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Then | saw again all the oppressed who are suffering under the
sun, and beheld the tears of the oppressed, and they had no
comforter, and with their oppressors there was violence, and
they had no comforter; and | esteemed the dead happy who
have died long ago, more than the living who are still alive; and
happier than both, him who hath not been born.

(Ecclesiastes 4: 1-2)
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Introduction: What is Greek Tragedy?

The sun looks upon the suffering of both of us,
Neither of whom has done anything against the gods
To deserve your death.

(Admetus to his dying wife in Euripides’ Alcestis, 246-7)

Two and a half thousand years ago three Athenian Greek men—
Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles—between them composed
between two and three hundred tragic dramas. But only thirty-three
plays, perhaps ten per cent of their total output, survived to be
performed in theatres and read today. My book has just one purpose,
which is to make the texts of these thirty-three plays more interesting
and accessible. The texts, after all, consist merely of rows of printed
words—usually all that survives of the dazzling multi-medial open-air
shows that enthralled the ancient Greeks for centuries.

It is worth thinking about why their tragedies matter in the first
place. Greek tragedy (which in practice always means ‘Athenian
tragedy’) only matters if you believe that tragedy, more widely
defined, has itself played a significant role in your own culture.
The word ‘tragedy’ was the word that was given by the ancient
Greeks to their more serious theatrical performances, performed in
the open air under the unforgiving Mediterranean sun. It was a term
that probably once meant ‘goat-song’, a reminder that tragedy had
an ancient and intimate relationship with religion and especially
with rituals involving praise of the gods and animal sacrifice to
them. But by the fifth century bce, ‘tragedy’ meant a specific kind
of solemn drama performed in particular public contexts; it has
subsequently come to name not only a whole genre but an emo-
tional register and an aesthetic and indeed ethical category. When
we see the word ‘tragedy’ in a news headline, we know that the
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article will contain an account of terrible suffering. But how do we
define what was so distinctive about these ancient Greek plays that
they became the foundational examples of a medium that would
exert such a lasting cultural influence?

There have been as many definitions of Greek tragedy as there are
surviving plays, but most definitions centre on a handful of specific
features. With the solitary exception of the earliest tragedy, Aeschy-
lus’ Persians (472 b c e ), which is a ‘history play’ set only eight years
before it was first performed, all the Greek tragedies were set in what
even their original audience felt was the distant past. The heroes and
heroines they portray—Agamemnon, Antigone, Heracles—were
believed by the Athenians of the fifth century nce really to have
existed, but several centuries earlier. Greek tragedy therefore
involved a form of communal ghost-raising—bringing famous but
long-dead figures back to life. This dimension is brought into focus
when a ghost appears within the tragedy itself: Clytemnestra in
Aeschylus’ Eumenides, for example, whose physical corpse the audi-
ence has seen only minutes previously, or Polydorus in Euripides’
Hecuba, who can find no peace because he has received no burial
rites. Nietzsche had a point when he identified the uncanny moment
when Heracles leads the veiled Alcestis back from the Underworld to
her living husband, at the climax of Euripides’ Alcestis, as the scene
that epitomizes every spectator’s experience of tragic actors.l

Tragedy’s focus on death is expressed in other ways than in
breathing new life into the stories of the long deceased. Greek tragic
audiences repeatedly heard characters who were about to die deliver
their last words.l In such significant speeches and songs, one of the
main poetic images for denoting the boundary dividing life from
death is sunlight. When Antigone sings her own funeral lament, she
takes one last, lingering look at the ‘bright Sun’, before leaving the
stage to die (879-80). Just before he impales himself on Hector’s
sword, Ajax says farewell to the Sun forever, asking him to take the
news across the Aegean Sea to his parents in distant Salamis, on
which he also shone (845-51):

And you, O Sun, as you drive your chariot across the steep sky,
When you catch sight of my fatherland,

Hold tight your golden rein

And report my ruin and my doom
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To my ageing father and to her who nursed me.
The poor woman! When she hears this news,
The whole city will resound with her loud lamentation.

All these tragic heroes or heroines uttered their laments under the
sun which beat down upon them and whose light they were about to
leave forever; the audiences who watched and listened shared that
sunlight with them. The same sun that watched their miseries still
shines down on our troubled planet today.

Whether the heroic figures in tragedy die or not during their plays,
they live in unusually close communion with the dead. The deceased
whose absence troubles the living are almost always close relations:
spouses, parents, children, siblings. The living who perform rituals,
lament inconsolably, or are harassed by spectres and Erinyes
(Furies), are suffering because they are bereaved of their kin, or
because they have killed them. This feature distinguishes the ancient
Greeks’ tragedy fundamentally from their other serious genre,
Homeric epic. Kin-killing hardly features in the main frame narra-
tives of the lliad and the Odyssey, where people stick by their kin
while slaughtering enemies from rival households and kingdoms.
But in tragedy the murder of another member of the same household
isarecurring plot-type. Clytemnestra Kills her husband, Orestes kills
his mother, Oedipus Kills his father, Medea kills her children, Agave
kills her son, Creon sentences his niece Antigone to death.

The first person to analyse systematically the differences between
tragedy and other kinds of poetry was a northern Greek called
Aristotle. He studied with the Athenian philosopher Plato a few
decades after most of the extant tragedies were composed, and
while living in Athens no doubt attended theatrical productions as
well as reading the plays. Eventually he began to lecture on litera-
ture himself, and his Poetics contains the gist of what he argued to
his students was essential to tragedy. He said that tragedy’s effec-
tiveness was partly a result of the emotions aroused ‘where the
suffering involves people closely connected, for instance where
brother Kills brother, son father, mother son, or son mother’ (ch.
14, 1453b 19-zz). Here a key word is added to the fundamental
tragic constituents of death and familial ties, and that key word is
suffering. Tragedy is a representation of a serious event that
involves suffering, which made audience members feel pity for
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the sufferer and fear that the same thing could happen to them.
Centuries later, when the concept has divested itself of many of its
other, specifically Greek, characteristics, this constituent— suffering—
remains central to the definition of all ‘tragic’ events in the theatre,
fiction, or newspapers.3 The representation of specific instances of
suffering is one of the very few things that will always be central to
the historically mutable medium of tragic drama. The suffering can
take many forms, and the sufferers react to it in diverse ways. But
suffer they do, or the play they are in would not be a tragedy.

Many of the other elements that have sometimes been deemed
necessary and definitive constituents of the genre (for example, the
high social class of the sufferer, or tragedy’s ability to ennoble
suffering) prove not, on consideration of significant twentieth-
century examples such as Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman
(1949), to be necessary to tragedy at all. It is suffering that unites
Sophocles’ Oedipus, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and Miller's Willy
Loman, who dies after suffering, with precious little dignity, as a
way of life: his son Biff says that the result of the career path Willy
chose is ‘To suffer fifty weeks a year for the sake of a two-week
vacation’.4 That in Loman’s life the proportion of suffering to non-
suffering is as high as 50: 2 is, moreover, in itself suggestive of the
concentration on suffering implied by tragedy. As Aldous Huxley
put it in a brilliant essay that discussed the difference between
tragedy and other ‘serious’ genres, tragedy omits all the everyday
parts of life that dilute its effect. Tragedy does not tell the ‘whole
truth’ about life—that even at times when you are terribly bereaved,
domestic tasks must be done.5 Moreover, in order to build up its
effect, tragedy takes a certain period of time—what Aristotle called
its mekos or extension (Poetics ch. 7, 1451a 5): a joke can make
someone laugh in a matter of seconds, but it is almost impossible to
imagine what might constitute an effective one-minute tragedy.

A tragedy that did not represent suffering in some concentration
and with some sustained build-up could not be tragic, by any
criterion—ancient Greek, Renaissance, or contemporary. There is
always agony inherent in it—whether psychological or physical,
whether bereavement, boredom, or bodily mutilation. Yet ‘the dra-
matic representation of suffering’, although necessary to the defini-
tion of tragedy, is in itself insufficient. The process of staging agony
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as spectacle must in a sense be abusive. We must have a good reason
for wanting to watch another human suffering terribly, even in the
theatre, if we are not to become sensation-addicted voyeurs. There
remains, however, an obvious difference between the way that
suffering is represented in tragedy and the way that it was repre-
sented in ancient Roman gladiatorial displays (which often were
staged quasi-dramatically as combat between mythical heroes) and
its manifestation in contemporary hardcore pornographic films.
Tragedies, gladiatorial shows, and pornographic movies share dra-
matic form, enacted narrative, and agony, but neither the sole nor
central goal of tragedy is the arousal of excitement or desire.

Many tragic poets have written scenes that play on this difficult
borderline between arousing desire and arousing a more contem-
plative reaction: in Euripides’ Hecuba, the reported death of the
half-naked Trojan princess Polyxena, in front of an internal audi-
ence of thousands of Greek soldiers, is a graphic example. It invites
the external spectators to take sexualized pleasure in the description
of the young woman, who has torn her gown ‘from her shoulders to
her waist beside the navel, revealing her breasts and her torso, most
beautiful, like those of a statue’ (558-61). Yet the account simulta-
neously insists that the spectators raise to consciousness their own
suspect reaction; moreover, and most importantly, the pornographic
element in this scene is inseparable from the overriding ethical
question it asks, which is why the Greeks had seen fit to sacrifice
the young woman in the first place.

Greek literature elsewhere gives thought to the processes by
which shocking or repulsive sights can simultaneously fascinate. In
Plato’s Republic these conflicting impulses illustrate the way that
discrete elements in the soul combat one another, and this process is
illuminated by the example of an individual named Leontius. On
walking past the dead bodies lying near the place of Athenian public
execution, he ‘felt at the same time a desire to see them and a
repugnance and aversion’. In the end he gazed his fill, but felt
angry with himself for so doing (4.439c 7-4403 3). It may have
been thinking about this issue that led Aristotle to his remarkable
insight in the Poetics into the aesthetic process by which repulsive
sights are alchemically transformed through art into something not
only bearable, but actually enjoyable, legitimate and instructive to
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contemplate. In arguing that the desire to imitate is innate in
humans, he introduces the analogy of learning from works of visual
art: ‘We feel pleasure in looking at the most exact portrayals of
things that give us pain to look at in real life, the lowest animals, for
instance, or corpses’ (ch. 4 ,1448b 10-12.). This statement articulates
the process by which the painful constituents of material reality, even
the decay-prone physical remains of the dead, is aestheticized by art.
This sentence partly explains why the art galleries of the West are
crammed with pictures of individuals undergoing death, combat,
assault, rape, and torture. It also suggests how tragedy can be under-
stood. The misery undergone in tragedy is not something we would
elect to see another individual suffer in reality, but in the theatre we
can ‘feel pleasure in looking’ at it as well as learn from it.

One working definition of tragedy, therefore, could be that it
constitutes the dramatic expression of an enquiry into suffering,
an aesthetic question mark performed in enacted pain. For tragedy,
while representing an instance of suffering in dramatic form, always
asks why it has occurred. It is not a matter of whether the suffering
is of a particular type or quality: neither the Greek audiences nor
Shakespearean ones are likely to have drawn much distinction
between pitiful and ‘tragic’ agony. Philoctetes’ abscessed foot is as
fit for arousing tragic fellow-feeling as Iphigenia’s death sentence,
Lear’sisolation, or Hamlet's alienation. The philosophical interest is
in the causes of the suffering rather than its neuropathology.

Suffering and enquiry into it are in turn closely linked with the
two emotions that Aristotle, in his lectures, associated with the
tragic audience. The function of tragedy, he said was to arouse
pity and fear (Poetics ch. 6, 1449b 27). Spectators feel pity for the
sufferer who is being impersonated— Oedipus or Orestes, for exam-
ple. If the tragedy works properly, they will also feel fear, since they
will realize that something similar could perfectly well happen to
them; the fear is born of a recognition of the uncontrollability of the
forces in human life that have brought the suffering on its victims.
The cause of the suffering could be mistaken identity, uncontain-
able emotion, divine wrath, a family curse, the conventions of
ancient warfare, or simple bad luck; but the tragedy will explore
the causes of agony and bring home to spectators the extent to
which they were or were not avoidable. This means that what is
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essential to tragedy’s function is to elicit a response that is both
emotional and intellectual.

This is not to say that Greek tragedy always presents suffering as
ineluctable, which some critics of tragedy have argued is the philo-
sophical position that defines tragedy. Far from it. There are plenty
of scenes in Greek tragedy where a character is shown actually
taking the decision that precipitates the suffering, and even consid-
ering alternative courses of action. Orestes, sword in hand, wavers
before killing his mother in Libation-Bearers (899). Medea changes
her mind repeatedly before making the final decision to kill her
children. In Terry Eagleton’s recent study of tragedy, Sweet Vio-
lence, he uses Iphigenia in Aulis to show how a play can actually
tantalize the audience with the possibility that the disaster can be
averted, and in possessing this quality groups it with Othello and
two of Ibsen’s late plays: The Wild Duck (1884), and When We
Dead Awaken (1899).6The characters in Iphigenia in Aulis may be
stranded in an ethical vacuum, but this does not mean that they
need to choose to perform and suffer an inhumane atrocity.

In the face of confusing or non-existent signs from the gods, the
humans in Greek tragedy are often bewildered. They are baffled by
suffering, and often extremely angry about it. Like many philoso-
phers in more modern times, their ability to believe in the benevo-
lence and even the existence of the gods is stretched to the limit by
the presence of suffering in human life. This bafflement was no
doubt compounded by the physical inclusion of gods within the
original spaces where tragedy was performed, indeed the physical
inclusion of gods who seemed to enjoy describing precisely how and
why they intended to cause human suffering, often regardless of the
victim’s guilt or innocence. The dramatic universe was organized
vertically: but although a ghost like the dead king Darius could be
summoned from the Underworld, and indeed in Aristotle’s Poetics
(ch. 18) we hear of spectacular tragedies that were indeed ‘set in
Hades’, in the surviving plays there were only two visible planes of
existence within the stage world: the dancing space (orchestra) and
the actors’ platform where mortal life was represented, and the
higher level inhabited by the gods. By the time of Euripides and
Sophocles, gods could make appearances aloft in the machine
(mechane), suspended from a crane on the special level reserved
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for superhuman beings.7 In ancient vase-paintings inspired by tragic
performances, the gods inhabit the upper level of the vase, looking
down on the suffering mortals as if from windows in the upper
storeys of a building.8

There was another group within the theatre, and that was the
audience. The faculty of hearing implied in the word audience was
just as important as the faculty of sight; Oedipus wishes that he
could block off the stream of sound by which he apprehends his
destroyed world, as well as blinding himself (Sophocles, Oedipus
Tyrannus 1386-8). But the ancient audience is more accurately
termed the ancient ‘spectators’, since the word theatre meant ‘a
place for viewing'. The spectators who witnessed the enacted
enquiry into suffering sat in tiered seats—originally of wood, later
of stone—which rose from approximately the level of the stage to a
point that was elevated far above it, like the gods in the machine.
Tragic audiences shared their humanity—their vulnerability to suf-
fering and their inevitable mortality—with the heroic characters the
wrecking of whose lives they were witnessing. But as elevated
spectators they had more in common with the ‘internal audience’
of gods who caused that suffering.

When the Greeks included the gods and the gods’ immortal per-
spective within tragedy’s visual fields, the sense of struggling to
understand the factors that ultimately determined human lives was
incorporated forever in the medium. The tragic spectator knows
much more than the characters—is almost as omniscient as the
gods—yet has absolutely no power to intervene. Watching a tragedy
is like sitting in the seat of a god, but bound in shackles. The spectator
is a moral witness but not a moral agent. The tragedians exploited this
by writing many scenes in which suffering individuals scream from
the stage or from backstage for assistance that the spectator is
completely incapable of giving. We can only respond to the terrible
scenes that we withess—we can never prevent Medea from murdering
her children or Agamemnon from authorizing the sacrifice of Iphi-
genia. But we can hope to have a better idea why these catastrophes
happened towards the end of their plays rather than at the beginning.

One small comfort that this extra-terrestrial perspective can
bring is a profound sense of the passing of time. As spectators, the
original audiences were watching events they believed had occurred
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many generations ago, and this knowledge brings with it a certain
emotional distancing, a little immunity from the pain. The world
moves on, and although this can mean the end of things that are
good, there is nothing—either good or evil—in human life that lasts
forever. More than two millennia before Shelley composed his
‘Ozymandias’ (1818) on the theme of time’s erasure of all human
institutions, Oedipus predicts to Theseus that one day the Greek
political map will change drastically (607-13):

Dearest son of Aegeus, only gods

Never suffer old age and death.

Everything else is ruined by overmastering Time.

A country’s power fails her, as the strength of the body fails,
Trust dies, and distrust is bom,

And the same feelings are never maintained constantly
Either between individual friends or city-states.

The solemn beauty of this tragic vision evokes a response that is of
course not only emotional and intellectual: it is always aesthetic as
well. As Aristotle saw, the instructive element of tragedy was insepar-
able from the pleasure it offered. All three tragedians were exception-
ally gifted poets, and the recent resurgence of verse translations used
in performance, rather than the plain, pared-down, ‘naturalist’ prose
idiom so popular in the post-war period, shows that the poetry of
Greek tragedy has arrived back on the agenda.9 We can once again
appreciate that Euripides’ teenager Iphigenia not only suffers wholly
without deserving it, but that she also delivers one the greatest poetic
monologues of all time, when she pleads with her father to spare her
(Iphigenia in Aulis iozi-51). This how she begins:

If | had the eloguence of Orpheus, father,
And could by intoning spells

Persuade rocks to follow me,

Or by speaking enchant anyone | wanted,
Then that’s what | would have done.

But as it is, | offer you my expertise in tears,
For this is something even | am able to do.

Tragedy was beautiful; like all poetry it could bring delight. Yet, as
the nurse in Medea complains, the lovely arts of music and poetry,
so prominent in the genre in which she is herself participating, can
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never cure human suffering. Poets are fools since they have never
discovered anything that can do so (195-9):

Nobody has ever invented a way

To put a stop to human bitterness and hurt

By music or songs accompanied by the strings of the lyre.

Yet hurt causes deaths, and the terrible events that wreck families.
Finding a cure would bring benefits.

Tragedy consisted aurally of variegated theatrical verse, composed
in heightened poetic language, and performed by highly trained
vocalists.

There is a story told in a comedy by the tragedians’ contempor-
ary playwright Aristophanes that shows how spellbinding the
Athenians found the experience of hearing an actor deliver a fine
tragic speech. One source of relief from the boredom of jury
service is offered when an actor finds himself in the dock: then
you can make him recite the famous soliloquy from a tragedy
about Niobe (Wasps 579-80). We do not have this tragedy, but
since Niobe caused the death of all her children by offending the
gods, it must have been affecting. Both a passage in Aristophanes
as well as a number of vase-paintings suggest that the tragic
audiences also remembered the visual power of the silent, veiled
figure of Niobe and of the corpses of her seven sons and seven
daughters, killed by the archer siblings Artemis and Apollo.10
Besides its aural beauty, tragedy’s masks and costumes were
designed to appeal to the eye, and a strong sense of the visual
pleasure on offer at a tragic performance emanates from the many
vase-paintings related to tragedy we are fortunate enough to be
able to study.ll

The Greeks’ vision of human suffering was just one constituent
of a wider cultural sensibility shared by the several ethnic and
linguistic groups inhabiting the complicated and interactive world
of the eastern Mediterranean two and a half thousand years ago.
There are many links that relate the tone and content of Greek
tragic poetry to the literature of Mesopotamia (above all the Epic
of Gilgamesh) or to the Old Testament. The author of the passage
from Ecclesiastes quoted at the beginning of this book has been
contemplating all the suffering and violence he sees under the sun,
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and come to the conclusion that the happiest man is the one who
has never been born. This thinker was Jewish, and was writing at
about the same time as the authors of Greek tragedy.12' His rumi-
nations are strikingly similar to those of the chorus of Oedipus at
Colonus (1224-35):

On any account, it is best not to be bom at all.

