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Toneelgroep Amsterdam’s “Mourning Becomes 
Electra”: O’Neill tragedy becomes a Dutch treat * * * *
Chicago Tribune, 27 feb 09, Chris Jones

It’s R-rated, video-infused, performed in Dutch, lasts three throbbing hours and 10 
throbbing minutes and meditates on matters tragic. If you have a problem with any 
of that quintet of particular qualities, stay away from the Toneelgroep Amsterdam’s 
astounding version of Eugene O’Neill’s “Mourning Becomes Electra,” and save a 
seat for someone who’ll appreciate a revelatory and superbly performed show that, 
sadly, is in Chicago only through Saturday night.

Ivo van Hove, Toneelgroep’s director, is only just now developing the kind of stateside 

reputation that comes close to matching his talents: this contemporary version of 

“Mourning” is making its American premiere at the Goodman Theatre’s O’Neill Festival. 

When and if it gets to New York, Dutch actress Halina Reijn, who plays the Electra-esque 

Lavinia, will blow those uptight Manhattan arty types halfway back across the Atlantic.

“Mourning” was, of course, O’Neill’s full-blooded, 1931 attempt to create an American, 

chorus-free version of Greek tragedy. In this take on Aeschylus’ “The Oresteia,” O’Neill 

substitutes the New England House of Mannon for the House of Atreus and concocts a 

typically over-the-top cocktail of sex, envy, adultery, matricide and inescapable guilt.

Van Hove sets the script in a neutral, fluid, high-tech environment. Lavinia and her brother 

Orin send instant messages to each other on Mac laptops. A whiteboard contains key plot 

developments. A hand-held video camera zooms in on guilty faces.

But remarkably, the production never feels gimmicky or pretentious. Nor does it imply 

conceptual imposition. Instead, this uber-contemporary piece of Greek tragedy, twice 

removed, unlocks O’Neill’s experimental text, extrapolating the passion of the writing, 

humanizing its rough edges and boldly celebrating and clarifying its themes. Better yet, 

thanks mostly to the quality of his actors, van Hove redomesticates and repersonalizes 

this 78-year-old play, potentially horrifying any woman who knows all too well that she is 

on her way to becoming her mother. And any man who has to watch.

Fans of the theatrical avant-garde will see echoes of Anne Bogart in the movement 

Complicité (in the emotional intensity of the actors) and the Elevator Repair Service’s 

“Gatz” (in the detailed use of business attire and monochromatic, office-like setting). But 

in its earthy passion, spiritedness and gutsy sexuality, the show is unmistakably Dutch.
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Reijn affects the most amazing physical transformation between acts two and three, as 

the thrill and horror of murder unlocks her character’s terrifying juices. She is a sight to 

see and hear. And she is surrounded by a fine supporting cast that includes the grimly 

sensual Hans Kesting.

Rouw Siert Electra (Mourning Becomes Electra)
When: Through Saturday

Where: Goodman Theatre, 170 N. Dearborn St.

Price: $18-$25 at 312-443-3800 and goodmantheatre.org 
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