
From Artaudian Flesh to Staccato Venom: A Dramaturgical Case Study of  
Moon of Wolves 

1. The Genesis of Cruelty: Contextualizing the Artaudian Root 

The play  Moon of Wolves  (originally titled  Let Mom — Fly to The Moon ) serves as a savage 
meditation on mythic violence, born in the subterranean ruins of an abandoned ceramic 
workshop beneath the rubble of the Berlin Wall. This setting—a literal excavation of a failed 
state in 1989—functions as the perfect crucible for Ilias Katsis’s exploration of the "Theater of 
Cruelty." To analyze its American adaptation, one must first recognize the original work’s 
commitment to Antonin Artaud’s philosophy, where theater is not a representation of life but a 
visceral exorcism of naturalism. The original three-hour assault was designed to strip away the 
"safety rails" of psychological realism. Within this ruin, the characters exist as "semi-powdered 
vampires"—mythic entities feeding on the wreckage of history. In this Berlin context, we identify 
them by their modern counterparts: Bedlam, Dorian, and Jett, inhabiting a landscape of "ghosts 
and garbage." 
The Anatomy of the Medea Studio 
Entity/Character,Artaudian Function,Symbolic Weight 
Bedlam / Phoebus,The Director-Prophet,Represents the fascist impulse within high culture; 
uses bodies as mere stage properties. 
MOM / Salachanu,The Tragic Witness/Scapegoat,"The ""vampire"" anchor of the play’s cruelty; 
provides the visceral exorcism of the audience." 
The Corinthian Well,The Unified Sewer,A point of extinction; represents the filth at the heart of 
the classical line and the source of sewage. 
Katsis utilizes what Artaud termed  affective athleticism , most notably in the relentless violence 
directed at the matriarch, Salachanu. The repeated ritualized dunking of her body into the 
sewage-filled well, synchronized to the rhythmic kicking of a dangling tambourine, transforms 
the stage into a site of literalized torture. The original prop list—a small bloody drum, a revolver, 
and a bayonet wielded with a "dragging ceremonial step"—underscores a production that 
refuses the metaphorical. This physical horror served to shatter the audience's comfort, yet for 
the play to survive its translation to the American stage, this "Berlin poetry" required a radical 
shift into a new kind of aggression. 

2. The Mamet/Letts Pivot: A Stylistic Re-Engineering 

The transition from the "grotesque poetry" of the Berlin ruins to the "off-Broadway grain" of the 
English adaptation represents a strategic stylistic re-engineering. The original sprawling assault 
required a rigorous "discipline" and editing to transform into a functional drama. This shift moves 
away from the "director-prophet" model toward a dramaturgy of economy, where the 
playwright’s running commentary is excised to allow the actors'  linguistic gestus  to carry the 
weight of the tragedy. 
The stylistic transition of the dialogue is defined by two distinct registers: 



1. The Original Register:  A dense, sprawling mix of academic pomposity, frequent Greek 
quotations, and raw street profanity. It functioned as an indulgent prose poem that 
prioritized the playwright's "running commentary" over the needs of the performer. 

2. The Mamet/Letts Adaptation:  A staccato rhythm characterized by short, declarative 
clauses and a strict linguistic economy. Lines are governed by an 18–22 word limit, 
creating "black-comic aftershocks" and a "venomous" humor that replaces the original’s 
sprawling "badges of edginess." 

This refinement creates what critics identifies as the "Price of Looking." By sanding down the 
language to a clipped, explosive energy, the adaptation shifts the focus from the playwright's 
voice to the actors' agency. Critics emphasize this as a "feminist reckoning," where the drama 
submits to a discipline that allows the actors to lead. The characters—now referred primarily by 
their Greek designations, Phoebus, Glaucè, and Danae—become agents of consequence 
rather than mouthpieces. This refined linguistic economy ensures the survival of the play's core 
logic through structural precision. 

3. Structural Survival: The Persistence of Internal Logic 

Despite the radical shift in dialogue style, the play’s internal logic—the intersection of family 
myth and national failure—remains intact. The central tension continues to be the collision 
between personal heritage and the "unstoppable machinery" of a violent history, occurring 
under the recurring temporal anchor of the "Wolf Moon." 
The Medea reimagining is distilled through the conflicting perspectives of Phoebus and Danae. 
While Phoebus views the myth through a lens of cynicism and academic "crap," Danae argues 
that the murders represent a terrifying return to divine order. As recorded in the rehearsal notes: 
"The mother dies, the sister smokes, the professor binds. The lover rants, the sponsor buys. 
The eagle never speaks." 
Political failure is not merely a background for this family drama but its primary engine. The 
character Rex (the National Socialist lover/student) and the presence of Perseus (the "Major 
Sponsor" or "Bill") function as a critique of civilization’s "darkest flower." Perseus represents the 
economic infrastructure that funds the carnage—as he notes, "violence requires 
infrastructure"—while Rex embodies a fascism that is the logical endpoint of Western culture's 
obsession with purity. Danae’s choice to "erase the files" and "burn the archives" marks the total 
collapse of national myth into the wreckage of the household. 

4. The Visual Lexicon: Symbols as Connective Tissue 

The play utilizes fixed iconography to maintain thematic continuity across adaptations, serving 
as the "Relics of Trauma" that anchor the play’s mythic weight. 
Relics of Trauma 

● The Imperial Eagle:  A mute taxidermied witness on Phoebus’s desk. In the transition 
from mythic relic to grounded prop, it remains silent because, as the text asserts, "Power 
doesn't explain itself." 

● The Scrapped School Bus:  A "Sun’s chariot" reimagined as industrial waste. It 
provides the literal cover for the well, anchoring the tragedy in a landscape of "ghosts 
and garbage." 



● The Caduceus:  A symbol of divine heraldry repurposed as a crude tool for yanking 
undergarments, symbolizing the desecration of the sacred through domestic filth. 

● The Trash Bin:  A municipal object that becomes a sarcophagus for the matriarch, 
representing the unceremonious disposal of history by both families and nations. 

The Furies (Erinyes) undergo the most significant transformation. Originally "filthy robes on 
strings" manipulated by the director, they evolve in the American adaptation into a "chorus that 
is also static noise." These "whispers that become screams" serve the theme of "unquenchable 
fate," suggesting that the haunting of the past is a constant, auditory presence—a surveillance 
of the soul that cannot be silenced. These visual markers anchor the play as it moves toward its 
devastating climax. 

5. The Matricidal Climax and Ethical Reckoning 

The dual murders of Salachanu and Danae serve as the ultimate "truth without anesthesia." 
This climax bridges the "Greek language of inevitability" with the "American rhythm of a broken 
household." 
In the scene of Danae’s death, she is portrayed as a "ewe to slaughter," accepting her penalty 
with a terrifying pride. As Rex plunges the bayonet into her back, Dorian (Glaucè) watches with 
a "calm, still writing" detachment. The declaration "Same blood... Same irises" is the play's most 
narcissistically extreme moment. Through the lens of imagined reviewer’s "Price of Looking," 
this is not merely a search for kinship, but a "strategy of visibility in a surveillance culture." 
Dorian demands her mother "photograph her image" in her dying eyes, asserting her agency 
through the very violence that destroys her. 
The play’s "Question of Endurance" asks whether the "earned damage" of this climax justifies 
the ordeal for a contemporary audience. By synthesizing the "Greek language of inevitability" 
with the "American rhythm of a broken household,"  Moon of Wolves  succeeds in creating a 
theater that wounds. The final blackout offers no catharsis, only the exhausted honesty of 
human-generated violence. 
The bird never spoke. The rest was us. 
 