But once you are born, the next best thing

Is to return to where you came from as soon as possible.
When you are young, light-headed and unthinking,

What agonizing blows, what hardships do not afflict you?
Bloodshed, strife, quarrels, battles, and resentful envy.

The quality which makes this poetry different from the Sumerian
narrative poem or the Hebrew scripture is less its content and
melancholy world-view than the medium in which it was enjoyed.
Its defining characteristic is that it was performed, partly to music,
by men in masks and costumes, who danced as they impersonated
imaginary long-dead people.

However grave the actions portrayed in Greek tragedies, and
however weighty their philosophical content, the audiences who
packed the ancient theatres seem to have been completely stage-
struck. When the tragedians’ near contemporaries discuss tragic
theatre—even philosophers like Plato, who is harshly critical of its
moral content—they always and emphatically acknowledge its
allure. All Greek tragedies are serious and substantial artworks
that explore the relationship between the living and the dead;
portray mortal bafflement at the workings of the universe; enquire
philosophically into the causes, effects, and nature of suffering;
and yet provide considerable aesthetic pleasure—that is, enter-
tainment. But every play and indeed many episodes within each
play are remarkably different in tone and total effect, while
belonging very much to the same social and economic system
which produced them all. It is therefore time to stop generalizing
and begin to work in detail through the tragedies’ characteristics,
in the context of the world in which they were first composed,
performed, and enjoyed.
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Play Makers

PERSONNEL

The creative achievement of the Greek tragedians in turning myths into
theatre takes the breath away. As we read through the plays and
imagine them being enacted, scene after scene shocks and terrifies us;
as Aristotle said, the plot of a well-made tragedy could make us shudder
even if we only heard it reported (Poetics ch. 14 ,1453b 3-7). Everyone
has their favourites. One of mine is the stunning moment in the
Aeschylean Prometheus when lo, who is half-way to being fully trans-
formed into a heifer, leaps wildly into the view of the Titan fettered on
his Caucasian crag (561). Another is the final entrance of Creon in
Sophocles’ Antigone, carrying the corpse of his fully grown son, two
millennia before Lear first carried in Cordelia and howled. The imagi-
native efforts of Euripides achieved so many memorable effects that it is
hard to choose amongst them. For sheer excitement the prize must go to
the earthquake in Bacchae, when the theatre-god Dionysus himself
breaks free from gaol; but the all-time greatest scene for pathos is
Hecuba’'s lament over the tiny cadaver of her grandson Astyanax as
she composes his limbs on Hector’s shield in Trojan Women.

Then there is the poetry. Even the centuries that have passed
between us and the Greek tragedians, and the linguistic betrayal
involved in translation, do not hide the intellectual force and beauty
of the disgraced Ajax’s meditation on the effects of the passage of
time (Sophocles, Ajax 646-9):

Time, so long, so immeasurably long,

Reveals everything that has been obscure, and
Conceals what has been apparent. Nothing is
Impossible. Even the sternest oath

Can be broken, and the strongest will.
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Communities can be broken over time as well, and some of the best
lyrics in Greek tragedy are suffused with a nostalgic longing for a
society’s better days in the past. One example is the sensual memory
of an idyllic sanctuary of Zeus at sunrise, on which the chorus of
Euripides’ Trojan Women linger just before they are forcibly
deported (1060-70):

So, O Zeus, you have betrayed to the Achaeans

Your shrine in Illium, your fragrant altar,

The flaming sacrificial juices, rising skyward

In smoke infused with myrrh; you have betrayed

Sacred Pergamum, and Ida—the ivy-meshed vales of Ida,
Where streams of melting snow pour down,

The hallowed recipient of the first sunbeam,

Bathed in light at the edge of the world.

It is scenes and poetry like this, components of a profound intel-
lectual enquiry into suffering encoded in exquisite art, that have
ensured that Greek tragedy is today once again a living cultural
presence. It is taught in schools, performed in both professional and
amateur theatres, broadcast on radio, and appears in various guises
in novels by major contemporary writers of fiction.l People who
have never read any Greek tragedy in a modern-language transla-
tion, let alone studied it in ancient Greek, often know something
about the heroes of Sophocles’ Oedipus or Euripides’ Medea—the
king who killed his father and slept with his mother, or the woman
who killed her own children. The climate of our times, with the rise
and partial victory, at least in some arenas, of feminism, the Civil
Rights movement, anti-colonialism, anti-militarism and gay rights,
has made the confrontational ancient Greek tragedies seem power-
fully relevant and immediate.

Yet Greek tragedy can be deceptive. For many people today a
Greek play will be the first text from antiquity that they encounter.
It is often the first to which they feel they can relate, precisely
because it can seem so fresh and accessible. Audiences still gasp
when Medea complains about the unfair status of women not only
in society and in the economy but in the bedroom (see below,
pp. 152-3). When Oedipus, the brilliant, elected leader of Thebes
in Oedipus Tyrannus, throws his weight about and loses his temper
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with people who are trying to help him, he seems to foreshadow all
those politicians, to be seen daily on our televised news pro-
grammes, whose power has gone to their heads. But for every
passage in the surviving plays that seems immediate and easy to
understand, there is another that seems obscure or irrelevant. It is
the purpose of this book to attempt, at least, to make all of Greek
tragedy enjoyable. Part of this task involves thinking about each
play individually, which is the function of Chapters 5 to 7. But the
project also requires putting together what information we can
about the people who created the plays, and the context in which
they were originally performed.

The pagan, patriarchal, slave-holding Mediterranean society for
whom the tragedies were composed and first performed can indeed
seem remote and inscrutable. But a vital principle to grasp is that the
‘audience’ of Greek tragedy was, socially speaking, inseparable
from its creative personnel. Theatre was less a public institution
than a process, a public activity, in linguistic terms, it was more of a
verb than a noun. The men—and they were all men—involved in
making Greek tragedies between 472 and 40! bce, the seven dec-
ades from which (with one exceptionl) thirty-two of the thirty-three
plays discussed in this book certainly date, were almost all members
of the Athenian public. More importantly, many of the spectators
would have performed in a tragic chorus at some stage of their lives,
probably when they were young men; numerous others would be
proudly watching one of their brothers, sons, nephews, grandsons,
or neighbours performing. Greek tragedy seems less daunting if we
remember that it was community theatre, and a significant propor-
tion of the men involved in the productions were what we would
call amateurs.

Yet they were also different men, from varied backgrounds.
Athens’ total territory, the ancient name of which was Attica,
encompassed many miles of coastline, along with some islands,
three vast plains divided by mountain ranges, extensive forests,
and the long river Cephisus, which flows from the Parnes mountain
range in the North to the Saronic Gulf in the West. While some
citizens lived inside the walls of the city itself (their numbers swelled
in wartime), and could have walked to the theatre from their homes
in half an hour, others lived at distances of twenty or more miles, and
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would have required a day or two to travel up to town. Attica was in
fact made up of a hundred and thirty-nine separate communities—
villages or districts—called ‘demes’, and when two Athenian citizens
were talking to one another, they identified one another by the
name of their father and their deme. The demes were divided into
three groups—coastal, inland, and city—and no doubt that type of
regional identity was an important factor in domestic relations
as well.

Village identity remained strong during the fifth century, long
after the unification of Attica traditionally attributed to Theseus.
This becomes clear from the historian Thucydides’ report of the
social dislocation caused when the rural Athenians had to move into
the city centre after the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War (z.i6):

In ancient and more recent times, up until the present war, the majority of
the Athenians still lived in the countryside with their families, and were
unwilling to move now... They were extremely upset and uneasy at the
prospect of leaving behind their homes and what (according to the old
political order) were their ancestral sanctuaries, of changing their habits
of daily life, and of abandoning what every person regarded as his own
city-state.

The demes held their own political assemblies, and some of them
also had their own theatres, in which touring productions of the
famous plays that had premiered at festivals in the city could be
enjoyed, at least by the later years of the fifth century. Those who
were fellow demesmen of the famous playwrights Aeschylus, Eur-
ipides, and Sophocles will have known them well; they will have
supported them when they won accolades in the theatre, and will
have encountered them in other public arenas, such as the Assembly
where they voted alongside the other citizens, or the nearby agora
(market-place) where much business was conducted.

The three great Greek tragedians were all citizens of Athens and
residents of Attica, and indeed the distance between the demes from
which they hailed illustrates the range of communities that com-
prised the city-state. Aeschylus, who was born in 525 bce, nearly
two decades before the revolution that lead to the instalment of the
democracy in 507, came from Eleusis, a settlement in the far west of
Attica renowned for its ancient cult of Demeter and the mysteries
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conducted in her honour there. Euripides’ family owned property
on the island of Salamis, where he is said to have been born at least
three decades after Aeschylus; tradition had it that he had composed
some of his tragedies in a cave on the island. Certainly there is
plenty of imagery connected with the sea and seafaring in his
plays. But his deme was actually Phlya, well inland beyond the
Mountain of Hymettus east of the city, and this upbringing may
be connected with the character type of morally upright peasant
farmer who features in his Electra and is mentioned in his Orestes
(917-22). Euripides’ near-coeval Sophocles, on the other hand, was
born in Colonus Hippios, a suburban deme only about a mile to the
north-west of the centre, although it was rural in character (it is still
named Kolonos but is now a densely populated urban district). His
last surviving play, Oedipus at Colonus, is actually set in the sacred
grove of goddesses called the ‘Semnai’ or ‘Eumenides’ (‘Holy’
or ‘Kindly’ ones) which he must have visited himself on many
occasions.

From the time of the earliest available records, it seems clear that
particular families were collectively involved in theatrical activity,
producing both playwrights and actors.3 Such families were either
in the tragedy business or the comedy business: the two were
regarded as distinct skills. Aeschylus’ sons included Euphorion, a
tragic poet and successful theatrical producer, and also Euaion, an
actor famous for his virtuosic dancing. Over a century later, Aeschy-
lus’ great-grandson or (possibly great nephew) Astydamas was a
distinguished tragic playwright. There is an ancient tradition that
Sophocles had started out as an actor himself, and played roles in his
own tragedies, but the relative feebleness of his voice had led him to
retire from the stage and devote himself to playwriting;4 there is no
reason to doubt that this was true, since in an acting family the
younger members would almost inevitably have been encouraged to
attempt roles. Sophocles’ son lophon and grandson Sophocles were
actively involved in tragic theatre, as was Euripides’ son (also called
Euripides), who staged his father’s plays posthumously, including
Iphigenia in Aulis and Bacchae.

The three great tragedians all came from well-established, elite
families that must have been sufficiently financially independent to
allow them to work on theatrical productions more or less full-time.
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Although the financial arrangements that underlay such produc-
tions as early as the fifth century are obscure, there is no talk of
large cash prizes. The point seems to have been to win acclaim and
popularity, which in Athens meant accruing influence, powerful
alliances and friendships, and unlimited dinner invitations. There
were other theatrical families in Athens that produced poets and
actors and competed for these advantages. Both Aeschylus and
Euripides, however, wrote plays not only for the Athenians but for
statesmen far away, in Sicily and Macedon, work for which they
will have been handsomely remunerated.

It was to an inland deme called Icaria, often associated with the
theatre-god Dionysus, that the traditional inventor of tragedy,
Thespis, belonged. The story went that he was a singer of
dithyrambs (hymns to Dionysus), or a mummer who travelled
around the villages with a special wagon, staging masked enter-
tainments as he went.5 He was believed to have won the first ever
competition in tragedy, held at Athens in 534 bce, nine years
before Aeschylus was born. This was during the reign of the tyrant
Pisistratus, and nearly three decades before the democracy was
founded in 507 bce.

Some scholars think that Thespis’ itinerant ‘theatrical’ perfor-
mances were actually the ancestors of classical comedy rather than
tragedy. Yet the issue is clouded because, even centuries before
theatre had come into existence, many of its aspects had been
anticipated in Greek life. The performance of epic, a practice
which stretched back hundreds of years into the Mycenaean past
and beyond, had included extended passages of direct speech where
the bard recited the actual words of Achilles, or Hecuba, or Odys-
seus. There had been mimetic elements in rituals which involved
mythological stories—noises imitating thunder and chariot wheels,
for example, had been simulated in enactments of the appearance of
gods from the Underworld. Choruses of the ‘archaic’ period (i.e.
before the fifth century v c ¢ ), such as the choruses of young women
who participated in the cult of Apollo on Delos, had always played
with alternative identities and incorporated mimetic gestures into
their performances. But there is a big difference between singing in
the persona of a nymph while retaining your own physical appear-
ance, and pretending to be someone else altogether.
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Fig. i.i. Prize-winning actor dedicating his mask; a Herculaneum
wall-painting, now in the Naples Archaeological Museum,
probably copied from a Greek original of c.300 bce.

What made tragic theatre distinctively theatrical when it was
invented in the sixth century was the uncanny phenomenon of an
actor assuming a role by masking his identity and speaking in the
voice of a long-dead character such as Pentheus or Tiresias.
Throughout antiquity, tragedy and the actor’s mask were con-
ceptually wholly inseparable, and actors are represented with,
or contemplating, their masks (see Fig. 1.1). Theatre happened
on the cusp between the world that the Athenians could see
around them—the reality of the south slope of the Acropolis—and
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the imaginary world of the play, heroic Thebes or Troy. Crossing
this boundary happened at the moment the actor brought to
life his Active identity. Costumes and masks are not just
decorative accessories of the actor; in an important sense
they are what makes a performer an actor rather than any
other kind of performer.

The earliest theatre must have made an overwhelming impres-
sion. From the perspective of the early twenty-first century, the
actor’'s assumption of another identity is so much a part of our
cultural environment that it can be difficult to recreate the enormity
of its original impact, just as the soaking of our own third-millennial
culture in celluloid, videotape, and digital images means that we
will never experience the excitement felt by the earliest cinema
audiences. The Greek tragic actor or chorus-man superimposed
upon his own features a mask depicting another individual, and
impersonated that individual’'s speech and movement. In humerous
roles this entailed shedding a masculine identity and substituting a
female one. The actors’ physical assumption of the personae of
women was a practice that probably sent shockwaves through
early Athenian audiences.

The introduction of the first female role was traditionally attrib-
uted to a tragedian called Phrynichus, who was working in the years
between Thespis and Aeschylus. Indeed, despite much speculation
surrounding the appearance of maenads in the vase-painting of the
period in the sixth century when the tyrant Pisistratus introduced
tragic competitions to Athens, there is little reason to suppose that
the preponderance of female characters and choruses in the extant
tragedies was ever a traditional and aboriginal feature of the genre.
The titles attributed to Thespis, the only tragedian certainly known
to have been working before Phrynichus, are Funeral Games of
Pelias, Priests, and Pentheus, none of which requires us to imagine
a female character or even chorus, since violent encounters with
maenads do not have to be enacted visibly: they could be reported
(as they are in Euripides’ Bacchae) and lamented by men. Tragedy,
then, far from being a genre preoccupied with the feminine from the
beginning, may have evolved into this, even as late as Phrynichus’
heyday in the first third of the fifth century. Watching actors imper-
sonate females, with the concomitant phenomenon of the sculpted
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female mask, may still have been very recent developments in
Aeschylus’ early manhood.

Who were these Athenians whose city created the surviving Greek
tragedies? Current scholarship estimates that the total population of
Attica during this period was about a quarter of a million, but that
the large proportion of resident foreigners (‘metics’) and slaves
meant that only perhaps thirty thousand inhabitants were adult
male citizens. The major theatrical contests, which seem to have
been extremely popular, may have accommodated just over fifty per
cent of this citizen body; it is unlikely that the theatre of Dionysus
could have seated significantly more. The evidence does not allow
us to be absolutely certain, but on balance it is unlikely that women
were present at the City Dionysia premieres of tragedy, except
perhaps for one or two important and mature priestesses. The first
audiences of the plays therefore seem to have been dominantly
(some scholars argue almost exclusively) free, Athenian or allied
to Athens, and male.6 Yet when considering the impact that these
plays had on their audiences, it is crucial to remember that the more
popular and successful were revived, in places other than Athens, as
early as the 460s, and by the last decade of the fifth century with
increasing frequency. The venues included not only smaller neigh-
bourhood theatres in some of the demes, but cities as far afield as
Sicily, southern Italy, and Macedon. Scholars have also stressed the
likely diversity of the audiences of theatrical performances in deme
theatres and far beyond the borders of Attica; in such venues it
becomes hazardous to make assumptions about the sex, status, or
ethnicity of the spectators.7

The festivals of the wine-god Dionysus, during the course of
which drama competitions were held at Athens, fell respectively in
the month called the Lenaea (approximately equivalent to January)
and the month called Elaphebolion (approximately equivalent to
April). The festival held in Lenaea was itself called ‘the Lenaea’, and
was a smaller affair, attended only by residents of Athens; the three
great tragedians do not seem to have produced their plays much at
this venue. We know far more about the much bigger festival, the
‘City Dionysia’ or ‘Great Dionysia’. This was held after the start of
each year’s sailing season, thus allowing spectators to attend from
all over the Greek world, making it truly ‘Panhellenic’ as well as
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giving the Athenians a chance to display their artistic gifts to their
allies and associates everywhere.

Tragic authors submitted proposals for plays to the senior city
magistrate called the arcbhdn eponymos. He was otherwise in charge
of administering secular and political affairs rather than religious
ones, which underlines how tragedy, although performed at a reli-
gious festival, fused social, political, and spiritual concerns. There
was a symbiotic relationship between the practices of the demo-
cratic city-state and its dramas, which were enacted at one of the
two most important festivals in the religious calendar. Tragedy sat
on a cusp between the sacred and the secular, and it is this that
allowed it to crystallize, by transmuting into memorable mythical
storylines, the anxieties, aspirations, tensions, and contradictions
that underlay Athenian society and thought.

The plays were submitted for the archon’s consideration by a date
between a year and few months or so before the next festival. Each
tragedian had to propose a group of four plays (a ‘tetralogy’), three
tragedies and a satyr drama, to be performed consecutively on a
single day of the festival. In 458 bce, for example, Aeschylus
submitted his tetralogy the Oresteia, consisting of Agamemnon,
Libation-Bearers, Eumenides, and a satyr drama called Proteus.
We know nothing of how much actual text he was required to
submit, and little about the means by which the archon—probably
in consultation with other officials—arrived at his decision as to
which three tragedians were to compete at the next festival. It is
likely that a poet whose production in a previous competition had
proved disastrous could be excluded, and we hear of complaints
when Sophocles, as a favourite poet, was not selected.8

The three selected tragedians were allocated their principal actors,
their chorus, and also their choregos. This was a wealthy man who
sponsored the production by funding the maintenance, costuming,
and training of the chorus of citizens that would be made available to
each of the tragedians. Some of the rich grumbled about the expense,
and went to considerable lengths to avoid being selected; a character
in acomedy complains that if a man is chosen to be cbhoregos, he ends
up in rags himself while dressing his chorus-men in gold.9 But the
more enterprising rich men realized that this kind of tax offered a
massive opportunity for enhancing their reputations, and therefore
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careers. The selection of the choregoi took place nearly a whole year
before the actual festival. Making this contribution to a festival was
an extremely costly business, and since there was pressure towin, the
spending by the three tragic choregoi no doubt became competitive
in itself. The economic basis of theatrical activity was therefore
related to the political life of the city.

The drama competitions at the City Dionysia were inaugurated at
an event called the Proagon (which means ‘preliminary to the com-
petition’ or ‘before the competition’). After about 440 bce thiswas
held in a roofed building called the ‘Song Hall’ (Oideion) next to the
theatre. All the dramatists who were about to compete ascended a
rostrum, along with their actors and chorus-men (wearing garlands
but neither masks nor costumes), and ‘announced’ or ‘talked about’
their compositions.10 Tradition had it that when Sophocles heard
that his great rival Euripides had died, he reduced the people to tears
by appearing at the Proagon to the festival in 406 bce dressed in
black, with the heads of his troupe bare of the customary festive
garlands.1l It would be fascinating to know more about the Proa-
gon, especially the degree to which the details of the plot and special
effects were made public, and how far the actual masked perfor-
mances at the festival assumed knowledge of the personnel that had
been gained when they appeared without their masks.

