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Preface 

Euripides , last of the three great Attic tragedians , captured for 
the sophisticated audience of his late plays the demise of a great 
empire and of an extraordinary genre . Although tragedy survived 
into the fourth century, Athens ' enj oyment of self-criticism and 
iconoclasm in its theatrical festivals did not .  Philosophy soon chal­
lenged the intellectual role of drama in the city.  Comedy, inspired 
by Euripides,  survived by adapting itself to a growing taste for 
bourgeois realism and the drama of private life .  Tragedy limped 
on, often in the form of revivals of Euripides . The poet ' s  art am­
biguously reflects the complexities of a long transitional period. 

Clearly, then, the critic of tragedy, and especially of Euripides , 

cannot afford to read that poet's texts out of their social, political, 
and religious context or  the circumstances of their dramatic pro­
duction . These circumstances are hard to recapture . Euripides ' 
characters speak the language of Thucydides or the Sophists ,  and 
the plays ' metaphors and plot patterns reflect actual ritual perfor­
mance. Yet attempts to specify the political implications of drama 
have rarely remained true to a reading of the plays as a whole . In 
this book I undertake the equally slippery task of exploring the 
representation of ritual in Euripides '  tragedy. I hope the result will 
not only be valuable to scholars and students of tragedy but also 
contribute to the expanding dialogue between classics and anthro­
pology. 

In order to make the text accessible to those who do not read 



Preface 

Greek, I have translated all quotations and have transliterated the 
Greek wherever possible, indicating omega (long 0) and eta (long e) 
with a macron (0 and e). In transliterating Greek names I have used 
the most familiar version . All translations aim to be as literal as 
possible and are my own except where noted otherwise.  I have 
confined consideration of technical problems to the notes and ap­
pendixes, aiming only to make the reader aware of their existence 
and nature and to summarize current critical opinion . The Greek 
text is cited from the Oxford Classical Text of Gilbert Murray, 
Euripides Fabulae, 3 vols . 2d ed. (Oxford 1 9 1 3 ) ,  with deviations 
indicated in the notes . 

This book is a remote descendant of my dissertation (Harvard 
1 975 ) , and I remain grateful to my advisers , J. H .  Finley, Jr . , and 
Cedric Whitman, for their sense of style and their generous sup­
port of a dissertation topic distant in certain respects from their 
own preoccupations . Christian Wolff, whose work and teaching 
on Euripides shaped my interest in this topic, offered pertinent 
criticism of the dissertation and of early drafts of this book. 
Michelle and Renato Rosaldo and Bridget O 'Laughlin helped me 
to venture beyond my training as a classicist into anthropology,  
and Carolyn Dewald served as a s timulating listener during the 
initial stages of the book. Ann Bergren, Rachel Kitzinger, Piero 
Pucci, Froma Zeitlin, and my colleagues Helen Bacon and Lydia 
Lenaghan provided challenging and incisive commentary on ear­
lier versions . Leonard Muellner and an anonymous referee gave 
me invaluable readings for Cornell University Press ,  and Ann 
Hawthorne served as a thoughtful copyeditor. Rick Griffiths dem­
onstrated stamina as a critic through all stages of the book. I am 
also grateful for opportunities to test this material on discerning 
audiences at Princeton, S tanford, the University of Victoria , B . C . , 
the University of Southern California, Cornell , Dartmouth, and 
Haverford. Through Stanford University and Barnard College I 
received two Mellon grants that aided in the completion of this 
manuscript .  Chapters 2 and 5 incorporate in revised form material 
published in Arethusa 1 5  ( 1 982) : 1 59-80 and Transactions and Pro­
ceedings oj the American Ph ilolog ical Association 1 1 0 ( 1 980) : 1 07-3 3 ,  
respectively.  I thank these j ournals for their kind permission to use 
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this material. Most of all, I am indebted to the inspiration of my 
father, Robert M. Peet, and to my husband, Duncan Foley, for 
everything from insightful readings and emotional and logistical 
support to assistance in using a word processor. 

HELENE P .  FOLEY 
New York City 
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Drama and Sacrifice 

Euripidean scholarship has been grappling for centuries with the 
supposed structural imperfections of his dramas, the supposed ir­
relevance of his choral odes, and the supposed rationality, not to 
say irreverence, of Euripides himself. Aristotle complains that Eu­
ripides ' inadequate plots ignore the necessary and the p robable and 
require the intervention of a deus ex machina to straighten them 
out. He hints that Euripides ' choruses had begun to approach the 
decorative interludes that they became in later tragedy . The poet ' s  
characters are inconsistent, changing their minds for no apparent 
reason, and his stylized debates seem more rhetorical than true to 
character. Sophocles reportedly said that he made men as they 

ought to be, Euripides as they are . Aristophanes implies that Eu­
ripides undermined the dignity of tragedy and contributed to the 
moral decline of Athens .  The poet ' s  sophistic and iconoclastic 
attacks on the anthropomorphic gods of Homer and his soul­
destroying irony won him few first prizes even in his own time. 
According to the philosopher Nietzsche, Euripides destroyed 
tragedy . 

The plot of the Heracles, for example, veers so abruptly and 
unexpectedly that the initial scenes seem to lose organic relation to 
what follows . Similarly , the mad Heracles of the peripety little 
resembles the pious father who rescues his family from the tyrant 
Lycus and a corrupt Thebes in the opening suppliant action.  Nei­
ther Heracles matches the superhuman culture hero celebrated in 
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the choral odes . In the final scenes the hero ' s  rej ection of suicidal 
despair implicitly denies the repellent and vengeful anthropomor­
phic Olympians that the audience has just witnessed onstage in the 
peripety. The play thus concludes by turning directly against its 
own mythical tradition. 

Yet the puzzling discontinuities that characterize Euripidean 
tragedy should be seen not as the result of inconsistency or as mere 
polemics , but as a serious and thoughtful response to poetic, so­
cial, and intellectual tensions within Attic culture. On the one 
hand, the poet confronts the corrupting effects of continual war 
between Athens and Sparta, the excesses of contemporary democ­
racy, and the collapse of traditional social and religious values . On 
the other hand, he faces the disparity between the myths on which 
he bases his plots and the values of the society to which he adapts 
them. 1 A poetic tradition peopled by self-assertive and often ex­
plosive kings,  queens ,  and aristocratic warriors hardly suits the 
ideology of an egalitarian democracy in which the state circum­
scribes and subordinates the interests of the family and the extraor­
dinary individual .  The apparent opposition between "rational" 
prose argument and the "irrationalities " of myth, poetry, and ritu­
al posed difficulties for all Attic tragedians . Yet the gap is wider for 
Euripides than it was for Aeschylus ,  and he brings the dialectic 
between the unpredictability of events and the pattern asserted by 
myth and ritual closer to the surface of his work . At the same time, 
Euripides presents drama at a religious festival honoring the god 
Dionysus, and he is sharply conscious that the performance of 
tragedy is itself a kind of ritual. Hence he must in some sense 
remain true to this ritual setting for his own art in the face of the 
sophistic reaction to myth and to the arbitrary , vengeful, petty, 
and even comic Olympians inherited from the epic tradition . 

This book will explore the questions raised by Athens and Di­
onysus for Euripides '  poetics and theater through a critical s tudy of 
four problematic late plays : the Iph igenia in Aulis, the Phoenissae, 
the Heracles, and the Bacchae .  By concentrating largely on the overt 
theology of the plays , critics of Euripides have often made a sim-

IMy approach to the complex dialogue between past myths and the Attic de­
mocracy in tragedy has been influenced by Vernant 1 970 and Vernant in Vernant 
and Vidal-Naquet 1 98 1 :  1-27 .  

[ 1 8 ] 
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plistic equation between the religious views of Euripides and those 
of the contemporary Sophists . As a result , current interpretations 
of Euripides ' plays tend to the bleakly ironic .  By emphasizing the 
ways in which the plays are built on or around ritual and confirm 
religious practice (if not traditional Olympian theology) , the book 
offers a modified view of Euripidean irony. Furthermore, the lyric 
and ritual aspects of Euripides '  late dramas operate in close harmo­
ny and more s trategically than earlier interpreters have thought. 
The odes of each of these plays ,  far from being merely decorative 
and nonfunctional, form a continuous song cycle that gains signifi­
cance precisely from its studied contrast with or disconcerting 
relation to the action. Ritual, by serving in these plays to link odes 
and action, the mythical and the secular, past and present, ulti­
mately enables the poet to claim for drama and its archaic poetic 
tradition a continuing relevance to a democratic society . 

Typically, Euripides '  characters and the world of the action of 
his plays seem resistant to the higher realities and irrationalities of 
myth and ritual . Euripidean prologues , for example, are apt to 
include the protagonist ' s  questioning of his own myths .  Helen 
doubts that she was born from an egg (Helen 1 7-2 1 ). In such plays 
as the Orestes the plot threatens to depart its myth altogether, 
requiring the intervention of a god on the machine to reassert 
tradition . The Euripidean chorus persists in drawing on tradition, 
celebrating gods and myths in a manner reminiscent of the poet's 
epic and lyric predecessors . Yet these typical remarks made by the 
chorus of the Electra succinctly express their difficulty in upholding 
this role; myths , they argue, even if mere fictions , are nevertheless 
necessary for men (73 7-46) : 

So it is said. But I have little belief in the tale that the golden sun left 
its hot quarter and, to chastise mortals , changed its course for a 
man's misfortune. Terrible myths are a gain for men and for the 
worship of the gods. Forgetting these things, you, the sister of noble 
brothers, kill your husband. 

Some characters , such as Iphigenia in the Iph igenia in Aulis or 
Menoeceus in the Phoenissae, make a voluntary choice to act in 
conformity with divine oracles and a poetic ideal expressed in the 
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choral odes and thus to return a wavering action to its myth . Such 
actions are invariably undertaken through ritual and through 
sacrifice. 

From Xenophanes to Aristotle, Greeks began to see their view 
of the gods, at least as expressed in epic, as a projection of their 
own human forms and social needs : 

For this reason all men say that the gods are governed by a king, for 
men themselves are either still ruled by a king, or were so in ancient 
times . And just as men represent the appearance of the gods as 
similar to their own, so also they imagine that the lives of the gods 
are like their own. (Politics I2 5 2b) 

Does man, then, disguise in his worship of the gods a worship of 
himself and his  own need for order? So the poets  seem to imply in 
many dramas in which the city itself becomes a source of salvation 
alternative to the gods (see, for example, Euripides ' Suppliants ,  
Heracleidae, or Heracles) . Danaus in Aeschylus' Suppliants says to 
his daughters (980-83): 

My children, we must pray to the Argives , sacrifice and pour liba­
tions to them as to gods Olympian, since they unhesitatingly pre­
served us .  

Although Euripides never fully dismisses the Olympians,  he 
apparently comes to see them in his later plays as beings indifferent 
to men or representative of a force equivalent to tuche (chance; sign 
of divine intervention in human affairs) that may on occasion, 
especially when human effort plays an important subsidiary role, 
produce beneficial results , as in the Iph igenia in Tauris and the 
Helen . More frequently, however, these remote and impersonal 
divine forces create what appears from the human perspective to 
be inexplicable disorder: 

Which mortal could say that, after searching to the farthest limit 
known to man, he has discovered what is god, what is not god, and 
what is in between-when he observes the dispensations of the gods 
rapidly leaping hither and thither and back again in ambivalent and 
incalculable incidents? (Helen II3 7-43 )  
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In the Helen, the prophetess and priestess Theonoe, avoiding the 
dilemmas posed by an unpredictable or amoral divinity, burns 
purifying sulphur to commune with a pneuma (breath of air) from 
the heavens ,  a supra-Olympian realm of purity that informs her 
decidedly human wisdom and piety (Helen 86 5-72) . She relies for 
moral judgment on her own gnome (wisdom and judgment) and on 
a shrine of justice in her nature ( 1 002-3). 

Yet in the very plays in which Euripides ' characters rej ect the 
fickle and immoral Olympians , religious rituals (prayer, supplian­
cy, ritual offerings ,  and festival) and especially sacrifice continue to 
play a central and often surprisingly positive role . In contrast to 
earlier choral lyric, deaths in Attic tragedy are frequently under­
taken or metaphorized as sacrifice:2 that is, they occur in a sacri­
ficial setting and/ or are described in the text as a form of thusia or 
sphagia . 3  The action of several of Euripides ' plays turns on a sacri­
ficial death : the Alcestis, the Medea, the Heracles, the Electra , the 
Iphigenia in Tauris, the Phoenissae, the Bacchae, the Iph igenia in 
Aulis ,  and the fragmentary Erechtheus . Other plays include a sacri­
ficial death as an important element in a more complex plot: the 
Heracleidae, the Hecuba, the Andromache, and the fragmentary Phri­
xus and Cresphontes . The perverted human sacrifices of the Heracles 
and the Bacchae serve to define a larger social and religious crisis 
and ultimately to reflect the poet's ability to reconstruct through 
violence a new if fragile link between myth and society . But in the 
Iphigenia in Aul is and the Phoenissae, in which an idealistic youth 
sacrifices herself or himself to resolve a cultural crisis , Euripides 
allows the gesture to resolve the plot and to offer a putative cure 
for an otherwise hopeless politics of self-interest and desire. 

The poet also habitually closes his dramas with the establish­
ment of new rituals for which the plays themselves become an 
aetiology . 4  The Iph igen ia in Tauris, for example, concludes with 

20n this point, see Burkert 1966a : 1 1 6. On possible sacrificial elements in epic 
deaths, see, for example, Lowenstam 1 98 1  on the death of Patroclus .  

3This definition excludes the death of Evadne in the Suppliants. 
40n these cult references at the close of Euripides' plays, see esp. Kamerbetk 

195 8  and Whitman 1 974, esp. I I 8- 1 9. In contrast to Whitman, I view these 
aetiological conclusions as central to the s tructure and meaning of the play, not as a 
last-minute act of desperation.  
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the establishment of a cult of Artemis at Halae, now purified of the 
human sacrifice that tainted it among the Taurians . Once again 
Euripides seems to find in ritual processes a transcendent though 
ironized value. The hero cult and sacrifices offered to Heracles at 
the close of the Heracles and the cult offered to Hippolytus at the 
close of the Hippolytus hardly succeed in assuaging the suffering of 
the heroes . Yet the offer of a cult to Heracles gives him an oppor­
tunity to choose survival despite unbearable disaster and to be­
come a hero meaningful to a modern polis (see Chapter 4) . Hippo­
lytus '  tragic resistance to sexuality and Phaedra ' s  near adultery, 
permanently commemorated in a ritual special to unmarried girls ,  
will, however ironically for Euripides '  characters , come to assist 
brides in their complex and potentially painful transition to mar­
riage and womanhood.  Medea ' s  violent " sacrifice" of her sons 
becomes rationalized in the harmless repetition of the children' s  
cult a t  Corinth. Ritual may be  used to  recall the past for the pur­
pose of reordering and even predetermining the future . In the 
sacrificial deaths of tragedy Euripides seems to be drawing on 
ritual largely as metaphor and symbol while his own ambiguous 
art liberates itself from subordination to actual practice . But in 
these closing references to cult Euripides seems to wish to establish 
links for his art with ritual as an effective and precisely repeated 
performance enacted by the community rather than observed by it 
as audience to a tragic performance. 

As the intellectual revolution transformed Greek theology, pop­
ular and deeply rooted ritual practices apparently remained rela­
tively unchanged. And Euripides is not alone in insisting on the 
preservation of ritual performance while debunking theological 
superstructure . Plato , too, although his views of the Greek gods 
are both elusive and clearly not traditional, in the Laws expresses 
no doubt about the need for ritual and for specific ritual practices . 
Euripides apparently ignores possible contradictions between the 
maintenance of ritual and a modified view of Olympian deities .  
And in practice, if not in literary tradition, Greek gods may often 
have come close to embodying " the incalculable non-human ele­
ment in phenomena" that they seem repeatedly to represent in late 
Euripides .s Ritual practice does not seem to have depended on 

SOn this point see esp. Nock 1 972:  260. Kirk 1 9 8 1 ,  esp. 78-80, has recently 
argued that a similar deincarnation of the Olympians was occurring during the 
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certain knowledge of who the divine recipient would be; Greeks 
often sacrificed, especially in times of crisis , to unnamed or 
vaguely named gods (theos, theoi) . 6  In his understanding of men's  
motives for making ritual offerings to the gods ,  Euripides seems to 
approach the views expressed by early sociologists of religion such 
as Durkheim (here interpreted by Beidelman) : 

. . .  gods are manifested through things which in themselves are 
subject to flux .  Men then make offerings because of the instability of 
the external world, both physical and social (for society too man­
ifests itself physically through persons and things) . The gods then 
are as unstable as men. The stability of either realm is reasserted 
through symbolic acts, and because this is an illusion, an existential 
act not really inherent to the nature of things, it must be repeated 
again and again . . . .  Religious rites become the repeated efforts by 
social men to reassert an illusion by endowing it with the palpability 
of a physical and group experience . 7 

The repeated celebration of cult and fes tival in which Athens con­
tinually came to terms through song, ritual, and drama with its 
own complex social crises ,  its everyday transitions , and its violent 
mythical and theological traditions seems to embody for Euripides 
that same effort "by social men to reassert an illusion by endowing 
it with the palpability of a physical and group experience . "  

Modern readers , of course, have particular difficulty with the 
sacrificial deaths of tragedy since blood sacrifice figures little in our 
own religious practice. Furthermore, the relation between Greek 
theology and Greek ritual practice is mysterious at best ,  for a 
shifting and contradictory theological speculation was the province 
of poets and philosophers , not of priests and a religious hierarchy . 
Ritual practices , on the other hand, though performed under the 

Homeric period but was arrested by the later development of the fine arts, which 
emphasized the anthropomorphic aspects of Greek deities . 

6See the discussion of sacrifice to unknown gods in the recent study of voluntary 
human sacrifice by Versnel 1 98 1 :  1 7 1 -79. 

7Beidelman 1 974-: 60. Beidelman is here discussing Durkheim's reaction to 
Robertson Smith. Unlike Smith, Durkheim insists on the fundamental importance 
of oblation in sacrifice. While turning to his own ends Smith's view that ritual and 
sacrifice reinforce community, Durkheim argues that mortals , in offering gods 
food and, even more important, thought, keep gods alive ( 1 96 5 :  3 8 8). 
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influence of certain beliefs (usually unknown to us) , are difficult to 
comprehend and, in most cases, to reconstruct in detail . Of these 
religious practices , which include many forms of prayer, festival, 
and ritual, the central and primary religious activity in the fifth­
century Greek pol is was sacrifice, the offering of fruits and vegeta­
bles or the killing of domestic animals in honor of an enormous 
pantheon of gods, demigods, heroes, and dead spirits . Although 
we cannot recreate fully the nature, function, and meaning of this 
ritual in ancient culture, we can clarify Euripides ' experience of 
and possible assumptions about sacrifice. 

Despite major obstacles to interpretation, anthropologists and 
scholars of Greek religion have made some progress in recon­
structing and analyzing sacrifice both cross-culturally and in an­
cient Greek society, and literary critics have begun to use these 
insights to offer new interpretations of the sacrificial metaphor in 
drama. 8  Since this book is concerned primarily with the literary 
rather than historical representation of ritual , and especially of 
human sacrifice, the discussion here focuses on conclusions that 
articulate with and illuminate the role of sacrifice in drama. The 
discussion begins with a summary of relevant views of ancient 
writers on the function of sacrifice and with a reconstruction of a 
typical classical thusia. The next section summarizes sociological 
and specifically s tructuralist definitions of the place and signifi­
cance of sacrifice and sacrificial procedures in the Greek religious 
system and in the Greek culture of the classical period .  From this 
perspective sacrifice is a symbolic system, like a language, whose 
gestures must be decoded both in relation to each other and in the 
overall social context of classical Athens . This part of the discus­
sion draws heavily on the work of Rudhardt , Vernant, Detienne, 
and Durand .9  The third section examines evolutionist interpreta­
tions of sacrifice, which stress the origins and historical develop­
ment of sacrificial ritual and its possible relation to the emergence 
of tragedy . Scholars adopting this approach have usually been par-

8For important works that treat the sacrificial motif in Greek tragedy, see Zeitlin 
1 965 ,  1 966, 1 970a, 1 970b; Lebeck 1 97 1 ;  Vidal-Naquet 1 98 1 a; Wolff 1 96 3 ;  Vickers 
1 973 ; Pucci 1 980; and Girard 1 977. For a general critical article on ritual and 
literature, see Hardin 1983 .  

9See esp. Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 ;  Vernant 1 976, 1 979, 1 9 80, 1 98 1 ;  Detienne 1 979a. 
1 979b; and Durand 1 973 . 1 979. 
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ticularly concerned with the nature of sacrificial violence and its 
psychological effects on the participants in the ritual. In this group 
the work of Meuli, Bataille, Burkert, Girard, and Guepin are the 
most directly relevant for Greek drama. 10 The second and third 
sections close by presenting examples of the relevance of each of 
these two major  analytical approaches for the interpretation of 
tragic texts . The reader thoroughly familiar with past scholarship 
in this area may wish to turn directly to the final section of the 
chapter ( "Poetry and Sacrifice") , which clarifies the relation be­
tween earlier work and the approach to ritual adopted in the rest of 
this book. 

The nineteenth- and early twentieth-century theorists on sacri­
fice tended to combine, in ways that at times seem confusing and 
contradictory, evolutionist ,  psychological, sociological, or func­
tionalist approaches in cross-cultural theories of ritual . 1 1  The 
structuralists rej ect the cross-cultural approach in favor of culture­
specific analysis and respectfully take issue with a range of earlier 
views, including those of their closest predecessors in the A.nnee 
Sociologique school. The evolutionists ,  acknowledging their debt to 
a wide range of sources, including Durkheim, Freud, and eth­
ologists such as Lorenz, draw more directly and sometimes less 
critically on earlier theories of ritual and base their conclusions on 
cross-cultural material . This theoretical eclecticism has been the 
source of considerable controversy with the structuralists . 12 Con­
siderations of space, suitability for literary analysis , and meth­
odological clarity made it necessary to restrict discussion to the 
most recent and fully drawn theories of Greek sacrifice and to 
avoid attempting to resolve major  controversies .  Indeed, despite 
the many acknowledged differences in the emphasis , meth­
odology, and conclusions of the two approaches considered here, 
they can be used in a complementary fashion in the s tudy of the 

\OSee esp. Meuli 1 946; Burkert 1 966a, 1 972, 1 98 1 ;  Bataille 1 962; Guepin 1 968 ;  
and Girard 1 977, 1 978a. 

t 1 For useful methodological discussions on theori.::s of sacrifice, see esp. Evans­
Pritchard 1 96 5 ;  Vernant 1 976, 1 98 1 ;  Detienne 1 979b; Burkert 1 98 1 ;  and Kirk 1 98 1 .  

