon, the work of
impersonation which it now invites others, its players, to join.

And what is it for a text, to be “already launched upon the work of impersonation™?
We all know instances of texts that play at being some other kind of text. “A Modest
Proposal” is a satire that plays at being a policy paper; Les Liaisons dangereuses is a novel
that plays at being an edited correspondence; Thus Spoke Zarathustra is a philosophy
book that plays at being scripture. Instructions to the Engraver may perhaps best be
understood in such terms as these. It is (or shall we say, nothing prevents its being taken
for) an experimental theatre piece that plays at being a set of author’s directives to an
illustrator—and it herewith invites actors to join in this play already in progress within
itself, to join it at play, to join the play.

It is to those actors—to you, O my Undreamt-of l—that my friend, all unwittingly and
in unaccustomed wise, speaks in these Instructions. And it is that you may hear yourself as
addressed—Dby him, by these—that I come to speak before him. The introduction with
which T have undertaken to provide my friend’s work is—to the theatre!

To the Engraver

O my Undreamt-of—I can’t say 1 envy youl!

Had you been bid devise twelve engravings of the familiar story in its familiar form-—
for having slaughtered his family, Hercules is condemned by the Delphic Oracle
te perform any twelve Labors his cousin, King Eurystheus, may prescribe-—your
course were plain. Plate 1, Labor #1; Plate 2, Labor #. .. the thing practically storyboards
itself!

But alas, to your hand has fallen the imaging of Hercules Belabored, my (Heaven help
us!) “experimental treatment” of the motif, nothing about which (how to say this
politely?) exactly seems, even to its author, to cry out for illustration. His first eleven labors
behind him, Hercules is now set the task of contriving Number Twelve for himself. There
follow brainstorming sessions with his Archivist=Charioteer, long hours of tortured musing in
his studio, climaxing in the inevitable, frame-shattering realization that—
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Bless us! The lion-slayer with an “Archivist”? The welkin-shoulderer in a “studio™?
Than this, it may seem, the potatoes can’t get much smaller. Although, when one factors
in the scale of the triggering offense. ... My Hercules, you will recall, is heaped high for
having laid hands on his music teacher (no more than laid hands? no more than a music
teacher?), a pretext so slender that one is hard-put to conceive these eleven vast epyllia as
having been laid on in response. (Far more readily one imagines them as freely entered
upon in a spirit of, say, heroic self-portrayal.)

But what is there about any of this to call a querying burin into play? To be candid,
I wonder how far my doubts on this score concern the illustrability of my Hercules-fable
or if what I really cannot get comfortable with is the practice of illustration as such,
that officious furnishing of others with images that their own imaginations have neglected
to supply. For it is in that light, I am afraid, that your craft presents itself. It is not that
I fear to find my own efforts pre-empted. “Ah, how ever shall another capture just
that tilt of brow, glint of gaze, which in my thought I”"—how many a time from
how many a scribbler must an old hand like yourself have heard such words? You shall
not hear them from me! That I, their deviser, do not glimpse plain the features of every
Labor in the Chorus (Plate 6) need occasion no wonder; their lineaments are, after
all, choric. But no more clearly do I make out. .. oh, say, the crafty gleam with which, in
his moment of first seizing upon Alcides’ Twelfth-and-Last, my King’s face fills—nor,
indeed, my King’s face itself. Neither does the wrestle between “Reference Librarian”
and “Driver” for the demeanor of Iolaus, Hercules’ Archivist—Charioteer, go forward in
my sight.

As for Hercules himself, sometimes [ see him with my uncle Jiirgen’s cheekbones,
sometimes under arms. (Ah, now, there glimmers a Last Labor worthy the Laborer! Ts it
possible to conceive a more quintessentially heroic, or at any rate more theatrical, project
than to envisage one’s own face?) Really, at times I think one had as well have written for
the stage (as my dramatist-friend would persuade me I have done; but another time for
that) where we get the look of whoever shows up that morning, bush eyebrows or none,
Miss Cree or Miss Craw . ...