It was probably on the day following the Proagon that the reli-
gious rituals themselves began, with the procession called the ‘Intro-
duction’ (Eisagoge), which annually reproduced the introduction of
Dionysus to his theatre in the city sanctuary. According to myth,
this commemorated his original journey from Eleutherae, on the
border with Boeotia, into Attica.lZ Instead of recreating the entire
journey, the icon of Dionysus, which consisted of a wooden pole
with a mask at one end, was adorned with a costume and ivy. It was
carried from his city sanctuary to an olive-grove outside the city
called the Academy, which was on the road that headed out towards
Eleutherae. The Academy was sacred to Athena. A day or two later,
after hymns and sacrifices, Dionysus was brought by torchlight in a
great procession back to the theatre in his sanctuary from which he
had been taken.13

Once Dionysus had been installed, the festival opened officially
the next morning with the Pompe, which simply means ‘procession’.
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All the city was now in a state of high excitement: the Assembly
could not be held, nor legal proceedings initiated, and it seems
that even prisoners could be released temporarily on bail.14 The
procession, which probably led from the city walls, would stop at
each of several shrines on its way to the sanctuary of Dionysus in
order to sing and dance for different gods. At the same time, it
defined, by symbolical enactment, the relationships between the
different social groups that made up Athenian society. It was led by
a virginal young woman from an aristocratic family, who carried
the ceremonial golden basket that would contain the choicest pieces
of meat from the sacrifice. The choregoi who had funded the
productions wore expensive costumes, sometimes made of gold.
Provision had to be made for the public feast, and the many
thousands of people attending the festival would have needed a
great deal to eat: the bull specially chosen to be the principal
sacrificial animal, as ‘worthy of the god’, was accompanied by
younger citizens in military training (ephebes). There were, in
addition, hundreds of lesser sacrifices; the sanctuary of Dionysus
must have resembled a massive sunlit abattoir attached to a barbe-
cue. It resounded with the bellowing and bleating of frightened
animals, was awash with their blood, and smelled powerfully of
carcasses and roasting meat.

To accompany the meal, enormous loaves of bread on spits and
wine in leather skins was carried in procession by citizens, while the
metics carried the bowls for mixing the wine with water, which was
borne in pitchers by their daughters. More groups of men brought up
the rear, carrying the ritual phalluses of Dionysus and singing hymns.
The City Dionysia in the period from which our tragedies date, i.e.
after the Persian Wars, therefore still bore traces of the raucous
processions that were such an important part of festivals of Dionysus
in the country neighbourhoods. They included the carrying of a
phallus pole to the accompaniment of obscene songs, and worship-
pers dressed in ‘ithyphallic’ costumes (i.e. with inbuilt or attached
erect artificial phalluses). It is probable that the separate competitions
in choral singing by fifty-strong choruses of citizens took place soon
after the procession, and before the drama competitions.15

The theatre itself was prepared for the culmination of the festival,
the performance of the plays, by various ceremonial activities.
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These began with a purification rite that may have involved yet
another sacrifice, this time of very young piglets. The ten strategoi
(‘generals’), the most senior elected officers of state, then poured out
libations of wine to the gods. A public herald made a series of
announcements, naming recent benefactors of the city. When the
theatre was full, there was a display of rows of golden money bars
(‘talents’), the revenue Athens had accrued that year from the states
allied with her, who in practice were her imperial subjects and thus
required to pay tribute. The imperial flavour was heightened by the
public presentation of a suit of armour to all those sons of Athenian
war dead who had achieved military age, before they were invited to
take prominent seats near the front of the theatre.

A herald, probably with the aid of a trumpet, announced each of
the dramatic productions. Although the programme of the festival
was altered over the fifth century, especially in terms of the perfor-
mances of the comedies, the programme for tragedy remained con-
stant: each of the three competing poets had his tetralogy performed
in one go on a single day, probably starting early in the morning.
The order in which the tetralogies were performed was decided by
lot. At the end of the competition, the results were decided by the
judges, who were ordinary citizens selected at the last minute from a
cross-section of all the tribes, rather than elected, in order to try to
avoid corruption. The judges were under a great deal of pressure,
however, to vote in accordance with public opinion, which would
be quite clear from the applause generated during and after the
performances. The victorious tragedian was crowned with ivy,
and led in a procession, like a victorious athlete returning from
the Olympic games, to a wealthy friend’s house for a private party.
The general atmosphere of such a party, with drinking competi-
tions, a sexual undercurrent, pipe-girls, and carousing outside in the
streets into the small hours, is well conveyed by the post-performance
party dramatized in Plato’s Symposium.

The dramatic performances were framed by civic ceremonies that
involved a large and diverse personnel. All this information is inter-
esting in its own right, especially to anthropologists of theatre. But it
also casts light on the content of the plays. The many rituals per-
formed in tragedy will have taken on particular meanings in the
minds of an audience who had just participated in large-scale
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animal sacrifice and public libation. All the processions will have
provided a point of reference for the processions within the plays,
for example Aeschylus’ Eumenides, which concludes with a proces-
sion of Athenian women. The ‘psychic geography’ internalized by
all those who had participated in the Eisagoge, the route from the
periphery to the centre via shrines of significant local gods, will have
provided a mental framework onto which to graft their experiences
of the Bronze Age public spaces conjured up in the theatre. The
prominent role given to ayoung woman in the great civic procession
to the theatre, which also included metics’ daughters carrying water
jugs, may have been remembered by spectators watching the many
scenes in tragedy where women perform rituals, for example
Ismene’s libation to atone for her father’s pollution of the grove of
the Eumenides in Oedipus at Colonus, or appear as priestesses, such
as Iphigenia in Iphigenia among the Taurians.

The ceremonies set a political tone as well. The presence in the
theatre of Greeks from many allied states, as well as the resident
aliens of Athens in the procession, provided a suitable context for
the exploration of confrontation between different ethnic groups
that is such a feature of the tragedies. The imperial tone set by the
display of tribute could surely provide a source of irony when plays
questioned the conduct of cities in war. The award of arms to
fatherless youths provided a telling psychological reference point
for the scenes, such as Ajax’s encounter with his little son in Sopho-
cles’ Ajax, where armour or the death of a warrior-father provides
the dramatic focus. And the trumpets of the past resounded once
again during tragedies where large groups of people needed to be
assembled or herded around, for example in Aeschylus’ Eumenides
(567-8).

There must have been a good deal of excitement and gossip about
the actors who would be starring in the plays, yet we know little of
individual actors in Aeschylus’ day. Their expertise needs to be
inferred from the texts, and we can be sure that they were already
required to memorize hundreds of lines to be delivered in quite
different personas across a whole tetralogy. By the second half of
the fifth century, superstar actors began to appear, like Andron, a
prizewinner at the Dionysia, and the superb Tlepolemos. He was
Sophocles’ favourite actor for several years, and therefore may have
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been the first person to realize some of the most famous roles in
world theatre. Oiagros was a moving Niobe (Wasps 579-80).16
These actors could squeeze huge emotion just from their posture,
or silence, or the contrast between their controlled speech and their
laments. The most important actor in the later fifth century was
probably a man named Nikostratos. Nikostratos was still winning
at the Dionysia in 399 bce. What spectators remembered was the
way he could reduce them to tears simply by a particular way he
recited a certain kind of verse (tetrameters) to pipe accompaniment,
and above all his superb delivery of messenger speeches.17 Calli-
pides, however, was the most lively and emotive of tragic actors,
and his innovative style went to extremes. He was outstandingly
popular in the later fifth century at Athens, as an exceptional mimic,
who enjoyed imitating the gestures of all social types, including the
movements of ‘low-grade’ women. Callipides was only doing what
many in the tragic audience by then wanted.l8 The same mimic
element could be seen in the voice many tragic actors used, in their
quest to affect exact pitch and rhythm. Actors now risked derision if
they clung to the old-fashioned exaggerated type of vocal delivery,
which aimed at volume and depth, rather than subtle affective
modulation (see below, pp. 42-3).

The physical demands made on actors were considerable. Their
vocal training was arduous, and they needed to be able to sing solo
as well as deliver rapid-fire dialogue and extended orations. They
had to switch mask and role under pressure, quickly, and often.
They needed to take care not to turn their back on the audience for
very long,19 which is a challenge in the ancient Greek theatrical
space with spectators sitting in a semi-circle. Some roles required a
strong presence even through extended passages when they
remained silent, such as Cassandra in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.
Others required conveying a character’s qualities through gait.
Actors also needed to be physically fit. Some roles require outstand-
ing physical qualities, for example that of lo in Prometheus, who
needs to leap across the stage as if incessantly goaded by a gadfly, or
Philoctetes, who must convey what it feels like to live in unremitting
pain. Some spend time prostrate or on their knees, such as Hecuba
in Trojan Women. Others had to climb onto palace roofs, appear
through trapdoors, and fly in the theatrical crane.
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Some sources imply that these energetic, creative, and expressive
ancient Greek actors had a reputation for effeminacy;20 they could
certainly be temperamental. The brilliant fourth-century actor Theo-
dorus insisted on having plays rewritten so that he always performed
the first speech (Aristotle, Politics 7.1336b 27-31). Another tragic
actor, when playing a queen, demanded that the cboregos supply him
with a retinue of richly dressed attendants; when this was refused, the
actor sulked and refused to appear at all (Plutarch, Pbocion 19.2-3).
But it is important to keep the idea of real, known individuals with
specific skills in mind when we think about individual plays, since the
playwrights were almost certainly responding to the talents available
to them when they created particular roles. Euripides must have had
access to an expert in impersonating powerful women when he wrote
Medea, old women when he wrote Hecuba and Trojan Women, and
one who could sing elaborate arias at a high pitch when he wrote
Orestes, since it contains two.

We must not be so awe-struck by the professional actors of
tragedy that we neglect the core element of the chorus (see below),
and indeed the numerous ‘backstage’ operatives and technicians
whose names and labours have vanished almost without trace. We
know the words for the trainer (as opposed to the funder) of the
chorus, the chorodidaskalos. We know the word used for the man in
charge of the crane in which gods could appear; he was the mecbhan-
opoios or ‘machine-operator’. In Plato’s Republic, when Socrates is
criticizing theatre on the ground that it portrays things which are
false and do not exist, his list of culpable performance personnel,
‘many of them occupied with figures and colours and many with
music’, includes ‘the poets and their assistants... actors, chorus-
dancers, contractors, and the manufacturers of equipment, espe-
cially those that have to do with the adornment of women’
(2-373b5-ci). Elsewhere we hear of the scenery painter (Aristotle,
Poetics ch. 4, 1449a 18). The productions were probably much
more sophisticated in terms of their special effects and visual design
than we have the evidence to demonstrate. One of the few types of
theatre personnel that the ancient tragedians emphatically did not
require to help their plays come to life in performance was the
lighting designer or technician. The suffering in Greek tragedy
took place by the light of the sun.
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WRITING ROLES

The Greek tragedians, from the moment they began writing, knew
that they needed to think in terms not of a complete and unified text
but an ensemble work designed to be performed in ‘parts’ as a
number of separate roles. Whatever the form taken by the document
that the tragedian submitted for approval to the magistrates, once it
had been chosen for the competition, he would certainly have had to
produce a workable script so that the actors and chorus-men could
begin to learn their parts. We have one visual image of a tragedian
with his papyrus rolls, dating from around the end of the fifth
century: his name is Demetrios, and he is a strangely depressed
looking character, depicted sitting in a scene where his victorious
company of actors and chorus-men celebrate in costume.ZI It is very
likely that each of the actors had their own rehearsal scripts, or
individual ‘parts’ from which to learn their lines: one such rehearsal
part—that of Admetus in Euripides’ Alcestis—has survived on
paper, albeit from the days of the Roman Empire.zz

Yet it was only novice tragedians, according to Aristotle, who
began with their characters (who was in the play?), rather than its
plot (what happened in the play?, Poetics ch. 6, 1450a 16-26). So
how did a tragedian set about turning a story concerning mythical
heroes, often derived from a very long epic narrative, into a tight,
psychologically powerful plot? The mental effort involved must
never be underestimated. Aeschylus may have called his plays ‘slices
from the banquet of Homer’ (Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 8.347c),
but tragedies were entirely different poems, even long before they
left the mind of the tragedian to be enacted by actors and a chorus,
since tragic poetry has an utterly different relationship with time
from the epic poetry of Homer. In almost all our surviving examples
the action does indeed take place, as Aristotle saw, ‘within a single
revolution of the sun’ (Poetics ch. 5, 1449b 13). If a tragedian
wanted to compose a play about Oedipus, or Agamemnon, or
Medea, he had to pick the one day in which the action and its causes
and antecedents, as well as its likely consequences, could all be
explored, indeed articulated verbally by one of the characters or in
the plural voice of the chorus. The tragedians developed numerous
strategies for looking into the future within their plays (prophets
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and gods in machines were especially useful here), and others for
recalling the past: even the most ordinary mortals represented in
choruses can have long memories. But it was not ever thus. In the
same passage Aristotle also records that in the earliest tragedies the
practice was the same as in epic, which ‘is unlimited in point of
time’. If this is true, then the ‘unity of time’ which gives our surviv-
ing tragedies so much of their intensity and ability to confer aes-
thetic satisfaction came about by trial and error.

In his Agamemnon, for example, Aeschylus decided to cover the
entire trans-generational history of the house of Atreus until Cly-
temnestra and Aegisthus took up the reins of power. He could have
chosen to set the play on the day Thyestes slept with Atreus’ wife, or
Atreus cooked Thyestes’ children, or Agamemnon sacrificed Iphi-
genia. The action of Agamemnon—Clytemnestra’s murder of her
husband and his lover Cassandra and her ascent of the throne—
could have been prophesied, just as they are by Polymestor in the
closing scene of Euripides’ Hecuba (1275-81). But the sun that
revolves in Agamemnon has already witnessed many deaths in this
household, and the ghosts of dead children haunt the poetry as they
haunt the building that Aeschylus had physically represented in
the theatrical space. It was his dazzling skill with a medium as yet
less than a century old that led him to choose the day he did. The
long historical view on the events unfolding is achieved primarily
through the perspectives of the chorus, Cassandra, and Aegisthus—
perspectives formed verbally into the carefully planned ‘parts’, or
rows of lines, that Aeschylus composed for the actors who played
them.

If the unity of time entailed a choice about action, then the phy-
sical ‘unity’ of most of the plays was a decision that primarily was
linked with the identity of the chorus. The choral performers were
Athenian men, and most scholars think it is likely that they were
young men in their late teens and early twenties, for whom choral
training was bound up with the formal passage from boyhood to
manhood and military induction. But these youths could be asked to
impersonate beings of either sex, and any age or ethnicity. A key
factor in the choice of choral identity is the relationship between the
group and the imagined space it occupies—the setting of the play.
Tragic choruses are always either space defenders or space invaders.
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The physical setting of the tragedy is closely related to the group
of people that might be expected to be found there and to their
perspective on the events that are taking place. In the majority of
the plays, the chorus ‘belongs’ to the space where the action
occurs: they are inhabitants of the town where the tragic family
resides. Thus in Agamemnon the chorus consists of citizens of
Argos, and in Medea of local women of Corinth. Often the house
is the royal palace, and the chorus’ relationship to the principal
characters is that of social inferiors—subjects in Oedipus Tyrannus
or slaves in Libation-Bearers. Such choruses, as members of the
local community, have a major stake in maintaining the peace and
upholding the law, and their involvement is informed by this
agenda.

Other choruses, however, are not attached to the place where the
play is set, and bring a different perspective. In Euripides’ Baccbae,
for example, the chorus are not the local women of Thebes, but an
alien retinue of maenads from Asia who pose a real threat to order in
the city. In Sophocles’ Pbiloctetes the chorus-men had to play mem-
bers of the Greek navy who must set foot, nervously, on the desert
island (see Fig. 1.2). It has only one human inhabitant, and he is likely
to be hostile. In Aeschylus’ Eumenides the chorus impersonate snaky-
haired supernatural females (‘Erinyes’), whose presence is felt to
defile both spaces portrayed in the action (the oracle of Apollo in
Delphi and the hill of the Areopagus in Athens). The tension between
the group perspective of the chorus and locality is thus a crucial
element in tragedy.

In a few plays, a second chorus appears, but not for more than a
scene and a single song. At the end of Eumenides, a procession of
Athenian women arrives to escort the chorus of Erinyes to their new
home. In Euripides’ Hippolytus, the hero sings his hymn to Artemis
in company with a group of fellow huntsmen (61-71), who leave
with him before the primary chorus of Troezenian women arrive;
some scholars think the male chorus reappeared to share the final
song of the play antiphonally with the women at the end (1101-52).
In his Suppliant 'Women, the main chorus consists of the suppliant
mothers of the Argive warriors slain in Polynices’ campaign against
Thebes. At the beginning of the play, they sit bearing the olive
branches that mark them as suppliants at an altar before the temple
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Fig. 1.2. Colin Blakeley as Philoctetes at the Old Vic, London
(1964). Photo reproduced courtesy of the APGRD.

of Demeter and Persephone in Eleusis. But there seems to be,
additionally, a group of their grandchildren, the sons of the same
warriors chiefs, whom Adrastus eventually leads to the funeral pyre
so that they can collect the ashes (948), and who sing with their
grandmothers near the end of the play (1113-64).

One of the factors involved in deciding when and what the
chorus would sing was a simple dramaturgical one—the require-
ment to allow the actors enough time to change mask and costume
when necessary. In Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, for example,
one of the most important role changes occurs after Jocasta has
realized that Oedipus is her son, and leaves the stage in ominous
silence. Soon afterwards the actor playing her has to exchange the
identity of a royal female for that of her own slave, the old male
herdsman to whom she entrusted the baby Oedipus long ago.
Sophocles carefully inserts a resonant ode, in which the chorus
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address Cithaeron, the towering limestone mountain range, sacred
to Dionysus, that lies between Thebes and Attica. This is where
Oedipus was supposed to have been exposed. It is from that very
mountain that the herdsman, played by the same actor as Jocasta,
soon arrives.

After deciding on the basic action of the play, the playwright had
to organize the material into ‘parts’ that could be performed by his
actors and chorus. Greek tragedies, although highly variable in
form, quickly built up a common ‘pool’ of conventional types of
scene and speech from which the dramatist could draw: denuncia-
tion, persuasion, debate, supplication. All these are of course com-
posed in verse rather than prose. When Euripides’ Phaedra describes
her battle with her obsession for her stepson, she begins with
philosophical ruminations, in elegant language, chiselled into rhyth-
mical phrases (Hippolytus 373-81):

Women of Troezen, you who live here, at the outward-facing edge of
Pelops’ land,

There have been many times, in the long watches of the night,

When | have wondered why life is catastrophic.

I do not believe that it is poor judgement that makes people fail,

Since many of them possess intelligence. The matter

Needs to be looked at in this way instead: we know and understand

The right thing to do, but don’t carry it through to completion.

Even in this stolid translation, the heightened nature of the poetic
communication can still be discerned. Rather than opening with her
specific, personal quandary, she asks a universal question about the
nature of life, lending the speech its philosophical and interrogative
tone. Rather than saying, as if giving directions to a traveller, ‘this
coastal region of the Peloponnese’, she talks of the ‘outward-facing
edge of Pelops’ land’. Rather than put the question to the chorus
direct, she paints a picture of herself, sleepless in the lonely dark-
ness, which complements the theme of her sexual deprivation.
Moreover, this great monologue, like most of the speeches and
dialogue delivered by the speaking actors in Greek tragedy, is in a
poetic metre. It is composed in an iambic line not dissimilar to
the Shakespearean iambic pentameter (into which ancient Greek
tragedy is often translated in English), although the underlying
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effect is a triple pulse (& ------- X - Ile<  —), rather than a
quintuple one. The Greeks regarded the iambic metre as creating
verse that sounded much more akin than other metres to the flow of
normal speech.

