
L’ORFEO 

“The day someone dies isn’t the hard part. At least you’ve got 
something to do. It’s all the days that they stay dead”


- The Doctor


	 Maybe the most remarkable thing about the myth of Orfeo and his journey into the 
underworld is its most famous feature. It almost seems silly to call it out, but Orfeo looses 
Euridice twice. The story has survived because it forms a perfect metaphor for our own grief; 
there’s the moment when we lose someone, and then there’s the moment where we accept 
that we will not get them back. They take too much of us with them and we must reconstruct a 
new sense of self out of the wreckage. 


	 We have endeavored to tell the story of Orfeo and Euridice as simply and 
straightforwardly as possible. To understand innocence, we found that it is important that we 
experience it first hand so that we might feel the loss of it when it goes. To that end, we begin 
very simply. The set is made up of elements that call to mind a barn; there is a strong reliance 
on warm, textural, natural materials like the dirt floor and the aged wood of the walls. Outside 
nature is presented as a wall of living wheat, filling the aperture of the doors. The potent 
materiality of these elements are there to enliven our sense of their tactility, and thereby their 
realness within the here and now. If we are to experience the joy of being alive, that means we 
must be firmly rooted in the present moment- the tangibility of the space is meant to enrich our 
experience, fill us with a desire to spend time here, call this place home. The complexities of 
contemporary life are far away from us. We see the young couple in a moment of 
uncomplicated happiness, their guest share in the joy of the day. There’s a fundamental lack or 
irony or cynicism and it’s important that we accept this state of affairs as it is, there will be time 
for complexity later.	 


	 When death comes, and Orfeo starts to unravel, so too does our sense of what reality 
is. The space is unchanged, but shifts in the color of light and a move away from naturalism of 
behavior causes us to question whether what we see is happening, or is it just in Orfeo’s 
imagination. The journey to the underworld takes on a psychological dimension as the wedding 
begins to dissolve and the guest are no longer our friends, but the fearful gods of the 
underworld. Orfeo’s journey is not merely an attempt to rescue Euridice, but an attempt to save 
is own soul. The Wall of Wheat becomes a portal between worlds, and when Euridice finds 
herself in Hades, she is confronted with a reflection of the world she left. Dead wheat and 
scorched wood are the ashy remains of the life we have left behind.	 


	 That Orfeo is an artist is an interesting feature of the story. So often we consider pain 
the source of great art, but we rarely stop to consider what that really means. We talk casually 
about the 27 club; we almost take it as granted that Van Gogh was “crazy” or that Cobain killed 
himself. However, such conversations gloss over the basic recognition that pain is painful, that 
innocence is precious and to disregard its loss is to hold empathy at arm’s length. Even if we 
do recognize these things, there’s still a titillation in the Art we admire all the more for the 
difficulty of its birth. Orfeo has become an icon of the artist whose gift could conquer death, 
and yet… we have all forgotten Euridice. When at last they say goodbye forever, Euridice takes 
too much of Orfeo with her, and when we return to our barn it is empty and desolate, a spacial 
reflection of the void Orfeo has become. She sits alone in the underworld forever, and whether 
he is torn apart by maenads or ascends into the heavens, the man who loved her no longer 



exists. That final incarnation is someone else now, and the pain of their double parting has 
been lost on us. 


	 The ability of a story where death is not conquered to, somewhat ironically, survive 
reminds me of Tim O’Brien, whose book The Things They Carried I first read as a teenager and 
it has followed me ever since. O’Brien lost the love of his life when he was nine years old, and 
the trauma of it followed him to all the way to Vietnam where, one by one, he lost the friends he 
made in his platoon. As a writer, he did what any artist might do in the circumstances: he told 
their story. “The Things They Carried” is not narrative, it has no grand themes woven artfully 
into the prose. In many ways it seems not to aspire to the pantheon of literary achievement. 
What it does do, however, is tell you the reader about Nancy, his childhood love, about Kiowa 
who carried a tomahawk, and Ted Lavender who was always mellow, and for that little time that 
we read their story they are alive once more in the loving embrace of our imagination, O’Brian 
having rescued them from the Underworld at last. 


	  At the last, we see Orfeo take up the mantle of fame and he is celebrated by the world, 
the chorus returning and filling our empty set with dance, but who Orfeo is now is ambiguous. 
His pain has given his art an immortal dimension, but he can hardly be the same man who was 
in love with Euridice in the first act anymore. She sits as though forgotten, and as the world 
dances to Orfeo’s song we can’t be sure he shares their joy. We will never know- we have 
forgotten to ask. Innocence has been sacrificed for art, Orfeo has been lost to Euridice, and 
while his song has carried them through time to us here today, they have lost one another 
entirely. 


	