1 2While subscribing to many o f  the reservations of the s tructuralists about cross­
cultural theories of sacrifice, I have found the cross-cultural analyses of, for exam­
ple, Douglas 1 966 and Turner 1 969 to be compatible with the views of the s truc­
turalists and valuable for a study of Greek tragedy. 
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highly eclectic and sometimes contradictory treatment of ritual in 
drama. Finally, because this book is concerned with the role of 
ritual in drama, the summaries of various theoretical points are 
confined as much as possible to literary examples . 

Greek Evidence for Greek Sacrifice 

The relation between Greek gods and men was predicated on 
sacrifice, which established communication between divine and 
human realms through offerings from men to gods . The tragic 
"sacrifices" with which we are concerned are blood sacrifices ;  
hence this discussion examines only the ritual killing of animals 
(and, by extension, humans) . The etymology of the word thuein, 
" to burn so as to provide smoke, " 1 3  is to some extent misleading 
for the classical period .  Certainly fire transformed the offering of 
an animal into the fatty smoke that the gods preferred from man 
and turned its meat into edible food for men. But by the classical 
period thusia and thuein referred primarily to blood sacrifice, in 
which the victim was eaten, in opposition to sphagia ,  sphazein, and 
enagizein, in which the victim was not consumed. 1 4  

Archaeological and literary evidence establishes that sacrifice 
served a wide variety of purposes, and ancient testimony about 
contemporary sacrificial practices gives various explanations for 
the ritual. First ,  sacrifice was a form of time (honor) or doron (gift) 
presented to the gods on the analogy of gift-giving practices with­
in the hierarchies of human society . (For sacrifice as time, charis, 
and chreia ton agathon ,  see Porphyry De abstinentia 2 . 24; for sacrifice 
as an exchange of gifts between god and men-do ut des- see 
Hesiod Works and Days 3 3 6-4 1 . )  The vestiges of this sacrificial 
function persisted, for example, in the details of the distribution of 
sacrificial meat . Epic gods and heroes insisted on their prescribed 
due, and into the classical period the cuts of sacrificial meat con­
tinued to confirm hierarchy for priests and other officials .  In Odys-

1 3See Schol. A II. 9. 2 I 9; Schol . Od. I 4 . 446; Eustathius p. 64 I . 6 I ;  Frisk I, 699. 
14See Casabona I 966: 84.  The term is most frequently used in this way, al­

though thusia can refer to a wide range of offerings other than animal victims and is 
not always consumed. 
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sey 5. 10 1-2 Hermes remarks deprecatingly that Calypso 's  island is 
remote from the source of sacrifices :  "Nor is there nearby any city 
of mortals who offer to the gods sacrifices and choice hecatombs . " 
Similarly, Demeter 's  angry destruction of the crops in the Ho­
meric Hymn to Demeter must be stopped because she is depriving 
the gods of their expected sacrifices (3 10- 13) : 

And now she would have utterly destroyed the race of men with 
cruel famine and have deprived those who dwell on Olympus of 
their glorious honor r time] of gifts and sacrifices, had not Zeus taken 
note and pondered it in his mind. 

In Argonautic legend Hera' s  wrath at Pelias derived from his hav­
ing slighted her at sacrifice; in Hesiod 's  Works and Days the gods 
destroyed the men of the Silver Age for their failure to sacrifice 
( 13 5-39) . On the human level, Oedipus cursed his sons, Eteocles 
and Polyneices , because, in one version of the myth, they gave 
him an inappropriate share of the sacrificial meat ( Thebaid frag .  3 

Kinkel; Schol. Sophocles Oedipus at C% nus 1375 ) . 

This gift to the gods created a limited reciprocity between gods 
and men (based loosely on the model of human xenia or hospitality) 
and served various functions:  to provide thanks and recognition to 
divinities (charis) , often for benefits already received;  to request 
future benefits , fertility, or good fortune (chreia ton agathon) ; to 
propitiate deities whose anger can be deduced from a social crisis; or 
to prevent divine jealousy of or hostility to enterprises about to be 
undertaken . In these last two areas the sacrificial gift can be under­
stood as a form of compensation.  IS Nestor at Odyssey 3. 1 78-79 

thanks Poseidon for his safe return to Pylos ;  at Odyssey 3. 1 59-60 

the Greeks offer a prayer for a favorable voyage, and at Odyssey 
3. 1 43-47 a sacrifice is offered to appease the wrath of Athena .  
Aristophanes '  plays mark the  recovery of fertility and peace with a 
celebratory sacrifice (although the irony of sacrificing an animal to 
Peace is not lost on the poet; see Peace 10 19-2 5 and also 924-34). 
The Oedipus Rex opens with a group of suppliants performing 
sacrifices to propitiate the gods and cure the plague that has gripped 

1 5For sacrifice as compensation, sec the recent argument of Versnel 1 98 1 .  
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the city . The chorus and characters in Aeschylus '  Libation Bearers 
supplicate Agamemnon' s  ghost with a promise of gifts in exchange 
for his aid to Orestes in the performance of his matricide (483-8 5). 

The king of Argos in Aeschylus ' Suppliants hopes to avoid the 
bloodshed of kin by sacrifices (449- 5 1): 

In order that consanguine blood remain unshed, we must sacrifice 
many cattle to many gods, a cure for grief. 

By interpreting various signs during the ritual and by examining 
the inner parts of the victim,  men might receive messages from 
gods concerning divine acceptance of a sacrificial plea and the 
chances for the success of an enterprise. As Theseus in Euripides ' 
Suppliants optimistically asserts (2 1 1- 13): 

What we cannot know, the seers disclose for us as they scrutinize 
sacrificial flames , the flight of birds , and the convoluted entrails of 
victims. 

These major  explicit functions of sacrifice are often summarized 
as acts of supplication, thanks ,  divination, and propitiation (apo­
tropaic ritual, the attempt to turn aside evil, is a subset of this last 
function). 16  As Plato says, sacrifice is primarily a gift of man to 
god for man' s  own benefit: to thuein doreisthai  esti to is theois (Eu­
thyphro 1 4C). I t  is a gift man makes to recognize past services of the 
gods to himself, to request future ones, or to avoid divine disfavor 
toward human enterprises. But these openly acknowledged func­
tions for sacrifice only begin to explain its complex place in Greek 
religion and culture. For sacrifice is an act of ritual killing by men 
and for gods preliminary to a mea l .  Ancient writers had their own 
views concerning sacrifice as a form of killing and as a kind of 

1 6See Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  249ff, for a good summary of the purposes of sacrifice 
and the contradictions between or blurring of the lines between the various func­
tions (e. g . ,  gift and thanks) and recipients of sacrifice (gods, heroes, the dead). He 
stresses the impossibility of giving one explanation for all parts of the ritual from 
the preliminary rites to distribution of the meat (see esp. 250ff) and emphasizes 
the middle value of thuesthai except in rituals of thanks (267) . 
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shared meal . We shall return to some of these after a summary of 
the procedures involved in a typical classical thusia . 17 

The ritual normally consisted of three important stages : the con­
secration and killing of the victim, the extraction and ritual use of 
certain parts, and the separate butchery and distribution of the 
remaining parts . I8 The celebrants had to be pure (not criminals , 
women who had jus t  given birth, adulterers , or the like) and clean, 
and the victim (a domestic animal) had to have special qualities 
suitable to the occasion . In animal sacrifice the celebrants and the 
victim were garlanded for the sacrificial procession;  sometimes the 
horns of the animal were gilded. A vessel containing water and a 
covered basket containing whole grain brought by a virgin were 
carried around the altar. The participants began by purifying 
themselves (washing their hands) and sprinkling the victim with 
water. A torch was plunged into water. The victim was made to 
nod its head in consent to its sacrifice. The sacrificial knife,  hidden 
beneath the barley in the basket, was then uncovered . The partici­
pants threw whole grain (or occasionally leaves or stones) at the 
victim and the altar. Following a moment of silence and a prayer, 
the priest cut a few hairs from the victim's  forehead and threw 
them into the fire. The animal, now fully dedicated to death, had 
its throat cut with its neck turned toward the sky; the women 
screamed (ololuzein) , marking the moment of religious intensity at 

which the animal ' s  life departed its body (Odyssey 3 . 449- 5 5 ) .  The 
aulos (Greek pipe) was played and the blood was caught in a vessel 
and poured on the altar. Chosen participants flayed the animal, cut 
out the thighbones , wrapped them in fat, and burned them with 
incense on the altar for the gods . Sometimes the tail, gall bladder, 
or small pieces of meat from the entire animal were included. Wine 
was poured over the flames . All full participants toasted on spits 

1 7The version of thusia given here is a synthesis drawn from literary and archae­
ological sources that accounts neither for the variation in actual practice nor for our 
uncertainty concerning the order of the procedures. For excellent recent summa­
ries of sacrificial procedure, see esp . Burkert 1 972 :  1 0- 1 4  and 1 966a: 1 06-8 or 
Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  2 5 8ff. Stengel 1 9 1 0  is a classic earlier work . For further bibliogra­
phy, see Burkert 1 972: 9 n. 2 .  

1 8The emphasis on three stages is that of Rudhardt 1 95 8 :  290. 
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and immediately ate the splangchna (heart, lungs,  liver, kidneys ,  or 
the parts containing the blood and vital principle of the animal) . 
The rest of the animal was butchered in accordance with precise 
procedures and distributed in different ways determined by the 
context . The meat was either boiled on the premises or carried 
elsewhere to be eaten. The skulls of bulls and rams and the horns 
of goats could be preserved in a sacred place, and the skin sold for 
the benefit of the cult . 

In contrast to sphazein and enagizein, thuein tends to be used for 
sacrifices made on a high altar in which the victim is consumed. 
The term sphazein refers specifically to the cutting of a victim' s  
throat to  produce a libation of blood, no t  a burnt offering or a 
meal. It is often made in extraordinary circumstances requiring a 
form of propitiation : at the beginning of a battle, at the crossing of 
a body of water, to appease the winds . Enagizein generally refers to 
a sacrifice made on a low altar to heroes and the dead. The applica­
tion of these three terms for sacrifice (there are a number of other 
terms and variant procedures) and the distinctions among them do 
not hold consistently in every case. Thuein and related words can 
be used for almost any kind of sacrificial offering ,  including vege­
table offerings .  The following discussion concentrates on the form 
of thusia outlined above, both for the sake of clarity and because, as 
Casabona has argued, 1 9 thuein always retains its technical ritual 
meaning in classical literature, whereas sphazein, for example, is 
used both outside and within ritual contexts . 

The Sociology o f  Greek Sacrifice :  
The Structuralist  A pproach 

Structuralist analysis stresses the way sacrificial procedures turn 
the killing of an animal into a legitimate act that renders the meat 
of domestic animals acceptable for men and defines in specific 
ways the relation between god and man and among men in a 
Greek polis .  Greek sacrificial procedures deny, neutralize, and ex-

1 9Casabona 1 966 has the most comprehensive discussion of Greek sacrificial 
terminology . 
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clude the violence involved in the killing of the vIctlm. As the 
Hesiodic myth of the first sacrifice emphasizes, sacrifice concerns 
principally the distribution of sacrificial meat .  The Promethean 
myth passes over in silence the question of animal slaughter. Men 
kill to eat, and the participants in sacrifice must not experience their 
act as a crime. 20 The preliminary rites insist on the purity of all 
participants . 2 1  Up to a certain point sacrificers and victim are iden­
tified with each other, since both are garlanded and purified. The 
mass pelting of the victim implicates all participants in the killing 
and perhaps ,  since human scapegoats (often actual criminals) were 
similarly pelted, symbolically condemns or partially separates the 
victim from the community . The animal, liberated from its do­
mestic subservience, moves freely to the altar. The beast 's  shiver, 
when sprinkled, indicates its purity (Plutarch De deJectu oraculorum 
43 7b) , and i t s  nod of consent denies the potential illegitimacy of 
the killing. (See especially Plutarch Quaestiones convivales 729F or 
Prophyry De abstinentia 2 . 9 .  Similarly, in the law courts the victim 
of a crime and/ or his relatives could voluntarily free the criminal 
from prosecution. 22) The actual killing is sudden and surprising,  as 
if to contain a potential spread of violence . The sacrificial knife is 
concealed in the basket of grain, and other weaponry is excluded 
from the sacrificial precinct. 

Attic myths about the origin of civic sacrifices also repeatedly 
legitimize the killing of sacrificial animals , although they occasion­
ally hint at other, darker motives , such as famine, anger, or fear .  
The first swine was unintentionally slaughtered by a woman 
named Clymene. Her terrified husband consulted the Delphic ora­
cle; since the god did not condemn the practice, swine were rou­
tinely sacrificed thereafter. An oracle permitted an inspector of 
sacred rites to sacrifice a sheep if he washed his hands and allowed 
the sheep to die a voluntary death . A goat was first sacrificed in 
Icarus ,  a mountain district of Attica, because it had cropped a vine. 
(For all three s tories see Porphyry De abst . 2 . 9- 1 0 . ) The Attic 
Bouphonia apparently symbolically reenacts a "history" of the 
first sacrifice of a plow ox. In this ritual, which takes place at the 

20See esp. Vernant 1 98 1 :  6ff. and Detienne 1 979b, csp. 1 8-20. 
2 1 Sce Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  2 5 8  and 299. 
22MacDowell 1 963 : 8 and 1 48-49. 
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opening of the threshing season, the slayer of a sacrificial bullock, 
abandoning his ax, takes flight after killing a bull that has pre­
viously been let loose to eat offerings at the altar of Zeus Polieus .  
The remaining participants , called into the Prytaneion, throw 
blame on each other. A knife is finally condemned and thrown into 
the sea, the sacrificer purified, and the bull flayed, stuffed with 
straw, and harnessed to the plough in an act of resurrection. In 
Theophrastus '  account of the myth in explanation of the ritual 
(Porphyry De abst . 2 . 1 0, 29- 3 0) ,  the plow ox, the domestic animal 
closest to man (and highest on the scale of what were to become 
sacrificial victims) , fell victim to human anger because it ate and 
trampled on some vegetable offerings .  The setting is prepolitical, 
and the slayer a foreigner . Since at this time the killing of domestic 
animals was criminal, the ox was buried as if it were a human 
being, and its slayer departed for exile . Subsequent oracular in­
structions promised benefits to all if the exile expiated his crime, 
the murderer was punished, and an effigy of the slain animal was 
raised where it fell . The exile returned and responded to the oracle 
by inventing what was to become the familiar sacrificial rite. To 
make himself a member of the community and deflect blame from 
himself, he  involved the entire citizen body in  the killing of an­
other ox. Women brought water ,  one man struck the ox with the 

knife,  another cut its throat with a knife .  The s tuffing and harness­
ing of the ox to the plow and the judicial process followed . Civic 
sacrifice and the tribunal of j ustice thus emerge together from the 
first murder of an ox and establish a new set of boundaries between 
the human and animal realms . The ox no longer eats food set out 
for the gods but is filled with its own appropriate nurture, fodder; 
men can eat meat. 23 

The butchery and consumption of the animal occurred in two 
stages . First ,  the gods received their share of the victim and 
showed divine signs of favor or  disfavor to the participants . In 
Greek sacrifice, in contrast to practice in the Near East,  the group, 
not a priest, made the offering to the gods . The sharing of the 

23For a recent discussion of the Bouphonia, including sources and a summary of 
controversies surrounding the rite, see  Parke 1 977= 1 62-67 and nn.  2 I I - 1 7. For a 
structuralist interpretation ,  sec Durand 1 973 and Vernant 1 98 1 .  
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roasted innards (the most sacred and vital parts) by all full partici­
pants in the rite (usually male citizens) marked the egalitarian and 
symbolically more primitive essence of the rite . The Greeks treated 
roasting as a more primitive method of cooking, since the dried 
and burnt meat might still be partially raw. 24 This phase of the 
ritual completed the communication between god and man. 

The butchery that followed was of a more varied and secular 
nature. At this point the distribution of the meat could reflect the 
hierarchies of the community or reemphasize the equality of the 
participants . 25 Male citizens ,  for example, always received a larger 
share than their wives and children, who were not full members of 
the political community .  Women were thus generally auxiliary 
rather than full participants in the ritual . 

Unlike the sacrificial procedures of other cultures , Greek sacri­
fice apparently had no rites of exit to reestablish a boundary be­
tween the sacred and the profane. 26 Even the preliminary pro­
cedures concentrated special powers in the victim without setting 
it apart from the secular world; garlands,  worn in both political 
and religious contexts , established a link between sacrificial and 
secular contexts . 27 The participants , because of the mediating role 
of the animal victim, symbolically never departed the profane 
realm; the ritual made the victim edible for man and incorporated 
the benefits of the sacrifice directly into the community as a whole. 
As evidenced in the mantic signs offered by gods to men through 
the beast ,  communication with the divine was established in sacri­

fice through the immolation of the victim, through prayer, and 
through the sacrificial smoke created by the burning of the por­
tions set aside for the gods . 28 

24See Detienne 1 979a: 76-78 .  
250n the  details of sacrificial butchery, see  e sp .  Durand 1 979, Detienne 1 979b : 

20-24, and the bibliography in Detienne and Vern ant 1 979. On the role of women 
in sacrifice, see Detienne 1 979C. 

26Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 ,  esp. 296, arguing against Hubert and Mauss 1 964 ( 1 898) ,  esp. 
1 9- 5 1 and 95.  Rudhardt's views have been adopted by Vernant, Kirk, and others , 
whereas Burkert 1 972 continues to accept Hubert and Mauss .  

27Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  258 ,  292-94, 299. 
28Here the structuralists take issue with earlier cross-cultural theories of sacri­

fice. Hubert and Mauss 1 964 ( 1 898) : I I ,  52 ,  5 5 ,  and 97-99 emphasize rites of 
entrance and exit and argue that these rites permit a safe approach to the dangerous 
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As Rudhardt in particular has argued, sacrificial procedures thus 
mark the incorporation of the individual into a particular social 
group . 29 Virtually no political activity was performed without 
sacrifice . 30 Only members of a particular social group could share 
in a particular sacrifice or receive its benefits . Through sacrifice 
man gave up something for a gain, but in so doing he submitted 
himself to the group and to the religious rules of the group . The 
individual never fully controlled the benefits of his sacrifice . When 
he performed sacrifice for divination, for example, the gods of­
fered positive mantic signs only if his planned action accorded in 
some mysterious way with the religious order. No amount of 
pious ritual activity could assuage or persuade an unfavorable di­
vinity . Hence sacrifice benefited the individual, yet it always re­
mained a collective act in that it was performed according to cer­
tain procedures determined by the group and was effective only if 
the larger context was propitious . At the same time, Greek authors 
often failed to mention to which gods a sacrifice was made; hence 
emphasis fell on the human side, as sacrifice reaffirmed the con­
tinuity of family or civic life . 3 1 The Greek gods were powers that, 
through ritual , served to integrate man into the social order and 
social hierarchies , into nature, and into a sacred order. 32 They 
justified human culture yet kept it within strict limits ,  so that the 

power that men received through sacrifice was precisely the power 
that gave cohesion to the community . 33 For this reason, perhaps ,  
sacrifice could b e  used t o  enforce oaths or remove pollution from a 
criminal and permit his reentry to society.  

divine realm through the death of the victim and a substitution of the victim for 
the sacrificer. For a comparable ancient view, see Sal/ustius: Concerning the Gods and 
the Universe (ed. Nock 1 926:  lxxxxiii-iv) , sees. 1 5- 1 6 . Arguing that sacrifice 
serves the interest of mortals only (the gods need nothing from them) ,  Sallustius 
sees the victim as an intermediary who brings god and human together in the 
offering of a third life .  

29Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 ,  esp.  2 5 7ff. and 294ff. 
JOSee Detienne 1 979b: 1 0- 1 1 .  Vernant 1 976, esp. 30-3 1 ,  and 1 980: I OO- I O I  

stresses the relation between the s tructure o f  Greek social life and the sacrificial 
ritual .  

3 1 Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  289, 294, 297. 
32Vernant 1 980: I 09 .  Vern ant 1 976: 37 emphasizes that individualism is regular­

ly expressed in Greek culture and religion through the group . 
33Rudhardt I 9 5 8 :  293 . 
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Those who chose to dissent from the community regularly for­
mulated deviant patterns of eating and sacrificing,  as Detienne and 
Sabbatucci have argued . 34 Whereas sacrificial procedures normally 
served to legitimate the killing and eating of animals and incorpo­
rated the individual into the polis, Pythagoreans and Orphics with­
drew in various ways from the community and refused meat and 
sacrificial killing ,  or, in the case of Pythagoreans who were not 
vegetarians ,  refused certain meats (oxen, as opposed to pigs or 
goats) . This group was implicitly refusing the violence inflicted on 
a member of the community (the domestic animal) on which sacri­
fice was predicated and was treating it as murder or cannibalism.  
Dionysiac cult ( in myth if not in reality; within the polis Dionysus 
was worshiped with the same sacrifices as other gods) and the 
Cynics , on the other hand, resisted traditional culture by a sym­
bolic return to savagery and the eating of raw meat. The 
Pythagoreans and Orphics denied the cultural delineation made 
between men and gods and, by returning to the imagined practices 
of a Golden Age, sought direct communion with the gods . The 
second group of deviants denied the separation between man and 
nature by a return to the ways of beasts . 

Structuralist analysis draws several important general conclu­
sions from its examination of sacrificial procedure and the literary 
treatment of sacrifice. 35 First, along with marriage and agriculture, 
sacrifice comes to be understood in the symbolic system of Greek 
thought as a way of marking out the special precinct of the human, 
of setting men apart both from the immortal gods with their im­
perishable food (nectar and ambrosia) and from beasts who eat raw 
food. Whereas beasts kill each other with impunity,  man imposes 
taboos on the killing of fellow humans and eats no meat of domes­
tic animals without previously sacrificing and cooking it .  By delin­
eating sharply the boundaries and differences between god and 
man, sacrifice, like Greek popular wisdom, serves to keep its par­
ticipants strictly within the limits of the human. 

