


“Love is the most powerful motivator in the world. It spurs mortals to greatness.
Their noblest and bravest acts are done for love.” 

-Aphrodite (after Rick Riordan)
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PLATO’S SYMPOSIUM: 
THE MYSTERY PLAY

The piece as a whole is based on The Symposium, the classic treatise on love by Plato.  It postulates that the 
Platonic metaphysics holds true: that beauty exists, and the world as we perceive it is merely a flickering 
of shadows on a cave wall. In their original form the metaphysics of the Greek antique were theories 
enacted in practice: verbal dialectics in the Akademia, mystery plays at the théatron. In Plato’s Symposium 
this cultural heritage is challenged in the context of contemporary art. Thus the piece approaches current 
situation of political and ecological turmoil through a deep transformational process of the individual.  

Plato’s Symposium is set for twelve participants and consists of five acts. The play evaluates, re-enacts and per-
forms the value of ancient Hellenistic philosophy and art to the contemporary world. Each participant takes 
the role of the protagonist of their own performance. The acts are spread out on a nine-day period; while the 
first act is unique for each participant, while the fifth and final one is common to all twelve. 

INTRODUCTION
Plato’s Symposium is a socratic mystery play that adopts the viewpoint of contemporary 
theatre and experiential live art in order to re-evaluate the Hellenistic roots of our notions of 
art and beauty. The spectators of the piece become its protagonists, who, during the week-long 
duration of the play, each take on their own journey towards the experience of absolute beauty. 

From the basis of Platonic philosophy and ecstatic Dionysian worship we offer a new ground for the worldview 
of the contemporary human: art of beauty seen as a means towards personal and cultural emancipation. Origins 
of theatre, mysteries of love and possibilities of participatory performance are all in play.

The first, 4-act edition of Plato’s Symposium premiered in September 2013 in Theorems, Proofs, Rebuttals, 
and Propositions: A Conference of Theoretical Theater in New York. The second edition of 2015 focuses at a 
further deepening of the sensory and bodily elements and potential of the play.  The piece is directed towards 
awakening the wisdom of the Ancient philosophy in the erotic body of the  contemporary human, using the 
forms of experiential performance and art of touch.

The second edition will consist of five acts: Eros, Logos, Mimesis, Anagnorisis and Symposium.

A protagonist reading from The Symposium at the last act of Plato’s Symposium demo, Theatre museum, Helsinki 2013

Performers and protagonists as divinities at the conclusion of Plato’s Symposium demo, Theatre museum, Helsinki 2013



Visual contemplation / socratic dialogue: A selection of images from the first act (Logos) of the first edition Plato’s Symposium



Altars of beauty built by the protagonists during the second act (Mimesis) of the demo version of Plato’s Symposium (2013)



The conference took place in NYC in the fall of 2013 and it consisted of two parts. In the first one, four pieces were 
performed. The second part took place a week later, with artists and researches presenting theoretical / theatrical 
responses to the performances. The basic assumption of the conference was that theatre can be seen as a theoretical 
tool in itself; that certain theoterical constructions are best expressed through in the form of art instead of text.

Plato’s Symposium approached these ideas via the common roots of theatre and theory, by re-evaluating the 
philosophical and theatrical heritage of Ancient Greece. The “audience” of eight, called protagonists in the vocabulary 
of the Symposium,  traveled through the four acts of the Mystery play during one week.

LOGOS: In act one the protagonist chose an image out of a series of twelve archetypal pictures. He contemplated the 
beauty of the image in a socratic dialogue with the Ancient Gods. 

MIMESIS: In the second act the protagonist constructed a personal altar of beauty. Each protagonist then contemplated 
the installation with a performer in an associative dialogue.

ANAGNORISIS: In the third act, the “turning point” the protagonists were led on an inner journey to their subjective 
aesthetic realms. The performers helped the protagonists with planning out a ritual act of personal significance.

SYMPOSIUM: The fourth act was the climax of the play: a happening attended by all the protagonists. Each protagonist 
performed the ritual act of their own making, with the objective of becoming beautiful. Through the rituals the 
protagonists were elevated to a status of gods, thus forming a pantheon of their own. The Symposium concluded with 
a celebratory feast, plus rituals performed by Apollon, Aphrodite, Dionysos and Hermes.