Yet if all illustration misgives me, I shall not attempt to conceal the special mistrust
I harbor toward this medium of yours. No doubt this is, in part, the product of
ignorance: I know little of “states” or “counterproofs,” could not readily say what it is to
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“stop out,” “needle in” or “lay a line,” would be hard-pressed to distinguish, at
fifty paces, a rocked plate from a grounded one; “scriber,” “mordaunt,” “spirit-
ground” ... all these terms of art you toss about so casually are Greek to me. Still, all

allowances made, how this fretful accumulation of tiny nicks at the matter which is your
craft should ever come near to capturing the world.... To look no further, I am
dismayed by engraving’s apparent readiness to forgo any and all color, the more so as, to
scene after scene of mine, want of hue would seem fatal. How, for example, shall you
hope to convey the fresh-torn Hesperidean gold of Plate 1, absent some recourse to hand-
coloring or overprinting—both, I am told, technically feasible, but I suspect you would
regard any such superaddition as compromising the austerity of your medium. Certainly
I, as a writer, could not easily be persuaded to work in more “color,” seek out the merely
“colortul,” if the parallel holds, if parallel there be: one sets about to imagine another art
and finds oneself merely (merely!) reimagining one’s own.
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Well, this is all by way of locking the barn door. I have many times approached
The House concerning possible alternatives to engraving—doctored photographs
and marginal droleries, for two—and have ever found their commitment to
burin and plate to be matched only by their fervor for illustration as such.
Etched plates they must have—iwelve of them, no more, no less—as if the number of
your labors, my Undreamt-of, must catch up the tally of him you scrive. Only on the
point of which twelve moments of the tale to show does The House accord me some
leeway. I had almost said: “accord us.” For I must confess that, like the King of my tale,
I am sorely tempted to “pass along” such freedom as falls my way to, my executant, you,
the more so as T am aware that the question of which twelve to show? is one to which you
have devoted much thought. Before me as I write lies the “Canon of Glimpses™ (as you
call it): your own proposed list of moments suitable for illustration, not a one of
which, remarkably, picks up choice of mine. Who would have supposed that a text to all
appearances so barren of picturable instants should in fact have brought forth
two distinct sets?

Of your proposed scénes-d-faire, several are ingenious—I particularly like “Hercules
Envisions a Life Without Labors™ and “Zeus Ponders Which of the Current Twelvefold
Pantheon He Must Cut Qut So As to Cut Hercules In"—and all bespeak a sharp eye
for the main chance. I would encourage you to work up skeiches for some or all of
these vignettes; my own work, I know, has profited immeasurably from such efforts as
I have made to rough out episodes that, I well knew, could find no place in the
finished work.

In the end, though, I am afraid that the choice of which twelve moments to lay in must
rest with me, not that I doubt your ability to make it wisely, but because the making of
it appears to me the inevitable final stage of my own work on the tale—one’s own
“Last Labor,” as it were.

[Here follow instructions
for each of the twelve
demanded plates.]

Plate 1.

Hercules, by way of performing his (as he supposes)
last labor, plucks the Golden Apple of the Hesperides.

We are looking down from the top of the tree into Hercules’ face, as he, with (violently
foreshortened) left arm, reaches up to “seize the fruit” of his labors. It is the moment of
the plucking of the Golden Apple of the Hesperides, seen from the point of view of the
apple—which, however, we also view, high on the topmost branch, with Hercules’
immense paw closing round it.

Far below, at the foot of the tree, the body of the but-now-slain serpent-guard that
barred ascent lies twisted as nothing living could twist.

Everything about the image-—posture, gesture, sheen of fruit—suggests consumma-
tion. Yet the hero’s face—thrust out at us from the very heart of the composition—could
not more plainly be asking: “No more but s0?” You must bring him before us waiting on
a sensation of finality which does not come.
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Now this is strange. Each of the first eleven labors (the Hind, the Hydra, the Boar, etc.)
and no small fraction of the “deeds by the way” (the unshackling of Prometheus, the
fetching-forth of Alcestis), none of which was, in fact, final, had each, at the time, seemed
so. Whereas now ... here he stands at the actual end of the line—the crowning moment
of his utmost labor—and all he can muster is a distinct impression of rot having seen the
last of something, of there being, surely, more than this. Performed, his “conclusive effort”
seerns to look forward to, feels like nothing so much as, a rehearsal for the re-enactment
it shall only receive on the Final Plate.

Ah, but...what line am I to pursue? queries the burin; flick in, ponders the graver,
shadows where? Just how is this quality of things not being over by a long shot to be
produced?

Only do not go about it as would the theatrel~with no more guidance than so I am
tempted to hand it on to you, my executant—or would be tempted, did I not suspect that
it 1s even by such a “handing on to the executant” that theatre would go about it.

Plate 2.

The Assigning King, hunkered down in his urn,
struggles to come up with a Twelfth-and-Last
Labor for Hercules.