34Detienne 1 979a and Sabbatucci 1 96 5 .  These deviant attitudes and procedures 
indirectly confirm the structuralist view that normal sacrifice legitimized sacrificial 
killing and served to separate mortals, gods, and beasts .  

35For a good summary of these views ,  see Vernant 1 976: 3 1 - 3 2  and 1 980: 1 34-
3 8 .  
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Structuralist analysis shows that sacrifice operates in analogous 
ways to other ritual performances in the community, and that the 
religious system of the polis functions with a remarkable consisten­
cy. Sacrifice, marriage, and funeral rites , for example, share similar 
procedures : purification with water, garlanding,  the cutting and 
dedication of hair, music, and a feast .  36 In marriage rites the couple 
is pelted with flowers and other obj ects , and perfume rather than 
incense plays a central role. All three rites help to effect a transition 
for the central participants, from domestic animal to edible meat, 
from unmarried (and wild) status to married (and cultured) , from 
life to death. Marriage, like sacrifice, serves to distinguish man 
from beasts (promiscuous) and gods (incestuous) and incorporates 
individuals into a (new) social group . Marriage rites include sacri­
fice as part of the proceedings .  Sacrifice, which could be per­
formed both publicly and in the household, provides a link be­
tween public rituals , which are aimed at creating social unity on a 
large scale, and rituals oriented toward individuals such as mar­
riage, funerals ,  and initiation rites ,  which emphasize social transi­
tion and learning ,  often through a confrontation with pain or 
death. 

In the public rather than the private realm, sacrifice, agon (con­
test) , and fes tival, the most important civic rites in Greek life, 
ritualize potential violence within a community and delineate the 
relations between gods and men . 37 Thus athletic agones such as 
those in Patroclus '  funeral games in Iliad 23 represent in a con­
trolled and peaceful form the destructive antagonism of war. The 
games contrast with Hector's terrible race for life on the battlefield 
at 22 .  1 59-6 1 .  Such contests are the only form of physical violence 
acceptable within a society . In the Odyssey the Phaeacians ,  a society 
without war and foreign policy, still have games to bring the 
aggressive competition of their young men into equilibrium. 

36Initiation rites a l so  include some similar procedures . On initiation rites for 
women see Chapter 2, and for men Chapters 4 and 5 .  On marriage and funeral 
ritual see Chapter 2. See Burkert 1 972 :  68  on the overlap between rites and myths 
of sacrifice, funeral, and initiation. 

37Rudhardt 1 9 5 8  analyzes festival, dance, agon , and burial in terms comparable 
to those he applies to sacrifice. See Chapters 4 and 5 for further discussion and 
bibliography. 
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Sophocles (Oedipus Rex 879-8 r )  emphasizes the positive force of 
good competition in a polis, whereas Demosthenes (20 . 1 08 )  
stresses the centrality of the agonistic spirit in a democracy . The 
victor in an athletic contest may momentarily reach a godlike sta­
tus, but epinician poetry reminds him that he must compete in 
submission to the rules of his society and for its benefit and glory 
as well as for his own. 

Festivals in honor of the gods included both sacrifice and many 
kinds of agones (musical and theatrical among them) . 38 Frequently 
the whole society, not j ust male citizens,  participated. These fes­
tivals also served, in ways discussed in more detail in the chapter 
on the Bacchae, to incorporate the whole community into the social 
system and to define its relation to the gods . 

The testimony from tragic and epic passages cited earlier shows 
that sacrifice creates a reciprocal relation between god and commu­
nity through gift and a shared meal . The Pythagoreans were not 
alone in their critical response to this practice. Comic writers mock 
the divine "need" for sacrifice. In Aristophanes '  Birds, for exam­
ple, the characters plot to dethrone Zeus and the Olympians by 
depriving them of the smoke from their sacrificial meat . Pindar 
(Olympian 1 . 46-5 3 )  responds to the awkward implications of di­
vine cannibalism in the Tantalus myth by offering a different, 
whitewashed version .  On a more abstract level, Euripides ' charac­
ters , adapting the views of pre-Socratic thinkers such as Xeno­
phanes (frags . r ,  I I ,  1 2 , 2 3 ,  and 24 DK) , often seem repelled by the 

notion of a divinity who needs or is directly involved with men 
(see especially Heracles 1 3 45-46 or Hecuba 799-80 r )  and suggest 
that divine anthropomorphism is an invention of men . 

Unlike Near Eastern myths , Greek myths do not baldly ac­
knowledge that man was created to feed and labor for the gods . 
But Greek poets do note the apparent disparity between divine and 
human portions in the sacrifice. How can one rationalize human 
sacrifice, when men receive and use the edible parts of this gift 
whereas the gods receive only the smoke from the unusable parts 
such as the thighbones , fat ,  gall bladder, and tail? Hesiod's  story of 
Prometheus raises the issue of sacrificial distribution.  In a series of 

38See Chapter 5 for further discussion and bibliography on festival. 
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articles Vernant has clearly shown the important, if implicit , point 
about this story of the first sacrifice. 39 The introduction of sacrifice 
is a deceptive advantage for men, who previously shared meals 
with the gods but are now condemned to a separation from di­
vinity and to mortality .  The immortals eat imperishable food,  
symbolized by the smoke, incense, and spices they receive from 
men, whereas mortals ea t  food made only marginally less perisha­
ble by cooking .  Sacrifice thus becomes a part of the definition of 
the human in Greek culture. 

Sacrifice denies by its procedures its own violence, and legit­
imizes the killing and eating of domestic animals . Greek vases and 
literary texts reflect this denial in their refusal to depict the animal ' s  
moment of death . Human sacrifice, however, is depicted on 
vases . 40 Similarly , tragedy, though it is reticent about displaying 
sacrificial death onstage, can dwell on the moment of slaughter in 
verbal descriptions .  Human sacrifice in tragedy, however, perverts 
actual sacrificial practice, which normally prohibits the slaughter 
of men, and thus logically becomes a part of the social disruption 
and crisis typical of the tragic plot .  

While ancient historians offer putative examples of either actual 
human sacrifice or  the threat of it before military expeditions ,  such 
victims were rare and probably nonexistent . 41 Themistocles ,  for 
example, was advised to sacrifice three captured Persians to Di­
onysus before the battle of Salamis (Phainias of Eresus ,  frag . 2 5  
Wehrli = Pluto Them . 1 3 . 2) .  Pelopidas was warned t o  sacrifice a 
virgin at Aulis before the battle of Leuctra (Plut .  Pelop . 2 1 ) .  Phy­
larchus makes the unlikely claim that it was common for Greeks to 
slaughter human victims before battle (Phylarchus ad Porphyry De 
abst . 2 . 56) . Although archaeological evidence now suggests that 
human sacrifice may have been practiced in Minoan and dark-age 
Greece, all later examples of human sacrifice in Greece are gener­
ally agreed to be modeled on myth. Nevertheless ,  Greek mythical 

39See esp. Vernant 1 979 and 1 980: 1 68-8 5 .  
40Durand 1 979: 1 3 8 .  
4 1 For a n  important discussion, see Henrichs 1 98 1  and Burkert 1 966a: 1 1 2- 1 3 .  

For discussion o f  the actual practices involved in sacrifice before battle. see esp.  
Lonis 1 979: 95- 1 1 6 and Pritchett 1 97 1 :  1 09- 1 1 5  and 1 979: 8 3-90. See also Pritchett 
1 979: I - I O  on the ritualized nature of Greek battle. 
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tradition offers many examples of festivals and cults that preserved 
the uncomfortable "memory" of human sacrifice at their origins .  
In the Iph igenia in  Tauris, for example, Euripides presents the sub­
stitution of an animal for a human victim in the cult of Artemis as a 
historical transformation of the ritual from barbarian to Greek . 
But, as a drop of blood is taken from a human throat, the origin of 
the Greek rite is recalled each time an animal victim is sacrificed 
( 1 4 5 8-6 1 ) .  

I n  sum, sacrificial procedure offers t o  the poet a kind o f  gram­
mar of procedural terms by which to articulate in a compressed 
and symbolic form the nature of the relations of men in the com­
munity and of men to the larger world of animals and gods around 
them. Participation in sacrifice binds the worshiper to his commu­
nity, organizes his place in that community, and implicitly obtains 
his consent to the violence upon which this organization is in part 
predicated. Through ritual a kind of equilibrium or justice is 
reached between man and his larger environment. Douglas ,  in 
discussing the range of ritual as metaphor in Purity and Danger, 
makes an amusing but apt comparison between money and ritual 
as two varieties of social currency:  

The metaphor of money admirably sums up what we want to assert 
of ritual . Money provides a fixed, external, recognizable sign for 
what would be confused, contradictable operations:  ritual makes 
visible external signs of internal states . Money mediates transactions; 
ritual mediates experience, including social experience . Money pro­
vides a standard for measuring worth; ritual standardizes situations, 
and so helps to evaluate them. Money makes a link between present 
and future, so does ritual . The more we reflect on the richness of the 
metaphor, the more it becomes clear that this is no metaphor. Mon­
ey is only an extreme and specialized type of ritual . 42 

A correctly performed ritual , then, offers a standard by which to 
measure the health of a community . The healthy community, as in 
sacrifice, formally expels violence fr�m within itself, distributes its 
goods in an orderly and just manner, eats according to specific 
rules , makes social transitions in a ritualized manner, and limits 

42Douglas I 966 :  8 5-86 .  
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itself to what its religious and social practices define as human. The 
proper performance of sacrifice thus becomes a sign of civilization, 
of a recognition that life cannot be led without a communal order 
and shared standards of behavior .  The voluntary sacrifices of vir­
gins in tragedy mimic proper sacrificial procedures . The victim is 
pure and goes willingly to death in propitious silence. By sub­
stituting themselves for the community , these heroic victims can, 
at a drastic cost ,  symbolically unite and rescue a fragmented 
society . 

Ritual can suffer a number of improprieties with regard to its 
phases and their order, the choice of victim, the role of the sacri­
ficer, the purity of the participants , the method of killing and 
butchery, and the suppression of the victim' s  consent .  These im­
proprieties can become a sign of uncontrolled violence and social 
disorder, psychological and social alienation from the community , 
or a collapse of communication between the divine and human 
realms .  Hence Thucydides saw the breakdown of ritual, especially 
burial ritual, during the plague at Athens as symptomatic of a 
more general social disintegration (2 . 5 1 - 5 3 ) .  Corrupt sacrifices in 
tragedy are murders thinly disguised as sacrifice and symptomatic 
of a social environment in which violence is  proliferating uncon­
trollably and cultural distinctions are collapsing .  Proper pro­
cedures are violated, animal sacrifices become human, man aspires 
to become god, sacrificial gifts become unjust  bribes , men eat their 
children . 

The central role of sacrifice in society thus makes it a useful and 
multidimensional symbol for the exploration of social crisis that 
forms the basis of so many tragic plots . The sacrificial metaphor in 
Aeschylus' Oresteia is a much-studied example. The crime that 
opens the trilogy, the slaying of Iphigenia, is a ritual tainted by the 
victim' s  lack of consent to her death . In contrast ,  her Euripidean 
counterpart willingly submits to sacrifice for Greece. The death of 
Iphigenia resonates through the language of sacrifice with the 
"preliminary sacrifices" made by the Greek army at Troy, with 
Agamemnon's  desecration of the temples of the gods at Troy, and 
with the "sacrificial" deaths of himself and Cassandra (Ag . 6 5 ,  
1 1 1 8 ,  1 293 , 1 3 1 0 ; see also Homer Od. 4 . 5 3 5  and 1 I . 4 1 1 ,  which 
compares the death of Agamemnon to that of an ox in his stall) . 
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Clytemnestra calls her murder of Agamemnon in retribution for 
her daughter a sacrifice and blasphemously pours out his blood, 
instead of wine, as a third libation to Zeus ,  savior of the dead (Ag .  
1 3 8 5-87) .  Here she perverts the propitious libation poured t o  Zeus 
Soter at banquets . Clytemnestra sacrifices Agamemnon as he 
bathes in a lebes ,  a word normally used to describe a kettle or 
container for water at a sacrifice, and never elsewhere for a bath­
tub . 43 In the Agamemnon the series of sacrificial victims, connected 
by a chain of revenge or "justice, " is human , and the feasting on 
the flesh of the victims becomes cannibalism (Thyestes ' children 
and Orestes , whose blood the Erinyes threaten to suck in the 
Eumenides) . The imagery, as in the omen of the eagles (Ag . 1 09-
20) , suggests a confusion of boundaries between sacrificer and 
victim, man and beast .  As Zeitlin has argued, the characters who 
make these sacrifices deceive themselves as to the j ustice and cor­
rectness of their acts by calling their crimes performed with tainted 
motives " sacrifices . "44 The result is a collapse of the political order 
into a tyranny dominated by a woman, and a sense of theological 
crisis, in which the divine order seems to become increasingly 
remote and unreadable for man, while the line between the "vio­
lent grace" of Zeus and secular violence becomes indistinguish­
able . 

Order and piety begin to be restored only when Orestes refuses 
to deceive himself as to the nature of his matricide and correct 
ritual procedure begins to reemerge (although it still serves to 
promote murder) in the tomb ritual of the Libation Bearers . Now 
the gods not only send their oracles to man but in the end literally 
appear onstage in the Eumenides to reestablish ritual and the control 
of internal social violence through rites of purification, cult, and a 
system of secular justice. The Eumenides close the triology by 
accepting a cult in Athens and marriage sacrifices . The ololugmos, 
the ritual cry of women at the sacrifice, regains its proper function ,  
and Zeus once more receives his  proper epithet "Savior .  "45 The 

430n the iebes, see Lebeck 1 97 1 :  62 and Guepin 1 968 :  5 2- 5 3 ·  
44Zeitlin 1 96 5  and 1 966.  Lebeck 1 97 1 ,  Vickers 1 973 , Vidal-Naquet 1 9 8 1 a , and 

Burkert 1 966a: 1 1 9-20 also treat aspects of the sacrificial imagery in this play. 
45Zeitlin 1 96 5 :  507. 
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restoration of ritual marks and confirms the restoration of the 
social order. 

Structuralist analysis of ritual illuminates what the sacrificial 
metaphor expresses about the larger social context. This approach 
makes it clear why the destruction of Helen ' s  marriage to Men­
elaus is logically connected to the "preliminary sacrifices" made by 
the Greek army at Troy, how the failed marriage of Clytemnestra 
results in her "sacrifice" of Agamemnon, and why marriage, sacri­
fice, and agriculture are simultaneously restored in the cult of the 
Eumenides that closes the triology.  Such analysis explains why the 
violation of sacrificial procedure in the death of Iphigenia can ex­
press simultaneously both psychological corruption in the indi­
vidual and an inversion of the entire social order; for in Greek 
thought, as in Plato ' s  Republic 8 ,  the structure of the individual 
psyche and of society often reflect each other. As in the myth 
about the Attic Bouphonia, sacrifice and the problem of justice are 
related, since sacrifice is organized to control the relation of men 
and beasts and of citizens to each other and to bring benefit out of 
violence. Hence the ability to understand divine justice, lost in the 
corrupt world of the Agamemnon and regained in the Eumenides , 
can be expressed through the performance of the ritual act by 
which communication takes place between the two spheres, and 
by which god and man are both united and divided. Structural 
analysis provides a way of reading the language with which sacri­
fice speaks to the audience, and a method of decoding the function 
of the sacrificial metaphor in the whole world of a play. In short, 
to call murder sacrifice is to put an act of human violence into a 
social and religious context whose larger implications the spectator 
can begin to understand . 

Furthermore, the sacrificial ritual, as an institution that retains its 
form throughout the historical period represented in the triology 
(the society formed at the close of the trio logy is basically that of 
Aeschylus' audience) , provides a crucial symbolic link between 
past and present, between myth and contemporary life, and be­
tween Athens and other cities (Argos) . Whereas political systems 
and the relations between the sexes shift through time, ritual re­
mains to bridge the gap between the sexes and between public and 
private life .  For, like the Erinyes , women remain public actors for 
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the society in cult even when they are barred (unlike Clytemnestra) 
from the political arena in democratic Athens .  

In the Electra of Euripides the characters actually perform the 
murders of Aegisthus and Clytemnestra on ritual occasions , the 
first at a festival of the nymphs, the second at a ritual for the birth 
of Electra's fictional child by the farmer to whom she has been 
unwillingly married. The play as a whole is set on the day of the 
Argive festival of Hera, to which the chorus are en route in festal 
dress .  As Zeitlin has shown, the festival of Hera stands in the play 
as an "examplar of ritual regularity" or  normal cult activity against 
which we can measure the life and actions of the house of Atreus . 46 
Electra is strongly characterized by her social alienation : neither 
married nor unmarried, neither princess nor farmer' s  wife,  she 
preserves a perpetual mourning for her father that will not allow 
her to join the women of the chorus in the festivities . She lives 
banned from the palace in an isolated rural setting .  Orestes , too, 
has lived so separately from the land of his birth and his noble 
position that he can achieve a full recognition with his sister only at 
great length (the Aeschylean recognition scene between brother 
and sister is parodied as impossible in this play) and through the 
mediation of others ; he laments in a long speech the impossibility 
of distinguishing true nobility ( 3 67-400) . The chorus (743 -46) 
defends the value of mythical stories as paradeigmata that, whether 
they are true or false, lead men to refrain from evil; but the mes­
sage of the heroic past is lost  on the protagonists . Electra roman­

ticizes her solitude and her lost brother to the point that she, too, 
has great difficulty discovering the presence of the savior for 
whom she has longed. She also fails to recognize the messenger 
who returns with the news of  Orestes ' success (765-66) . 

In contrast to Aeschylus '  version, the hurried appeal of the sib­
lings to their father's ghost is abruptly cut off (684) and initiates a 
series of ritual distortions in which Electra imagines the return of 
Orestes with Aegisthus '  head as the triumphal entrance of an ath­
letic or military victor .  47 Orestes participates in the sacrifice for the 

46Zeitlin 1 970b: 669; my discussion of the role of ritual in the Electra combines 
my own views with insights from Zeitlin' s  article. 

47See lines 5 90-9 1 ,  6 1 4 , 686 ,  694-95 ,  75 1 ,  76 1 -62,  776, 824-25 , 864-65 ,  872 ,  
8 80, 8 8 8-89,  9 54- 56, 987 ,  1 1 74 for agonistic imagery in the play .  For brief discus-
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nymphs falsely,  p retending that he has already performed the 
proper ablutions (793-94) and accepting Aegisthus '  invitation to 
show his skills as a foreign expert at butchery . He then kills Ae­
gisthus from behind with an ax as Aegisthus concentrates on the 
unfavorable entrails .  The murder becomes an extension of this 
sacrificial butchery, which is described in horrifying clinical detail . 
The vague and terrifying sacrificial deaths of Aeschylus '  triology 
are replaced by gross specificity, as the agent of Apollo 's  will turns 
butchery-the division of a legitimately killed animal according to 
rules that reflect the structure of authority in the community-into 
murder and a claim for his lost throne. 

Electra, too, turns a ritual for birth into a murder, destroying 
her mother and turning her back on Hera, goddess of marriage; the 
command by the Dioscuri that Electra marry Pylades can hardly 
transform this "unmarried one, " as her name specifies , into a 
promising bride. In the Electra ritual fails to become, as it does in 
Aeschylus, a source of form or integration . The characters are too 
alienated by their distorted fantasies and unheroic lives to find a 
place in the normal processes of religious life and society . If Apol­
lo's command to Orestes was appropriate, it cannot be interpreted 
as such when performed by the protagonists of this play, as the 
Dioscuri apparently imply at 1 244: " She rClytemnestra] has met 
with justice, but you have not done justly . " In the final scenes 
Orestes and Electra seem to be aware of the true nature of their 
crime and the hollowness of the future promised them by the 
gods, but the play deserts them at the threshold of exile. 

In this play Euripides , like Aeschylus ,  uses ritual (sacrifice , agon , 
rituals for birth, and festival) as a method of measuring and explor­
ing the problems of j ustice and the social control of violence. But 
the world created by the two poets is radically different .  In Eu­
ripides'  play the secular world is not reformed or apparently refor­
mable. The political context in Argos remains obscure; secular 
justice is provided offstage and in a remote context ( 1 2 5 8-75) . The 
gods speak cryptically, and doubt is cast on their words and ac-

sion, see also Adams 1 9 3 5  and O'Brien 1 964. Armed soldiers discovered at Olym­
pia were impounded and held for ransom, a policy that confirmed the separation 
of war and athletic agones . 
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tions ( 1 245-46, 1 3 02) . The patterns of ritual and myth are held up 
before the protagonists like maps that they are able only to misread 
as they turn sacrifice into butchery , butchery into glorious victory, 
Apollo 's  oracle into a travesty of justice, and marriage and birth 
into an occasion for falsehood and death. Electra ' s  fictions seek 
authority in ritual but reflect instead her own alienation and self­
delusion. The world of Euripides almost never provides the uplift­
ing convergence of political and religious life, of domestic and 
public interests ,  to be found in Aeschylus .  Yet ritual and the pat­
terns it offers for alleviating suffering, for integrating the indi­
vidual into social life, for coping with violence, do not always, as 
in the Electra , fall on deaf ears . As we shall see in the plays exam­
ined in the following chapters , because sacrifice contains in itself an 
implicit definition of a civilized community, the ritual often pro­
vides Euripides with a solution of the last resort in a world in 
which public life, political corruption, and social alienation remain 
the dominant aspects of a disintegrating environment . 