How did the playwright begin to compose the actual verses? It is
of course possible that he began with the prologue or opening
chorus, and worked through to the end. In a competition, the open-
ing few moments of any performance are crucial in determining
spectator response, and there are discernible differences between
the three great playwrights in their techniques for opening a play.
Two of Aeschylus’ plays begin with grand, spectacular barbarian
choruses (Persians and Suppliants), both of which have an impor-
tant reason for arriving at the public space where the play is set, an
ancient council hall and a sanctuary respectively. When Aeschylean
tragedies are opened by individual characters, they are always doing
something significant. Eteocles has called his citizens together in
Seven against Thebes to arm for the collective defence of their
country; the watchman of Agamemnon is on the palace roof, scan-
ning the horizon for fire signals; Orestes in Libation-Bearers is
praying to Hermes after arriving at his father’s tomb to place a
lock of hair there. Sophocles preferred to open his action during
an intense moment of dialogue, such as the laying of the revenge
plot in Electra, the urgent quarrel about the illegal plan to bury
Polynices between the two bereaved sisters in Antigone, or the
discussion between Antigone and her blind old father when they
arrive at the sanctuary in Oedipus at Colonus.

A prominent feature of Euripidean tragedy, however, is the spo-
ken ‘programmatic’ prologue with which most of his plays open.
Euripides’ contemporaries already laughed at this idiosyncrasy
(even though there is a similar prologue in Sophocles’ Women of
Trachis); in Aristophanes’ Frogs it is characterized as predictable in
both metrical form and in ‘scene-setting’ function (1182-247). But
this is a rather reductive response to a feature that probably devel-
oped to answer the need for democratic audiences (not all of whom
were trained in the less familiar myths in the repertoire) to grasp the
exotic settings and antecedents of what in Euripides were often
innovative tragedies. Euripidean prologues are, moreover, far from
mere descriptions of the setting and what has already happened.
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They typically establish expectations, themes, and images which
will subsequently become central to the drama. Euripides varied
the impact by his choice of speaker: he opens Iphigenia among the
Taurians with its reflective heroine, thus allowing her to charm the
audience with her personal story. He alienates the audience of
Bacchae from Pentheus partly by letting his deadly enemy, Diony-
sus, have the first word. The chanted opening of Iphigenia in Aulis,
moreover, suggests that Euripides was capable of experimenting
with opening scenes in which the speakers are locked in agitated,
restless dialogue.

An important genre of communication in tragedy is the ‘messen-
ger speech’, often the longest speech in the play, which provides the
extended spoken narrative relating the off-stage crisis, often involv-
ing physical violence. In tragedy, the eyewitness account not only
usually signals the moment that the tragic action becomes irrevoc-
able, but was for the ancient audiences a highlight of the perfor-
mance. We can infer this from the numerous messengers painted on
vases, together with images illustrating the actions they narrated,
which had remained unseen by the audience. In Persians the mes-
senger’s grim speeches recount the destruction of the Persian navy
and heavy infantry at the battle of Salamis; in Oedipus Tyrannus,
the messenger describes the suicide of Jocasta and the self-blinding
of Oedipus in heart-rending detail. Messenger speeches are often
rich in description, enamelled with adjectives describing colour and
spectacle, and enlivened with passages in direct speech that allow
the actor delivering them to impersonate one of the agents in the
offstage scenes he is describing.

There are many other types of speech in tragedy, reflecting the
nature of the classical city-state as a community engaged in inces-
sant verbal interaction. Aristotle divided public rhetoric into three
different kinds. The first is display oratory, which exhorts or praises
people or institutions and addresses matters in the immediate pre-
sent; the second is deliberative oratory, which considers the best
course of action and therefore looks, even if only slightly, to the
future; and the third is legal oratory, which tries to discover the
truth of what has happened in the past and who is to be held
accountable (Rhetoric 1.1357a 36-b zp). Although these categories
often merge in Greek tragedy, where a scene or dialogue contains
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elements from more than one, they collectively illuminate the
whole. An outstanding example of display oratory is Eteocles’ open-
ing exhortation of the Thebans in Seven against Thebes, a pre-battle
speech addressing present dangers, praising the fatherland and the
city, and encouraging its men to fight in the name of patriotism and
duty (1-3, 10-16):

Citizens of Cadmus, the man in charge of the city’s

State affairs, who steers the helm of government,

Must keep awake so as to speak exactly when required ...
It is everyone’s duty now to defend our city—

Youths still not quite grown to manhood,

Older men past their peak, and every man

In the prime of life whose physical strength flourishes.
Defend the altars of the gods who guard our land,

And thus ensure the eternal preservation of the honours
Due to our children, and to mother Earth, who nursed us.

Eteocles’ rousing harangue sets the whole tone for this military
drama. But when Medea debates within herself about whether or
not to Kkill her children, the dominant idiom is deliberative (Medea
iozi-80). So is Haemon’s speech in Antigone when he attempts to
persuade his father to be more flexible (683-723). When Elecuba
‘prosecutes’ Polymestor for the murder of Polydorus in Euripides’
Hecuba, on the other hand, the speeches strongly resemble surviving
legal speeches, and the stage is virtually turned into a court of law.
The most elaborately rhetorical speeches draw on all three styles
of public oratory. They are usually to be found in the scene that
constituted the fundamental confrontation of the play. When Aga-
memnon returns to Argos, the superficial issue (whether Clytemnes-
tra can persuade Agamemnon to walk up the red carpet)
symbolically expresses the real issue (which one of them can actu-
ally overpower the other). In Antigone, the crucial ‘face-off’ is
between Creon and Antigone, a contest between two different
definitions of lawful action. In Ajax, Teucer battles in debate against
both Menelaus and Agamemnon. In this he is a strictly fifth-century
version of an archaic Greek hero. To meet the increasing need for
polished public speaking and its assessment under the widened
franchise, the study of the science of persuasion, or the art of
rhetoric, developed rapidly in the second half of the fifth century.
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Teachers of rhetoric, often called ‘sophists’, began to ply their trade
in Athens. This phenomenon is reflected in tragedy’s increased use
of the structured debate scene (agon) and the type of technique and
content that the sophists taught—formal rhetorical figures, tropes,
‘common topics’ such as pragmatism and expediency, and hypothe-
tical arguments from probability.

The agon was similar to one form of exercise available to the
trainee orator, the ‘double argument'—the construction or study of
twin speeches for and against a particular proposition, or for the
defence and prosecution in a hypothetical trial. As a character in
Euripides’ lost Antiope said, ‘If someone were clever at speaking, he
could have a competition between two arguments in every single
case’ (fr. 189 TrGF). The Athenians enjoyed competitive rhetorical
performances as much as those in athletics or poetry. The statesman
Cleon (himself a notoriously effective speaker) is said by Thucy-
dides to have upbraided the Athenian citizenry for turning the
Assembly into a showcase for competitive displays of rhetoric
(Thucydides 3.38): ‘“You are simply victims of your own pleasure
in listening,” he said, “and are more like an audience sitting at the
feet of a professional lecturer than a parliament discussing matters
of state.”’ There seems to have been some truth in these words; in
practice, the power and prestige which excellence in oratory now
promised to the aspiring politician certainly led at times to the
medium superseding the message. Tragic victims (e.g. Hecuba in
her name-play at 1185-94) understandably complain about this
tendency in relation to tragedy’s masters of persuasion (especially
the incomparable spin-doctor Odysseus). It was not unknown for
politicians to prosecute one another simply in order to compete
publicly at speaking in court.

Modern readers and actors are undoubtedly struck by the form-
ality of some of the debates in Euripides, and the Roman rhetorician
Quintilian (10.1.67) was probably correct when he judged
Euripides to be of more use to the trainee orator than Sophocles.
Euripides was strongly influenced by the most famous teacher of
rhetoric, the Sicilian Gorgias, whose prose speeches took a course
as near to poetry as was conceivably possible, being laden with
rhetorical patterning, especially rhyme, alliteration, antithesis,
and ‘isocolon’—a technique whereby clauses of equal or similar
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length rhythmically balance one another. He specialized in the
sophistic art of defending the indefensible, and for a fee (in private
houses or at venues such as the Olympic games) he would offer an
exhibition piece in which to display his brilliance. Audiences of
tragedies by the late fifth century might have felt short-changed if
they had not been treated to at least one oratorical performance of
comparable skill internal to each tragedy.

One of the most rhetorically flamboyant orations in tragedy,
Helen'’s self-defence speech in Euripides’ Trojan Women, was influ-
enced not only by Gorgias’ techniques, but by a particular showcase
speech he had written. This is Encomium ofHelen, a display oration
defending, in a hypothetical trial, the ‘indefensible’ mythical Helen,
who was held by most other authors to have been solely responsible
for the carnage at Troy. It was not perversity that led the sophists to
practise writing defence speeches by choosing ‘indefensible’ defen-
dants, but a desire to create a systematic method that could be
applied in a court of law. In this passage, Gorgias, as Helen’s
advocate, uses the rhetorical defence technique of preemptively
putting the blame on someone else’s shoulders, a technique labelled
‘antikategoria’ (section 7):

But if it was forcefully that she was abducted and lawlessly that she was
constrained and wrongfully that she was violated, it is clear that on the one
hand the abductor acted wrongfully when he violated her, and that she, on
the other hand, as the abductee, being violated, suffered misfortune. The
perpetrator, then, a barbarian who perpetrated something barbaric in
speech and law and actuality, deserves to suffer blame through speech,
dishonour under the law, and actual punishment. But she who was violated
and deprived of her fatherland and isolated from her friends, how could she
not be pitied rather than disparaged? For while he did terrible things, it was
she who suffered them.

It turns out to have been all Paris’ fault, after all. But in Trojan
Women, Euripides makes Helen deliver her own Gorgianic defence
through preemptive prosecution. She assigns the blame for the war
on (amongst others) Hecuba for bearing Paris, Priam for not
destroying the ill-omened baby, and on Aphrodite. As if there
were not enough culprits already, she now turns to her first husband
to accuse him, as well as her second spouse, of responsibility for her
abduction (937-43):
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But you will say that | have as yet omitted to address
The real issue before us, which is how

| secretly left your house in the first place.

It was with the aid of no minor goddess that he came,
My punisher, regardless of whether

You want to call him Alexander or Paris.

It was him, you reprobate, that you left in your home
When you sailed off from Sparta to Cretan soil.

It is, however, not Menelaus but Hecuba who answers Helen point
by point (969-1032).

The ‘double arguments’ in tragedy often take the form of speeches
of the same, or almost exactly the same, number of iambic lines,
thus replicating in poetry the experience of listening to prosecution
and defence speeches in actual trials, which were strictly allotted the
same amount of time by means of a water-clock. When Medea
accuses Jason of perfidy and he responds in a speech of almost
identical length (Medea 465-18, 522-75), Euripides squeezes into
a formal agon the entire history of a relationship and the mutual
favours it had entailed as well as an exploration, in a more abstract
sense, of the rights and responsibilities that come with marriage. A
similar general/specific oscillation, this time between the details of
the case and more general consideration of international law, is
apparent in the ‘war crimes’ trial of Hecuba versus Polymestor in
Hecuba. Lycus and Amphitryon’s quarrel about the reputation of
Heracles in Heracles is also a debate on the sociopolitics of hoplite
warfare; the agon of Eteocles and Polynices concerning their rival
claims to rule Thebes in Phoenician 'Women is also a discussion of
forms of statecraft; Tyndareus’ ‘prosecution’ of Orestes for Killing
Clytemnestra in Orestes is a rhetorical compression of the rival
claims of the state and the family to jurisdiction in blood crimes
that been staged fifty years earlier in Aeschylus’ Eumenides.

Conflict can be expressed in other ways than the formal debate,
and its pace and style can be varied with rapid-fire one-line dialogue
(stichmomythia) and dialogue interchanges with slightly longer
speeches of two, three, or rather more lines as well. Some of the
most exciting moments in tragedy come in sequences of rapid-fire
exchange, when one character puts another under pressure, some-
times with a third individual, or the chorus, interjecting. These
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scenes often feature less formal language and also physical contact,
whether aggressive or affectionate. Rapid dialogue is a feature, for
example, of scenes where information is extracted, such as the
confrontation of Oedipus with the Theban shepherd in Oedipus
Tyrannus (with the Corinthian shepherd also participating), dis-
cussed below, pp. 119-21. Such dialogue is also a pronounced
feature of the recognition scene (anagnorisis), where a brother and
sister, husband and wife, or parent and child embrace one another
after an accelerating series of questions and answers.

There are far more verse forms and metres in the plays, however,
than the iambic trimeter. Greek tragedies bore little aural relation to
the five-act tragedies in uniform blank verse that dominated the
European neoclassical stage. Dionysus is a god of newness, arrival,
transformation, surprise, experiment, and elaborate variety; this is
reflected in the complicated, constantly shifting, verse forms of his
dramas. The total effect might be compared to listening to Shake-
spearean blank-verse dialogue alternating with madrigals, sonnets,
ballads, psalms, dances, and military marching songs. People who
do not know Greek, especially if they are not musically trained, tend
to get completely put off at the mention of metre, and even those
who do know Greek often find it a topic of deadly difficulty and
dullness. But that is because they are not encouraged to think of it in
terms of the experience of a performance.

We have lost almost completely the melodies to which the lyrics
of tragedy were sung to the invariable accompaniment of the same,
plangent instrument (the double, reeded, oboe-like pipes called
auloi), although a handful of papyrus scraps allow us to hear just
a little of the choruses of Orestes and Iphigenia in Aulis.Zi But it is
possible partially to decipher what John Gould called ‘strategies of
poetic sensibility’14 within the formal, conventional media open to
the tragedian: besides the choral passages, which were danced and
sung, the tragedian had several modes of delivery to choose from for
his individual actors. In addition to speeches and spoken dialogue,
they included solo song (monody), duet, sung interchange with the
chorus (kommos), and an intermediate mode of delivery, probably
chanting to pipe accompaniment, signalled by the anapaestic rhythm.
Here unitsof~ a n d — , probably each equivalent to a
pace, interchanged with one another in long sequences which are
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particularly associated with the chorus marching or processing
around the theatre space.

Tragedy was multi-medial, and the metres can tell us whether a
particular passage was spoken, sung solo, sung and danced by the
chorus, or provided the rhythmic background to marching move-
ments as either actor or chorus entered or left the stage. Within the
sung passages, different metres could create different psychological
and ritual effects, being associated with funerals, for example, or
weddings or madness. This may sound complicated, but for a
modern person, the most important thing is simply to be able to
see from a translation whether the passage was intended to be sung
or spoken, since this can affect its meaning and impact. Most recent
translations, for example those published by Oxford World’s Clas-
sics, do include this information.

Sequential variety of poetry, song, and dance is at the heart of the
experience of Greek tragedy. In this it represented a completely new
type of performance even for its original audiences. There is a
massive difference between tragedy and what we know about all
the types of poetic performance that preceded it, in the archaic
period. Homeric epic was performed by a single bard in an identical
six-foot rhythm (the hexameter) that is repeated over and over again
for thousands of lines until the performance is over, and was accom-
panied by a special kind of lyre. The choral songs sung to honour
athletes at the Olympic games were in more fluid lyric metres than
epic, but nevertheless repeated identical metrical patterns in groups
of stanzas of the same shape. Songs to be sung at the symposium had
their own distinct metres, including the elegiac, a two-line pattern
repeated over and over again to the music of pipes. But tragedy
incorporates all these metres and introduces new ones, in a dazzling
display of different rhythmic patterns, as one would expect in
modern musical theatre. This composite, inclusive, and variegated
form is one of tragedy’s most important cultural contributions.

Thinking about the reasons why individual characters sing mat-
ters because it mattered in antiquity. The musicologist Aristoxenus
said that speech begins to sound like song when we are emotional
(Elements ofHarmony 1.9-10). Itis thus fascinating that in Persians,
Xerxes is never heard speaking at all. In the Oresteia, the first great
scene by a singing actor is Cassandra’s extraordinary prophetic
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frenzy (1072-177). In Oedipus Tyrannus, the protagonist does not
sing until his ‘blind’ entrance; Pentheus never sings in Bacchae, a
sign, perhaps, of his emotional repression, while his mother Agave
moves from song in her madness to speech as she recovers sanity; for
much of Iphigenia in Aulis male spoken rhetoric contrasts sharply
with the songs of the female chorus and Iphigenia’s own funeral
lament, performed before her weeping mother.25

The music that accompanied tragedy developed over the fifth
century, especially during its second half. One of the few qualitative
differences between Aeschylean tragedy and later Euripidean tra-
gedy of which we can be sure concerns the type of music the
audiences would have heard. Songs in Aeschylus feature refrains
and each verse (called a ‘strophe’, or ‘turn’, perhaps reflecting
choral dance manoeuvres at the beginning and end of stanzas)
sounds rhythmically like its partner. Performers and audience
alike always knew what position had been arrived at in the overall
metrical scheme. But Euripides came under the influence of an
avant-garde composer named Timotheus, who composed ‘stream
of consciousness’ solo songs which were flamboyantly performed,
but without a mask, to the accompaniment of a stringed instrument
called the cithara. Euripides began to insert elaborate songs of this
kind—although accompanied by the auloi and performed by a
masked actor—into his tragedies. They are asymmetrical, rhythmi-
cally ‘freeform’ songs of technical arduousness which demanded
specialist singing actors: astrophic (‘stanza-less’) song severely chal-
lenges the performer’'s memory and expressivity, which explains
why in tragedy it is usually associated with soloists rather than
with the songs of the amateur chorus-men ([Aristotle], Problemata
19.15). See, for example, Polymestor’s ‘blinded’ entrance aria (Eur-
ipides, Hecuba 1056-106, see Fig. 1.3):

Aahh! Poor me! Where can | go,

Where can | stay still, where can | turn?

Crawling on my hands, following their tracks

Like a four-footed mountain beast?

What direction shall | turn in—this one? or that one?—
I'm desperate to get hold of the murderous she-Trojans
Who have annihilated me.

Curses on you, accursed daughters of Phrygia!



PLAY MAKERS

Fig. 1.3. The blinded Polymestor on an Apulian vase of the later 4th
century bce, reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

What nook or cranny are you cowering in to escape me?

O Sun-god, how | wish you could cure, cure my bleeding
eye-sockets,

Take away my blindness, give me back the daylight!

Here the psychological torment and physical pain the blinded
Polymestor is undergoing are expressed formally in the metrical
disjointedness of his song as well as in the emotional register and
alternating questions and exclamations.26

Polymestor is not Greek but a ‘barbarian’ (see below, pp. 110-16).
Astrophic monodies are not the medium usually chosen for
Greek men, to whom the tragedians usually allocated the ‘rational’
mode of communication represented by speech. Monodies are
usually sung by either disturbed barbarians or self-absorbed
women at moments of emotion or interiority. They involve much
repetition of individual words (e.g. Iphigenia in Aulis 1289-90),
and the distinctive feature of ‘melism’, where one syllable is
extended over more than one note; in the parody of recent Euripi-
dean lyric in Frogs (1309-64), Aristophanes had certainly identified
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its key idiosyncrasies. The New Music really did sound new; its
practitioners were lambasted by traditionalists. Even the physical
production of the voice was different. The actors had to use a much
more relaxed sound; Timotheus distinguished his own beguiling
vocal timbre from the out-of-date singers who ‘mauled’ their
songs, straining and yelling with the far-ringing voices of heralds
(PMG 791.218-20).

The voices that were heard singing the most, however, were those of
each tragedy’'s chorus-men. We know little for certain about their
selection and training, but they were amateurs who must nevertheless
have developed a high level of skill in group singing and movement; in
the assessment of choral singing, individual voices that stood out
from the rest, however beautiful, were censured. Tragic choruses use
both the singular pronoun T and the plural ‘we’ as they shift between
moods and in and out of a marked group identity. But there is no
certain evidence that they ever sang in any way but collectively and in
unison, despite passages where fragmentation into smaller groups or
even individual voices might seem appropriate, such as their frantic
self-questioning while Clytemnestra is murdering her husband in Aga-
memnon (1343-71). Nor is there any way of proving that the chorus
had a recognizable leader, whose individual speaking or singing voice
was ever heard in the theatre during the original productions.

