On Account of the Scar
In Somerset Maugham’s short story, from which I take my title, the narrator assumes (wrongly we eventually learn) all manner of things about a man because of his prominent scar.  In some sense, all such literary scars that hide or reveal identities go back to Odysseus and the hunting scar on his thigh.  This paper will show how that scar changes and takes on new roles in modern adaptations of Greek tragedies by Rita Dove and Luis Alfaro.  My aim is not so much to describe these plays in terms of their network of connections with antiquity but rather to take one focused example (i.e. scars) and show how the ancient motif articulates a new politics of classical engagement.
Already in antiquity later authors were transforming the motif of the scar that “makes the man,” as in Euripides’ account of Orestes’ scar that he received while playing with a fawn (El. 571-74).  This scene and its relation to the Homeric model have been analyzed frequently, and the Euripidean characterization of Orestes as something less than the great Odysseus is generally accepted (see, most recently, Torrance 2011).  But Euripides is a direct heir to the Homeric legacy and his manipulation of that epic scene resonates within a community and culture that claimed Homer for itself.   Far different are the origins of various tell-tale scars in the works of Dove and Alfaro, who identify themselves with groups that exist on the margins of (if not under the heel of) the classical legacy.  
Rita Dove, one of the most decorated living poets, sets her Oedipus play, The Darker Face of the Earth, on a slave-owning plantation in the old American South.  Her Oedipus, Augustus Newcastle, bears the scars of both countless whippings and the spurs that were meant to kill him as a newborn baby.  His scars do eventually reveal his identity, but Dove’s description of them puts her Oedipal figure not just at the mercy of parents who strain against Delphic prophecy but also under the influence of classical literature as a tool in the hands of the white elites.  But her play goes far beyond any simplistic screed decrying America’s racist past and, especially in the first edition of the play, she stations her classical plot at the complicated intersection of blunt oppositions – male vs. female and white vs. black.  In her play, the scars that could try to classify slaves as objects instead open discussions; they allow for the formation of subjectivity rather than falling prey to the top-down tools of exclusion and privilege. 
Similarly, Luis Alfaro’s two adaptations, Electricidad and Oedipus, El Rey, implant classical narratives into Latino barrios in the LA area where they are seen as strange and foreign even to the characters within the plays.  The ill-fit between Sophoclean plots and the cholo world in which they are set again underlines the marginal position of immigrant Mexican-American culture in relation to the classical heritage of American educated elite.  Yet in the cholo world the scars that now appear in the form of tattoos fit perfectly.  Orestes and Oedipus are both known and constructed, in part, by their body art, and in this detail the classical tradition is translated seamlessly into its new context.
All of these plays underline the scars and fissures that are involved in extending the classical legacy to communities that have not traditionally been part of that heritage.  Yet in an era in which classics itself is being increasingly marginalized (departments tend to teach far more students in G.E.’s than in language classes), engagement with classical narratives and ideas can take on a new power as a boundary crossing discourse.  Classicizing plays by O’Neill and Jeffers, for example, make claims to the classical modes of thought and institutions that structure their plots and subjects without showing any of the awkwardness and anxiety that are so prominent in the works of Dove and Alfaro.  In that earlier generation of neo-classical playwrights, classical themes were the hallmark of white, male, educated elite culture.  Now that classics has lost that emblematic role, it can serve as a way to cross rather than enforce cultural boundaries, and the various reworked scars discussed here may signify a new, more chaotic and more inclusive, chapter for classics in America. 
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