Nevertheless ,  Greek tragedy goes beyond using ritual and sacri­
fice as a complex standard by which to measure social unity or 
disorder and as a means of defining the cultural system in terms of 
relations among gods, humans , and beasts . Myths , ritual pro­
cedures , and divine authority all render the killing of domestic 
animals legitimate. At the same time there is something intrin­
sically repellent about a divine/ human relationship in which com­
munication so often occurs in terms of violence, whether through 

sacrifice, rape, plague, or revenge . Whereas epinician poets such as 
Pindar were at pains to explain away illegitimate divine violence 
and to transform myths that denigrated the gods, Greek tragic 
poets deliberately exploited the violence that lay at the heart of the 
sacrificial ritual, of communication between gods and humans , and 
of the myths upon which they based their plays .  As we have seen, 
Greek poets and philosophers had begun self-consciously to exam­
ine and question their religion as a collective system of ideas ,  
symbols , and ritual practices that reflected and reinforced social 
structures . Thus ,  in Aeschylus '  Oresteia divine justice becomes 
comprehensible only through the establishment of a human in­
stitution, trial by jury, in the context of Athenian society . The 
triology assumes that theology depends on and changes with polit-
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ical systems : monarchy, tyranny, or  democracy . The emerging 
recognition that social relations form a model for religious concep­
tions articulated with a growing concern about the origins and 
psychological effects of religion and ritual . Although Hesiod's cos­
mology presented an original divine violence as ultimately ra­
tionalized by the rule of Zeus, eventually the anthropomorphic 
gods came to seem false and inadequate proj ections of the human 
spirit, perhaps invented especially to justify human vices or to 
control an unruly human society with fear of divine retribution . 
Euripides ' sophistic characters often explain their surrender to vio­
lence and immorality by alluding to divine precedents . In their 
aetiological explanations of ritual and cults , poets frequently as­
sumed an origin in human sacrifice for the tamer practices of their 
own day . Since, however, this uneasy search for origins and con­
cern with divine and human violence is so often made in Greek 
literature through myth and allusion to ritual practices about 
which little is known, the speculations of modern theorists can 
again be helpful in illuminating the assumptions implicit in such 
complex poetic representations . 

Sacrificial Violence and the Questio n of  Origins 

Whereas structuralist analysis concerns itself with the way that 
sacrifice functioned both as a system and within the cultural con­
text of classical Greece, evolutionist theories are specifically con­
cerned with the emergence and survival in human culture of sacri­
fice as a mode of ritualized killing .  48 Meuli and Burkert, who 
expanded upon Meuli ' s  work, argue that prehistoric sacrificial rit­
ual was organized primarily as an atonement for the destruction of 
life ,  an appeasement of violence . Meuli , developing the work of 
earlier scholars, saw the origin of sacrifice in the rites of Paleolithic 
hunters . The hunter, closely identified with the animal he killed, 
regretted killing it and feared its vengeance . Wishing to save the 
animal from complete destruction and to regenerate symbolically 

48See note 10 above. I have selected from a large body of evolutionist theory the 
representative ideas of three historians of religion, Meuli, Burkert and Guepin , and 
of two nonclassical philosophers of culture, Bataille and Girard. 
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his future source of food, the hunter removed and treated its inter­
nal organs in special ways and buried or preserved certain of its 
bones , often reconstituting them in a particular pattern that, sup­
plemented by the addition of small pieces of meat from other 
limbs ,  suggested the regeneration of the whole beast. Neolithic 
pastoral and agricultural peoples transformed this procedure, 
wrapping animal thighbones (which contain , as it were, the mar­
row of existence) in fat for the gods . 49 These hunting rituals also 
explain the special treatment of the splangchna or internal organs in 
Greek sacrifice, and the Homeric practice of omothetein, the place­
ment of small pieces of meat from other parts of the animal on the 
bones . (Primitive hunting practices also suggest origins for the 
chernibes ,  the sprinkling of the animal with water, and possibly for 
the ololugmos) . The Greek sacrificial ritual was,  then, a kind of 
"comedy of innocence" or "drama of escape from guilt" ( Un­
schu ldskomodie) . The ritual retained its essential elements from Pal­
eolithic times because man, the only being that needed ritual to 
come to terms with his own death, continued to want to assuage 
the guilt incurred from killing animals for his own benefit. 

Burkert, building on the work of Freud and ethologists such as 
Lorenz, departs from Meuli ' s  emphasis on the "comedy of inno­
cence, " which obscured sacrificial violence, and argues that ritual, 
and sacrifice in particular, works also to control impulses of 
human aggression.  Whereas powerful animals control their com­
petitive impulse to kill , man has no such instinctive control of his 
competitive drives . Man ' s  deeply aggressive nature and his at­
tempts to control it through ritual are reflected in myths of early 
man such as the biblical tale of Cain and Abel, which combines 
intra familial murder and sacrifice. 50 For Burkert the threat of re­
gression to human sacrifice stands behind every performance of 
the ritual, and it is precisely the ability of the ritual to dramatize the 
moment of killing that ensures and perpetuates its success as a 
form of collective therapy. 5 1  Hence sacrifice is structured as "prep-

49GwSpin 1 968 :  l OO argues against Meuli 1 946: 23 1 - } 2  that the dedication of the 
thighbones is a pars pro toto offering ,  not an attempt to regenerate the animal 
symbolically, and thereby assuage guilt . 

50See Burkert 1 966a: I I I  and 1 972:  8 .  
5 1 Burkert 1 966a: 1 09 and 1 1 1- 1 2  and 1 972:  45-60. 
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aration, terrorizing center, and restitution. "52 The ololugmosJ the 
ritual cry of the women, dramatizes the emotions evoked at the 
moment of the animal ' s  death . The shock and guilt precipitated by 
sacrifice united agricultural peoples even more powerfully than the 
earlier hunters and gatherers to the extent that killing had become 
less familiar in the procurement of food.  53 Hence sacrifices and 
related rituals ,  the expulsion of members of a community in 
scapegoat rituals or  human sacrifices , could be used to overcome 
social crises . 54 

Bataille, who also locates the origin of animal sacrifice among 
the early hunters , sees sacrifice as one part of an important system 
of taboos created to protect and organize the world of work and 
social reproduction and to set this world apart from the world of 
nature, which operates on a different basis .  Man wished to deny 
his own violence and death and to control sexuality , thereby pre­
venting the recognition that only death guarantees life. This denial 
was , of course, impossible. Hence his social life was built around 
ritualized transgressions of taboos against intracommunal violence 
and promiscuity, transgressions that organized violence and sexu­
ality for the benefit of the community: war, sacrifice, and mar­
riage. Through his relation to the sacred world in ritual, man 
effected a controlled confrontation with the persistence of nature 
insofar as it could not be ordered by the world of work . For the 
early hunter, animals were beings like himself, but beings not 
subject to the taboos concerning intestine violence and promis­
cuity ,  and therefore more sacred and godlike (early gods were 
frequently represented in animal form) ; hence the killing of ani­
mals appeared a sacrilege. For the early hunter "animal nature 
formed a cathedral , as it were, within which human violence could 
be centered and condensed. "55 Through animal sacrifice man came 

52See Burkert 1 972: 97. For ancient evidence on sacrifice as primarily a ritual 
killing see, e. g . ,  Sallustius 1 6 .  I ,  zoes de dia thusion aparchometha or the assumption 
in De abst. 2 . 27  that sacrifice arose out of cannibalism.  Meuli follows Hubert and 
Mauss 1 964 ( 1 898) , esp. 3 3 ,  5 8 , in emphasizing that sacrifice is in essence a crime. 

53Burkert 1 972 : 5 3- 5 8 . 
54Burkert 1 966a : I I  I .  
55Bataille 1 962 :  8 5 .  For the other arguments by Bataille presented here, see esp. 

42- 59, 63-64, 67-68 ,  73-74 ,  8 1 -84.  
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face to face with the limitless continuity of nature and its insistence 
on reproduction through death, a continuity denied by the orga­
nized world of work . Whereas Burkert views sacrifice as man ' s  
way of confronting hi s  own aggression, Bataille views it as a way 
for man to confront his own nature as if it were something separate 
from human culture, and hence to some extent separate from him­
self; the ritual system serves simultaneously to obscure and yet to 
confirm man's  part in the uncontrollable world of nature. This 
notion that sacrifice both confronts and conceals human nature and 
the possibility of an uncontrolled proliferation of human violence 
is shared in a different form by Girard. 

Girard' s  theory, upon which the work of Bataille had some 
influence, grows out of the work of the French sociologists of 
religion who, following Durkheim, locate the origin and reality of 
religious phenomena within the social process .  Such analysts of 
religion try to strip away the symbolic forms of religious represen­
tations to find the ultimate social referents beneath : to discover, for 
example, how sacrifice engenders god. 56 For Girard the earliest 
social life is characterized by a dangerous lack of cultural distinc­
tions. Recipro cal violence between men originates in a process of 
ever-escalating " mimetic desire" in which each self desires what 
another desires simply because the other desires it ,  and as a result 
comes into violent competition for a series of desired obj ects . This 
process is without limit unless the aggressions released in mimetic 
rivalry can be deflected onto an arbitrarily selected victim who is 
defined as marginal to the group , a cause of ills and a repository of 
violence. The community unites and transforms itself by a collec­
tive act of unanimous violence against this scapegoat or "surrogate 
victim. "  This original (and historical) act of violence founds re­
ligion and human culture . The violence of the community , ex­
pelled by this original act of unanimity, is now defined as sacred 
and beneficial, a power outside itself. 57 In short, god is the massive 
violence expelled by this original act of unanimity . Once this vio­
lence is mystified as deity,  it becomes a source of order and control 

S60n this point see also Hubert and Mauss 1 964 ( 1 898) : 77 and 9 1 .  Girard 1 977: 
89-92 differs from Hubert and Mauss in that he posits a real historical moment for 
the origin of sacrifice. 

S lSee esp. Girard 1 977: 30 and 266. On mimetic rivalry, see esp. ibid . , 1 45-59 ·  
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of reciprocal violence within the community, which fears to con­
front it .  The ambivalence of the sacred as a source of both danger 
and benefit arises from its origins in a violence that becomes a 
source of cultural order and remains a source of order as long as 
these origins remain concealed.  58 

In Girard' s  theory, the community prohibits strife by reenacting 
the experiences that originally brought an end to it . "Ritual is 
nothing more than the regular exercise of 'good' violence. "59 Re­
ligious rituals and festivals and scapegoat myths refer to and com­
memorate the generative act of victimage and mimetic competi­
tion, while simultaneously effacing or distorting the true nature of 
the act and thus perpetuating the delusion that sacred violence 
resides outside the boundaries of the human . The sacrificial victim 
must be as similar to the surrogate victim as possible, yet it cannot 
be, like the original victim, a full member of the community, 
whose death would promote violence and demand revenge, but a 
domesticated animal or, in the case of human sacrifice, a marginal 
person-a criminal, king, or virgin . 60 The abriirary selection of 
the original victim is preserved only in the element of chance that 
may accompany the sacrifice. 61 

These theories of the origin of sacrifice share the view that sacri­
fice is structured to allow its participants to confront violence . In 

contrast to the structuralists ,  who de-emphasize the moment of 
death , the ritual killing of the animal is the centerpiece and essence 
of the rite . But Burkert, Bataille, and Girard differ in their empha­
sis on what truth about human nature or human social existence 
man receives at the moment of the animal ' s  death . Burkert posits 
that man effects a dramatic and therapeutic confrontation with his 
own fundamental aggressiveness ;  Bataille stresses that sacrifice is 
part of man ' s  attempt to define culture against nature and its un­
controlled violence. Girard sees human violence as a product of 
social conflict; sacrifice becomes part of a system of religious mys­
tification that controls social violence by projecting it away from 
man and onto a divinity . Although no one would deny the impor-

58See esp. ibid . , 24, 2 5 8-73 , and 3 1 0 .  
59Ibid . ,  3 7 .  
60See esp. ibid . , 1 3 ,  1 0 1 ,  269-73 . 
6 1  See ibid . , 3 I I and 3 1 4 .  
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tance of violence to ritual and in human culture generally ,  recent 
studies have questioned the fundamentally aggressive nature of 
man and his ape ancestors, and ethological theories that generalize 
about human culture on the basis of animal behavior have in any 
case won only limited support. 62 Some consider Girard' s  work to 
be distorted by an eagerness to link primitive religious practice 
with the sacrifice of Christ in a gigantic theory of culture that 
defies the boundaries of time and place. 63 And indeed, j ust as it is 
difficult to say precisely what sexual drive means in a universal 
sense, given the enormous variety of mating and marriage patterns 
that exist in various cultures , it is equally difficult to generalize 
about what aggression or violence means outside a specific cultural 
context . The structuralists stress that religious phenomena cannot 
be studied separately from social and material life ;  sacrificial vio­
lence may mean something fundamentally different to a classical 
Greek than to a Paleolithic hunter or a Neolithic farmer. 64 

Unlike the s tructuralists '  theories , the views of the evolu­
tionalists have not been and probably cannot be sufficiently docu­
mented by a study of Greek theory and practice. Archaeological 
evidence confirms Meuli ' s  views on the practices of prehistoric 
hunters . But there is no such historical evidence either for the 
origin or evolution of sacrificial ritual .  Indeed, in a recent examina­
tion of Homeric practices Kirk argues that epic sacrifice in fact 
placed less emphasis on the moment of death than did the classical 
ritual: there is no mention of the victim' s nod of assent , the ar­
rangement of bones in specific patterns ,  or the concealing of the 
knife in a basket . In addition ,  archaeological evidence from the 
Bronze Age suggests that most sacrifices from this early period 
were vegetable rather than animal. 65 The historicity of the evolu-

62As Burkert himself is aware ( 1 972 :  8 n .  I ) ,  many recent studies have ques­
tioned both the innate aggression of primates and the application of animal studies 
to human behavior. 

63For critical discussions of Girard, see esp.  Detienne 1 979b: 3 5  n .  I ;  Nelson 
1 976; and the whole of Berksh ire Review 14 ( 1 979) or Diacritics 8 (March 1 978) . 
Detienne 1 979b: 25-3 5  discusses the biases produced by the Christian sacrifice of 
god and Christian communion on all discussions of sacrifice from Robertson 
Smith and Durkheim to Cassirer and finally Girard . 

640n this point see Vern ant 1 976: 29 and Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  295 and passim. 
65Kirk 1 98 1 :  68-77.  
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tionists '  views on sacrificial ntual and its origins is essentially irrel­
evant to the present s tudy, however. Here we are exclusively con­
cerned with the value of their theoretical constructs for a reading of 
Greek tragedy. Do Greek tragedians use sacrifice and the sacrificial 
metaphor to describe the purging of guilt, or to confront directly 
and dramatize human aggression and the moment of death? Do 
they use  the ritual to confront but  simultaneously mystify and 
transform sacrificial violence by making it something foreign (bes­
tial or divine) to men? Does the Greek poet, like Bataille, funda­
mentally associate eros with violence in the ritual context? We shall 
return to these and similar important questions after discussing 
Burkert ' s ,  Guepin ' s ,  and Girard ' s  theories about the relation be­
tween sacrifice and tragedy. 

For Burkert, tragedy in essence reproduces the sacrificial sce­
nario in dramatic form by bringing its audience into a therapeutic 
confrontation with a sacrificial death . Translating tragoidia as "a 
song at the sacrifice of a goat, " Burkert finds the origins of tragedy 
in a group of masked, and therefore anonymous and guiltless ,  men 
who form a chorus to confront and lament death at a sacrifice. Just 
as the killing of the sacrificial animal included the ololugmos and the 
accompanying music ,nf the aulos, so the tragic chorus went on to 
lament the tragic hero to the music of the aulos . 66 Although "trag­
oidia emancipated itself from the tragos . . . the essense of the sacri­
fice still pervades tragedy even in its maturity . "67 The Agamemnon; 
the Trachiniae of Sophocles , in which Heracles concludes the play 
by sacrificing himself on a pyre on Mount Oeta; and the Medea of 
Euripides , in which Medea "sacrifices" her children and then es­
tablishes for them a cult at Corinth in which restitution is made for 
their deaths,  preserve prominent traces of the origins of the genre 
in song at a sacrifice. 

Guepin's study, which owes a good deal to the earlier specula­
tions of Harrison, Murray, and the Cambridge school, 68 asserts 
that the tragedies performed in honor of Dionysus grew out of 

66Burkert 1 966a: 1 1 4 .  
67Burkert 1 966a: 1 1 6 .  Burkert' s  subsequently influential discussion of the sacri­

ficial metaphor in tragedy wisely divorces itself from too specific a relationship to 
his theory of origins ,  which is far more speculative and controversial. 

68See esp. Murray 1 927 .  
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Dionysiac myth and cultY) The sacrificial deaths of tragedy were 
intimately connected with the sacrifice of the bull at the altar of 
Dionysus,  an altar located at the center of the theatrical orchestra, 
and with myths about a god who was sacrificed and reborn. The 
tragic hero repeatedly dies like a sacrificial animal, a victim of 
crime, amid choral dances around an altar . 70 For Guepin, tragedy 
is a sacrifical ritual , and the tragic hero is in essence a sacrificial 
victim or scapegoat, both criminal and holy, who is killed or 
banished to produce benefit out of crime and a chain of proliferat­
ing guilt and social violence (as in the case of Oedipus) . He argues 
further that tragic plots frequently assimilate earlier myths to a 
Dionysiac pattern. The deaths reenact an original preharvest sacri­
fice performed at the harvest of grapes or grain (threshing was 
done on a circular floor like that of the orchestra) . 7 1 Orphic the­
ology had made the sacrificial rending of Dionysus a crime, there­
by preparing for the assimilation of Dionysiac myth into tragedy. 
Tragic plots often include the motif of resistance to the divine 
typical of Dionysiac myth . 72 Similarly, Dionysiac madness ,  like 
the fear created by tragic plots or the tragic protagonist ' s  own 
criminal delusions , takes the participant out of himself. 73 

For Girard drama, like almost all culture, originates in violence: 
"All religious rituals spring from the surrogate victim, and all the 
great institutions of mankind, both secular and religious , spring 
from ritual. "74 Order in ritual cultures depends on social differ­
entiation and distinction .  In a period of "sacrificial crisis " mimetic 
rivalry proliferates , hierarchy collapses , and the distinction be­
tween sacred and secular violence dissolves . The crisis can be re-

69For Guepin's  general thesis, sec esp. xi-xiii, 1 - 5 ,  1 2-23 , and 1 2off. For 
Guepin a sacrificial death in tragedy typically follows the model set in the aitia for 
sacrifice given by Pausanias .  A crime is followed by a plague. After an oracle is 
consulted, the murderer is punished and a sacrifice is instituted to commemorate 
the event. Oedipus Rex follows this pattern precisely except for the failure to 
institute a cult at the end (see ibid . , [ Q- I  I ) . 

70See ibid. ,  I ,  1 6- 1 7, and 24. In fact the sacrificial death takes place offstage. 
7 1 See ibid , xiii and 19. Another basic tragic plot connected with agricultural 

ritual includes the disappearance and return of a woman, who is often linked to 
Kore or Persephone (ibid . , 1 20- 3 3 ) .  

72See ibid. , 3 2-39 .  
73Sce ibid . , 1 9 .  
74Girard 1 97T 306 .  
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solved only by a repetition of the original act of violence against a 
scapegoat and by a remystification of divinity .  For Girard, the 
classical period during which tragedy reached its height is poised 
on the edge of a dissolution of ritual culture . Tragedy stands in a 
transitional position between actual ritual performance and the 
original spontaneous model that ritual and myth attempt to re­
produce or reflect . 75 The verbal agones (contests) of tragedy recap­
ture much of the danger of mimetic violence and loss of hier­
archical distinction characteristic of a " sacrificial crisis , " as it sets 
members of a family and by analogy a whole community into 
uncontrollable conflict. Tragic katharsis, like ritual, restores health 
to the community through the dramatic " sacrifice" or expulsion of 
a scapegoat who takes upon himself or herself the violence of the 
community and transfigures it into the sacred. Members of the 
audience identify with a hero who is neither altogether like (be­
cause of his hamartia) nor unlike themselves . The audience resolves 
its ambivalence when it finally abandons the hero to a destiny that 
removes him from the community . 76 Like ritual, tragedy advances 
to the very brink of revealing the origin of culture and then with­
draws and effaces these hints with a return to myth and a restora­
tion of cultural and aesthetic differences . 77 Tragedy reflects and 
uses ritual; yet i t  is also competitive with ritual in that it performs 
similar functions . 78 Whereas ritual celebrates lack of differentia­
tion, tragedies can represent a reaction against an excess of com­
munality by asserting the claims to heroism of a suffering indi­
vidual destroyed by necessity . 

Girard offers Sophocles ' Oedipus Rex and Euripides ' Baahae as 
primary examples of tragic myths that simultaneously commemo­
rate and efface the original crisis . The sacrificial crisis of the 
Oedipus emerges in the mysterious and contagious plague that has 
gripped the city of Thebes, a plague that has arisen from the col­
lapse of differences between the generations of the royal family and 
between king and city. Tiresias and Creon are drawn against their 

75See ibid . , 1 3 1 .  On "sacrificial crisis" generally, see esp . ibid. , 49, and below, 
Chapter 5 on Dionysus in the Bacchae . 

76See Girard 1 97T 290-9 1 .  
77See esp. ibid . , 64-65 ,  1 29 ,  1 3 5-3 8 , 292,  3 1 8 .  
78See ibid. , 1 6 8 .  
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will into a destructive mimetic rivalry with their king.  Oedipus 
finally takes the collective violence upon himself, accepts the guilt 
for the plague, and offers to expel himself from the community as 
a scapegoat. His discovery of the truth vindicates Apollo' s  oracles 
and thus restores divine authority and divine responsibility for the 
violence to the community . The pattern recurs in the following 
generation in the mimetic rivalry of Eteocles and Polyneices , and 
resolves itself by their deaths and the final extinction of the house 
of Oedipus . And, as Girard might have added, the death of the 
brothers , as Euripides makes clear in the Phoenissae, repeats the 
original disastrous internecine violence of the "sown men" or 
Spartoi who became the first citizens of Thebes . 

The Bacchae, in Girard' s  interpretation ,  opens in a similar state of 
cultural crisis and loss of hierarchy and distinction. The maddened 
women have left the city and its culture to behave like men . In the 
course of the drama distinctions of rank disappear as everyone 
adopts the dress and worship of the god; the collapse of the royal 
palace is symbolic of a larger collapse of the political order. The 
Dionysiac festival, like sacrifice, commemorates the precultural 
and undifferentiated state of humanity and takes it back to its 
violent beginnings ,  to its origins in reciprocal violence and a mim­
etic rivalry enacted here by the doubles Dionysus and Pentheus .  
The sparagmos (tearing apart) of Pentheus reenacts the original 
unanimous and spontaneous killing of the surrogate victim, as well 
as restoring order to the community and recreating religion in the 
form of the cult of Dionysus .  Dionysus will now be as beneficial 
from afar as he was dangerous and violent in proximity . This play 
presents both the generation of religion from spontaneous collec­
tive violence against a single victim and the god as the origin of 
this violence . 