To every sky, dimly glimpsed trophies of the “First Eleven”—a hydra-neck here, a gilt
antler there—which, in his current perplexity, the enurned King looks back and forth
among, as who should say: Speak! what completes you? From the urn protrude only a
head, a hand, and, in the hand, a pen raised to set down Number Twelve the instant it
may advene,

Stay, though. That pen-in-hand misleads. The King, to be sure, is some kind of
“author.” And who knows but that he dreams, one day, of fixing in prose or rhyme the
“drama” of his dealings with Hercules; perhaps, indeed, he is only dreaming up labors
now that he may write them down then. But for the present, his “medium” is the deed—
“Author of Deeds,” I should style him, even while conceding that the epithet far more
nearly suits Hercules himself. The only epopee upon which His Majesty currently labors is
the canon of labors, the Twelvefold Stint, itself.

50, here, let me just snatch away that pen. You must give us no more than, thrusting
up oui of the urn, a visage over which play and pass expressions of . . ..

But of what? You are not, recall, being asked to render the actual moment of the King’s
first seizing upon #12, but rather the moment before. Any second now it will dawn on him
that...of course! for a Last Labor Hercules must devise one of his own; any other
solution would be only more of the same.

But at present the features you must make us glimpse are those of one on whom,
not only has The Answer not yet broken but, for all their possessor knows, may
never break. We need to see eyes that, everywhere they look, look on questions: Have [
achieved a balance of live captures (the Hind, the Mares) and slayings (the Lion, the Boar)?
Was he often enough sent below (Cerberus) as compared with sent West (those Apples
at present in the pipeline)? And now . .. just this one poor, this last, to make it all come right.
But has any choice of mine, at this juncture, power to make all come right? To say nothing
of: seem right to HIM, seem consumimative, cry finale—always assuming that he is
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not (as, most probably, he is) contemptuous of the entire March-Past to now as—what?—
insufficiently taxing? indifferently varied?

All this and more you must work into the troubled eyes that peer forth at us over the
top of the pithds or peliké or whatever make vessel you deem best continues the contours
of that face as yet at sea.

Not, of course, that your choice of urn-type here may proceed entirely along
compositional lines. It is, after all, upon this very store-jar, inverted, that lolaus, Hercules’
Archivist-Charioteer, will later (Plate 8) sit composing the Delphic presage he has
been sent to fetch. Which means that the receptacle you choose now must be selected with
a view toward its eventually bearing the weight of an author-figure far removed from—
indeed, in some ways, the exact inverse of—the Assigning King.

At this point you may well be wondering whether this isr’t all rather a heavy freight of
symbolism to pin on a pot. In fact (let me voice your thought here) wouldn’t the King be
altogether a bolder, a more freestanding conception—wouldn’t, in every sense, more of
him emerge—if he might but step free of so confining a vehicle? In other words, what say
we lose the urn?

True, it’s a standard iconographic feature. A metopé on the temple of Zeus at Olympia,
to say nothing of innumerable vase-paintings, shows us the Assigning King diving into a
clay or brass store-jar any time Hercules shows up back from a labor with fresh spoil in
tow. But the stock explanation of this detail—that the “Author of Deeds” must needs go
in fear of an executant on whom he is conscious of having heaped so much—makes no
sense. Against a paladin who has pierced Hell, hefted the sky, etc., how sure a refuge
might an earthenware, or even a brazen, vessel afford? No, this familiar understanding
of the figure cannot be right—which is not to say that some plausible reading of it may
not be teased forth. The enurnment of the royal “author” as an image of solitude,
of withdrawal, of self-curtailment—even (given the eventual “handing off” to an
executant of his own labor of invention) of imaginative abdication (though as plausibly
might it be urged that to accord one’s hero his moment of self-invention is only now first
to have imagined the heroic)—none of this can be dismissed out of hand. Allow me,
however, to point your gaze in a less familiar direction.

You know that to accomplish his last and greatest voyage (to the Hesperidean west),
Hercules availed himself of the “Sun’s Cup,” that vast bronze urn in which Apolio, his
day’s shining shone, makes his way back home east every night. What if the Assigning
King has elected to spend his days in a brass jar, not as looking to withdraw or curtail
himself, but so that he may play at being “Hercules At Sea In the Sun’s Cup”; for this,
he has found, helps him like nothing else to arrive at his hero’s next toil. “What am I
driving at now?” the enurned fabler has but to wonder—and immediately he finds that he
has turned the next corner of the tale.

Thus it appears that our apparently urn-locked “Author of Deeds™ has, at every turn,
been out before his executant, is himself already well launched upon the voyage which his
hero has vet to undertake.

(Does such a work-method sound unlikely? Well—I use it. True! Your collaborator
composed much of the present work crouched over in a huge store-jar—with what
results I leave others to judge.)

You will doubtless have observed that little or none of this “backstory” finds a place
in the tale. Nor have I shared it with my dramatist-friend. To you alone, my Undreamt-of,




















































