CASE STUDY 
Plato’s Symposium 2013 premiere at 

Theorems, Proofs, Rebuttals, and Propositions: 
A Conference of Theoretical Theater, New York, USA



RESPONSES
The second part of the conference took place a few days later. Three out of the eight protagonists performed a response 
and three others wrote one online. The following is a collection of samples from the responses and other feedback 
from the protagonists.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

”Amazing.”

”Like nothing I have experienced before.”

”An extensive and profound rite of passage.”

”This was something I have been waiting for years: I have to choose a beautiful image and then they say: Make an 
argument about it!”

”After the third act I planned what to say about the piece, but the fourth act destroyed my plan. Now I don’t know how 
to describe it.”

”First disrupting the division between fabricated scenic (modeling) reality and act-ual, daily reality by using food, 
physical transformation (real action: piercing of a nipple), and embedding of the “play” in “real” time (the performance 
took protagonist-participants through 5 days), RRC emphasizes processes for interpreting reality and empowers 
individual selves to build private symbolic schemas.”

”The argument of the work, one for Absolute Beauty, is levied through this process of being within one’s own and 
others’ ritual enactments, as performer and spectator. It does not exist outside of these exchanges, and therefore 
(though radically subjective) it is not relative […] the rituals can seem disturbing, dark, cruel, alienating. In this sense, 
and perhaps in contradiction to the claims of the performance as a whole, spectatorship in Plato’s Symposium—
regardless of its reliance on the Absolute that emerges from the performed act—is still regulated by a subjectivity that 
can be seduced or repelled. It is, in the end, the performance as secret society that can deal with such subjectivities.”

”The fourth act reminded me of weddings, funerals or bar mitzvah – rituals that most people go through during there 
lives, rituals that can happen again, but are never the same.”

”It expanded the meaning of theatre. It expanded the meaning of ritual. It expanded the meaning of theory.”



”It got me menstruating.” ”Beauty is the purple of the cabbage.”

”A recurrent theme in our conversations of Plato’s Symposium has been the crisis of language, the breakdown of logos, 
in the face of such a complex and transformative experience. An inevitable futility seems to shade our every endeavor 
to illuminate those who were not involved about our experience. Perhaps there was something in this predicament that 
is revealing about the nature of Beauty, or more specifically, Platonic beauty.”

”The knowing that comes from Plato’s Symposium is a performer’s knowledge, a knowing from inside. Because it has 
no external referent, and no way toward abstraction, it eludes relativity.”



THE ESOTERIC SCHOOL
The underlying structure of Plato’s Symposium is an esoteric school, teaching its members to live a life of 
beauty through contemplation, ritual and dialogue. Its holistic aim is to make the participants’ lives 
beautiful. Both the performance and the curriculum of the school are based on the same ritualistic structure, 
one that derives its inspiration from the philosophy of Plato and from the ancient esoteric tradition. 
 
The school utilizes and further develops the ritual structure of the mystery play by taking on its form 
and expanding and deepening it on a personal level, removed from the artistic discourse. Experiencing 
the dramatic structure of the mystery play allows an individual to approach the subjective in-
depth questions and/or problems of her life, when everyday means of rationalizing or verbalizing 
them isn’t adequate. We have applied the structure in our own lives with profound condequences. 
 
The work done within the structure of the school is currently divided into two separate, yet complementary aspects: 
collective / shared ritualistic process, as outlined abopve, and individual archetypal work. As the performers take on 
the roles of Greek divinities in the context of the performace, they have to tap into the archetypal realm of collective 
unconscious; that is, get in intimate contact and active creative dialogue with the parts of their psyches representative 
of those divinities. This personal work is seen as an autonomous process, which feeds into the collective realm 
in multiple ways, as dictated by the dynamics of  each individual process, as well as the nature of each archetype. 
 
In turn, the shared ritual process can catalyze and guide the personal working processes through resonance, 
dialogue and  mutual empowerment.  The archetypes, here manifesting as Greek  gods and goddessess, are 
complementary and interrelated by definition - after all, whole mythologies have sprung forth from their 
interactions, liaisons, love stories and clashes.