The chorus in Greek tragedy is both its most distinctive feature
and its greatest strength. Yet since the revival of Greek tragedy in
the Renaissance, it has often been regarded as an obstacle that
makes it more difficult to understand and relate to the plays. The
poet Goethe, who dropped the chorus of Iphigenia among the
Taurians altogether when he adapted it into German, said that he
found the convention to be a ‘burdensome tradition, useless and
discordant’/ 7 In our fragmented society, which places so much
emphasis on individual experience and private fulfilment, the com-
munity’s response to an individual family’s crises may seem an
‘optional extra’ that can be detached from the ‘core’ of the play.
There are certainly many examples of successful adaptations of
Greek tragedy that have excised the chorus altogether. But the
counterpoint between the collective and the individual perspectives
on disaster was at the heart of the ancient experience of tragedy,
as recent directors (especially since Karolos Koun'’s pathbreaking
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Fig. 1.4. Theatro Technis’ Persians, directed by Karolos
Koun (1965), reproduced courtesy of the APGRD.

Persians; see Fig. 1.4) have begun to appreciate, and this has much
to do with the context in which it was performed and the audience
for which it was designed.

The chorus speaks as well as sings, and sometimes functions as
an ‘umpire’ between warring parties in a debate (Medea 567-8).
Sometimes it is sworn to collusive silence (Hippolytus 710-12).
Sometimes the chorus’ songs ‘fill in’ time while actors change
roles, or ‘telescope’ time while events happen offstage (e.g.
Hecuba 444-83; Iphigenia among the Taurians 1234-82). Often
the chorus sings forms of lyric song derived from the world of
collective ritual. The ancient Greeks all knew dozens of songs to
be sung on certain kinds of socio-religious occasion—far, far more
than the ‘Auld Lang Syne’, ‘Happy Birthday’, and ‘He’s a jolly
good fellow’ that constitute the entire personal repertoire of most
twenty-first-century English persons. The tragedians could draw
on a vast range of familiar religious songs that their audience
knew off by heart, in what was still a lively song-culture. A choral
song may be a hymn of thanksgiving, such as the ode in Antigone
expressing gratitude to Helios, Zeus, Ares, and Dionysus for the
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Theban military victory of the day before. It may be a hymn of
praise, like the ‘dithyrambic’ hymns to Dionysus sung by his
followers in Bacchae (e.g. 64-166, 370-431), or a ‘summons’
which asks for a god or gods to make their presence felt by
helping to solve the problems the chorus are witnessing. The
first choral ode of Oedipus Tyrannus summons the help of numer-
ous gods to help rid Thebes of the plague (151-215). The hymn to
Apollo was traditionally called the paian, and was a song of relief
often performed after an illness had been cured, or a victory
secured in battle: the chorus of Euripides’ Electra, on hearing of
Orestes’ victory over Aegisthus, encourage her to ‘dance, jumping
lightly for joy, like a leaping fawn’, while they raise a victory cry
and perform a chorus to the sound of the auloi (859-65, 874-8).

Yet the tragedians created irony by fusing or contrasting joyful
types of song, such as the paean or wedding song, with elements
from much more sinister genres. In Iphigenia in Aulis the trick
played on the heroine is reflected in the macabre ode which
evolves from a marriage-song into a funerary lament (1036-97).
One of the favourite types of choral song developed the traditional
funeral dirge, and these feature in a large majority of the plays (see
below, pp. 69-79). But through their ‘synthetic’ method, by which
choruses blend elements from more than one type of ritual perfor-
mance, they can fuse a song in praise of a hero’s achievements
with funereal grief for his demise, as the chorus of Euripides’
Heracles lament his assumed death by recounting his labours
(348-51).

Other choral songs may be rooted in a less obviously ritual way in
the time of the action taking place, but likewise offer valuable
contextualizing material. In the unusual first song of Iphigenia in
Aulis, the chorus of women breathlessly catalogue the famous her-
oes they have been lucky enough to see assembling at Aulis for the
expedition against Troy (164-302). The bellicose, brooding Greek
army is a forceful unseen presence in the tragedy, and it was a
brilliant stroke to present the audience with a description of the
famous leaders—Ajax, Diomedes, Achilles, and so on—seen
from the admiring and slightly eroticized perspective of a group of
ordinary women.
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Some choral odes, however, are more philosophical or contem-
plative in orientation, and meditate in general terms on the issues
which have been explored in the concrete situation of the play’s
previous episode. Thus the chorus of Antigone concludes the scene
in which Haemon tries to save his betrothed by meditating on the
potentially destructive power of sexual passion (781-805). Other
odes offer a series of mythical parallels to the situation developing in
the play, such as the poetic catalogue of figures who have suffered
enforced incarceration in the next ode in Antigone (944-87). Some
of the most beautiful odes present a narrative functioning as a form
of memory; early in Iphigenia among the Taurians the Greek chorus
traces the curse on the heroine’s family back to her ancestor Pelops
(179-202), and in a lovely later ode recalls the sacking of their city
(1088-152). All three tragedians excelled in this technique; the
chorus’ memories of the sacrifice of Iphigenia in Agamemnon has
a dreamlike pictorial quality (see below p. 212), while in Sophocles’
Women of Trachis the chorus relate the terrifying events of the
fateful day long ago when Heracles and the river-god Achelous, in
bovine form, battled over Deianira (517-24):

Then there was the noise of rattling fists, clanging weapons,
And butting bull’'s horns, all mixed together;

Their bodies grappled at close quarters, their foreheads
Struck deadly blows, and both of them were groaning.

But she, so delicately lovely, sat on a distant hill,

Awaiting her bridegroom.

The poets of Greek tragedy were astoundingly versatile. Few
dramatists today can dream of producing such exquisite lyrics as
well as exciting dialogue and imposing rhetoric.

CELEBRATING DIONYSUS

With the parts to be delivered by the chorus and each of the actors
in each of their roles fundamentally settled (although revisions pre-
sumably continued right up to the performance), the tragedian
handed over some of the responsibility to the performers as their
real work finally began. Through the long Athenian winter, the
young men who made up the chorus trained hard, under a special
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chorodidaskalos (‘chorus-trainer’), in singing and dancing the many
odes—perhaps as many as fifteen or even more—that they would
have to perform over the course of a tragic tetralogy in the festival
competitions. They will have become increasingly nervous as the
competitions approached and they had to rehearse alongside famous
actors; these will often have been considerably older as well as much
more experienced. The actors had to learn their lines, and since there
were normally only three actors available to each tragedian, they all
had to perform a number of parts. Both actors and chorus-men will
have needed to rehearse with the pipe-player, meet with the costume
designers and mask-makers, and learn to perform in several different
masks during the course of a production.

The tragic poet himself may well have had to alter his script in
consultation with actors as rehearsals progressed; the cbhoregos will
have become alarmed as the invoices for costumes, masks, and
maintenance of the chorus piled up. By the time the competition
actually arrived, the sense of anticipation amongst the choral per-
formers will have been just as high as amongst their prospective
audiences, which (besides the most important men in Athens and
significant foreign visitors) will have included school-mates and
playground enemies as well as close family and neighbours.

For the classical Greeks, dancing was so central to worship of the
gods that it could symbolize the practice of religion, which in turn
meant reciprocal engagement with divinity: when the chorus of
Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus wonders whether Apollo’s oracles
are really to be trusted, they ask why they should dance any more
(896). Greek tragedy in performance was part of a divine festival for
Dionysus, and a sizeable proportion of the poetry in Greek tragedy
was designed to be performed to the accompaniment of dancing, in
which the god of wine and theatre took particular delight. There are
a few solo songs which definitely involved choreographed move-
ment, such as Cassandra’s crazed wedding dance in Trojan Women
(308-41), and some actors specialized in this kind of role, including
Aeschylus’ son Euaion. But most of the dancing was performed by
the chorus, whose training ensured that they could sing with ease at
the same time as they danced.

There has been a new interest in ancient dancing recently, both
amongst scholars and amongst directors of performances.18 They
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have been taking inspiration from ancient vase-paintings of dancers in
action as well as from non-western traditions of dance theatre such as
the Wali (sacred dances of Indonesia), or the Xhosa dances of South
Africa, with their emphatic shoulder movements. But it must be
admitted that we know distressingly little about dance in the classical
period, let alone dancing in the theatre. As one dance historian has
recently put it, we ‘cannot recreate with assurance a single step of
choreography: there was no ancient system of dance notation’.19

Our picture of the dancing in the theatre is one suggested only by
accumulating evidence and illustrations from different sources and
juxtaposing them. There are vase-paintings of dramatic choruses in
action, and of scenes from plays in which the postures and gestures of
some figures imply choreographed movement. Tragic choruses make
suggestive references to the sun, sky, and the earth, which would
make best sense if accompanied by movements in upwards or down-
ward directions. The hands and arms are also often mentioned by
choruses. In Aeschylus’ Persians, a play about a sea-battle, Xerxes
tells the chorus to ‘row with their arms’, as if plying the oars of a
warship (1046). Although there is an unresolved debate about
whether the chorus danced primarily in a circular formation or a
rectangular shape echoing military drill, the poetry of choral lyric
itself implies that the choreography was varied and flexible. The verb
for communicating through gesture, cheironomein, is used in Her-
odotus, who is contemporary with the tragedians (6.12.9); it is tempt-
ing to believe that the classical Athenian chorus-men may already
have deployed a wide vocabulary of hand movements signifying both
objects and actions of the type that we associate, for example, with
the Kathakali dancing of southern India.

The importance of dance to tragic theatre is one reason why
almost all scholars assume that the genre grew out of religious ritual,
although the precise type of the ritual has been contested. In one
sense the debate is sterile, since we know so little about the Athens of
the period which invented tragic drama in the sixth century bce. The
‘popular’ tyrant Pisistratus, who ruled Athens for many years in the
mid-sixth century, took control of the communal activities of war-
fare, building, and sacrifices, and imposed an income tax on the
Athenians in order to support this programme (Thucydides
6.54.5). He was anxious to build up Athens’ reputation as a cultural
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centre, and it is to his reign that the institution of the drama competi-
tions in the city of Athens is traditionally dated (534 bce). More
than this we do not know, although it is quite possible that the early
plays may have been much more concerned with tracing mythical
genealogies for Athens and its aristocratic families than with enga-
ging ordinary citizens—who did not yet hold the sovereign power—
in political debate. It is equally possible that Pisistratus shrewdly saw
that participation in the cult of Dionysus was not only popular, since
this god demanded a great deal of wine and partying, but also a great
leveller. Worshipping Dionysus could foster a sense of community
identity that temporarily transcended class distinctions; the god’s
attendants, the satyrs and maenads, ‘were ideally projected in myth
as an undifferentiated harmonious collective’.30

Yet the ‘origins’ debate itself tells us something about the sheer
complexity of the tragic medium. Because the plays involve figures
who are long dead, some have proposed that tragedy grew out of
ritual laments sung within hero cults at heroes’ tombs. Athenian
citizens certainly did perform rituals in honour of heroes such as
Ajax, and there may have been some overlap in form and content
between what went on in such cults and in plays about their reci-
pients. In ancient Greece there were also ‘oracles of the dead’, where
Athenians could go to consult a dead relation, and after undergoing
the correct rituals may have been regaled with puppets or other
simulacra. Waiting for the physical appearance of a long-dead hero
in the theatre of Dionysus might have shared something with the
psychological process of raising a ghost at an oracle of the dead.

In the mid-fourth century bce, in his Poetics, Aristotle stated that
both tragedy and comedy developed out of the hymns sung to
Dionysus (ch. 4, 1449a 10-13). The technical term for a hymn to
Dionysus is a dithyramb, a genre which may originally have nar-
rated stories to do with Dionysus rather than the other gods. We
have some notion of the content of dithyrambs from Euripides’
Bacchae, where the Asiatic chorus of Dionysus’ worshippers per-
form choral songs in the dithyrambic tradition (135-50):

What joy there is in the
Mountains, when the worshipper,
Wearing the sacred fawn-skin, falls to the ground,
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While his companions ran on;

He hunts for the blood of the goat that is slain, the rapturous
Devouring of raw flesh, hurrying on the mountains of Phrygia, Lydia,
The leader of Bromios’' [Dionysus’] rites! Euoi!

The ground is flowing with milk, flowing with wine,

Flowing with the nectar of bees.

The Bacchic one, raising the blazing flame of the pine torch,
Fragrant like the smoke of Syrian frankincense,

Lets it stream from his fennel wand; with running and dancing
He spurs on stragglers, rouses them with his calls,

His soft locks rippling in the wind.

The Aristotelian connection of tragedy with Dionysus seems
inherently plausible. Indeed, the earliest visual image of Tragedy
personified herself, on a vase from about 440 bce, portrays her as
an elegant, well-dressed maenad, holding a cute baby hare, at a
divine party held by Dionysus (see Fig. 1.5).31 The plays continued
to be performed at festivals of Dionysus, and his cult included some
cross-dressing rituals that may have inspired the transvestite con-
vention in Greek theatre. The case has been made that the key is the
act of animal sacrifice, as performed within the cult of Dionysus,
since so many plays involve the sacrifice-like slaughter of one
human by another. At the moment of violence, similes and meta-
phors sometimes compare characters with crazed maenads, the
traditional female attendants of Dionysus.3z

Dionysus was the god of the vine, of viticulture, of the construc-
tive collective drinking not only at his own festivals but at the
symposia that were such an important feature of Athenian social
life. Perhaps because he was the divinity who presided over the
psychological and emotional changes that drinking induces, he
was also the god associated with mysterious transformations. One
of his own archaic Homeric Hymns (7.38-53) relates the myth of his
escape from pirates who had abducted him in his true shape—that of
a handsome youth. Dionysus first made the ship sprout vines and ivy,
and then himself changed into a lion and a bear, before turning his
adversaries into dolphins. It is no coincidence that it was in the
context of the worship of this shape-shifting god that theatre was
invented at Athens in the sixth century bce. All performances of
theatre were felt to be touched by his presence, and actors regarded
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Fig. 1.5. Tragedy attends Dionysus’ drinking party on an Athenian
red-figure vase now in Compiegne, ¢.440-430 bce. Photo
reproduced courtesy of the Musee Antoine Vivenel.

him as their special patron. When professional theatre companies
began touring the ancient Greek world in the third century bce, they
called themselves what else but the ‘Artists of Dionysus’.

Aristotle believed that tragedy and comedy both originated in the
worship of Dionysus, but from different elements within it. He said
that comedy developed out of the phallic processions rather than the
dithyramb (see above, pp. Z3 and 49). There are some important
differences between tragedy and comedy, and it is worth thinking
about them here since they can throw light on what was meant by
the word ‘tragedy’ in ancient Greece. The masks and costumes used
in tragedy seem to have aimed at aesthetic beauty, whereas those in
comedy were grotesque, exaggerated, and often absurd or carica-
tured. Other body-related elements that are central to comedy—
eating, drinking, scatology, and sexual innuendo—are all avoided
on stage in tragedy, and for the most part in narratives of offstage
activities as well.
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The relationship between the worlds created in the two genres and
‘reality’ was certainly different; in some ways tragedy was, paradoxi-
cally, much more realistic, since it is not a world in which frogs can
sing onstage or dung-beetles can fly to Olympus. Indeed, Euripides
prides himself with some justification in Aristophanes’ Frogs on
having taught the Athenians what ‘actually happened’ (1052.). Acting
styles seem to have become increasingly naturalistic during the fifth
century, and one tragic actor, Callipides, became famous for his
impersonations of lower-class women (see above p. 26). Nor is it a
simple matter of one genre being funny and the other serious, since
there are many episodes in tragedy that seem designed to produce a
wry smile in the audience if not an actual belly-laugh. These include
scenes with lower-class characters such as Cilissa the nurse in Liba-
tion-Bearers and the guard in Sophocles’ Antigone. Some scenes
involving mistaken identity are truly hilarious, above all lon’s second
encounter with Xuthus in lon; the middle-aged Xuthus embraces the
young stranger, thinking he is his long-lost son, and lon misunder-
stands entirely the reason for the attempt at physical contact
(517-30). Euripides’ Helen and Orestes are consistently amusing;
his Trojan Women, perhaps the very darkest of his plays, also con-
tains his best one-line joke, when Menelaus enquires why Hecuba is
anxious for him not to transport Helen on his own ship away from
Troy (1050). Has she put on weight, he asks?

The setting of the plays might help to distinguish the genres. All
the tragedies are set in the past, although in the case of one of them,
Aeschylus’ Persians, it is not the very distant past. With the same
exception, all the tragedies deal with mythical figures that the
audiences will have known something about from other poetry,
although we know that one lost tragedian, Agathon, did attempt a
tragedy, entitled Antheus, with entirely invented new characters
(Aristotle, Poetics ch. 9, 1451b 21). Another important difference
is that the tragedies face death head-on, whereas death hardly ever
occurs in comedy, and is scarcely even envisaged. Yet it is not the
case that tragedy was generically obliged to end sadly, since many
plays, by all three tragedians, have fundamentally upbeat endings
(Aeschylus’ Eumenides, Sophocles’ Pbiloctetes and Oedipus at
Colonus, Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians, Helen, and
lon). But perhaps the most outstanding difference between the
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two genres is the relationship between the people in the play and
their audience.

Tragedy had a fundamentally different cognitive contract with its
spectators from the one that was mutually understood in comedy.
Characters in comedy are often aware of their audience, at times
address them directly, and also break the ‘illusion’ by crossing the
boundary between stage world and real world, as for example when
in Peace the hero Trygaeus hands over the actor personifying Festi-
val to the council members sitting on the front row of the theatre
(881-908). Such an action is unthinkable in tragedy, where char-
acters and choruses, almost without exception, do not address the
audience directly.33 They may deliver speeches and choral odes in a
reflective way that assumes no listener external to their own medi-
tative internal worlds; several Euripidean prologues strike a slightly
curious note from the ‘illusion’ point of view, as if the character
understands that their identity and whereabouts need somehow
explaining. But address the audience by name or title these prolo-
gists do not.

This ‘closed-off’ quality of the world conjured in tragedy, which
after all was thought to be set in the distant past, has not, however,
prevented critics over the last two decades from seeing theatrical
self-consciousness—usually labelled ‘metatheatre’—in many
Greek tragedies.34 But ‘metatheatre’, if carefully defined, is thin
on the Greek tragic ground, however fashionable it has been to
identify it. Explicit metatheatre falls into five essential categories:
plays within plays, generic self-reference, performed rituals, role-
playing within roles, and self-conscious intertextual allusion.35
While in Greek tragedy there are manifold examples of the per-
formance of ritual, some of overt role-playing within roles (for
example when a character appears in disguise, like Orestes in
Libation-Bearers), and a few of indisputable intertextual allusion,
the two primary types of metatheatre—plays within plays and
overt generic self-reference—simply do not occur. Taplin was
absolutely correct in identifying ancient Greek tragedy’s lack of
overt self-referentiality as one of its definitive differences from Old
Comedy.36 The quest for ‘self-consciousness’ is only useful insofar
as it throws light on the serious and dangerous issues which are
really at stake in tragedy.
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No terminology which is exclusive to theatrical literature, poetry,
or performance conventions appears in Greek tragedy. Terms for
dramatic genres are never used: tragedy is not hamed, nor comedy,
nor satyric drama. Nor are there found in tragedy the words for
dramatic actor—tragoidos (tragic actor), komoidos (comic actor),
hupokrites (speaker in a drama). The word for theatre (theatron)
does not appear, nor the theatrically specific technical terms that are
found in Old Comedy referring to props, stage machinery, dance-
floor (orchestra), entrance routes, and even rows of audience
benches.37 The word by the fourth century used for stage (skene)
means, in extant tragedy, a tent in a military encampment or at a
religious festival, or a curtained caravan on wheels (Euripides,
Hecuba 1289, lon 808; Aeschylus, Persians 1000). The word for
‘face’ (prosdpon), which certainly by the fourth century could also
mean ‘mask’ or ‘dramatis persona’, is perhaps the best candidate for
the bearing of explicit metatheatrical meaning, above all in Bac-
chae. Here the ambiguity of the term may have been exploited by
Euripides if Pentheus’ character mask was indeed used to represent
his decapitated head in the Agave scene: at 1277 Cadmus asks her,
‘And whose face (prosdpon) are you carrying in your arms, then?’38
But the term never exclusively means ‘mask’, let alone ‘theatrical
mask’ in extant Greek tragedy. The moment where arguably the
material presence of the actor’s mask is with most force brought to
the audience’s conscious attention does not involve the word pro-
sopon at all, but rather the notion of paint overlaid on a three-
dimensional, sculptural image: in Helen the loveliest woman in the
world, desired by Menelaus, Paris, and now Theoclymenus, blames
her suffering on her beauty. She wishes that, as on a statue, the paint
which made her lovely could be obliterated, and replaced by ugly
features (262-3).