The Bacchae, as Girard interprets it ,  "demystifies the double 
illusion of a violent divinity and an innocent community . "79 But 
instead of allowing human violence to create order, peace, and 
divinity, Euripides distorts the historical process by blurring from 
the start the distinction between good and bad violence and be­
tween divine and human causes for action. 8o The poet alternately 

79Ibid . ,  1 3 6 .  
80See ibid . , 1 3 7- 3 8 ,  also 37 .  
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defends and denounces Dionysiac religion. He comes to the brink 
of revealing the truth about religion, and simultaneously with­
draws from and mystifies the truth by attributing the final origin 
of violence to the god. 

Classical scholars such as Rubino and Griffiths have gone on to 
argue that Aeschylus '  Oresteia is the most extensive example of a 
Girardian sacrificial crisis in tragedy . 8 1  In the Agamemnon the ac­
tion unfolds by reference to a series of sacrificial deaths . The cycle 
of reciprocal violence has plagued the house of Atreus in an endless 
series of intragenerational rivalries resulting in adultery, can­
nibalism,  and murder presented as sacrifice. Iphigenia ' s  social mar­
ginality fails to make her a neutral victim, for her mother Clytem­
nestra claims a right to avenge her daughter, a right not ordinarily 
considered legitimate for a woman. Among the many rival dou­
bles of this play-Agamemnon and Aegisthus ,  Clytemnestra and 
Cassandra-man and wife also compete in a world where the 
divisions between public and private life have disintegrated . For 
the chorus , Zeus should be a source of beneficial violence. Yet the 
ambivalence of the chorus toward Iphigenia ' s  sacrifice is one of 
many symptoms of an accelerating breakdown of ritual control in 
the world of the play . In the Libation Bearers the united forces of 
Electra, Orestes , and the chorus attempt with the help of Apollo ' s  
command to reestablish ritual control and divine responsibility for 
human violence; the rituals at the tomb of Agamemnon recreate a 
spirit of unanimous violence toward Clytemnestra. It is a sign of 
this process of remystification that her death is no longer termed a 
sacrifice . Yet Apollo fails to purify Orestes by ritual alone, and the 
sacrificial crisis invades the divine world itself The Erinyes insist 
on a return to uncontrolled vengeance. The resolution of the Eu­
menides gives ritual a subsidiary role as a source of justice, and civil 
justice replaces sacrifice as the primary mechanism for controlling 
intestine violence in human society .  

8 1Rubino 1 972 and Griffiths 1 979. The argument summarized here is primarily 
that of Griffiths .  Griffiths uses Girard' s  theory to make interesting distinctions 
among the three poets in their use of ritual . 
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Poetry and Sacrifice 

The evolutionists cannot ,  of course, document the transItion 
from prehistoric cult and myth to tragedy. Indeed, classical scholars 
such as Else have attempted to deny that tragedy had originally any 
connection with the cult of Dionysus . 82 Leaving aside the questions 
of origins, Burkert and Guepin essen tially go no further in their 
literary interpretation of ritual in tragedy than to assert the impor­
tance of the audience's cathartic confrontation with sacrificial death. 
Girard's substantial discussions of tragedy are problematic for the 
critic precisely because he is not offering a literary interpretation of 
the texts as they stand . Instead, as in his treatment of the Bauhae, he 
unmasks the play 's  mystification and transformation of the truths 
that actually dominate it. The Oedipus Rex does not in fact reach a 
Girardian resolution, since Oedipus himself, not the community, 
violently discovers and attempts to make himself a scapegoat; in the 
concluding scenes he has not left Thebes , and it remains unclear 
whether or when he will . 83 In the Bacchae the destruction of Pen­
theus is neither spontaneous (it is directed by the god) nor unan­
imous (only the women of the city perform the act) . At the close of 
the play Thebes will not enj oy peace and order as a result of the 
establishing of the god's divinity but will continue to face additional 
dangerous external Dionysiac invasions . Indeed, owing to the pres­
ence of a foreign chorus that departs at the conclusion of the drama 
and to the infrequent appearance of Thebans other than Pentheus 
onstage, the city itself establishes little more than an illusory pres­
ence in the play. Hence the pity evoked for the house of Cadmus 
that so dominates these final scenes makes Dionysus'  establishment 
of his divinity seem little short of disastrous . 84 In short, even if we 
were to agree that the Girardian scenario forms the implicit back­
ground to Greek myth and ritual, uncovering its traces in tragic 

82Else I 967 weakens his case by de-emphasizing the role of the chorus and 
avoiding the ritual material in tragedy itself. 

830n the failure of the Oedipus Rex to conform to the typical scapegoat pattern, 
see Howe I 962 .  

840n this point see Pucci I 977: I 9 3 -94 n .  1 5 .  
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texts is a complex process and does not explain how and why a 
tragic poet, working within the limits of his genre and a particular 
cultural context, has chosen to present mythic and religious truth in 
specific tragic texts . 

Yet the literary critic does not need confirmation of a historical 
connection between tragedy and sacrificial ritual (should such a 
thing be possible) . Critics of Girard who complain that his texts 
derive not from history but from literature indirectly confirm the 
importance of his work for a study of tragedy. Indeed, the texts of 
the plays themselves offer the best, and perhaps the only solid, 
evidence that the concerns of the evolutionists are relevant to an 
understanding of Greek ritual in the classical period .  Tragedy con­
tinually affirms a relation between ritual and drama and demon­
strates a concern both with the often violent origins of cults and 
with the social and psychological effects of sacrificial violence . The 
notion among the Greeks that the gods are an ambivalent source of 
violence and order was, for example, pervasive and even axiomatic .  
For Heraclitus as well as for the poets , "violence r or war] is the 
father and king of all" (frag . 5 3  DK) . For Aeschylus god made 
himself known through charis b ia ios (Ag . 1 82 ,  violent grace, if the 
emended text is correct) and through learning by suffering, al­
though the older poet has more respect for this divine violence than 
Euripides , who was apt to question it in the most shocking manner .  
A fragment of the tragic poet Critias (Sisyphus frag .  I N) suggests 
that a wise man invented the gods to deter men from evil (hopos eie ti 
deima toisi kakoisi) . Euripides (unless ,  as some have thought, this 
fragment actually belongs to his own Sisyphus, not to that ofCritias) 
does not, at least explicitly, go quite so far .  In the Iph igenia in Tauris, 
for example, barbarians ,  not Greeks ,  attribute their own violence to 
the gods . As Iphigenia says of the Taurians '  practice of sacrificing 
foreigners to Artemis ( 3 89-9 1 ) :  

I think these people here, being murderers themselves , displace their 
own vice onto the goddess .  I will not believe evil of the gods. 

Yet Euripides also undercuts this patriotic view by reminding us 
that Iphigenia was herself nearly sacrificed to Artemis by Greeks ,  
and the Greek cult of Artemis established in the final scene recalls 
for its participants the specter of human sacrifice underlying the 
more benign rite . The Bacchae, as Girard points out, does come 
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close to presenting the establishment of god through mass vio­
lence . And in the Heracles, as we shall see, Euripides hints that 
Hera 's  transcendent spite masks Lycus ' corrupt human politics ,  
while the real nature of the gods transcends altogether such human 
limitations . 

Greek poets consistently create the kind of social crisis that 
Girard describes before a sacrificial death and sometimes use a 
heroic sacrifice to resolve this crisis , 85 if not precisely in the man­
ner that Girard might lead us to expect. Euripides ' Iphigenia in 
Aulis and Phoen issae are cases in point. Thucydides , too, analyzed 
the Athenian plague and the Corcyrean revolt in terms that suit 
Girard' s  "sacrificial crisis . "  He linked the plague to the breakdown 
of the social and religious order, found the origin of revolution in 
mimetic rivalry and the ensuing lust for revenge, and identified the 
source of democratic instability in its lack of social differentiation 
and its willingness to make scapegoats of outstanding men. 

In short, despite the well-documented claims by the struc­
turalists that the procedures in the Greek sacrificial rite aim to 
efface violence, Greek poets use the sacrificial metaphor to con­
front and explore divine and human violence. Although the extant 
tragedies are hardly the Dionysiac drama that Guepin proposed for 
the origins of tragedy, Euripides does allow his plots to be struc­
tured by or around sacrifices . The conclusions of Euripides ' plays 
in particular insistently link myth and actual cult practice, often 
stressing the origins of cult in sacrificial deaths and demanding that 
the audience make connections between tragic violence and daily 
experiences of sacrifice . The poets may, as Girard suggests , have 
been unwilling to pursue the implications of their views of gods 
and ritual to the ultimate possible conclusion:  to declare the gods a 
fiction created by human violence and to give to all sacrifice an 
origin in human slaughter. Indeed, they had a s take in preserving a 
religious system in which their own drama played a central part .  
Yet of the three tragic poets , Euripides consistently comes closest 
to such dismantling of the divine superstructure, while simul­
taneously insisting on a restoration of ritual to a central place in the 
politically and socially unstable worlds he creates . 

85See also Henrichs 1 98 1 ,  esp.  224, where he emphasizes the parallels between 
tragic and "historical" human sacrifices . 
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Evolutionist theories , by stressing the potential emotive effects 
on the observer of sacrifice as a ritual killing ,  and by considering 
what questions the rite might raise for such highly intellectual 
observers and participants in ritual as the Greek poets , also draw 
attention to the therapeutic effect of tragic violence on the au­
dience . Tragedy indeed strives to understand or justify the deaths 
of its characters by provoking terror finally balanced by an ensuing 
release. In its preoccupation with social crises and disasters tragedy 
calls attention to its own violence and allows it to spill over into 
the community in a way that violates normal sacrificial procedure. 
Even the uplifting voluntary sacrifices of Euripidean youth are 
made to seem deceptive and wasteful in the shabby world in which 
they are performed. In the inverted world of tragedy, sacrificial 
deaths can produce katharsis through pity and fear for its victims 
even if an actual sacrificial ritual might produce an indifferent reac­
tion to the animal victim. Indeed, the stress of the evolutionists on 
the cathartic experience of violence provoked by sacrificial death 
seems more apt for the deliberately aberrant human sacrifices of 
tragedy than for ritual practice in the classical period .  At the same 
time, however, tragedy " ritualizes" and distances its sacrificial 
deaths by having them occur offstage and reported by messengers 
who mute or transform the violence of the murder by their own 
attitudes of pity, admiration, or  anger. 86 Even Medea imbues her 
murder of the children with the aura of sacrifice before it occurs 
( 1 054) . The literary critic must in fact recognize, first, that tragic 
sacrifices , although they drew originally and continued in part to 
draw on an external model, may operate in ways that are not 
precisely comparable to the real event to which they refer; and 
second, that the sacrificial metaphor had a complex independent 
development in tragic texts from Aeschylus to Euripides . 87 As we 
shall see, this independent literary development of the sacrificial 
metaphor leads Euripides to imply, especially in the Heracles and 
the Bacchae, that his tragedies function in a manner analogous to 
actual sacrifice . The remedies produced by a real sacrifice and the 

860n this point see Pucci 1 977, esp.  1 79-80. 
87The development of the sacrificial metaphor from Aeschylus to Euripides is 

beyond the scope of this book. For the complex and unstable relation between 
tragic sacrifice and real sacrifice, see Pucci 1 977 and 1 980.  
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remedies generated by a poetic discourse that reenacts a sacrificial 
death have similar therapeutic effects . 88 

For the literary critic considering the use of the sacrificial meta­
phor in tragedy, important considerations remain. S tructuralist 
and evolutionist theories of sacrifice can be said to complement 
each other only on the most general level . Both establish the im­
portance of sacrifice and related rituals to Greek culture, and hence 
the potential importance of the sacrificial metaphor to tragedy . 
Both approaches assert that the ritual recognizes , uses, yet also 
serves to control in specific ways the killing of domestic animals , 
although for Burkert and Girard sacrificial violence immunizes the 
community against its own intestine aggression, whereas for the 
structuralists sacrifice serves to define what must be shut out from 
the civilized polis .  Yet we have also seen that these theorists dis­
agree strongly with one another on a wide range of issues , extend­
ing from the possibility of universal or cross-cultural descriptions 
of sacrifice to the difference between social and individual/psycho­
logical explanations of ritual. It is not useful for the literary critic of 
tragedy to attempt to resolve these differences or to side polemi­
cally with one viewpoint or the other. We cannot expect tragedy 
to reflect theoretical consistency on ritual , and in fact we shall see 
that it does not. In their use of the sacrificial metaphor, Euripides ' 
plays often deliberately hint at several incompatible views of 
human society and divinity and close without definitely affirming 
any of them. Whereas theories about sacrifice can never by them­
selves successfully compel arguments about literary texts ,  we have 
already seen that both modes of analysis of ritual have helped to 
generate important questions about ritual in tragedy, although the 
critic must be more wary in applying the insights of the evolu­
tionists . Furthermore, our concern with tragic representation of 
human sacrifice, rather than with actual ritual , necessitates the 
eclectic use of modern theory adopted in the remaining chapters . 

The major questions addressed in the following chapters con­
cern the relation between Euripides '  use of ritual and his larger 
poetic strategies . Despite references to a large number of sacrificial 
deaths in the Euripidean corpus, there is no attempt to be compre-

HHpucci 1 977, esp. 1 6 5  and 1 69 .  

[ 6 I ]  



Ritual Irony 

hensive. Instead, each of the remaining chapters confines itself to 
close examination of one of the poet 's four late plays for the issues 
each raises concerning ritual and drama in its larger social and 
intellectual context . 89 All four plays present sacrificial deaths in a 
ritual setting as the central moment in the drama. The Iph igenia in 
Aulis and the Phoenissae are the most important examples of sacri­
ficial actions involving a youth ' s  voluntary self-sacrifice for a soci­
ety in crisis . Euripides apparently favored this folktale plot, which 
is not found in the extant works of other Greek dramatists ,  to 
exploit its potential ironies . Here the ritual experience of women 
and children, who are excluded from political participation, offers 
an apparent cure for the political crises produced by men and 
forges unexpected links between public and private worlds . The 
plays stress the disparity between a political world riven by strife 
and a ritual world (characterized especially by sacrificial perfor­
mance, marriage, and lament and reflected in the poetry of the 
choral odes) that offers an alternative vision of social unity and 
order . Each play also emphasizes that its current " sacrificial crisis" 
has a long and consistent history that threatens repetition in the 
present: youth will destroy itself to appease the curse of civiliza­
tion. Ritual here mediates in complex and often ironic ways be­
tween the divine and human realms , opens moments of commu­
nication between political reality and the mythic tradition 
presented in a connected cycle of choral songs, makes ritual a 
temporary model for action, and to some degree incorporates the 
benefits of poetry and the sacred into the profane world . 

The Bacchae and the Heracles serve as examples of plots in which 
divine vengeance demands an involuntary sacrificial death . Here 
the sacrificial death (s) also become, as in the Electra , a perverted 
song, agon , and festival . The entire public system of ritual in the 
polis, the function of the tragic chorus , and the poetic tradition 

89Leaving aside the fragmentary plays, of the plays that focus on a central 
sacrificial death, the motif in the Electra was discussed earlier in this chapter; Medea 
has been well discussed by Pucci 1 980; Alcestis' sacrificial death (74-76) has no 
sacrificial setting; and some aspects of the Iph igenia in Tauris, in which the sacri­
ficial death never occurs, are treated in Chapter 2; see Wolff 1 963 , Sansone 1 975 ,  
and Strachan 1 976 on  the sacrificial motif in  the IT. The happy resolution of these 
last two plays, which nevertheless need further analysis, puts them in a different 
category. 
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upon which Euripides drew to create his plays stand in j eopardy . 
These two plays create a fundamental social and poetic crisis and 
close with the emergence of a new order which makes survival 
possible, but at a cost so unbearable that their endings have been 
read as simply ironic or  self-deluding .  Here the "sacrificial crisis" 
also entails an explosive confrontation between men and god in 
which the normal limits between the divine and human worlds 
collapse simultaneously with the whole political environment, as 
the poet hints at the kind of identity Girard draws between divine 
and human violence . Both plays conclude ambiguously with a 
redefinition of the divine and its relation to men, marked by a 
restoration of ritual or the establishment of a new cult .  Finally, 
both plays draw a new kind of attention to an overlap between 
ritual and tragic theater . Ritual, like tragic theater, involves stag­
ing, symbolic gestures ,  dressing up, and role-playing . Both ritual 
and drama may offer an experience of liminality that establishes or 
confirms links between past and present, individual and society , as 
well as among man, god, and nature . 90 Ritual performance may 
incorporate myth into everyday life, whereas tragic performances 
implicitly bring mythical tradition into a vital and often restorative 
confrontation with the politics of democracy . Euripides tries to 
link his plays with the special ability of ritual to be repetitious and 
effective in the real world. Yet tragedy ultimately transcends ritual 
in its capacity to confront ambiguously and with historical con­
sciousness both the fictions upon which the social order is based, 

and individual identity and suffering .  
In each of the four plays, then, ritual does , as it logically should, 

become the point at which communication occurs between the 
divine and human realms, between public and private worlds ,  
between past and present ,  and between myth or choral lyric and a 
more secular interpretation of events given in the iambic scenes . 
The model of social relations implicit in sacrifice-timeless ,  au­
thoritative, efficacious , expressive, and self-contained-is placed 
in ironic juxtaposition with a historical disorder in the political 
realm. Finally , both ritual and myth offer similar kinds of fictions 
and deceptions that aid man in ordering his life, in coming to terms 

90See Turner I 969 on liminal states of ritual .  
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with suffering, and in learning to make difficult and irreversible 
transitions such as those involved in birth, initiation, marriage, and 
death. 91 Whereas Electra ' s  fictive rituals and Iphigenia ' s  choice for 
sacrifice in the Iphigenia in Aul is may be self-deceptive, Helen in 
the Helen and Iphigenia in the Iph igenia in Tauris , for example, 
invent rituals that aim both at the fulfillment of a divine plan and at 
a constructive escape from the disaster of a crippling past. The 
references to cult that close Euripides ' tragedies offer the audience 
the opportunity to reenact and to reconsider perpetually both the 
remedies offered by myth and the disasters heroically faced by the 
tragic protagonists .  Tragedy and ritual are linked by a common 
claim to offer therapy and immortality, despite a reality that may 
be incommensurable with them . 92 Whatever the costs to the char­
acters in the dramas , citizens can bring the heroism of Heracles or 
Alcestis into their lives through festival and hero cult .  The remain­
ing chapters examine the ways in which Euripides , in his involve­
ment with ritual, is simultaneously ironic, theologically iconoclas­
tic ,  and intensely religious .  Even more important, Euripides ' 
poetic imagination is formed by his experience of and response to a 
ritual culture . Above all, then, our concerns here are to understand 
how the sacrificial metaphor shapes and becomes an intrinsic part 
of Euripides ' dramaturgy as a whole. 

9 10n sacrifice as an irreversible transformation, see Burkert 1 972 :  50 .  On ritual 
as a source of learning and necessary deception, see esp . Wolff 1 963 and 1 96 5 .  

92Discussions of tragedy' s  claim t o  therapeutic effect have been popular since 
Aristotle. For recent treatments see esp. Pucci 1 977 and Simon 1 978 :  1 22- 54 .  
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The voluntary sacrifice of young people to save family or city or 
nation in a situation of social crisis (usually war) is a common 
theme in Euripides . 1  Besides Iphigenia in the Jphigenia in /lulis, 
other examples are Polyxena in the Hecuba, Macaria in the Hera­
cleidae, Menoeceus in the Phoenissae, and, in the lost plays, the 
daughter (ultimately daughters) of Erechtheus and Praxithea in the 
Erechtheus and Phrixus in the Phrixus . These voluntary sacrificial 
deaths share several features .  The victim is always a virgin, usually 
a young woman. The sacrifice is made as an act of piety in re­
sponse to a supernatural command or pronouncement voiced by 
an oracie, prophet, or ghost .  Generally the kin of the victim a t­

tempt to dissuade the young person from obeying the supernatural 

A shorter and somewhat different version of this chapter was published as Foley 
I 982b.  

I On voluntary sacrificial action in Euripides , see Schmitt I 92 I ,  Roussel I 922 ,  
Strohm I95T 50-63 , Burnett 1 97 1 :  22-26 ,  and Vellacott I975 :  1 78-204. I refer 
here exclusively to voluntary sacrificial actions that involve the ritual slaying of 
virgins in times of social crisis, and not to the voluntary acceptance of death or 
suicide by adults, as in the case of Megara in the Heracles, Evadne in the Suppliants, 
or Pylades in the IT. Human sacrifice at times of social crisis was threatened and 
reported actually to have occurred at rare moments in Greek history. On this 
question, including a discussion of the Iphigenia myth, see Henrichs 1 98 1 .  Ac­
cordingly,  the voluntary sacrifices of tragedy must be understood as primarily 
fictional, an opportunity for the victims to express an active choice for arete and 
eukleia despite the resistance of their near relations (on these aspects of voluntary 
sacrifice, see especially Strohm) . On animal sacrifices before battle, see the discus­
sion of Pritchett I 97 1 :  I 09- 1 I 5  and I 979: 8 3 -90 with further bibliography. 
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command, thereby sharpening for the audience the conflict be­
tween the interests of family and city .  Frequently, the assertion of 
the victim's  determination to die is followed by farewells , depar­
ture, and a messenger' s  account of the heroic death . In each case, 
however, the dramatic context in which the sacrifice occurs creates 
special problems for the interpretation of this ultimate act of heroic 
resignation and/ or piety and devotion to family or community . 
The focus on the innocent victim intensifies sympathy for his or 
her noble death, but the cause for which the victim dies is fre­
quently dubious and the consequences of the ritual death are often 
ambiguous .  