J-P Olkkonen contemplating his personal altar of beauty, co-created with Afrodite and Hermes.

Tuomas Laitinen with the head of Afrodite, Saaren Kartano, 2015.

Maria Oiva, Jani-Petteri Olkkonen and a ritual dog participating in the ritual of a visiting protagonist (Raila Knuuttila).



Afrodite (Maria Oiva) on her bed, anticipating a protagonist’s visit. Saaren kartano, 2015.

Apollon and Dionysos locked in the eternal struggle between logic and instinct, order and chaos, light and dark,wisdom and madness.

Hermes in an initiatory ritual, about to join the pantheon.



AFRODITE
Aphrodite was the goddess of love, desire and beauty.  Aphrodite represented sex, affection, and the attraction 
that binds people together.

Apart from her natural beauty, she also had a magical girdle that compelled everyone to desire her.
There are two accounts of her birth. According to one, she was the daughter of Zeus and Dione, the mother 
goddess worshipped at the Oracls of Dodona.The other account informs us that she arose from the sea on a 
giant scallop, after Cronus castrated Uranus and tossed his severed genitals into the sea. Aphrodite then walked 
to the shore of Cyprus. In a different version of the myth, she was born near the island of Cythera, hence her 
epithet “Cytherea”. Aphrodite was married to Hephaestus; however, she had an affair with her brother Ares, 
god of war. 

The three Graces are associated with Aphrodite, whose qualities are grace, seductive desire, charm, and the 
power of the pleasure principle. One should be in good relation with the Ares principle of aggression when 
encountering Aphrodite. Aphrodite takes her vengeance against anyone who has rejected her by involving him 
in some perverse erotic situation. Entanglement with her can be dangerous, but so too can scorning her. Love 
just is like that.

It is extremely dangerous to equate a woman’s beauty with Aphrodite’s because some heinous fate awaits those 
who fall prey to all-consuming pride (hubris). Psychologically, this means that beauty and its capacity to 
engender desire must not be identified with but must be recognized as a divine dynamism. To presume that 
beauty belongs to oneself is to identify with Aphrodite or to challenge her divinity.

The Aphrodite woman is easily recognizable in today’s culture.  She functions through the properties of charm, 
appeal, and the ability and willingness to give pleasure to convey subtle, flattering attention. For women who 
identify too strongly with the Aphrodite function, it is as if the archetypal function lives through her and she 
becomes its helpless slave. The subjective or inner component of Aphrodite can be seen in an introverted or 
an extraverted way: Internally, it could mean the ability to relate to beauty.  Externally, it would encompass the 
whole principle of Eros, the willingness to connect with and to be considerate of the other.

The Aphrodite principle provides us with the ability to make life-enhancing connections with others.



APOLLON
Apollon was the son of Zeus and Leto, twin brother of Artemis. He was the god of music, and he is often 
depicted playing a golden lyre. He was also known as the Archer, far shooting with a silver bow; the god of 
healing, giving the science of medicine to man; the god of light; and the god of truth. 

One of Apollon’s most important daily tasks was to harness his four-horse chariot, in order to move the Sun 
across the sky. Apollo was an oracular god, as he was the prophetic deity in the Oracle in Delphi. People from 
all over the known world travelled there to learn what the future held for them, through his priestess Pythia. 
The god was also worshipped in the island of Delos, which was initially dedicated to his twin sister Artemis. 
In relation to the rituals and practices that took place in Delos and Delphi, it could be said that there were 
two completely distinct cults in honour of Apollo.

As already mentioned, Apollon was also considered as the god of healing and medicine, either through 
himself or through his son Asclepius. At the same time, he could also bring forth disease and plague with his 
arrows; it was considered that a god that can cause disease is also able to prevent it.

Apollon epresents the principle of rational consciousness, which many times in numerous positive and 
heroic figures, has difficulty being born. The myth of Apollo’s birth shows how the divine can come into 
being in the human realm.  No firmly established ego will grant it refuge but is allowed in where there is a 
more tenuous consciousness, a floating existence, which then allows it to take root and become permanently 
established.

Power and virtue of consciousness and capacity for truth.  The opposite would be the darker, Dionysian side.
In inner experience, dreams that emphasize light/illumination refer to the Apollo principle.