Appreciating the remoteness and elevation of the heroic world
which the dramatists sought to create in their tragic dramas involves
acknowledging their generic avoidance of overt reference to the
theatre, whether as a social institution, a physical location, a mate-
rial presence, or an aesthetic experience. This avoidance must result
in part from a desire to avoid anachronism—the playwrights, aware
of the relative newness of their medium, were staging the heroic
world portrayed in epic and archaic lyric narrative, which know
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nothing of theatre.37 But if the tragedians had wanted to discuss
explicitly the role that the heroic stories they dramatized would one
day play in the theatre, they could have found ways to do so. What
they preferred to do was talk about music, poetry, painting, and
sculpture, art forms which had preceded tragedy and which had all
contributed to its total effect as a complex multi-medial form of
story-telling.

The visual sign that the theatrical performer had changed his
identity was in classical Athenian theatre signified by his mask.
The masks were painted, and by convention most of them were
beautiful to look at, in contrast with the deliberately grotesque
masks of Old Comedy. Many scholars have observed the similarities
between the beautiful visages of classical Greek sculpture and those
of tragic characters represented in the visual arts. Like the statues
contemporary with them, the facial contours of the masks worn in
tragedy seem to have been softly rounded, rather than using sharp
angles and planes to represent three dimensions. For a production
like the original Oresteia, with its three tragedies plus its concluding
satyr play Proteus, the twelve chorus-men will have required four
masks each: one of an old Argive male citizen for Agamemnon,
an Asiatic slave woman for the Libation-Bearers, an Erinys for
Eumenides, and a satyr for Proteus. In addition to these forty-
eight masks for the chorusmen, the tragedies of the Oresteia require
a mimimum of twelve different masks, distributed between the
three actors (for the watchman, Clytemnestra, a herald, Agamem-
non, Cassandra, Aegisthus, Pylades, Orestes, Electra, the nurse, the
priestess of Apollo at Delphi, possibly Clytemnestra’s ghost (unless
she retained the mask she had worn when alive), Apollo, and
Athena). This is not to count the silent on-stage characters (slave
women and guards in Agamemnon, Hermes in Eumenides), nor the
minimum of two roles—Proteus and presumably Menelaus—for the
satyr play. This means that for each tragedian at the competition,
the contracted mask-maker had to provide well over sixty masks
every year.

Although theatrical masks carved in stone became popular in
ancient ornamental sculpture (Fig. 1.6), actors’ masks needed to
be much lighter in weight. They were actually made of fabric rags,
soaked in plaster and dried. They came with hair attached, and may
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Fig. i.6. Marble mask of Dionysus, crowned with ivy berries (ist-2nd
century ce), reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

have been fixed to felt caps. Attempts by modem mask-makers to
recreate examples in which it is feasible to speak, sing and dance
have shown that linen soaked in plaster (the equivalent of the
‘stuccoed linen’ used nowadays to make medical casts to encase
broken limbs), or stiffened with glue and coated with plaster, can be
moulded over what is called a former (a basic convex form of the
mask, made in clay or wood, which can be moulded or carved into
smooth contours); alternatively, it can be built into a negative,
concave mould of the former. That these procedures would have
presented little challenge to the advanced ancient techniques of
casting from moulds is evidenced in the mass production of pieces
in terracotta and bronze.
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A single former could be used repeatedly if a whole chorus needed
similar masks, if one actor found a particular former produced
masks that enhanced his performance and fitted comfortably, or if
there was a requirement for a likeness between two individuals. A
probable example occurs in Euripides’ Electra. The old man is
scrutinizing the disguised Orestes. Orestes asks Electra why he is
doing so (559), ‘as if examining the bright impress on a silver coin.
Is he finding in me a likeness to somebody else?’ But the face painted
on the dried rags-plaster laminate, once dried and removed from the
mould, could vary enormously in appearance. Aeschylus tradition-
ally pioneered the use of elaborately painted, colourful masks, for
example for his repulsive Erinyes, that could in themselves inspire
strong reactions in spectators.

The performers of a group of plays will have needed as many
costumes as masks, and more in the case of characters who change
their garments in the course of a play, as the family of Heracles
changes into funeral robes in Heracles, or Pentheus changes into the
robe of a Bacchant in Bacchae. The costumes worn by tragic char-
acters were usually long-sleeved, which distinguished them from the
everyday wear of Athenians. This may have helped them not only to
make male actors, some of whom were of considerable age, able to
impersonate even young females, but also to indicate a character’s
status and ethnicity as well as his or her ritual standing. For exam-
ple, the chariot-borne Queen in Aeschylus’ Persians originally
wears sumptuous robes that identify her as Persian royalty, but
after a change of clothes later returns on foot, dressed in the simpler
gown suitable for pouring a libation, to consult the spirit of her dead
husband Darius at his graveside.

Hundreds of yards of beautiful textiles must have been required
to equip a chorus and actors with costumes for an entire tetralogy.
The descriptions of finery in the texts, and the theatre-related vase-
paintings, suggest a medium where spectacular costumes were
expected and relished by the audiences. Costume played a signifi-
cant role in theatrical semiotics, not only as an indication of age,
ethnicity, gender, and status, but in creating ironic, subversive, or
ominous effects, for example when Cassandra appears dressed as a
bride in Trojan Women. Since weaving was primarily a female
activity in classical Athens, as it was in the whole Greek world,
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this must be one area of tragedy in which the creative efforts of
women made, at one remove, a definitive contribution to the tragic
productions. The sheer amount of labour at looms that was
required for the shows at every City Dionysia did also, if indirectly,
affect the plots of Greek tragedy, which is partial to portraying
women who use cloth and clothes in lethal stratagems.38 Clytem-
nestra asks Agamemnon to tread the carpets to his death (Agamem-
non 908-13); the heroine of Medea sends her love rival a wedding
dress anointed with a lethal drug; Deianira in Sophocles’ Women of
Trachis does the same, although involuntarily, with the ceremonial
robe she sends to her husband Heracles.

Other significant props woven by women in Greek tragedy are
less destructive: Orestes can recognize his adult sisters by being
reminded of special items of their girlhood handiwork. Electra’s
weaving ‘with beasts in the design’ is displayed on stage in Liba-
tion-Bearers (231-2), and in Iphigenia among the Taurians
Orestes proves his identity to his sister by describing her picture,
woven in fine linen, of the golden lamb over which their grand-
father Atreus and great-uncle Thyestes had fought; she had added
a picture of the sun averting its face from the dreadful conflict
(814-17). But with the discussion turning from mask and costum-
ing strategies in tragedy to its allocation and portrayal of gender
roles, it is time to turn from the equipment used by the performers
to their portrayal of social issues.



Community ldentities

GATHERINGS

Athenians loved performing together in single-sex choruses. Girls
and women performed choruses at weddings (see e.g. Iphigenia
among the Taurians 365-8) and at the parties that celebrated the
birth of a child to a citizen. But boys were trained on a much more
public basis to sing and dance together, both in the course of wor-
ship and in civic competitions. These collective performances were
an integral part of the democratic culture: when in 405 bce the
Athenians faced defeat at the hands of the Spartans, one of the
things they most feared losing was their distinctive public choruses
(Aristophanes, Frogs 1420). Two years later, when the city was
enduring the reign of terror of the so-called Thirty Tyrants at the
end of the Peloponnesian War, the prominent democrats of Athens
were in exile. They raised an army and won a victory, after which
their spokesman Cleocritus addressed the defeated aristocrats in a
speech which shows how the shared experience of public activities
lay at the heart of the Athenians’ sense of group identity (Xenophon,
Hellenica 2.4.20):

Fellow citizens, why are you keeping us out of Athens? Why do you seek
our deaths? For we have never done you any harm. We have taken part
alongside you in the most hallowed rituals and sacrifices, and in the finest
festivals. We have been your co-dancers in choruses and co-students, as well
as your co-soldiers. We have been in dangerous situations with you on both
land and sea in defence of our mutual security and freedom.

Joint participation in festivals such as the City Dionysia, and per-
forming together in choruses, are thus seen as two of the primary
activities which create intense bonds between the citizens that no
civil war should ever jeopardize. Cleocritus’ speech proved effective,
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and the democracy was soon restored. He had the advantage of a
beautiful speaking voice and was already known to the citizens as
the herald who made announcements during the rituals at the
Eleusinian Mysteries, a ceremonial role which will have lent him
public authority. In Athens, therefore, politics, military training,
religion, and choral performance, the last two categories of which
are inseparable from the drama competitions, were interlinked as
community activities.

Gatherings of citizens took place often and routinely, usually in
the open air, as at the theatre of Dionysus. These gatherings were
an essential social mechanism in shaping group opinion. In his
Republic, Plato makes Socrates describe the Athenians thus: ‘they
sit down together in the assemblies or the law courts, or the
theatres or camps ... and proceed with great noise to find fault
with some of the things that are being said or done and to praise
others’ (6.492b 5-c 1). The noise included shouting and booing,
wolf-whistling, cat-calling, hissing, heel-drumming, and hand-
clapping. Such noises were regarded by Plato as having been
taken to such extremes in the drama competitions that they had
established over the poets a ‘dictatorship of the spectatorship’
(tbeatrokratia, Laws 3.70la 3). For besides the festivals of Dio-
nysus, there was a considerable number of collective events in
which the citizens participated, and in which they made an enor-
mous amount of noise.

The gathering about which least is known is actually meeting to
hear speech-making in military camps (see below, pp. 109-10). In
terms of religious festivals, the only one at Athens more important
than the City Dionysia was the Panathenaea, held in summer every
year, with an especially major celebration every fourth year. Like the
Dionysia, the Panathenaea was an occasion on which the whole city
would have been inundated with visitors from other Greek city-
states, and featured spectacular ceremonies in Athena’s honour. But
it also offered the opportunity to watch a variety of competitive
events in athletics and music, including the performance of choruses
and above all the rendition of the great Homeric epics by some of
the most distinguished rhapsodes in Greece. It is no coincidence that
theatre was invented in Athens in the sixth century under the
‘popular tyrant’ Pisistratus at the same time that the city was first
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enjoying regular, formal recitals of Homer at public festivals;
the lliad lies behind the popularity of episodes from the Trojan
war in tragedy, and the Odyssey’s fascination with disguise and
role-playing must have proved a stimulus to the new art of theatrical
imitation.l

Many other, local festivals and Attic rituals are mentioned in
tragedy, as we shall see in the discussions of individual plays, includ-
ing the Eleusinian Mysteries at which the ardent democrat Cleocritus
performed the role of Herald; the sanctuary of Demeter and Perse-
phone at Eleusis is the setting for Euripides’ Suppliant Women. But
the religious life of the Athenians also included long-distance travel to
attend the major Panhellenic cult centres elsewhere in Greece. In
Women of Trachis an important oracle was produced by the sacred
oak trees at the sanctuary of Zeus in Dodona in north-west Greece.
The cult of Hera at Perachora in the Gulf of Corinth is Medea’s next
destination at the conclusion of Euripides’ Medea. It took Athenian
citizens five or six days to get to Zeus’ great sanctuary at Olympia,
one of the major sites of ancient athletics, and imagery from several
events—wrestling, boxing, running and chariot-racing—appears in
Greek tragedy. Indeed, one of our best sources of information about
chariot racing is the exciting messenger speech in Sophocles’ Electra,
which (although entirely false) recounts in detail how Orestes died in
an accident during a race competing with other charioteers at the
games for Apollo at Delphi (720-30):

Keeping his horses near the pillar at the end,

Each time he grazed the post; giving his right-hand trace horses room
He tried to block off his pursuer.

At first they had all stood upright in their chariots,

But then the hard-mouthed colts of the competitor from Aenia
Carried him on despite his resistance. At the turn

Between the sixth and the seventh rounds

They smashed their foreheads against the chariot from Barce ...

And then the whole plain was filled with the wreckage of chariots.

But it is the actual oracle of Apollo at Delphi, rather than the races
held there in his honour, that dominates the theology of several
plays (notably those about Oedipus and Orestes), and provides the
backdrop of the first part of Eumenides and all of Euripides’ lon.
In both these plays an important role is played by the august Pythian
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priestess herself, who sat on the tripod absorbing the vapours that
became transformed into Apollo’s cryptic oracles.

In Eumenides, the moves and counter-moves by prosecutor and
defendant in the trial of Orestes are likened to a series of throws and
holds in a wrestling match (589). A legal interrogation, compared to
moves in an athletics contest, is thus enacted in the poetic dialogue
of a drama. The fusion of these three activities seemed natural to an
audience in classical Athens, where a similar shape and overall
character characterized court cases, athletics competitions, and
drama festivals. They had all developed out of the tradition of the
aristocratic competition, the agon. The shape of the actual trial was
reminiscent of a social drama in which both defendant and prose-
cutor learned roles, and enacted a competition in front of the
democratically selected jurors, who were equivalent either to the
listening, responsive chorus, or to the audience.2

In crime, and what to do with the criminal, dramatic contests
shared their subject-matter, up to a point, with legal trials. The
dramatist and the writer of legal speeches each had to create convin-
cing roles to be played by the major players; law-court roles needed
to be believable in terms of each individual’s family history, just as in
tragedy the hero’s parentage and ancestry could be a decisive factor
in his presentation. The main difference between drama and the law
is that, for the courts, two different authors usually wrote the
scripts—the two leading litigant’s separate but interacting ‘parts’'—
instead of one. It is not surprising that Greek tragedy had a close and
complicated relationship with the law, intriguingly indicated by the
fact that the word for actor—hupokrites, from which we derive the
word hypocrite—means both an actor and a respondent in a trial.
Some ancient Greek tragedies actually include trials. The lost plays
of Aeschylus’ tetralogic Danaids included a trial at Argos, and
Orestes is tried onstage in Aeschylus’ Eumenides as well as off it in
Euripides’ Orestes. In the contemporary world, trials that are tele-
vised— like the notorious trial of O. J. Simpson in 1995—still raise
guestions about where reality ends and fiction and entertainment
begin. Scholars have long recognized the impact on ancient Athenian
drama made by the development, under the democracy, of legal
language, concepts, and procedure, and especially by the advent of
the teachers of rhetoric.
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Trials and tragedies shared formal aspects, such as performance
in the open air, since litigants in murder cases were required to plead
their cases under the sky. Jurors seem to have taken their seats, as
they did at the theatre, in rows at varying distances from the rostra
(Dem. 43.18). By the end of the trial the platform might become
crowded, as could the tragic stage. Political allies were often intro-
duced in large numbers to vouch for their performer’s good name; it
was also customary to arrange one’s family, especially children, on
the platform in a social display (see e.g. Demosthenes 2.1.99,
Aeschines 2.152). Failure to produce family members, just as in
today’s North American presidential campaigns, could cast doubt
on the unity of one’s household. Interestingly it is a tragedy, and an
early one, which best describes the demeanour suitable for children
soliciting social approval and sympathy from the platform. When in
Aeschylus’ Suppliants the asylum-seeking Danaids are about to
supplicate Pelasgus, their father instructs them to look modest,
piteous, and humble, and to speak the kind of words that elicit
pity and that are mild and succinct (191-203).

Politically speaking, the most important gathering of the Athe-
nians was that of the demos, the sovereign body, at the Assembly
(Ekklesia) itself. These meetings were held on the Pnyx Hill not far
from the theatre, where the citizens deliberated and voted, after
listening directly to some of the most famous statesmen in ancient
history: Pericles, Nicias, Cleon, Alcibiades, and almost certainly
Sophocles himself. There was a sense of competition in terms of
oratorical performance; Demosthenes compares the assessment of
an orator’s skill with the judgements passed on playwrights,
choruses, and athletes (18.318-19). There are several episodes in
tragedy that reflect the proceedings in the Athenian Assembly more
or less directly. Theseus consults his people in Sophocles’ Oedipus at
Colonus, and in Euripides’ Orestes the parliament at Argos that
votes to execute the hero is clearly modelled on the Athenian
Assembly.

The tragedians’ interest in the psychology of decision-making
was also fed, indirectly, by the real-life experience of deliberation
undergone by their Athenian citizen spectators in the Assembly
and the Council. It was the Council (Boule) where the hard work
was really done. In the theatre of Dionysus, the most privileged
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front-row seats were bestowed on the members of the Boule, most
accurately translated as the ‘Deliberatory’; it was on this committee
that selected citizens deliberated for long hours on policy. The
work done in the Council is the aspect of the Athenian political
system that has most relevance to tragedy, which repeatedly stages
or describes scenes of decision-making—should the Argives grant
asylum to the Danaids? Should Agamemnon revoke the order to
execute Iphigenia? Sitting on the Council was seen as the highly
responsible form of service to the state that it certainly was. Men
had to be in their thirtieth year in order to serve on the Council
(Xenophon, Memorabililia i.2.-35),3 an™ h seems that in practice
men over fifty years old were given some precedence by the herald
in the queue of men wanting to address the Athenian Assembly
(see e.g. Aeschines, Against Timarcbus 23, 49).

Deliberation means the entire process of giving and receiving
advice, acquiring information, weighing up alternatives, and deci-
sion-taking. It is part of what Aristotle insists is the third most
important constituent of tragic drama (preceded only by plot and
character), namely the representation of ‘intellectual activity’ (dia-
noia), which he says is associated with both a political sense and
with rhetoric (Poetics ch. 6, 1450b 6-8). Its importance in terms of
the decisions made by the city is underlined by the speed with which
the oligarchs who took power in 411 ousted the democratically
elected Council, and even took over the building where the people’s
councillors had met to serve as their own centre of power.4 The
Boule required no fewer than five hundred citizens to serve, pro-
portionately selected from each deme. From the mid-fifth century,
or even earlier, they were replaced every year, by lot:5 at any one
time it ‘could thus have contained a fair cross-section of the citizen
body’.6 Since no man could serve more than twice in his life (Athe-
nian Constitution 62.3), the chances that any particular citizen
would serve at some point in his life (once he had reached the
qualifying age) must have been high, especially after pay was insti-
tuted in the later fifth century to encourage poorer citizens to
participate.7 The Council met almost every day (Xenophon, Helle-
nica 2.3.11), and it considered matters relating not only to the
state’s finances and the scrutiny of magistrates, but the Athenian
cults, festivals, navy, building programme, and care for the sick,
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disabled, and orphaned. To serve as a councillor required accumu-
lating information, assessing past actions and deliberating about
future ones virtually all day, every day. The ‘quality of attention’
required by service on the Council seems breathtaking compared
with what is today required of politicians, let alone ordinary
citizens.