In the Iph igen ia in Aulis, performed posthumously with his Alc­
maion and Bacchae in 40 5 ,  Euripides expands the motif of the vol­
untary sacrifice of an innocent youth to form the basis for and 
climax of an entire dramatic action.  This expansion of the motif is 
only one of the apparently unique features of the voluntary sacri­
ficial action in the play . Iphigenia dies not to save a threatened city 
or family, but for a Panhellenic war that has not yet begun and 
apparently does not have to be undertaken . In Calchas '  prophecy 
Artemis demands the sacrifice of Iphigenia only if the expedition is 
to be undertaken. The sacrifice closes the play and clearly achieves 
its purpose: the Greek army can now depart for Troy. The plot 
develops without any obvious divine interference, and Iphigenia ' s  
heroic decision returns the myth to i t s  traditional course and thus 
serves the function of the typical deus ex machina . 2 Yet the text 
makes clear that the cause for which the sacrifice is made, Helen 
and the Troj an war, is a dubious one. I t  is uncertain whether the 
play closed with the substitution of a deer for Iphigenia and an 
apparent translation of the girl to divine status ,  reported by a 
messenger; with the appearance of Artemis on the machine to 
make a similar point; or  only with Iphigenia ' s  assertion that she 
should not be mourned in the fashion traditional to other such 
sacrificial victims . In all three cases the play affirms a divine status 
for its heroine markedly different from her known predecessors . 3  

2For a recent discussion o f  Iphigenia 's role a s  a deus ex machina, see Schreiber 
I 963 : 5 7-60. See Chapter 3 on Menoeceus'  similar role. 

3A fragment of Euripides ' Erechtheus promises divine honors to the king's sacri­
ficed daughter and her sisters, but this promise occurs after their deaths, whereas 
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The maj or difficulty for interpreters of the play is how to evalu­
ate Iphigenia ' s  final idealistic conversion to self-sacrifice . 4  On the 
one hand are the dubious cause for which the war is fought and the 
rhetoric and tone of the action before the final scenes : the ever­
increasing lust (eros) for violence (eris) in the Greek army, the 
vacillations and self-serving motives of Agamemnon and Men­
elaus as leaders of the expedition, the pomposity of the future war 
hero Achilles ,  and the fiercely personal outlook of Clytemnestra. 
The heroine barely manages to escape the terrible involuntary sac­
rifice described as her lot in Aeschylus '  Agamemnon and a virtual 
lynching by an enraged mob.  On the other hand are the beautiful 
meditations on love and war, marriage and sacrifice, presented in 
the choral odes . S cholars have generally considered that these odes 
have little relation to the action or relevance to an interpretation of 
the play. Yet Iphigenia, as she explains and justifies her idealistic 
change of mind and accepts her sacrifice, appears to bridge the gap 
between the action and the lyrics . I s  the ending,  then, either ironic 
or a burst of pure and cleansing heroism, or  both? Problems in the 
text compound the difficulties of interpretation since the exact 
contents of the prologue, exodus,  and several intervening passages 
are dubious at best. Of necessity, then , any reading of the text 
remains speculative . 

The structure of the Iph igenia hangs on the performance of a 
sacrificial ritual that is disguised for a large part of the action as a 

Iphigenia hints at this possibility before her sacrifice . See Austin 1 968 :  frag .  65 = 

Papyrus de la Sorbonne 2 3 2 8 .  
4Positive readings of the IA tend to celebrate Iphigenia ' s  exercise of free will and 

acquisition of knowledge; ironic readings tend to emphasize the corrupt world of 
the play. As with many late Euripidean plays , the ambiguity is almost certainly 
deliberate . For a summary of older views ,  see the judicious discussion of Conacher 
1 967a, esp. 264. A mong relatively recent views,  those of Garzya 1 962,  Snell 1 968 ,  
Strohm 1 957 :  50-63 passim and  1 3 7-46, and  Arrowsmith (introduction to  Mer­
win and Dimock 1 978)  make the strongest case for a positive reading of the 
sacrifice. Arrowsmith and Strohm emphasize Iphigenia's heroic exercise of free 
will ,  and Garzya her isolated moral superiority to the world of the play. Snell 
stresses the philosophical tone of Euripides' late plays and the movement from 
moral disorientation to a new idealism and determined action .  Cavander 1 973 , 
Dimock in Merwin and Dimock 1 978 ,  and Vellacott 1 975 focus on the over­
whelming effect of the atmosphere of uncontrolled violence and political corrup­
tion in the play . 
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fictitious marriage rite . As is increasingly the case in Euripides ' 
later tragedies , ritual and action become one; the sacrificial ritual 
becomes the organizing principle of the plot. Why does Euripides 
expand the two motifs of the sacrifice of Iphigenia and her ficti­
tious marriage with Achilles , both mere footnotes in the previous 
tradition, until they dominate the play? Why does he emphasize 
continually the homologies between the two rites ? A close exam­
ination of this neglected aspect of the text offers a useful starting 
point for an analysis of the complex counterpoint between the 
choral lyrics and the action culminating in the sacrificial death of 
Iphigenia . The discussion will proceed in four stages . The first 
section analyzes the intertwining of sacrifice and marriage in the 
action of the play; the second considers the treatment of these same 
themes in the odes .  The third section examines the intersection of 
marriage and sacrifice in Greek society and literature to clarify the 
social, religious,  and literary background of Iphigenia ' s  self-sacri­
fice. The final section briefly considers the ritual and poetic syn­
thesis of marriage and sacrifice in its ironic political context .  As a 
whole the discussion shows how Iphigenia ' s  sacrifice is first dis­
guised as marriage, then unmasked and actually transformed into a 
real marriage, only to be undertaken finally as a combined mar­
riage/ self-sacrifice meant to redress Helen ' s  perversion of her mar­
riage to Menelaus . From this perspective, Iphigenia ' s  sacrifice is 
not, as many critics have argued, a sudden, inexplicable fluke, but 
a well-motivated resolution of the play ' s  social and political con­
flicts by way of confirmed analogies in ritual and myth between 
marriage and sacrifice. 

The Intertwining of Rituals :  
Marriage and Sacrifice 

The ruse of marriage to Achilles that Agamemnon uses to lure 
Iphigenia to Aulis was known to Euripides from the epic tradition. 
The poet, however, may well have invented the presence of Cly­
temnestra and the deception of Achilles to elaborate on and com­
plicate a traditional motif. 5  But what is even more striking in 

5For a summary of treatments of the myth before Euripides , see Conacher 
1 967a: 250- 5 3 ,  Schreiber 1 963 : 66-7 1 ,  and Henrichs 1 98 1 :  1 98-2°3 . 
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Euripides '  version is that the false marriage motif is expanded until 
it shares a nearly equal place with that of the sacrifice. Both the 
marriage and the war require a preliminary sacrifice (proteleia) to 
Artemis .  In the early scenes of the play, while Iphigenia and Cly­
temnestra are still deceived as to the real purpose of Iphigenia ' s  
summons to Aulis, Euripides plays on  the common details of these 
two rites ,  which have, at least superficially, a mutually exclusive 
aim: marriage is the happy prelude to a new life and procreation, 
whereas sacrifice ends in death. But by the end of the play Iphige­
nia against all expectation unites the two rituals .  She becomes a 
sacrifice to A rtemis and a bride, not of Hades , but of all Greece . As  
Cavander has  suggested, "The whole play, in  fact ,  i s  a grotesque 
wedding celebration, with the Chorus as attendants . "6 The con­
stant repetition of ritual detail in the context of deception appar­
ently undermines the meaning and purpose of both rites .  Yet it is 
this very emphasis on the shared aspects of the rituals that ulti­
mately uncovers an intrinsic harmony in the structure and purpose 
of marriage and sacrifice and makes possible the final transforma­
tion. In the closing scenes Iphigenia ecstatically repeats this same 
ritual detail in an attempt, by her acceptance of her mar­
riage/  sacrifice, to restore positive significance to Greece' s  political 
adventures and its social and religious life .  

Because Clytemnestra says that she put the marriage wreath on 
her daughter's head (90 5 ) ,  we know that from the moment of 
Iphigenia ' s  entrance the ambiguities of her situation are plainly 

visible: the victim of a sacrifice, as well as a bride, is wreathed 
before the beginning of the ritual . If the text is correct, a messenger 
precedes her arrival and immediately announces to Agamemnon, 
the leader of all the Greeks (4 1 4) ,  that the "ceremony" can begin: 
"Begin bringing round the baskets , wreathe your head . . .  make 
ready the marriage hymn . . .  let the flute play in the house and let 
the beat of feet in dance begin . For this day comes as blessed to the 
virgin" (43 5-39) .  All these procedures except the j oyous song and 
dance are common to both sacrifice and the initial rites of mar­
riage .  Linguistic factors and the heavy irony of the messenger' s  

6Cavander 1 973 : 1 3 - 14 ;  see also 82 . Schmitt 1 92 1 :  82-83  emphasizes the inter­
twining of marriage and sacrifice in the first scene between Agamemnon and 
Iphigenia. 
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request have caused commentators to excise this passage . 7  Yet a 
transitional scene is necessary to motivate Agamemnon's  decision 
to sacrifice Iphigenia rather than to abandon the expedition to save 
her, and the ironic use of ritual language is consistent with the rest 
of the action. The use of the otherwise later Greek verb protelizo, 
meaning to initiate or consecrate by a ceremony, including sacri­
fice, preliminary to a marriage (Artemidi protelizousi ten nean­
ida , / Aulidos anassei, 43 3 - 3 4) ,  is not merely technically precise. It 
also anticipates the use of the noun proteleia in later scenes and 
effectively recalls the repeated and ironic use of the same term in 
Aeschylus '  Agamemnon,8  where Iphigenia ' s  proteleia is linked to the 
first deaths at Troy and to the corruption of the marriage ritual by 
Helen and Paris (see Ag . 6 5 ,  227 ,  720) . Iphigenia is to become a 
"preliminary sacrifice. " The crucial question raised in both plays 
is :  preliminary to what other ritual or action? Yet the IA expands 
this preliminary moment until it gains a completeness and a sur­
prising independent significance of its own. 

The messenger goes on to evoke a lyrical picture of the women 
waiting in a meadow just outside the camp . Iphigenia 's  sacrifice 
also occurs in a meadow sacred to Artemis ( 1 463 ) .  In the literary 
tradition the image of the meadow is particularly associated with a 
virgin just before a rape or  marriage . 9  And in the archetypal case of 
Persephone, her rape by Hades , god of the impenetrable under­
world, leads also to a form of symbolic death. The arrival of 
Iphigenia in a chariot may simultaneously evoke the ominous ar­
rivals for a sacrificial death of Agamemnon and Cassandra at 
Argos in Aeschylus '  Agamemnon, or of Clytemnestra in Euripides ' 
own Electra;  but it also suggests the image, popular in the fine arts , 
of the wreathed bride departing in a chariot for her husband' s  
home, accompanied by a numphagogos (escort of the bride to  the 

70n the case for treating the messenger scene at 4 1 4-39  as an interpolation, see 
esp. England 1 89 1  ad loco and Page 1 934 :  1 52-54 .  On the other hand, most 
commentators agree that a scene similar to this  must have occurred here for the 
reasons given in my text. For the importance of a scene similar if not identical to 
this, see esp. Cavander 1 973 : 99. 

BOn the use of the term proteleia in the Agamemnon, see esp. Lebeck 1 97 1 :  1 0, 48 ,  
and 68-73 and  Zeitlin 1 965 : 465-67.  

90n the complex and multifaceted image of the meadow in ancient Greek 
literature, see Motte 1 973 . 
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groom's  house, 6 1 0) and greeted on arrival by female contempo­
raries . to (The word numphagogos normally describes a man, but in 
the unusual circumstances of this play it is used to refer to Clytem­
nestra . l l ) In all three plays the occupants of the chariot are pre­
pared to celebrate a festive occasion and are deceived as to the 
sacrificial death awaiting them. In each case they are greeted em­
phatically as royal, and much is made over the process of disem­
barkation. 1 2  But in the IA the occupants are pure of guilt, and the 
scene becomes a domesticated and more pitiful version of its 
predecessors .  

In the moving first scene between Iphigenia and her father the 
text (despite its uncertainties) calls attention to the deceptively 
similar preliminaries to marriage and war by stressing the detail of 
the sacrifice common to both. The scene emphasizes the motif, 
popular in both poetry and vase paintings,  of marriage as a rite of 
passage, a transition from a blissful girlhood presided over by 
loving parents to an unknown life with a man she has not met. 1 3 
Iphigenia 's  playful pretense of ignorance as to the purpose for 
which she was brought to Troy reinforces our sense of her anxiety 
at the coming separation from her family; Agamemnon plays the 
role of a fond father suffering over the coming departure of a 
favorite daughter in marriage (668-80) : 

[ph .  Shall I sail o n  this voyage with mother o r  alone? 
Ag . Alone. Separated from father and mother. 

Iph .  You won' t  have m e  live i n  the homes o f  others, father? 
Ag . Let this alone. It is not right for young girls to know such 

things .  

IOFor general treatments of the procedures in Greek wedding ritual, see esp .  
Collignon 1 904, Erdmann 1 934 :  250-66, Magnien 1 936 ,  Sutton 1 9 8 1 , and Redfield 
1 982 .  Sutton's chapter on marriage contains an up-to-date summary of the artistic 
evidence for Athens insofar as the vase paintings depict both men and women. 

l iOn the use  of the  term numphagogos, which normally refers to a male but  may 
have had  a more general application, s ee  Erdmann 19 34 :  2 5 7, e sp .  n .  9 1 .  The 
bride's mother often accompanied the marriage cart on foot on its j ourney to the 
new household. 

1 2Textual problems make the exact nature of this greeting scene in the IA 
uncertain .  

1 3See van Gennep 1 960 ( 1 909) ; Sutton 1 98 1 ,  esp. 1 46-48 ,  1 5 1-52 ,  and 1 5 8 ;  and 
my discussion later in this  chapter. 
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Iph .  Hurry back from Troy t o  me, having put right things there, 
father. 

Ag. First I must sacrifice a certain sacrifice here. 
Iph .  With holy rites [or victims] one must revere the holy. 
Ag . You will see it .  For you will stand near the holy water . 
Iph .  Then shall we  start the dances around the altar, father? 
Ag . I envy you for the ignorance I do not have. Go inside-young 

girls should not be seen-and give me a kiss and your hand, 
since you are about to live apart for so long from your father. 

The ironic play on ritual continues in the dialogue immediately 
afterward between Clytemnestra and Agamemnon (7 1 8-2 1 ) :  

/0... neO'l'O .. ua 0 '  tjO'f] natOO� laqJa�a� (Jt:(i; 
Ay. p,O .. )..w 'nt rav'l'tJ xat xa(Jiarap,t:v 'l'vXt/ . 
/0... xo'nEtra oaiaEt� 'l'OV� yap,ov� l� vau:eov; 
Ay. (Jvaa� yt: (Jvp,a(J' a lp,i xei} ()vaat (Jeoi�. 

Ciyt . And the proteieia , have you already sacrificed for our child to 
Artemis? 

Ag . I am about to . We are just  on the point of doing so. 
Ciyt . And then shall you hold the marriage feast later? 

Ag . When I have sacrificed the sacrifice I should sacrifice to the 
gods . 

The ironic disparity between the perspectives of the two characters 
is underlined by the alliteration of 72 1 (also 722) and the word 
order of 7 1 8 ,  which ominously juxtaposes paidos and esphaxas . 
Clytemnestra then domesticizes the scene further by insisting , al­
most to the point of comedy, on her role as the bride' s  mother. She 
worries about the performance of the proteleia (7 1 8) ,  the wedding 
banquet (722) , her role as torchbearer in the ceremony (73 2) , and 
the lineage of the groom (695-96) . She is horrified that Agamem­
non intends to deprive her of her traditional role as torchbearer 
(734-36) and that the wedding banquet for the women must take 
place by the ships (722-24) . 1 4  Agamemnon responds to this do­
mestic tone by turning Peleus '  traditional capture of his bride 

1 40n the woman's  role as torchbearer, see Sutton I 98 I :  I 92-93 , Erdmann 1 934 :  
2 5 8 ,  and  the  scholiasts on Euripides ' Phoenissae 3 44 and  Troades 3 I 5 .  
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Thetis into a proper marriage with enguesis or engagement (Zeus 
enguese kai didos ' ho kurios, 703 ) .  Clytemnestra ' s  daughter will mar­
ry a very well-brought-up young man (709- 1 0) .  

The deception and the light tone continue briefly i n  the ensuing 
scene between Clytemnestra and Achilles . Clytemnestra at first 
takes her future son-in-law's  negative reaction to her warm greeting 
as an extreme form of the a idos appropriate to a well-educated 
young man in the presence of women. She is deprived of her 
illusions about the marriage by the old man, whose loyalty to her is 
pointedly based on his having been a sunnumphokomos (48) , a part of 
her dowry from Tyndareus (860) . Yet she still tries to appeal to 
Achilles for help for herself and Iphigenia on the basis of the fictional 
engagement .  Though the engagement was fictional-Achilles ' 
name alone was committed-he is nevertheless compromised. As 
Roussel has  argued, Achilles in this scene essentially accepts h is  role 
as Iphigenia ' s  bridegroom and as the future kurios of the bride. 1 5 In 
Greek marriage the enguesis ,  the agreement over the marriage be­
tween the groom and the father of the bride, was tantamount to 
marriage and a binding agreement even without the marriage cere­
mony. When Achilles says at 940, hagnon d'  ouket' esti som ' emon, 
"my body in no longer pure, " he almost certainly means that the 
false marriage has compromised his status as an unmarried man. 
This point is important for two reasons. Achilles , by agreeing to act 
as Iphigenia 's  bridegroom, has complicated the sacrifice plan and 
undertaken a binding role in conflict with his myth, that is, with his 

fate at Troy. Second, the audience may be reminded here that 
sacrificial victims should be pure, that is ,  unmarried . In the Phoe­
nissae Haimon could not be sacrificed for the city because of his 
engagement to Antigone (Phoen . 944-46) . Roussel also invokes the 
"historical" example of Aristodemus (Pausanias 4 . 9 . 2- 1 0) ,  whose 
sacrifice of a daughter is blocked by a Messenian who claims an 
enguesis to her. The audience might also presume, given Iphigenia ' s  
entrance as a wreathed bride, that she had already performed part of  
the marriage ritual , such as the dedication of her childhood toys to 
the gods and the farewell to the gods of her father ' s  hearth. As the 
fictional marriage between Achilles and Iphigenia takes on an ever-

1 5Roussel I 9 I 5 ,  esp.  240-44. 
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increasing reality, Agamemnon's  determination to sacrifice her be­
comes even more dubious ,  for Iphigenia ' s  status as an appropriately 
virginal victim is by implication technically compromised along 
with the traditional plot . 

In the second scene between husband and wife,  Agamemnon 
continues with this fiction of the proteleia for marriage ( I I  I I- 1 3 ) : 

The lustral waters are prepared and the barley for throwing on the 
purifying fire and the victims, which must fall before marriage to the 
goddess .  

With a typically Euripidean wordplay on onoma (speech) and ergon 
(reality) , Clytemnestra challenges his fiction ( 1 1 1 5- 1 6) and rup­
tures the deceptive coherence between the fictional marriage and 
the sacrifice ( 1 1 46-47) : 

aXOVE c'Jrj vvv ' avaXaAVlf1W yaQ AOyOV�, 

xovxin JraQqJc'Joi� XQy/ao,u:a(j' alviYf1amv. 

Hear me now. For I shall unveil my meaning and abandon obscure 
and riddling speech. 

We cannot be certain of the meaning of the word paroidos, which I 
translate as "obscure" (L5] gives "obscurely hinting, " " singing 
indirectly" ;  England, "distorted" or "distorting") , since it is the 
only occurrence of the word before Aristotle . But Euripides seems 
here to be calling attention to the doubleness of the language used 
so far in the play by allowing Clytemnestra a striking word to say 
in effect, "You cannot use words with two referents anymore, 
Agamemnon. "  Hence this speech marks the crisis in the ritual 
language of the play, as the deceptive coherence between marriage 
and sacrifice openly breaks . 

Clytemnestra now reveals that this is Agamemnon's  second 
crime against a child of hers . Euripides invents for Clytemnestra a 
first marriage with Tantalus ;  this marriage had produced a child 
that Agamemnon murdered when he took the unwilling Clytem­
nestra , by trickery, as a bride. Until this moment Clytemnestra 
has nevertheless played the proper wife. Here Euripides ignores 
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the hereditary curse on the family of Atreus and locates past vio­
lence pointedly in the institution of marriage. The play also stress­
es that Helen ' s  betrayal of her marriage inaugurated the threat to 
the institution and provided a cause for a war with the barbarians ;  
Aeschylus in  the Agamemnon, in  contrast, emphasizes Paris ' breach 
of hospitality as the primary cause of the war. Agamemnon' s  ac­
tion now renews the threat to a marriage made originally, like 
Helen' s ,  under the shadow of violence . Agamemnon says that at 
the occasion of Helen ' s  marriage Tyndareus used the ruse of the 
oath taken by the suitors to forestall temporarily a disastrous out­
break of reciprocal hostility and allowed Helen to choose a hus­
band wherever the winds of passion swept her (fA 69) ; the use of 
wind imagery here perhaps further links Helen' s  marriage with 
Iphigenia 's  dilemma and the present windlessness at Aulis .  

At this point in the play, then, Agamemnon' s  ruse is exposed, 
the pathetic and domestic tone of these "wedding" scenes has won 
much sympathy for the innocent Iphigenia, Achilles is committed 
to the marriage and not to the sacrifice, and the entanglement of, 
and identity between, the two motifs appears irresolvable. The 
problem is compounded in the following scene, when Achilles is 
seized with a genuine eros for his bride ( q I O- I I ) .  Iphigenia may 
also,  as she blushingly observes Achilles for the first time and hears 
of his heroic willingness to sacrifice himself in her defense, be 
moved to act by an emerging love for the young hero . 1 6  Euripides ' 
staging here perhaps reflects an increasing Athenian romanticiza­

tion of wedding scenes also depicted on contemporary vase paint­
ings , in which a youthful groom and a shy bride gaze at each other 
under the influence of a winged Eros . 1 7  

I n  the end Iphigenia abruptly interrupts the s tichomythia with a 
speech masterful in its formal structure and rhetoric. 1 8  She tran-

16For the most recent treatment of the romantic implications of this  scene, see 
Smith 1 979. 