DIONYSUS
Dionysus was the god of fertility and wine, later considered a patron of the arts. He created wine and spread 
the art of viticulture. He had a dual nature; on one hand, he brought joy and divine ecstasy; or he would bring 
brutal and blinding rage, thus reflecting the dual nature of wine.  Dionysus and his followers could not be 
bound by fetters.

Dionysus wandered the world actively spreading his cult. He was accompanied by the Maenads, wild women, 
flush with wine, shoulders draped with a fawn skin, carrying rods tipped with pine cones. While other gods 
had temples tot be worshipped at, the followers of Dionysus worshipped him in the woods. There, they might 
go into a state of ecstasy and madness, ripping apart and eating raw any animal they might come upon.
Dionysus was also one of the very few characters able to bring a dead person back from the underworld. Even 
though he had never seenSemele, he was concerned for her. Eventually, he journeyed into the underworld to 
find her. He faced down Thanatos and brought her back to Mount Olympus.

Dionysus became one of the most important gods in everyday life and was associated with several key concepts. 
One was rebirth after death; his dismemberment by the Titans and his return to life was symbolically echoed 
in viticulture, where the vines must be pruned back sharply, and then become dormant in winter for them 
to bear fruit. Another concept was that under the influence of wine, one could feel possessed by a greater 
power. Unlike other gods, Dionysus was not merely a god to be worshipped, but he was also present within his 
followers; at those times, a man would possess supernatural powers and was able for things he would not be 
able to do otherwise.

While Apollo inspires wisdom and was equated (by Jung) with introverted intuition, Dionysus inspires madness 
and was equated with extroverted sensation. To Dionysus belong the ecstasies and excesses of drunkenness and 
passion. Dionysos brings joy, protects sexual potency, and also affects addictions.

“Dionysus is the god who is mad. The visage of every true god is the visage of a world. There can be a god 
who is mad only if there is a mad world which reveals itself through him. We know him as the wild spirit 
of antithesis and paradox, of immediate presence and complete remoteness, of bliss and horror, of infinite 
vitality and the cruelest destruction.He is the mad ecstasy which hovers over every conception and birth and 
whose wildness is always ready to move on to destruction and death.”  (Walter Otto, Dionysos Myth and Cult.) 
 



HERMES
Hermes was the Greek god of commerce, son of Zeus and Maia. Quick acting and cunning, he was able to move 
swiftly between the world of man and the world of gods, acting as a messenger of the gods and the link between 
mortals and the Olympians.

He was the protector of travelers, thieves and athletes. He occassionally tricked the other gods for his own 
amusement or in an effort to protect humans. With the ability to move freely between worlds, he also served as 
the guide of the souls of the dead to the underworld and the afterlife.

Hermes was the god of revelation, bringer of dreams, guide of the dark way, psychopomp (leader of souls to 
the underworld). In ancient Greece, Hermes was the god of boundaries.  “Herm” is a name for a pile of stones 
marking a boundary, but later became a phallic marking to guard thresholds of buildings. Hermes transcends 
boundaries; the Hermetic principle can deceive the Apollonian principle since Hermes need not always tell the 
truth; Hermes can be false, ambiguous, and cunning.

Hermes is a magician with a magic wand; mediator between human and divine affairs. In psychological terms, 
he is the mediator between the personal psyche and the unconscious. He is the patron deity of depth psychol-
ogy because depth psychology seeks to relate consciousness to the unconscious depths and create a workable 
interchange between the two psychic structures.  Considered the maker of synchronicity, bringer of unexpect-
ed coincidences, happenings that cannot be rationally explained.

Hermes personalities are guided by an interest in the hidden, are carriers of secret lore and things hidden be-
neath the surface appearance.  They tend to expose the symbolic and dark, transcend the ordinary boundaries 
of human understanding. Falling into identification with the Hermetic principle means that someone will 
compulsively point out his or her interpretations and will feel obliged to point out hidden references, generally 
becoming quite a nuisance.

As the Hermetic principle is encountered internally, it can serve as an objective inner guide to the unconscious.
In dreams, winged beings associated with the wind carry a mediating spirit and have one foot in each world.  
These are the guides between the two realms of the human and divine, the conscious and unconscious.