Greek tragedy offers a training in decision-making. From the
Persian Queen’srequest for advice from her elders on how she should
react to her dream and the omen she has seen in Persians (179-245),
to Iphigenia’s articulation of her (limited) alternatives (i.e. whether
to die willingly or unwillingly) in Iphigenia in Aulis, the corpus of
fifth-century tragedies offers many characters engaged in delibera-
tion, both in soliloquy and in dialogue. Aeschylean characters
deliberate less than those in the other two tragedians, since his
characters are more ‘embedded’ in the actions represented in his
dramas, and their fates more ‘externally’ determined;8 this implies
that the representation of deliberation in tragedy became more
sophisticated and extensive in parallel with the development of
deliberation by citizens in the Council and Assembly. Euripides
seems to have been interested in how rhetoric, where the impulse
to control ‘how things seem’ supersedes the impulse to discover
truth, can interfere with good deliberation and persuade people
into immoral actions. But deliberation as a mental process seems
to have been most important to Sophocles, the only tragedian
amongst the ‘big three’ who himself held important public offices.
At least one crisis in most of his extant tragedies is precipitated by
the inability of a character in a quandary to listen to good counsel,
to discount bad, or simply to spend sufficient time considering
potential outcomes: Oedipus fails to hear Tiresias, neither Ajax
nor the Atridae demonstrate much ability to anticipate the conse-
quences of their actions, and Creon substitutes bluster for delibera-
tion when faced with cogent arguments framed by both Antigone
and Haemon.

Indeed, in Greek tragedy, there are few wholly competent
deliberators: the scene where Aethra advises Theseus in Euripides’
Suppliant "Women is an outstanding counter-example (286-364).
Most deliberation scenes are compromised by facile prejudice or
strong emotion, but some do, if only in passing, reveal sophisticated
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distinctions between knowledge and opinion, advanced reasoning
from precedent, or careful assessments of likelihood. But, as Thu-
cydides’ Athenian general Nicias realizes, the trouble is that
although it is incumbent upon citizens to deliberate extensively, it
is ultimately more important that they enjoy good luck (6.23.3).
The need to have good luck as well as to practise expert deliberation
becomes apparent to many tragic protagonists. No amount of even
the best possible deliberation could prevent a man from suffering
the sort of bad luck that afflicted Philoctetes or Oedipus. Yet it is
certainly up for discussion whether more effective deliberation
could have prevented Agamemnon from sacrificing Iphigenia at
Aulis, or Deianira from sending the robe in Women of Trachis,
just as it might have prevented Creon from refusing to listen to his
niece and son in Antigone.

Women deliberate just as much, if not more, than men in Greek
tragedy. In the imagination of a community, feminine figures can
play symbolic roles that differ from the roles allocated to them in
daily life. Within a particular society, the representation of female
minds sometimes has more to say about ‘referred’ or displaced class
identity than about the contingent views on gender. The eighteenth
century’s dominant ideal of femininity, with its emphasis on feeling
and morality, for example, was a powerful factor in establishing a
more general middle-class identity. The emergence of female-domi-
nated sentimental literature at that time really demonstrated ‘an
evolution of a particular ideological construction of a new class
identity, displaced into a discussion of female virtue’.9 Perhaps the
female deliberators in Greek tragedy might be ‘referred’ or dis-
placed democratic subjectivities. They are part of what Pat East-
erling has called Greek tragedy’s ‘heroic vagueness’, the special
idiom created by settings in the distant past and elevated poetic
language, which ‘enabled problematic questions to be addressed
without overt divisiveness’ and certainly without creating an art-
form in which ‘hard questions are avoided or made comfortable
because expressed in these glamorous and dignified terms’.10

If a performance of tragedy is considered as a site where the
Athenian democratic subject flexed his intellectual muscles, figures
such as Creusa in lon or Deianira in Women of Trachis could be
seen as mythical surrogates of the civic agent receiving advice,
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attempting to deliberate, and coming to a decision. This proposition
stands even if the issue that the woman is deliberating is not so
transparently political as, for example, whether or not a man per-
ceived as a traitor should be given a burial (the issue in Ajax and
Antigone). There have been some excellent challenges published
recently to the idea that there was anything fundamentally ‘demo-
cratic’ about tragedy as an art-form, since it originated in Athens
before the democracy was established, and since many of the poli-
tical concepts it examines are also pertinent to other, undemocratic,
city-states.11 But the focus on deliberation, entailing audience scru-
tiny of characters who are deliberating about action, constitutes an
important way in which Athenian tragedy was certainly ‘to do with’
the democracy: in the tyrant Pisistratus’ day the characters in tra-
gedy may indeed have deliberated, but the audience that watched
them was not yet the body with decision-making and executive
powers—that was Pisistratus himself.

The relevance of democratic deliberation to tragedy is conveyed
by Thucydides in the several scenes in which he describes the
citizens being led by emotions to take precipitate decisions in the
Assembly, with life-or-death consequences. These accounts under-
line how the Athenians acquired for themselves the name of ‘mind-
changers’ and ‘hasty deciders’ (Aristophanes, Acharnians 632, 630),
and why they quoted (although did not obey) the proverbial saying
that it was best to ‘deliberate at night'—that is, take one’s time over
a difficult decision and ‘sleep on it’.1Z Indeed, in the second debate
on Mytilene in the mid-420s, the statesman Diodotus opened his
response to the bellicose Cleon with the famous statement that the
two things most inimical to good counsel are speed and passion
(Thucydides 3.42.1). Since they were not characters in a tragedy, on
this occasion the Athenians did, fortunately, have the chance to
‘deliberate at night'. Diodotus’ reproof was delivered one day
after the Athenians had taken an outrageously hasty decision to
slaughter the entire male population of the city of Mytilene on the
island of Lesbos, and within hours had sent a trireme sailing off over
the Aegean to carry out the mass execution. The extreme volatility
of the demos’ temper is shown by what happened the next morning:
after ‘a sudden change of heart’, they called a second Assembly. At
the end of the second debate, which was of extreme intensity, they
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voted—narrowly—to rescind the measure taken the day before, and
managed, more by good luck than good deliberation, to get a
second ship to Lesbos in the very nick of time (Thucydides 3.49).

The Athenians here deliberated badly but enjoyed good luck:
most tragic decision-makers deliberate badly but suffer bad luck.
Greek tragedy could theoretically have pursued a different route in
which good deliberators suffered solely—and therefore more
unfairly—on account of ill fortune, like Job in the Old Testament.
But that did not happen. The Greek tragedians seem to have chosen,
by and large, to opt for bad deliberators meeting bad luck, or,
rather, for deliberators who are put in a position which through
pressure of time and emotion makes the incompetence of delibera-
tions inevitable. The pressure of time is often expressed through
imagery placing the deliberator on the edge of a razor, or in the pan
of a set of scales, which are not comfortable places from which to
review alternatives thoroughly (see e.g. Antigone 996, Women of
Trachis 82).

Clytemnestra in Agamemnon is relatively unusual in that she has
been planning her revenge for many years. Most tragic characters
act much more precipitately. How many of them take or are offered
the opportunity to deliberate without haste, passion, or at night?
The answer must be, ‘scarcely any’. Tragedy may, in fact, in some
cases contrast the sensible decisions to which deliberators have
come during protracted night-time thought and those that they
take precipitately within the timescale of the play’s action. Phaedra’s
great monologue in Hippolytus is an example: a lengthy process of
deliberation in the long watches of the night has allowed her to
understand why people are not always able to carry out what they
know is right, and also has helped her to arrive at the view that the
best course of action entails silence and self-control (Euripides,
Hippolytus 373-99). It is only the intolerable stress which Aphro-
dite has imposed on her that has now made her resolve on death as
‘the most effective plan’ (403).

The proverb ‘deliberate at night’ also illuminates the normal
practice of Greek tragic dramaturgy to confine the time enacted to
less than a single day, the notorious ‘unity of time’ that has had such
an extraordinary effect on western drama—and literature more
widely—ever since. Although there are some signs of attempts to
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compress significant actions into single revolutions of the sun in
Homeric epic, the mysterious origins of the distinctive temporal
unity of ancient tragic drama have never been properly explained.
The idea that deliberators ideally need to sleep on their decisions
may at least explain why the compressed temporal dimensions of
tragic theatre proved so long-standing a convention.

The vision of the world implicit in Greek tragedy suggests that
there is much about human life that cannot be controlled even by the
most competent of deliberators. But it would be incorrect to say that
this vision is fatalistic. It entails deliberators failing to take the most
obvious precautions and establish the most crucial facts through
enquiry, as well as failing to consult relevant parties and allow time
to calibrate likelihood. These failings allow a fissure to open up in
the action suggesting that, with more careful thought, many of the
great catastrophes of myth could have been averted even at the last
minute, or, at the least, their consequences in terms of collateral
damage ameliorated. The democratic sense of authority—that the
Athenians had seized control of their own destiny—thus manifests
itself, however highly mediated by the vocabulary of myth and the
form and sensibility of tragic drama, even when tragic characters
deliberate disastrously and take their mistaken decisions. Greek
tragedy may be metaphysically pessimistic, but it is, socio-politically
speaking, suggestive of a self-confident, optimistic, and morally
autonomous Athenian democratic subject.

DEALING WITH DEATH

At a tense moment in the earliest extant tragedy, Aeschylus’
Persians, the Queen of Persia and her chorus of counsellors need
to take a decision on how to react to the news from Salamis, and
so they summon up a ghost from the Underworld. They intend to
consult her husband and their previous king, Darius. By pouring a
libation, scratching and drumming at the earth until it resounds,
and singing a long wailing hymn full of inarticulate noises, invoca-
tions, and appeals to the Underworld gods to release Darius’ spirit,
they succeed in talking directly to the dead man. The actor playing
Darius appears from below in regal finery, perhaps having lain
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concealed in a stage tomb or perhaps through a trapdoor, but
certainly amidst a cloud of mist (see Fig. 2.1). We should not
underestimate the inventiveness of the special effects department
in the ancient theatre. But the reason the chorus gives for the
presence of that sinister ‘Stygian mist’ is that ‘all our young men
have recently perished’ (667-70). The waters of the Styx, the river
that divides the world of the living from the world of the dead,
have recently been disturbed by an unprecedented number of new
arrivals.

There are two further ghosts who appear in the plays (see
above, p. 2), and numerous other rituals performed to honour the
recently deceased or propitiate the long departed. Many plays con-
tain a messenger speech in which a death is described; many others
display at least one corpse to public view. Talking to (and about) the
dead was a constant activity in Greek tragedy, which is rooted in
death and dying as no other artistic medium. Even the Homeric
lliad, which is fundamentally an aesthetic evocation of the death of

Fig.2.l. George Romney'’s illustration of the ghost scene in Persians
(1778-9). Photo reproduced courtesy of the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool.
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handsome warriors on the battlefield, contains nowhere near as
varied and as vivid accounts of killing, suicide, death throes, acci-
dental death, death rites, funerals, spectres, and dialogues with the
departed.

Some people must have died on their own in the ancient Greek
world, and the deaths of even more—especially slaves—will have
gone virtually unremarked and unlamented. But what happens
when someone dies in tragic theatre is a series of responses, from
the other characters in the drama, the community represented by
the chorus, and the external audience in the theatre. It is not Death
as any abstract principle or ontological state that fascinated the
Greek tragedians, but how a particular death or deaths is experi-
enced by the victim, the killer (if there is one), the bereaved, and the
wider community. The tragedies ask what goes through the head of
someone who knows they are about to die, and how do they
express it? What does a dead body look like before it is prepared
for burial, and what rites are due to it? How does a death impact
subsequently on the surviving individuals and community? Can the
powerful emotions of despair and rage be contained and channelled
in constructive group activity? How can the sudden rupture in the
social fabric be healed? What rituals or language, private or public,
can ever be appropriate to the shocking murder of the innocent, for
example Heracles’ slaughter of his children in Heracles by Euri-
pides, which makes the appalled chorus wonder what honorific
dance for Hades they can possibly perform (1027)? Why can
some of the dead rest in some kind of peace, while others wander
the world of the living, seeking retribution? What role do the dead
play in the consciousness of the living and in the creation of social
memory?

The description of fatal violence is often entrusted to a messenger,
such the account in Baccbae of the gruesome death of Pentheus,
torn to pieces on the mountains. But the artistic representation of
the physical processes undergone by a victim of violent death
offered great potential to the Greek tragedians, who had visual
and musical as well as poetic resources, and a variety of voiced
agents on whom to call—the victim, the Killer, the witness, the next-
of-kin and the dependants and subjects. The screams of the dying
Heracles, being eaten alive by skin-devouring toxins, echo around
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Fig. 2.2. The scholar Jane
Ellen Harrison as Alcestis in
an Oxford production
(1887), reproduced
courtesy of the APGRD.

the theatre in 'Women of Trachis. Euripides’ Alcestis (see Fig. 2.2)
slips into unconsciousness, surrounded by her children and hus-
band, as Death—who has, uniquely in tragedy, himself physically
appeared in the opening dialogue of the play—abducts her soul by
mysterious means. Medea’s children call for help from backstage as
their mother assaults them with a deadly weapon in Euripides’
Medea. The dreadful chariot crash of his Hippolytus, caused near
the sea by the panic of his horses at the supernatural bull that
Poseidon sends from underwater, is described in horrific detail by
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Fig. 2.3. The Death of Hippolytus by Lawrence Alma-Tadema (i860).

flesh all mangled’ (1343-4) and he writhes in agony. They know
that death is imminent when he says that he can actually see the
gates of the Underworld (1447).

Yet many of those whose deaths are portrayed in the war-torn
world of Greek tragedy die on the battlefield. Descriptions of death
in combat occupy a great deal of Aeschylus’ Persians, and his Seven
against Thebes is the earliest of several plays which bring war
dead—the corpses of Eteocles and Polynices—into the theatrical
space to be lamented. The burial of war dead is the fundamental
issue at stake in Euripides’ Suppliant Women as well as, more
obliquely, in Antigone. This reflects a major concern in ancient
Greek life, where there was in the later fifth century a distressing
breakdown in the protocol that after battle the dead should be
returned to their own side and treated with respect. This led to
incidents such as the aftermath of the battle of Delium in 424 vce,
when the Boeotians refused to return the Athenian bodies during
negotiations that lasted for nearly three weeks, while the bodies
putrefied. Such negotiations were conducted through heralds, figures
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granted inviolability in enemy territory, whose importance is
reflected in several scenes of diplomacy in tragedy.13

During the decades when the surviving Greek tragedies were
composed, the people of Athens annually conducted ceremonies in
honour of the war dead at a public funeral, financed by the state and
held in mid-winter. This gathering fleetingly created a real commu-
nity identity which more closely resembled the one imagined in
tragedy than most of the Athenian public gatherings, since the
state funeral officially included women and resident foreigners in
its rites. Indeed, it was perhaps the only occasion in the civic
calendar when women were officially exposed to extended oratory
by a statesman, and its importance in terms of the creation of group
identity for the whole state can therefore scarcely be overestimated.

Three days before the ceremony and the oration, the bones of the
dead were laid out in a special tent (probably erected in the market-
place), and their kin came to pay their respects and bestow offerings
upon them. On the third day the people of the city gathered for a
funeral procession bearing the bones in cypress coffins, one for each
tribe, with an additional, empty coffin to represent the unrecovered
bodies of the missing. The procession was open to all citizens, resident
foreigners, and women, the traditional performers of sung lament. The
procession wound its way to the city gate and out into the cemetery in
the ‘most beautiful’ part of the city, the Kerameikos, where the bones
were interred in the public sepulchre. A statesman chosen for the his
high moral reputation and beautiful voice delivered the speech that
served as the collective farewell to the dead and manifesto for the
living, praising the city, the principles for which the dead had sacrificed
their lives, and offering some comfort to the bereaved.

The experience of the public funeral and its associated patriotic
oration exerted a considerable influence on tragedy, where death on
the battlefield is a constant theme, and funeral processions and rites,
both for dead soldiers and civilians, provide a recurring source of
conflict, spectacle, and pathos. But the world portrayed in tragedy,
which is chronologically set hundreds of years before the Athenian
public funerals, still presents the lamentation for the dead as a
primarily female activity, and is unafraid to show women rending
their clothes, gouging their cheeks, and beating their breasts in
despair. In reality, legislation had been passed in the sixth century
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which curtailed excessive practices of self-mutilation and other dis-
plays of grief by women, probably to prevent aristocratic families
competing with each other in expenditure on funerals. The earliest
surviving Athenian oration from a public funeral, delivered by
Pericles at the end of the first year of the Peloponnesian War, sternly
enjoins the women of the city to control their lamentations and keep
quiet, and remember that the greatest glory of a woman is not to be
mentioned in public at all (Thucydides 2.45). But tragedy allowed
the men of Athens collectively to watch old-fashioned ritual dirges
of untrammelled wildness and intensity.14

The obligation to ensure the proper conduct of non-state funeral
rites for private individuals, in any case, continued to fall on their
close male kin, ideally on a son who was also the legitimate heir.
Harsh criticism was incurred by sons, both natural and adopted,
who shirked this responsibility;15 spectators at Greek tragedies will
have scrutinized each funeral portrayed to see whether such a son
was available for the dying hero or heroine, as Hyllus is able to
oversee his father’s death rites in Sophocles’ Women o f Trachis, and
in his Ajax the hero’s half-brother Teucer ensures that Ajax’s son,
although still a small child, is present to honour his dead father.
In Euripides’ Suppliant Women, which enacts funeral rites in
considerable detail, the sons of the slain are present alongside the
aged mothers at the funeral.l6 But in the distorted, dysfunctional
world of tragedy, there is often no son available to take care of
an individual's obsequies, which heightens the sense of gloom
and disorder. Agamemnon in the Oresteia has received no proper
funeral, and Antigone is forced to take the initiative with respect to
Polynices’ corpse because he has no living male relative to take
responsibility.

The staging of death and funerals in Greek tragedy must have
conformed, to an extent, with standard practice. Where the action
involves noticeable deviations from expected procedures, it must
have generated additional meanings that would be picked up at
some level by the audience. In a private funeral under normal
conditions, the body would be bathed, perfumed, and dressed in
special robes, which were traditionally white, and crowned with a
wreath of foliage or gold. Cleansing and making the body presen-
table were duties that fell by ancient custom on the women of the
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family, in preparation for its display on a couch to other relatives
and friends. This wake or protbesis (‘laying-out ceremony’) is reg-
ularly denied to the bloodied, disfigured corpses of murder victims
in Greek tragedy, who may be exposed to the public view without
being touched by any female next-of-kin, nor dressed in fresh gar-
ments. Under normal circumstances, precautions would be taken to
protect participants in the wake from the pollution that death
caused, including a jar of water standing at the door for sprinkling
purposes, but in tragedy pollution is often the last thing on the
minds of murderers or the bereaved.

The real-world wake entailed the bereaved assembling around
the corpse and mourning it with loud laments and wailing, although
extremities of self-mutilation were discouraged at Athens, where
the law also dictated that the prothesis had to take place indoors.
This, again, must have made the extreme mourning rituals per-
formed in public spaces within the world of tragedy seem all the
more jarring and discordant. In the case of a real-world death, the
funeral itself, which was called the ekpbora (‘carrying out’), took
place the next day, usually soon after dawn. The people in the
mourning procession that accompanied the bier wore dark clothes,
and sometimes cut their hair or shaved their heads; the men tradi-
tionally led the way. The funeral was followed by a private family
meal, and further ritual visits to the tomb on the third, ninth, and
thirtieth days after the interment.