1 7See Sutton 1 98 1 ,  esp. 1 64, 1 77,  and 1 84-8 8 .  
18For a discussion of the rhetoric of Iphigenia's speech, see Schmitt 1 92 1 :  3 9-4 1 ,  

and for a summary o f  the interpretative controversies o n  this speech , see Schreiber 
1 963 ,  esp. 44-49. The formal s tructure of the speech alone helps to counter the 
views of critics such as Funke 1 964, who see Iphigenia here as confused or  as 
hypnotized by her father' s  rhetoric (on this point see also Snell 1 968 :  498 ) .  For a 
detailed criticism of Funke, see Mellert-Hoffmann 1 969: 68-90, esp.  8 5 ·  
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scends the dilemma created by the entanglement between the fic­
tional marriage become almost real and the sacrifice needed to 
inaugurate the war. Echoed in detail by  both the chorus and the 
final messenger (if the text is genuine) , she welcomes each detail of 
the sacrificial rite as if she were indeed entering upon a marriage. 
At her entrance she was crowned as a bride by her mother; now, 
like Macaria , 1 9 she is to be crowned as a victim ( 1 477-79) : 

Distribute wreaths. Here is my hair to crown. Bring holy water for 
washing .  

As the voluntary sacrificial vIctIms in Euripides often claim, 
Iphigenia asserts that her act will be for her paides, gamoi, and doxa 
(children, marriage, and reputation, 1 3 98-99) . She will offer kleos 
(fame) to her mother as a compensation for her death ( 1 440) . Her 
subsequent directions, however, are atypical. She insists that the 
chorus dance in celebration for her ( 1 480-8 1 ) in Artemis '  meadow 
( 1 463 ) , as she planned to do herself at her own proteleia for the 
marriage with Achilles (676) . She commands her mother not to 
perform the traditional mourning and burial of the sacrificial vic­
tim, but to sing a paean ( 1 4 3 7-3 8 ,  1 442,  1 467-69) . Paeans could be 
sung and/ or danced on the occasions of marriages , battles , or 
banquets either as a gesture of thanks for an evil avoided or as 
propitiation of the protective deities par excellence, Artemis and 
Apollo . 20 The paean here seems to retain this ambiguity of occa­
sion and function: at a marriage or at the inauguration of battle, for 
celebration or propitiation. 

The sacrificial altar of Artemis will substitute for Iphigenia 's  
tomb ( 1 444) . Earlier she was doomed to be a bride of Hades (460-
6 1 ,  540, 1 278) , an image typically used of female sacrificial victims 
in tragedy. Now she gives her body not to Achilles or Hades, but 

1 9For the wreathing of Macaria, see Heradeidae 5 29; for the sacrifice as an equiv­
alent of children and a source of kleo5, see Heradeidae 5 9 1 -92 and 5 3 4; and for 
Macaria's request for burial , also made by Polyxena in the Hewba but not by 
Iphigenia, sec 5 8 8-89 ·  Macaria also models her act on the bravery of her father and 
love for her brothers . Polyxena sacrifices herself voluntarily as a gesture of free­
dom by one who is now a slave. The motif of the wreath and the winning of kleos 
are absent m her case. 

20See Calame 1 977: r ,  1 47- 52 . 
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to Greece and to Artemis ( 1 3 95-97) . By refusing a tomb she sug­
gests , at least ,  the possibility of survival or deification . 2 1  Iphigenia 
formally rejects marriage with Achilles and accepts her role as 
sacrificial victim in order to make the war possible and thus to save 
Greek marriage from the barbarian threat She will not allow 
Achilles to fight for her soma (body) as the Greeks will for Helen' s  
( 1 4 1 7-20) . If she i s  motivated by an emerging eros, i t  i s  the con­
trolled eros appropriate to marriage, which the chorus celebrated 
earlier in the second stasimon ( 543-89) ,  not the uncontrolled pas­
sion that swept Helen into a marriage first with Menelaus , then 
with Paris .  Iphigenia acts for marriage and claims that she will 
receive its equivalent in recompense for her action. She departs 
exhorting her mother to mend her marital quarrel with Agamem­
non ( 1 454) ,  whose action she calls involuntary ( 1 456) .  Indeed, she 
brings to her acceptance of the sacrifice much of the form and 
content of her lost marriage, and her imagination has undoubtedly 
been stimulated and shaped by her preparations for it. The struc­
tural overlap between the two rites ,  so insistent throughout the 
plot, thus survives in the finale, with its strange mixture of vio­
lence, j oyous submission, and a movement to a new existence that 
her mother should not mourn . 22 

In the beginning Agamemnon invents a false marriage in order 
to accomplish an involuntary and unpropitious sacrifice of his 
daughter . The early scenes , by playing on the formal similarities 
between the two rites ,  emphasize his cruel deception . The middle 
scenes , although they expose the fiction of the marriage, ironically 
make this fiction so real a possibility that the entire myth of the 
Trojan war stands in j eopardy .  Achilles is about to subvert his 
talents to a private rather than a public cause. He envies Greece his 
bride ( 1 406) . In a final shift the false marriage becomes the basis for 
the resolution of the conflict and the return to the myth . In this 
scene, then, Iphigenia is not, as some critics have argued, merely 
mesmerized by fear and the rhetoric of her father into accepting 

21 Sesoismai in 1 440 may also, as England r 89 1  points out on his line 1 44 1 ,  
ironically anticipate Iphigenia's rescue b y  Artemis . 

220n the relation between the separation of mother and daughter and that of 
Demeter and Persephone, see Cavander 1 973 : 8 and 13 and my discussion later in 
this chapter. 

[ 7 7 ]  
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her self-sacrifice . 23 Instead she makes the sacrifice voluntary and 
propitious and psychologically acceptable to herself by visualizing 
it as marriage. If the final scenes are genuine, she tames unbridled 
eros and eris, then goes to her death untouched by hostile hands . 
Whereas Helen has destroyed her marriage, Iphigenia makes her 
act a sacrifice for marriage, a means of reconciling her parents and 
of restoring eros to its proper place. The eris of the army, which 
was exploding in stasis (sedition) and an uncontrolled surge toward 
a ritual lynching,  is redirected to war. As Plato claims (Rep .  470b) , 
war is the opposite of stasis , internal violence such as we see in later 
scenes of the play, where Achilles ' own Myrmidons are the first to 
turn against him when he attempts to defend Iphigenia ( 1 3 5 1 - 5 3 ) .  
I n  contrast ,  war channels internal violence outward b y  ritualizing 
and subduing it to serve an ostensibly rational cause . 24 Through 
her extravagant merging of marriage and sacrifice, Iphigenia thus 
resolves the conflict between civilized feeling and private interest, 
which would deny her death, and political reality-the conflict 
between marriage, a private institution, and sacrifice, at first a 
private ritual for marriage but finally a proteleia to serve the in­
terests of the community . The reason for the repeated, ironic em­
phasis on ritual detail in the play now becomes clear; out of ironic 
disparity there emerges a desperate source of salvation. The restor­
ation of sacrifice and marriage, rituals shared by all Greeks despite 
their political differences ,  is tantamount to a symbolic restoration 
and definition of Panhellenic culture . 

The Choral Odes : The Panhellenic 
Perspective of  Epic and Epithalamium 

The choral odes, which focus exclusively on the themes of mar­
riage, war, and sacrifice, form a connected cycle of songs that 
reflect and extend in lyric form the tensions created in the ritual 

23See note 1 8  above. For the dramatic preparation for Iphigenia's change of 
mind, which Aristotle found unmotivated, see  Knox 1 966. For an excellent discus­
sion of the intense psychological relation between Iphigenia and her father, see 
Green 1 979, esp. 1 54 ,  1 5 8 ,  1 79,  1 84 .  

24See Bataille 1 962,  e sp .  64  and 76 ;  and Vernant 1 980:  2 5 .  
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language of the play. As in many other late Euripidean plays , the 
chorus is detached from the action by being composed of for­
eigners-in this case young Chalcidian matrons who have come to 
sightsee at Aulis-and the relevance of their songs to the action is 
oblique. At the same time their greater detachment from the action 
allows them to offer a more public and Panhellenic perspective on 
it, 25 and the separate poetic sphere that emerges in their lyrics 
creates a strong pressure for a return to the traditional epic version 
of the Trojan war. This p ressure is relieved by gestures made by 
Iphigenia and, to a lesser degree, Achilles and (whether or  not he 
speaks truthfully) Agamemnon. The idealistic perspective and 
themes presented in these odes are precisely those adopted in 
Iphigenia 's  final lyrics . 

The parodos ,  as many scholars have observed, has a strong 
Homeric flavor .  To the eyes of the chorus ,  the army of Greeks is 
composed of demigods or  hem itheoi ( I 72-73 ) .  This term, almost 
nonexistent in Homer, looks beyond epic diction to the role of 
these heroes in Greek cults , and hence may serve subtly to prepare 
for the later claim to divine status by Iphigenia herself. 26 Most of 
the major  heroes of the Trojan war are here surveyed as they 
engage in orderly and beautiful activities .  A catalogue of names 
closes with a detailed look at the brilliant Achilles ,  decorated with 
a string of epic epithets , winning a race. The ode looks backward 
to the causes of the war and the story of Paris and Helen, and 
forward by implication to Iphigenia 's  sacrifice, for the grove of 
Artemis is called poluthuton (abounding in sacrifices ,  I 8 5) . 27 Even 
without the disputed catalogue of ships that recalls Iliad 2 . 493-
760 , 28 this ode  suggests the opening movements of a Trojan epic . 
It comes immediately after the prologue, in which Agamemnon is 
attempting to undo the war by preventing the sacrifice of his 
daughter . The epic tone of the ode creates a strong counterpressure 
for a return to past myth and a more glorious world than that of 
the stasis-ridden army and its leadership presented up to this point 

250n this point see Mellert-Hoffmann 1 969, chap . I .  
26See Nagy 1 979: 1 59-6 1 on hemitheoi in epic diction (Iliad 1 2 . 22-23 )  and in cult .  
27England 1 89 1  cites Vitelli as the first  to notice the ironic and anticipatory 

quality of this adjective. 
28Textual problems make this section of the ode difficult to read with certainty .  
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in the play. The impressionability of the blushing young women 
also prepares for the effect Achilles apparently has on Iphigenia, 
when the embarrassed and sheltered girl sees the hero for the first 
time. The chorus creates an expectation for a heroic Achilles ,  and it 
is important to remember that the Achilles whom Iphigenia sees is 
precisely the armored, larger-than-life hero of the parodos ,  not the 
more complex figure who appears in the scene with Clytemnestra . 

The first stasimon ( 54 3-89) comes between the scene in which 
Agamemnon tells Menelaus that he now must sacrifice Iphigenia, 
and the first meeting of Agamemnon, Iphigenia, and Clytem­
nestra. It deals with the nature of eros and the roles appropriate to 
each sex. Immoderate eros, like that of Helen, leads to eris . The 
women of the chorus yearn instead for the good eros, that self­
controlled, moderate love appropriate for young married women 
like themselves . They praise good education and a idos (modesty) . 
Women should hunt areta (moral excellence) in the concealed 
sphere of love and marriage ( 568-70) , whereas men have infinite 
ways to serve their city ( 5 70-72) . The ode stresses the connection 
between marriage and war by observing the disastrous conse­
quences of uncontrolled erotic behavior .  It provides a model for 
correct behavior, a display of true arete, and the a idos and other 
fruits of a good education that by the end of the play are apparent 
to some extent in Achilles and certainly in Iphigenia . The ode 
shares the characters ' own criticisms of their immediate situation, 
but it also emphasizes the motif of the marriage now abandoned by 
Agamemnon but s till a reality for his wife and daughter, and it 
opens the possibility of an active pursuit of arete by a virtuous 
woman. Iphigenia 's  final action embraces and transcends this cho­
ral advice as she publically wins kleos and acts for the community 
(an unusual achievement for a woman, if not for the sacrificial 
virgins of tragedy) . Yet she does so in a feminine manner, through 
concealed eros (see 5 69) and for the cause of marriage. 

The second stasimon (75 1 -800) follows the first scene between 
Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, in which Agamemnon' s  plan to 
sacrifice Iphigenia is running smoothly, and precedes the com­
plicating appearance of Achilles , when the fictional marriage 
threatens to undercut the Troj an expedition. The ode again returns 
to the theme of Helen and her myth and offers a prophetic vision 

[ 8 0 ]  
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of the destruction of Troy and the losses to be experienced by the 
Trojan women. The sufferings of women bracket and undercut 
the achievements of war, just as the sufferings of the innocent 
Iphigenia threaten to undercut the expedition entirely. The rape of 
Leda by Zeus in disguise as a swan and the birth of Helen, re­
counted after the prophecy of the Trojan disaster, seem mere 
myths from the Muses ' tablets, tales bearing no relation to painful 
reality (790-800, especially 797-800: en delto is Pierisin / muthoi  . . .  
enengkan para ka iron allos) . 29 The ode, by questioning its own 
myths , questions its relevance to the world of the play ' s  action and 
perpetuates the tension between odes and action .  For the first time 
the reality of the action begins to impinge on the ideals concerning 
marriage and war established in the earlier odes . Yet the breadth of 
historical perspective offered in the ode, encompassing the past 
and now insistently the future, continues to reinforce a sense of the 
inevitability of the myth. 

The famous third stasimon ( 1 03 6-97) begins with the radiant 
marriage of Peleus and Thetis ,  a wedding paradigmatic in Greek 
tradition for its glorious ceremony, replete with the presence of the 
gods themselves and their divine music, songs, and gifts . 30 This 
marriage, the centaurs arrive to predict, will produce Achilles , the 
most glorious warrior to fight at Troy. It also ,  although the chorus 
does not say so here, gave rise to the fatal contest of beauty among 
the three goddesses that led Aphrodite to promise Helen to Paris . 
(The connection between the beauty contest and the marriage 
motif is implicit in Iphigenia ' s  lyrics at 1 294- 1 3 09 ,  where the con­
test is set in a meadow where the nymphs pluck flowers . )  Out of 
this glorious marriage (not, by most accounts , a happy one) , an 
apparently appropriate theme for an epithalamium at the marriage 
of Achilles and Iphigenia, come war, strife,  and the destruction of 
marriage through uncontrolled eros . 

290n this kind of passage in Euripides ,  see Pucci 1 977. 
300n the third s tasimon see Walsh 1 9 7 1  and Parry 1 978 :  1 86ff. Neither attacks 

the difficult problem of the epithalamic conventions used by Euripides here . The 
meager surviving fragments of Greek epithalamic poetry make the latter task 
uncertain at best. Among later poems, Catullus 62 and Theocritus 1 8  are particu­
larly helpful .  Cavander 1 973 : 1 3 8-39  remarks that this stasimon could almost be 
read as a victory ode to Achilles .  

[ 8  I 1 
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Very little epithalamic poetry survives from before or during the 
classical period .  But both this fragmentary evidence and later epi­
thalamia indicate that the ode borrows heavily from the epi­
thalamic tradition, while the prophecy about Achilles concerns the 
rearming made famous in Iliad 1 8 .  A fragment of Sappho thought 
to belong to an epithalamium ( 1 4 1  LP)3 1  includes the motif of 
wine-pouring at a wedding attended by the gods also present in 
this ode. The references to music and dance and to the promise of 
offspring are also epithalamic. It is impossible to say whether a 
prophecy of this kind was typical in songs about mythical wed­
dings.  Catullus '  treatment of the wedding of Peleus and Thetis ,  
with its prophecy by the Fates concerning Achilles (Catullus 64) , 
may have borrowed from this ode or from a larger tradition repre­
sented also in Aeschylus (frag. 284  Mette, after Plato Rep .  3 8 3 ) .  In 
the Aeschylus fragment Thetis speaks bitterly of Apollo,  who sang 
prophecies about Achilles at her wedding and then went on to kill 
him at Troy .  Interestingly , Catullus 64 stresses Achilles ' destruc­
tiveness, whereas Euripides ' ode concentrates on the visual image 
of the armor.  Indeed, the descriptions of both the marriage and the 
shield have a pictorial, distant quality that contrasts with the trou­
bled marriages and the mob violence of the action. The tone is 
more reminiscent of lyrics such as Sappho ' s  fragment on the arriv­
al of the bride Andromache at Troy (44 LP) . The epithalamic 
themes and the hint at Achilles ' future role in epic again augment 
the pressure for a return to an ideal and ordered social life and a 
Panhellenic poetic perspective on events .  

The epode continues to hint at epithalamic motifs :  the emphasis 
on the relation between the girl and her mother, the purity of the 
bride (here a quality of the sacrificial animal) , and the comparison 
of the bride to a natural obj ect (animal, plant , or  flower) . The 
chorus regrets the loss of a idos and arete, without which there will 
be no common struggle for men (ko inos agon brotois, I 096) , and 
laments Iphigenia ' s  fate in language that densely intertwines the 
girl and the sacrificial victim ( 1 080-88 ) : 

- oF. 0 '  bet xliea Orbp01)Ol XaAAtXo,uav 

JlAOxa,uov �eYEiot, {3aAu1v 

3 1 For a discussion of this  fragment, see Page 1 9 5 5 :  1 24.  
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waTE nEiQalwv an' aViQwv 
fO.Oovaav oQEwvf 

f1oaxov axJjQawv, f3QOTELOV 
a[f1aaaOVTEC; Aatf10V . 

OV (J1JQlYYl iQaifJEiaav ovo' 

EV r}Olf3oJjawl f3ovxOAwV, 
naQa DE f1ar:iQl VVf1ifJOX0f10V 

'!vaXlOatC; yaf1ov. 

But you-the Argives will wreathe your head with a beautiful band, 
like a pure, dappled heifer come from rocky mountain caves , and 
then bloody your human throat- a victim not raised to the tune of a 
pipe or the crude whistling of shepherds , but nurtured by her moth­
er's side as a bride for the sons of Inachus .  

Again , the realities of the action threaten to impinge upon the 
lyric ideals expressed by the chorus . At the same time, marriage 
and sacrifice become inextricably intertwined in a manner that 
anticipates the resolution of the play. 

Immediately before this ode Achilles has agreed to champion 
Iphigenia; after it Clytemnestra and Iphigenia try to persuade 
Agamemnon not to sacrifice his daughter. By singing about epi­
thalamic themes , the chorus emphasizes the multiple ironies of the 
situation . Achilles and the doomed Iphigenia, a sheltered girl who 
is in no respect an appropriate victim to pay for Helen ' s  crimes,  
will never hear a wedding song . Yet the effect of the prophecy in 
the ode is simultaneously to deny to Achilles ' intervention in favor 
of Iphigenia a mythical status comparable to that accorded his 
Iliadic wrath . 

In her final scene Iphigenia 's  words appropriate and transform 
into action the promise of the odes by closing, even if illusorily , 
the gap between the past ,  with its poetic ideals for marriage and 
war, and the present world of the action .  Her lament at 1 2 79-

1 3 3 5 ,  which moves from concern with family and self-pity to an 
awareness of her own dilemma in the larger mythical/ historical 
context, ultimately makes more believable the final transition to 
public self-sacrifice. And, if the text is correct, the chorus is finally 
persuaded to j oin in this inspiring ritualized and lyric performance, 
perhaps even leaving an empty stage for the doubting Clytem-
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nestra . Here the wispy, distanced perspective of the odes becomes 
a model for the heroine' s  fragile idealism and offers an appropriate 
lyric dimension both to Iphigenia 's  persona and final act and to the 
myth and its traditional conclusion. 32 The odes, like Iphigenia 's  
lyrics, do not deny the brutality of the events about to ensue, but 
their form and beauty translate it to another level . 33 Myths and 
rituals thus become relevant to reality, despite the questions raised 
in the second stasimon concerning both myth and war's victimiza­
tion of women. The very anachronism of the odes in a world in 
which tragedy, not epic, was the dominant art form hints at the 
unworldliness of Iphigenia ' s  transformation; and in fact Iphigenia ' s  
sacrifice is not mentioned in Homer. The further the action in the 
corrupt political world of the play veers from the predicted se­
quence of the myth, the less relevant the ideals of the odes seem to 
become. Yet because the distance of the chorus from the action 
actually makes the odes more and not less relevant to an interpreta­
tion of the play, an analysis of the play must take into account both 
the distance between odes and action and their crucial and climactic 
point of intersection.  

Marriage and Sacrifice 

An interpretation of Iphigenia ' s  ritual and poetic synthesis of 
marriage and sacrifice can be considerably enriched by an under­
standing of the social, religious ,  and literary context for these rites 
and the hidden structural similarities between rites upon which 
Euripides has built his plot .  As Vernant has argued, marriage and 
sacrifice are homologous rites : " You could say that marriage is to 
sexual consummation what sacrifice is to the consumption of 
meat .  "34 Whereas the eating of sacrificial meat ensures the physical 

32Arrowsmith in Merwin and Dimock 1 978 :  ix and xii argues that Iphigenia 
becomes a model of epic arete in this play. 

33Bonnard 1 945  (anticipating Walsh 1 97 1  and Green 1 979) has an extensive 
treatment of the relation bet'Neen the tragic action and the odes in this play that has 
influenced and complements my own. On the choral lyrics in general, see also 
Schreiber 1 963 , esp . 1 5-24; Schreiber is helpful on the way in which the parodos 
counteracts the expectations created in the paradosis ( 1 9-20) . 

34Vernant 1 980: 1 3 8  = 1 974 : 1 49 .  Vernant's pun on consumption and consum­
mation is impossible to translate effectively .  See also Detienne 1 977. 
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continuity of existence, marriage ensures the continuity of human 
life over time. Marriage, sacrifice, cooked food,  and the oikos stand 
in Greek culture in structural opposition to promiscuity, bestial 
allelophagy, raw food, and living in the open . The lA 's literary 
exploitation of the homology between marriage and sacrifice has 
precedents in Euripides ' own Alcestis (see the later discussion in this 
chapter) and in the mock epithalamium that Cassandra sings be­
fore her "marriage" Isacrifice with Agamemnon in the Trojan 
Women . 35 Segal has also argued that in Sophocles ' Trach iniae mar­
riage and sacrifice, though not precisely homologous, are simul­
taneously invaded by the poison of the uncivilized and erotic cen­
taur Nessus; the closing scenes of that play, in contrast, make a 
parallel restoration of both institutions . 36 Heracles ' first sacrifice is 
interrupted by the workings of the poisoned robe; then he sud­
denly murders Lichas and bellows in unpropitious agony . But the 
play closes with his sacrificial death on Mount Oeta, where the 
rites are performed in an orderly and propitious manner. The mar­
riage, disrupted by the intrusion of Heracles ' mistress lole into the 
household, is restored by Deianeira ' s  courageous self-punishment 
and the marriage, however dubious,  between Hyllus and Iole. 

