
doi:10.1017/S0266464X16000531

Anne Basting, Maureen Towey, and Ellie Rose, ed.
The Penelope Project: 
an Arts-Based Odyssey to Change Elder Care 
Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2016. 191 p.
$24.95. 
ISBN: 978-1-60938-413-5.

This collaboratively written book is a rich tap -
estry of essays, stories, and conversations, which
documents a multi-year partnership between
Sojourn Theater, the University of Wisconsin
Milwaukee, and Luther Manor, a retirement com -
munity in the neighbouring town of Wauwatosa.
The project brought together undergraduate
students, artists, staff, and residents to devise a
site-specific play, which took place across differ -
ent locations in the home. Finding Penelope is a
play that weaves together the myth of Penelope
from Homer’s Odyssey with a new Penelope story,
set in the real-life world of Luther Manor. The
project engaged residents as actors, researchers,
storytellers, and set designers, and was per -
formed to an audience of over 400 people in 2011.

The book maps the project’s story in close
detail, from the initial conversations that took
place between Basting and director Michael Royd
to its multi-stranded evaluation. Part One con -
siders the landscape of the project and how it was
inspired by an ambition to raise the bar on
activities in long-term care. Part Two explores
how the structure of the project emerged from the
partnership – specifically, the task of meeting the
diverse needs of residents and students, and the
artistic ambitions for the work. Part Three ex -
plores the challenges and points of learning that
occurred, focusing on the mutual learning of
students, care staff, and artists. Part Four con -
siders a number of ‘rewards’ that emerged from
the partnership, including performance artefacts,
friendships, and creative discoveries. The conclu -
sion is a summary of the evaluation, a multi-
method process that considered the impact and
legacy of the project for each of the stakeholders.

One of the first publications to question the
artistic possibilities of theatre in care homes, The
Penelope Project looks beyond the ‘arts-as-activity’
model that typically characterizes such pro -
grammes in residential care. It is an exploratory
document that captures the iterative nature of the
partnership and the challenges and opportunities
that emerged along the way. Its focus on creative
process and collaboration raises new questions
about the ambition, scale, and aesthetic qualities
of arts in elder care. 

As such, this book is a much-needed resource
for artists, care professionals, and students who
are interested in developing high quality arts pro -
jects in care settings. It is also a valuable resource
for university lecturers, as it shows how such

projects can be embedded within a university
teaching structure, engaging students across
different courses in a variety of roles.
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It is unsurprising that Beckett’s work figures in
debates in both trauma and Holocaust studies.
Rather like Sebald, the atrocities committed by
the Nazis in the name of racial and cultural purif -
ication do not feature directly in his work, but are
an implicit point of reference; the imagined
networks of torturers and tortured in the novel
How It Is, the cyclical interrogations in Play and
What Where, the beatings Estragon receives each
night, all speak of a world in which the exercise of
power is arbitrary, and serves to degrade both the
idea of humanity and the physical integrity of the
individual human being. 

Anderton’s monograph begins by trying to fix
what is left for the Beckettian protagonist after his
or her humanity has been destroyed or effaced.
This itself isn’t a new question for Beckett studies;
ever since Adorno described Endgame as a post-
Holocaust play, scholars analyzing Beckett’s work
have found themselves returning to the painful
aesthetic and moral choices made by artists work -
ing in the shadow of the Shoah. After all, those
who were best placed to bear witness to the
Holocaust were those who were utterly destroyed
by it. Given that, how can Beckett, or any artist,
find a form and style that allows those destroyed
by something unimaginable to give voice and
shape to their experience? 

Anderton’s persuasive answer is that Beckett
reconfigures the representation of humanity in his
post-war work. Anderton borrows and adopts the
idea of character as creature from Shakespeare
studies; the creature is an interstitial figure,
positioned between conventional humanist repre -
sentations of the self and the representation of the
self as animal. This, for Anderton, is a particularly
useful term to apply to Beckett’s work. As he
argues, Beckett’s characters exist in a world
marked by the death of the humanist ideal; but
they contain echoes of that ideal – in their memo -
ries of an ideal past, in the linguistic and physical
strategies they adopt to survive a world that is
bent on their destruction. 

The book covers Beckett’s prose and theatre;
it is a useful contribution to Beckett studies, to
performance studies, and to those aspects of
literary studies that deal with the representation
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