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26 Giovanna Di Martino

The atmosphere of Thebes under attack was conveyed by the seven high towers and the 
wall connecting them, studded with shields; the sense of angst emerged from the circu-
lar forestage that represented the Theban agora, enclosed labyrinth-like within two lateral 
prisms (Figure 4). For the 1927 scenery in Ostia, the cyclopean walls were replaced with 
Futurist-style triangles, while the two lateral and opposing prisms bore the image of a big-
eyed snake to symbolize the two �ghting brothers, Eteocles and Polynices (Figure 5).

Such a hyper-real space was the cradle for an equally modern(ist) production: the mar-
tial tone of the Seven Against Thebes had been obtained through the fashioning of new 
musical instruments, according to composer Giuseppe Mulé: one-ringed trumpets and 
single-coppered strings that reproduced the noises of war.59 Dancing to these instruments 
was a nine-member corps de ballet trained in the Dalcroze-founded Rhythmics school in 
Hellerau, who had choreographed the entire play under the direction of Valeria Kratina 
(Figure 6).60 The dancing chorus that saw its beginnings in 1921 and was formally intro-
duced to accompany the choral odes only in 1922 had now morphed into one of the main 
characters of the play, helping to convey its �emotional and aesthetic preoccupations�, to 
reprise Cambellotti�s words.61 Described as �Phidias-like sculptures�, the corps produced 
�plastic tableaux� with their rhythmic movement patterns; the schemata of ancient Greek 
dance but with a modern twist, that is, what Aby Warburg had been developing in the early 
twentieth century to refer to the afterlife of antiquity: Pathosformel.62 These �pathos formu-
lae� consisted of primitive gestures, crystallizing scenes from the play and standing out like 
drawings on ancient Greek vases.63

Figure 4. Photo by Luigi Ragghianti of Duilio Cambellotti�s scenery design, with revolving prisms, for 
Antigone and Seven Against Thebes (1924, Syracuse). Courtesy of Fondazione Ragghianti, Lucca, Fototeca 
Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti, Arte contemporanea b. 54, n. 00012468.

59  AFI PR 29 April 1924, Corriere della Calabria.
60  The number of dancers reported in the press was either nine or ten (cf., amongst others, AFI PR 27 April 

1924, Giornale dell’Isola for ten and 1 May Gazzetta di Messina for nine).
61  Cambellotti (1982) 72.
62  Cf. Bordignon (2012: 78) and AFI PR 30 April 1924, Giornale di Sicilia.
63  AFI PR 1 May 1924, Tribuna — Roma.
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Constructing a Hellenic Modernism 27

If �(re)evocation� was the hallmark of the 1914�22 Syracusan productions, the terms 
�interpretation�,64 or �wondrous adaptation�65 were variously employed to describe the 1924 
performances. These were not an archaeological, �cold and servile reconstruction�; rather, 

Figure 5. Photo by Luigi Ragghianti of Duilio Cambellotti�s scenery design, with revolving prisms, for 
Antigone and Seven Against Thebes (1927, Ostia). Courtesy of Fondazione Ragghianti, Lucca, Fototeca Carlo 
Ludovico Ragghianti, Arte contemporanea b. 54, n. 00012450.

Figure 6. The Chorus� dancing exodus at the end of the performance of the 1924 Seven Against Thebes at 
Syracuse. AFI, Archivio Maltese.

64  AFI PR 17 April 1924, Il Mondo.
65  AFI PR 1 May 1924, Gazzetta di Messina.
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