Greek tragedy teems with death rituals. In Euripides’ Trojan
‘Women, the different ways in which the untimely deaths of Poly-
xena and subsequently Astyanax are treated are crucial to the shift-
ing emotional landscape of the play. Hecuba and the other widows
focus almost entirely on their individual grief and terror at their
separate futures as slaves in the earlier scenes. But soon the chorus
begins to identify their collective grief at the destruction of their
whole community as a joint emotional focus; in a desolate song they
dwell on the mental picture of the children of Troy clinging to their
mothers’ robes as the city was invaded (557-9). At this point the
captive Andromache appears on a wagon, surrounded by the weap-
ons of her dead husband Hector, with her little child Astyanax in her
arms. She has been awarded to Neoptolemus, the son of her hus-
band'’s killer. In this agonizing scene Astyanax is taken from her to
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be executed. But Andromache also has news for Hecuba: she saw
the corpse of Polyxena, who had been sacrificed by the Greeks, and
managed ‘to cover it with robes and lament it’ (627). Polyxena’s
body had apparently been left shockingly exposed, but Andromache
has at least performed actions representing in a rudimentary way
both the traditional preparation of the corpse by female family
members, and the prothesis. For most of the Trojan dead, there
are apparently to be no funeral rites at all. It is implied that many
corpses are exposed as carrion (599-600).17

The funeral rites for Astyanax therefore have immense symbolic
value, since they are surrogates not only for the mourning of both
Hecuba and the community for Polyxena, but also for all their
Trojan dead, and indeed for their living children from whom they
are to be separated forever as they go off to their different fates in
slavery (1089-99). How the corpse of Astyanax is treated becomes
a matter of overwhelming emotional significance. This is Troy’s sole
chance to see a body properly tended and to create, one last fleeting
time, the group solidarity and consolation that death rites offered.
The body arrives from the direction of the Greek fleet, with or
already on Hector’s shield. Andromache has been unable to bury
it herself, since Neoptolemus’ fleet has set sail, but the body has
already been washed for burial in the river Scamander, and Talthy-
bius is making sure that a grave is dug.

Under pressure of time, with the moment for the fleet to depart
pressing ever closer, Hecuba takes the boy’s body in her arms and
delivers an unexpectedly formal speech to him in her capacity as his
closest available next-of-kin (see Fig. 2.4). Some of this consists of
rhetorical assaults on his killers and regrets for the shortness of his life
and for the perversion of the natural order by which the grandchild
should bury the grandparent. But Hecuba also lingers on parts of his
body, his head, hands, and mouth (1173-86), noticing resemblances to
her dead son (also the boy'’s father), Hector. The warrior is represented
symbolically by his shield, on which the boy is at some point placed.
The shield itself bears the physical marks of the beloved man—the
grooves in the arm-band where his fingers had gripped, and the sweat
on the rim where his beard had brushed (1194-9). Through the
evocation of parts of his body, Hecuba seems to be preparing her son
for burial at the same time as she prepares her grandson.
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After this address, Hecuba tells her women to fetch what adorn-
ment they can muster in order to array the little corpse, and then
makes the final preparations for burial. She dresses the body in
Trojan robes that are not specifically funeral robes, although the
customary wreaths are provided for both him and his father’s shield.
She and the chorus then perform a short antiphonal lament, during
which she attempts to dress the disfiguring injuries and make the
body decent for interment. Astyanax’s funeral, however makeshift
and terribly rushed, does at least allow Hecuba and the women of
Troy to recreate, one last time, their joint identity as wives of Trojan
men, symbolized by Hector’s shield, and mothers of Trojan children.

In almost all Greek tragedies, there is something ‘not quite right’
about the way the dead are treated, and the dysfunctional rituals
underline and crystallize, on a theatrical and symbolic level, the
dysfunctional nature of the family of the deceased. In the Oresteia,
for example, Aeschylus uses the perversion of death ritual not only to
signify the problems in the family of Atreus, but instrumentally in
ways that advance the dramatic action and emotional development.
The chorus of the Agamemnon already see that by killing her own

Fig. 2.4. Sybil Thorndike
as Hecuba in Trojan
Women, ¢.1919,
reproduced courtesy of the
APGRD.
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husband, who has no non-hostile male relative left in Argos to take
responsibility for his funeral, Clytemnestra may, scandalously, be
depriving him of funeral rites altogether (1541-50). In the great
scene sung by Electra, Orestes, and the chorus in Libation-Bearers,
emotions are aroused by lingering on the neglect suffered by Aga-
memnon’s corpse. It had not been prepared for burial by the cus-
tomary rites, but had its extremities cut off and hung beneath the
armpits (439); this form of emasculation was designed to neutralize
Agamemnon’s power to seek vengeance through a living surrogate.

There was clearly no orthodox mourning of his death by family
and friends, since Orestes was absent, Electra was locked up in the
house (444-9), and the citizens of Argos were not permitted to
attend the funeral and perform laments (430-3). The lamentation
continues for so long now because it has never previously reached
its proper consummation in the collective mourning of Agamem-
non’s death by his close kin and friends. The shape of the collective
that engages in the funeral rites, under normal circumstances,
would define the shape of the future household and its relationships
within the community. This never happened in Agamemnon’s
household. The household can only ‘regroup’ now, with the belated
sequence of concentrated mourning by Agamemnon’s true male
heir, Orestes, by his female kin, represented by Electra, and the
wider household and friends, represented by the chorus.18

Yet the great kommos (sung dialogue) between the mourners
evolves into a vengeance catechism, a psychological preparation for
reciprocal violence. One of the features of the lament for the victims
ofviolence in traditional societies has always been to define the death
as unjust and untimely, and to transform grief into concentrated rage.
When the lament is repeatedly performed over a period of time, as
Electra has sung her dirges for a decade and more, it functions to keep
alive the memory of the deceased and the wrathful emotions until
such time as the Killing is avenged. Until recent times, such laments
could still be heard and recorded in remote parts of Mediterranean
culture. The role of ‘memory keeper’ for a dead man through perfor-
mance of lament is indeed traditionally taken by women, his surviv-
ing dependants. The enormous amount of lamentation in Greek
tragedy is partly a function of the prevalence of revenge as a motive
for action—usually further, reciprocal violence.
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The Greek word for ‘revenge’ is very close to the Greek for ‘return
a favour’ and the idea of reciprocity, whether it took the form of
exchanged acts of violence or exchanged good turns, was funda-
mental to the fifth-century Greeks’ understanding of history and of
human relationships. In Medea, for example, the dreadful gift that
Medea givesJason in the form of the poisoned wedding dress for his
new bride is just the latest in a series of favours and gifts that they
have given each other over time. Their great agon amounts to a
competition in terms of which of them has done the other most
favours. The gift-giving turned into exchange of brutalities when
Jason abandoned Medea, and this transformation of their relation-
ship is concretely manifested in the material gift that is simulta-
neously a deadly weapon.l9 Indeed, gifts in Greek tragedy are
almost without exception dangerous. Tragedy’s portrayal of the
inevitability of revenge in human relationships is consonant with a
certain trend in ancient Greek thinking about the cosmos more
widely. The concept of reciprocity underlies Greek physics and
metaphysics as well as ethics. One of the earliest and most influential
of the pre-Socratic philosophers, Anaximander, taught that every-
thing in the universe returns to the element from which it came, in a
process of give-and-take across time, like reciprocal compensation
for injustice (Anaximander fr. i DK). There is a sense in which
reciprocal violence is an attempt to impose order on chaos, to
make symmetry out of asymmetry, to balance the unbalanced.

The ancient Greeks were more capable than we are of emotional
honesty in articulating the drive for revenge and the emotional relief
and satisfaction it can bring to the avenger: Thucydides records that
in his speech to his Syracusans before battle with the invading
Athenian imperial forces, the Sicilian general Gylippus urged them
that ‘in dealing with an enemy it is most just and lawful to claim the
right to slake the fury of the soul on the aggressor ... [since revenge
provides] the greatest of all pleasures’ (7.68). Aristotle was certainly
representing the dominant view when he wrote that avenging one-
self is a normal impulse, and not to do so is a sign of a servile
personality (Nicomacbean Ethics 4.5.1126a 7-8). Greek revenge
tragedy shows what happens in a world chronologically prior to
democratic Athens. In this new civic order, the legislation reflected a
general agreement that in pursuit of revenge it was better to raise a
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lawsuit against the person who had damaged you, even if the
damage was physical, rather than to take executive action oneself.
There did, however, remain exceptions—it was legally permitted for
an Athenian citizen to kill a man whom he discovered having sexual
intercourse with his wife, provided he could prove that the killing
was not premeditated (see below, pp. 190-2).

Revenge may therefore be seen as a natural phenomenon in the
world of Greek tragedy, but it is a problematic one. It is a recurring
issue that reciprocal violence is potentially infinite, unless a
stop is put to it by another social mechanism such as the court of
the Areopagus in Aeschylus’ Eumenides. Some plays show how the
desire for revenge can distort whole lives, which seems to be the
point of Chrysothemis’ pragmatic perspective in contrast with her
embittered sister’'s emotional trauma in Sophocles’ Electra. Others
show how the wrong people, such as the children in Medea, can get
hurt when individuals seek restitution for damage. In several plays,
the problem of escalation is put centre-stage when more people are
killed by the avenger than were killed in the original crime, as
Hecuba kills two of Polymestor’'s sons in Euripides’ Hecuba, as
well as blinding him, when he ‘only’ killed one of hers. These
plays all focus on human avengers as they retaliate against a
human antagonist. But several others explain human suffering in
terms of a god’s revenge on a human who has offended him or her,
which often involves terrible collateral damage: why should Phae-
dra be made to suffer by Aphrodite when it is Hippolytus who has
disrespected the goddess?

One of the most thrilling scenes of violent revenge in tragedy is
Ajax’s remarkable suicide scene in his name-play by Sophocles. He
curses his enemies the Atridae, calling upon the spirits of vengeance
to bring doom upon them and their entire army (835-44). Ajax is
angry that he has been disrespected by his own leaders and comrades-
in-arms, and is unable to live with the shame of what he has done
while insane. His curse will have been heard by the audience in the
theatre partly as a prediction of the fifth-century Athenian hostility
towards the Atridae’s historical descendants in Sparta. Ajax’s suicide
thus plays a determining role in the public domain of international
history. But there are differences between the motives that drive
men to suicide in Greek tragedy and those that drive women. Another
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male suicide, Menoeceus in Euripides’ Phoenician Women, sacrifices
himself to Ares as an act of benefaction to his country. The
exception here is Haemon in Antigone, who stabs himself primarily
for the very personal ‘feminine’ reason that his beloved Antigone has
hanged herself rather than die a slow death by starvation in the
cave where she has been incarcerated. The messenger delivers
a dazzling speech which relates the only double suicide in Greek
tragedy (1220-5,12,31-9):

In the corner of the tomb
We caught sight of her, hanged by the neck,
Caught in a noose of woven linen.
But he was collapsed beside her, his arms round her waist,
Howling for the death of his Underworld bride,
For what his father had done, and for his ill-starred marriage.

When Creon tried to reason with him,

The boy glared at him with wild eyes,

Spat in his face rather than answering him, and drew
His double-edged sword. But he failed to strike

His father, who darted backwards to avoid him.
Then, enraged with himself, and just as he was,

The poor wretch pressed himself against the sword
Driving half its length into his side. While still alive,
He folded the girl weakly in the bend of his elbow,
And spurting forth a fast stream of blood

Stained her white cheek.

A modern psychologist would probably also say that Haemon
enacts anger that he actually feels against his father on his own
body. It is certainly rage against Creon that motivates Haemon'’s
mother Eurydice, after hearing this speech, to stab herself to death;
it transpires that she has lost not one but both of her sons through
her husband’s actions, and in her dying moments she curses him in
retaliation (1302-5).

Ayear after he saw a production of Sophocles’ Antigone in 1845,
Edgar Allan Poe proposed that ‘The death of a beautiful woman is,
unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world.’10 While many
have bridled at the apparent misogyny here, it is illuminating to
consider how much more interested the Greek tragedians seem to
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have been in how women died in their plays, by sacrifice, murder,
and especially by suicide, than their epic predecessors had been.
Since these women are almost always motivated by things that have
happened within their own households, their reason for self-
destruction is connected with tragedy’s interest in intra-familial
aggression, rather than the inter-familial or interstate relations
that dominate the world of epic myth. Even discounting the young
women who volunteer themselves for sacrifice, several women other
than Antigone and Eurydice die by their own hand in tragedy, which
relates the details in beautiful poetry. After she has inadvertently
caused her husband Heracles’ death, Sophocles’ Deianira stabs
herself, in a sexually charged scene, on the marriage bed she shared
with him. Sophocles’ Jocasta hangs herself, also on her marriage
bed, after discovering the true identity of her second husband.
Euripides’ Phaedra uses the same method, out of a combination of
frustrated love for Hippolytus, retaliation against his misogynist
tirade, and the need to salvage her reputation for the sake of her
own children (419-27).

Some scholars have argued that hanging was a typically female
method of suicide, and that women who use weapons against
themselves are exceptional, even deliberately ‘masculinized’ by the
poets. It is true that young, unmarried women in tragedy seem to
prefer nooses to swords. This is the method threatened by the
Egyptian virgins of Aeschylus’ Suppliants. But there are fewer
female suicides in this age group than of more mature, married
women, so generalizations are dangerous. Women attempt death
in Euripides in strikingly different ways. Hermione in Andromache
considers a sword, a noose, and a leap from a great height into the
sea or a woodland ravine (841-50). Hecuba tries to charge into the
fire consuming Troy at the end of Trojan Women-, Evadne leaps
from a rock onto her husband’s funeral pyre in Suppliant Women-,
Jocasta stabs herself between the bodies of her sons on the battle-
field in Phoenician Women.

‘Outdoor’ deaths such as these may be followed by the display of
the bodies in the theatre after they have been brought in by a
character and mute attendants: in Phoenician Women the corpses
are accompanied by Antigone (see Fig. 2.5). But ‘indoor’ deaths,
including the suicide of Phaedra in Hippolytus, required the use of
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Fig. 2.5. Edouard Toudouze, Farewell of Oedipus to the Corpses of
His Wife and Sons (1871). Ecole Nationale Superieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris.

the theatrical device called the ekkuklema or ‘rolling-out’ machine.
This could be used for striking tableaux involving people who are
alive, such as Ajax, surrounded by the Greek army’s tortured live-
stock. But often it was used to display gruesome cadavers. In
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Libation-Bearers, the corpses of two
heterosexual couples—Agamemnon and Cassandra, Aegisthus and
Clytemnestra—are rolled out of the same palace doors by their
respective executioners. In Sophocles’ Electra, the corpse of Cly-
temnestra, rolled out and displayed to Aegisthus, itself becomes
an instrumental ‘luring device’ that leads him to his own death
(see Fig. 2.6). Euripides’ Phaedra is cut down from the beam
where she has hanged herself, and rolled out in front of the palace
where Theseus finds the suicide note clasped in her hand (857-60).
The display of the corpse, a central feature of the funeral in ancient
Greece, thus became transformed, through the invention of the
ekkuklema, into a central feature of its theatre art.21
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Fig.2.6. Benjamin West, Aegisthus, Raisingthe Veil, Discovers the Body of
Clytemnestra (1780), reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the
British Museum.

PHYSICAL CONTEXTS

Most Greek tragedies portray a character who has travelled from afar
to arrive at his or her destination, whether on horseback, by horse-
drawn chariot, on foot, or by sea. The sense of arrival from a different,
distant place will have resonated amongst the audiences of the trage-
dies. For when representatives of numerous Greek city-states
assembled in Athens in the springtime to watch heroes and heroines
suffering, they had all experienced a journey in order to get there. For
some, Athenians who lived within the city walls, the short journey
(two kilometres or less) will have been on foot. For the Athenians who
lived further away and many mainland Greeks, the journey will
have taken a day or several days, and entailed horses, donkeys, and
camping en route. For the Athenians’ allies from further away, a
lengthy journey by sea across the Aegean or Mediterranean will
have preceded their attendance at the Dionysia.
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Aphrodite opens Hippolytus by describing the world which
worships her as ‘all those who dwell between the Euxine [i.e.
Black] Sea and the Pillars of Atlas and look on the light of the sun’
(3-4). In Plato’s Pbaedo Socrates says ‘I believe that the earth is
enormous, and that we who dwell in the area extending from the
river Phasis to the Pillars of Heracles inhabit only a small portion,
around the sea, like ants or frogs about a pond’ (109b). The Greeks
seem to have seen themselves as coastal beings, living round the
edges of the Black Sea (into which the river Phasis runs from what is
now Georgia) and the Mediterranean, bounded to the west by
the Pillars of Heracles at Gibraltar. The sea defined the ancient
Greeks’ sense of geography, and was at its centre, fringed around
by Greek civilized habitations. Greek colonizers tended not to
found settlements much more than thirty-five kilometres or so—a
day’s journey—inland. One of the central unifying factors in ancient
Greek life, both in reality and psychologically, was sea travel. No
wonder the sea scenes in the Odyssey were so much loved
and marine imagery occurs in so many plays. Oedipus’ ship, says
Tiresias, sailed into the harbour of a dreadful marriage (Oedipus
Tyrannus 422-3); Heracles regards his children as little cargo-boats
that need to be towed along by their parent ship (Heracles 631-2);
Pelasgus in Aeschylus’ Suppliants says that there is need of profound
thought, ‘like a diver descending into the depth’ (408; see also
Theseus’ figure of speech at Euripides, Hippolytus 822-4).

The map drawn by Greek tragedy, which extends from Egypt in
the south to the northern coast of the Black Sea and the Caucasus,
and from the Peloponnese to Phoenicia (a land where no play is set
but which sends a chorus to Thebes in Euripides’ Phoenician
Women) and Susa inside the Persian Empire, was approximately
commensurate with the psychological map inside the heads of tra-
gedy’s spectators. Many of them will, however, have travelled
further west, especially to the Greek cities of Sicily, and it comes
as no surprise that there were tragedies, now lost to us, set on that
island.

The physical setting of Greek tragic performances underscored
the relationship between their content, their audiences, and their
performers. Performances of Greek tragedy were not fundamentally
illusionist; besides the costumes, masks, and some rudimentary
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scenery, little attempt was made to disguise the fact that fifth-century
citizens were sitting in the open air in a particular sanctuary
in Athens. It is therefore remarkable how varied the settings of
Greek tragedy are; they could be set on any land on which the
same sun shone that illuminated the theatre of Dionysus at Athens.
This space was repeatedly transformed, in the collusive experience
of the play shared by spectators and performers, into cities or sanc-
tuaries far away in barbarian lands (the Susa of Aeschylus’ Persians
or the Black Sea crags of Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians),
into a remote mountain region, desert island, or coastal region
suitable for a military encampment (in Prometheus, Philoctetes,
Hecuba, and Iphigenia in Aulis), or into any other Greek city or
shrine that the tragedian’s choice of story made appropriate (Thebes,
Argos, Delphi). It could also transform itself into a famous site
within Athenian territory, such as the sanctuary of Zeus at Marathon
in Children of Heracles. It could create a doublet of an important
civic space that was within a short walking distance of the theatre
itself, such as the Areopagus (in Eumenides).

There is little evidence external to the texts to help us imagine
how scenery design suggested these different locales. In Plato,
writing early in the fourth century, there is a suggestion that scenery
may have been more sophisticated than other evidence allows us to
infer. In his Republic one character talks of a stage ‘front’, and of
‘shadow-outlining’ (2.365¢ 2-6), which may mean that perspectival
scene-painting, of the kind that can occasionally be glimpsed on
vases connected with theatre, was well developed by Plato’s day.
Indeed, perspective and shading were invented by ancient Greek
artists at exactly the time that they were developing the new med-
ium of theatre in the fifth century nce. It was almost certainly the
painting of stage properties—‘flats’ that represented, for example,
wings protruding from buildings—that stimulated Greek painters
into experimenting with creating the illusion of three dimensions on
a surface with only two.zz

Greek tragedy, however, relied on its words to evoke a sense of
place. Choral odes refer to rivers, mountains, sanctuaries, and other
landmarks in the vicinity of the setting of a play, but not necessarily
visible to the audience at all.23 Characters discuss their immediate
environment in suggestive ways. When Antigone guides the polluted



88 COMMUNITY IDENTITIES

and exhausted Oedipus into the grove of the Eumenides at the
opening of Oedipus at Colonus, she describes it thus (14-18):

Father, poor Oedipus, the towers

That crown the city are at some distance, as far as | can see,

But this place is holy, as one may obviously presume from the

Laurels, olive trees, and vines thriving here. And there are many feathered
Nightingales singing beautifully inside.

Such ‘programmatic’ descriptions of the imagined space are often to
be found early in the plays, perhaps to help future scenery designers
if and when the plays were revived in other Greek theatres, but
mainly to help transport th