Yet the homologies between marriage and sacrifice go even 
deeper. Both rites involve a voluntary death, real or symbolic, 
designed to ensure social survival . Both seek to gain a propitious 
future through violence, loss and submission to a social order. 
Participation in a sacrifice signifies membership in a society and, 
by implication, submission to its rules and requirements and an 
entitlement to a share in its benefits .  Marriage requires a compara­
ble incorporation into the social order. The bride and groom yoke 
themselves in marriage for the production of legitimate children. 
The initial stages of each ritual mark the separation of the partici­
pants from their former state. The bride bathes and cuts her hair. 
The sacrificers , after washing their hands , cut off and dedicate a 
few hairs from the sacrificial victim and sprinkle it with water . In 
sacrifice the animal is made to gesture in consent to its demise ;  
similarly, plays such as Aeschylus '  Eumen ides and Suppliants em-

35See Zeitlin 1 965  and Lebeck 1 97 1 .  Aeschylus in the Agamemnon describes 
Cassandra 's  death with sacrificial imagery . 

36Segal 1 975  and 1 98 1 .  
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phasize the importance in marriage of peitho (persuasion) and/ or 
Aphrodite as a necessary counterpart to bia (violence) . 

The Greek bride, unlike the Helen of this play (68-7 1 ) ,  rarely 
had any choice in her marriage. She was trained through ritual and 
other instruction from girlhood to submit to what could often be a 
frightening transitional experience. At Brauron, for example, 
some women of Euripides ' audience (if women were present in the 
theater) were educated for the transition to marriage with a myth 
of sacrifice similar to that of Iphigenia in this play, and Iphigenia 's  
cult was in fact intertwined with that of Artemis at Brauron . An 
Attic myth explained the dancing of prepubescent girls as bears in 
the arkteia for Artemis at Brauron as recompense for the killing of a 
she-bear. In one tradition Artemis demanded as an additional rec­
ompense the sacrifice of a virgin, for whom an Athenian sub­
stituted a goat dressed as a girl . As Henrichs has argued: "The 
Brauronian ritual commemorated the preservation and continua­
tion of human life at the cost of animal life, and in the context of 
the female sex and prepuberty .  "37 

Other myths and texts stressed a symbolic connection between 
marriage and death, a connection no doubt reinforced by structural 
parallels between marriage and funeral rites . 38 Artemidorus argues 
in his Interpreta tion of Dreams that " marriage resembles death and is 
signified by death . . . .  For a virgin to dream of marriage indicates 
her death; for all that happens to one who marries happens also to 
the dead" (Oneirokritika 2 . 6 5 ) .  An important Greek myth of mar­
riage, which played a central role in the ritual life of Greek women, 
is the story of Persephone's rape by Hades , her stay in the under­
world, and her final achievement of new divine honors and partial 
reunification, after experiencing sexuality, with her Olympian 
mother. Iphigenia 's  experience echoes in part that of Persephone's  

37Henrichs I 98 I :  207 .  For such female initiation rituals generally ,  see  esp.  
Brelich I 969a and Burkert I 966b. 

38For the marriage as death motif in ancient Greek literature, see esp. Rose I 92 5  
and Segal I 98 I :  I 80-8 3  and  447 n .  86  on this motif in the Antigone .  Redfield 1 982 :  
1 88  and 1 90 with further bibliography notes the  structural parallels between mar­
riage and funeral rites . On the importance of the Kort' plot in tragedy, see Guepin 
1 968 :  I 20-42. He makes a distinction between kathodos dramas, in which a virgin 
dies , and anodos dramas such as the IT or the Helen, in which the female pro­
tagonist returns from a world of death and sterility . 
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marriage/ death and separation from her mother followed by the 
promise of new divine honors . The epithet used of Iphigenia early 
in the play, " the bride of Hades , "  was common in funerary prac­
tice and in funerary epigrams for girls who died young,  and played 
on the analogy with Persephone. Hippolytus '  experience in the 
Hippoly tus is also modeled on the Kore myth. Like Persephone, he 
suffers violent separation from a sacred meadow associated with 
chastity . Hippolytus '  rej ection of Aphrodite, however, makes the 
necessary and violent transition to sexuality actually rather than 
symbolically fatal .  Nevertheless ,  the play closes with the establish­
ing of a cult for unmarried girls ;  at their marriage they will cut 
their hair for Hippolytus and commemorate in song Phaedra' s  
story and Hippolytus '  refusal of Aphrodite. Hippolytus will be  
remembered, and his and Phaedra' s  myth will presumably aid the 
young women in confronting their difficult transition to marriage. 
Characters from Greek tragedy such as Medea (Medea 2 30- 5 1 )  and 
the woman (Procne?) in the following fragment from Sophocles ' 
Tereus ( 524 N = 5 8 3  R) also frequently emphasize the violence of 
the transition to marriage, and make it clear why this transition 
could be experienced as a symbolic death: 

I often consider how we women are nothing. When we are young, 
in our father's house, I think we live the sweetest life of all men; for 
ignorance brings us up delightfully. But when we have reached 
maturity and know more, we are driven out and sold, away fro m  

the gods of our fathers and our parents ,  some to foreigners , some to 
barbarians ,  some to strange houses , others to such as deserve re­
proach. And finally ,  after a single night has united us ,  we have to 
praise our lot and pretend that all is well .  

Euripides ' Alcestis and Helen capitalize on the mythical associa­
tions between marriage and death. Alcestis ' promised sacrificial 
death for her husband (74-76) recreates the primal experience of 
the bride. In consenting to this self-sacrifice Alcestis finally gains a 
second marriage, which is blessed by a proper balance of roles . 
Admetus wins praise for his hospitality and is no longer stig­
matized by his unmasculine lack of courage to face death . The 
heroic Alcestis is once more a housewife, delivered veiled and 
silent into her husband' s  hands by Heracles with the traditional 
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marriage gesture of cheir ep i karpoi (hand on the wrist , 9 1 6- 1 7 , 
I I  I 5- 1 9 ;  the same gesture was used in depictions of rape and by 
Hermes Psychopompus) . 39 Admetus ' error forces him to experi­
ence a living death and a feminized housebound existence without 
Alcestis; indeed, it is through sharing the female 's  ritual experience 
of marriage as "death" that Admetus comes to a greater acceptance 
of death and a new life .  The associations of this story with the 
Hades / Persephone myth are reinforced by the name Admetus ,  
which is an epithet of the ever-hospitable Hades himself. 

Helen and Menelaus i n  the Helen use the ruse of a mock funeral, 
which shares certain features with the Spartan marriage rite, to 
escape from Egypt and return finally to a propitious and real mar­
riage, now that the fiction of Helen' s  voyage to Troy has been 
exposed. 40 Both the Odyssey , which closes with a symbolic wed­
ding between Odysseus and Penelope (the "vedding music conceals 
the death of the suitors) , and the Helen involve a "remarriage" and 
a recovery of identity by a Troj an war hero, in part through his 
symbolic entrance into a female realm and feminine experience. 
Odysseus experiences both the underworld and the anonymity of 
the island of Calypso with i ts  underworld associations,  is reborn to 
the human world on Phaeacia , and goes on to rescue Penelope 
from an enclosed world that is unchanging and almost without 
growth . 41 In the Helen the associations created between Egypt and 
Hades and the threat of a marriage with Theoclymenus enrich the 
complex associations between marriage and death in the play. 
Other treatments of the marriage and death theme involving vir­
gins , such as Antigone ' s  symbolic marriage after death with Haim­
on in the Antigone or Cassandra ' s  mock epithalamium for her com­
ing marriage/ sacrifice in the Trojan Women, end ironically not in 
rebirth and fertility, but in sterility and death . Yet the importance 
of the remarriage theme in the Odyssey, the Helen, and the Alcestis 
provides further evidence that the marriage pattern , with its sym-

39For a discussion of the motif in art, see Sutton 1 9 8  I :  1 8 1  and 1 84 ,  with further 
bibliography, and Mylonas 1 94 5 .  

40See Plutarch Lycurgus 48 . 1 5 . 5  and Helen 1 087- 1 620 passim. O n  marriage rites 
as an example of the trans formative powers of culture, and on the woman as the 
acculturating partner in marriage, see Redfield 1 982 :  1 8 5  and 1 94 .  

4 1 See Foley 1 978 and Segal  1 962 .  
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bolic death leading to birth, could offer a model for rebirth and 
recovery in the wake of a military or  social crisis .  

The action of the lA, insofar as it deals with the heroine, reflects 
not only Greek myths of marriage such as the Demeter/ Persephone 
story, but also the pattern of separation, transition (often including a 
symbolic death) , and incorporation characteristic, as van Gennep 
has shown, of initiation rites such as marriage . 42 The reference to 
the sacred meadow, the scene of Persephone ' s  rape, the emphasis on 
a journey to another place, the painful separation of parents and 
child, and the j oyous submission, under the influence of eros and the 
rhetoric of the father, to a marriage become propitious sacrifice 
reflect larger mythical and actual social patterns . 43 Ironically, the 
ideal bride and the ideal sacrificial v ictim become one, as the educa­
tion for marriage provides the mode of transition to voluntary 
death. 

In the lA, however, the homology between sacrifice and mar­
riage expands to include war, the cause for which Iphigenia is to be 
sacrificed . As Vernant has argued, woman functions in relation to 
marriage as man does in relation to war. 44 Each sex, like Achilles 
and Iphigenia in this play, turns away from family life to accept a 
changed status for the benefit of the community . The woman 
accepts the control of a stranger to produce children, the man risks 
his life for the community. Each necessarily involves the kind of 
control or sublimation of desire emphasized in the IA . Indeed, 
Burkert has argued that the sacrifice of a virgin before ba ttle pre­
cisely symbolizes this need to sublimate eros for war, an eros that is 
in danger of returning in a violent and uncontrolled form after 
battle . 45 In the period of the epics , marriage is both a cause of war 
and a means of making alliance or reparation .  As Vern ant argues , 
"although war may end in marriage, marriage may also be at the 
origin of war and may cause it to spring up again . "46 This point is 
repeatedly emphasized in the lA, especially in the choral odes : 
Helen is the cause of the war, and Iphigenia must die to repair this 

42Van Gennep 1 960 ( 1 909) . 
43See note 1 0  above. 
44Vemant 1 980: 3 8 .  
45See Burkert 1 972: 70- 8 5 .  esp.  79. and Bataille 1 962:  90-9 1 and 109- 10 .  
46Vemant 1 980: 2 1 .  
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violation of marriage; marriage is the occasion for prophesying the 
birth of Achilles and his heroic death at Troy,  and for the beauty 
contest that led Paris to Helen . In the Athenian polis, however, 
marriage had become in fact a private matter between citizens , and 
separate from issues of foreign policy. This contemporary situa­
tion is indirectly reflected in the strong tension between private 
and public, the marriage of Iphigenia and the war, found through­
out the IA . The resolution of the play is thus an anachronistic 
return to myth and to the archaic reciprocity and complementarity 
between marriage and war, private and public, to be found in an 
epic or Panhellenic context .  

The gesture of Iphigenia, then, not only reconnects with its 
myth a plot that has threatened to run out of control but also 
reintegrates the religious institutions of her society . Iphigenia ' s  
marriage/ sacrifice i s  undertaken with a hint of  rebirth or survival 
that is ratified, if the play closed this way, by Artemis'  substitution 
of a deer for Iphigenia, a substitution that marks a propitious 
return to normal and civilized practice . This conclusion echoes the 
resolution of the earlier Iph igenia in Tauris , which closes with the 
transfer of a cult of Artemis from the land of the Taurians,  where 
human sacrifice is performed in honor of the goddess ,  to Halae, 
where an animal victim will be substituted for the human. It is 
worth noting, before we read Iphigenia ' s  gesture in the IA as 
merely ironic, that all positive resolutions of Euripidean plays are 
achieved either through a deus ex machina or by a strategy based 
on ritual. In the Iph igenia in Tauris , for example, Iphigenia and 
Orestes use the pretense of a rite of purification for Orestes , who 
cannot be sacrificed to Artemis because he is a polluted murderer, 
to escape from the land of the Taurians and to civilize Artemis '  
cult .  In such dramas ritual offers a possibility for salvation that is  
simultaneously a deception and a gesture of truth: although 
Iphigenia lies to Thoas about Orestes ' identity and her true pur­
pose, and Orestes has already been ritually absolved of his crime 
by Apollo, Orestes' voyage in the IT does finally succeed in pu­
rifying him of his matricide . 47 Both he and Iphigenia,  through 
being willing to pity, to forgive, and to risk death for each other, 

47For treatments of ritual in the IT, see Wolff 1 963 , Sansone 1 975 .  and Strachan 
1 976. 
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are psychologically as well as physically freed of the oppressive 
Trojan past. Furthermore, the resolution is achieved precisely 
through a realization that appearances do not offer a reliable view 
of the gods . In the IT Iphigenia is able, by refusing to believe that 
Artemis demands human sacrifice, to accept her aid and to make 
her ritual into a form of fiction and education. Such deception is 
seen as necessary to life .  48 

In the Iph igenia in Aul is ,  rituals also offer the possibility for a 
deception that becomes for Iphigenia a positive psychological and 
symbolic reality (a sacrificial marriage) , mitigated perhaps by a 
concluding divine rescue, and Artemis '  seemingly heartless proph­
ecy offers a script for the reunification of Greece . The achievement 
of a resolution through ritual implies a restoration of the social 
order, which is based on those rites ,  and a re-creation of proper 
contact with the gods that transcends time and place. In this and 
other Euripidean plays the strategy for salvation comes from a 
woman, a person whose imagination is shaped by poetic tradition 
(see the feminine view presented in the choral odes) , by ritual and 
marriage, not by politics . In Aristophanes ' Lysistrata women also 
simultaneously represent the interests of the private and religious 
worlds and of Panhellenism, external causes that transcend those 
of the strictly male world of the pol is .  49 Indeed, the contribution of 
women to the Greek pol is was confined to the religious realm, 
where they were extremely active in public and private ritual . The 
resolution reached in such plays as the IA and the Lysistrata is not a 
strictly political one, but involves the remaking of what Turner 
calls communitas, a spirit that binds together socioreligious life yet is 
beyond social structures; a spontaneous emotion, often experi­
enced through the sacred, that makes an individual feel at one with 
his community, its experiences, and its memories :  "Spontaneous 
communitas is nature in dialogue with structure, married to it as a 
woman is married to a man. "50 The location of communitas outside 
the social hierarchy often requires ,  in reality as well as in fiction, 
that its representative be a woman. 5 •  

48Sce Wolff 1 963 : 1 27 .  
49For a discussion, see  Foley 1 982a .  
50Turner 1 969: 1 40 .  
5 1 )bid . , 1 84 .  
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Hence when we read as strictly ironic a plot that is resolved 
through ritual, we should be fully aware of the magnitude of the 
cynicism of such an interpretation .  Such an ironic reading throws 
into question not only the myth and the author ' s  interpretation of 
it ,  but the entire socioreligious system. Marriage and sacrifice, 
whose essential function is to unite human beings in society and to 
ensure social continuity, become simply instruments of deception . 
Certainly Euripides '  treatment of the myth opens the possibility 
for an ironic reading of the climactic merging and restoring of 
marriage and sacrifice. Iphigenia dies for an army seized by an 
uncontrolled lust for violence . Her desire to prevent Achilles from 
dying for a woman (herself, 1 3 92-93 ) is ironically undercut by his 
later death for Helen, the original corrupter of the marriage rite . 52 
Clytemnestra, rej ecting Iphigenia ' s  Demeter! Persephone scenario 
in which the mother becomes partially reconciled to separation 
from her daughter, remains to the end intent on revenge and unre­
conciled to her marriage (see the disputed lines 1 45 5 ,  1 457 ,  1 6 1 6-
1 8) .  The history of Clytemnestra ' s  marriage, based on repeated 
violence and violation of trust by Agamemnon, undermines 
Iphigenia 's  romantic and youthful faith in her father' s  rhetoric, in 
marriage, and in Greece. On the other hand, the play opens with a 
disastrous and ever-widening gap between public and private, an 
inability in Agamemnon to accept tuche (fortune) and the demands 
of leadership (see especially 1 6-3 3 ) .  Through ritual and the fictions 
that ritual offers for restoring the social order, Iphigenia closes this 
gap and accepts what tuche brings .  

Ritual and the Politics of Panhellenism 

In terms of the rest of the action of the play, Iphigenia 's  gesture 
of conversion to her marriage! sacrifice is not as isolated or as 
unexpected as it might at first appear. All the major  characters are 
fully implicated in the tensions raised by her dilemma, and all 
except Clytemnestra are drawn into participation in the sacrifice 

52See Dimock in Merwin and Dimock 1 978 :  8 .  
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on Iphigenia ' s  own terms.  Like Iphigenia, all except Clytemnestra 
bow to a growing recognition of necessity and, however question­
able their motives may be, move beyond selfish individual con­
cerns to a fuller involvement with the community as a whole . 

The myth of Iphigenia in all known versions before this play 
requires her sacrifice before the Greek army can go to Troy. Ar­
temis demanded a sacrifice in one case because Agamemnon shot a 
sacred deer, in another in return for a promise by Agamemnon to 
sacrifice the most beautiful thing that the year produced, in a third 
case because of a hereditary curse on the Atreidae . 53 In Aeschylus '  
version many considerations press Agamemnon to perform Iphi­
genia ' s  sacrifice: Zeus '  command to avenge Paris '  violation of hos­
pitality through his abduction of Helen , a prophecy from Calchas 
announcing Artemis '  demand for the sacrifice, the eagerness of the 
army, and his own desire to go to Troy.  The chorus notes both his 
hestitation to kill his own daughter and his rapid conversion to 
accomplishing the act in a spirit of mad insensitivity to his own 
fatherhood. In the Iph igenia in Aul is Artemis offers in Calchas ' 
prophecy not a command but a choice. The Greek army can go to 
Troy if Iphigenia is sacrificed; otherwise it will have to return 
home (S9-92) . In this play, then, divine forces intervene only in 
the form of Artemis '  oracle, which offers the army a choice; in the 
form of the windless ness that makes the war impossible without 
the sacrifice; perhaps in the form of tuche; and in the final miracle, 
if it occurred . The action of this play is thus unusually secularized, 
allowing the audience to concentrate on the moral issues raised and 
the choices made in response to them. Without the oracle, howev­
er, the return to ritual order and an idealized Panhellenism would 
have been impossible; the heartless oracle surprisingly provides a 
structure that allows for a transition from an atmosphere domi­
luted by political corruption and a mindless eris to one less secu­
larized and more oriented to public concerns .  

The play opens with Agamemnon regretting his  ambition and 
choosing the second alternative offered by the oracle. Succumbing 
to his love for his child, he is in the process of rewriting (meta-

53See Schreiber 1 <)63 : 66-7 [ for the mythological sources of this passage. 
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grapho, 1 08) the traditional script by revoking and rewntmg his 
original letter summoning Iphigenia to Aulis . 54 Euripides ' plays 
normally begin with an iambic prologue outlining the mythologi­
cal background and the situation of the character delivering the 
prologue. Here, if the order of the manuscript is genuine (see the 
appendix to this chapter) , the play opens atypically with anapests 
followed by the expected iambic prologue giving the mythological 
background, and the paradosis then concludes with anapests .  The 
unusual structure of the paradosis seems to underline in a forceful 
and surprising way the nature of the plot, which unfolds until the 
final scene as a series of  attempts and failures to change the myth as 
it is represented in the prologue and to save the innocent Iphigenia . 
The metatheatrical image-Agamemnon as a writer or rewriter of 
myth functions for the moment as the poet ' s  double-is in keeping 
with the later passages in the play that emphasize, through refer­
ences to a conflict between onoma and ergon, the impossible dou­
bleness of the language, ritual, and plot of the early scenes,  in 
which the marriage and the sacrifice remain in unresolved con­
flict . 55 The unexpected intervention of the standard prologue and 
the seemingly awkward transition between anapests and iambics 
can, in my view, be explained precisely by the fact that Euripides 
has an artistic purpose in adopting this odd form for the paradosis 
and for delaying the expected iambic prologue. He wishes his 
audience to recognize Agamemnon 's  iambic speech as a Euripi­
dean prologue; hence the speech retains the form of such a pro­
logue, rather than being a natural reply to the old man, which 
would be appropriately made in anapests .  56 The delayed prologue, 
which outlines and then casts suspicion upon the traditional myth, 

54Metagraphein means "to correct a draft or rewrite . " Although it occurs only 
here in tragedy it i s  clearly the correct technical word for what Agamemnon is 
doing .  The use of hupographii at  Heracles 1 1 1 8 may be similarly metatheatrical . 
Here Heracles cannot believe what Amphitryon is telling him about his madness .  
But  since the  mad Heracles in fact bears little relation to  the  Heracles who first 
appears onstage in the play, two incompatible traditions confront each other in a 
similar fashion, because the mad Heracles is imposed on the earlier sane Heracles. 

55 On the onoma/ergon conflict raised in the case of Achilles, who has lent his 
name but not his consent to the marriage, see I 2 8 ,  9 1 0, 93 8-39 .  For Clytem­
nestra 's challenge to Agamemnon on this subject, see I I I S- I 6 .  

56The Andromeda prologue may have contained anapests ,  as does the prologue of 
the Rhesus, a play that  may or may not be by Euripides . 
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is then sandwiched between the unusual or unique anapests ,  which 
are reserved for the new, antimythical plot that Agamemnon is in 
the process of devising. In other words, Euripides is here manip­
ulating and overturning the audience' s  expectations about meter 
and the prologue form to anticipate the contradictions in plot and 
language that persist throughout the play . And he does so in a 
manner entirely consistent with the iconoclastic manipulation of 
dramatic form that characterizes all his late work . 

In the early scenes the characters continue to vacillate in their 
concern for the innocent Iphigenia; ultimately Iphigenia draws all 
except Clytemnestra under her sacrificial mantle and her Pan­
hellenic idealism. Agamemnon, a former victim of gross political 
ambition, as Menelaus points out, is initially proud of his unheroic 
change of mind to pity ( 3 96-40 1 ) .  He brings to bear in his argu­
ment with his brother all the hindsight of Aeschylus ' chorus in the 
Agamemnon : the war is fought for an unworthy adulteress ,  and the 
army's  eagerness for violence is sick and dangerous .  Agamem­
non's  novel concern for his family even more surprisingly converts 
the formerly uxorious Menelaus .  In contrast to portrayals of pairs 
of brothers in most other tragedies ,  their rivalry turns to brotherly 
concern and a convergence of interest .  Menelaus adopts every 
word of his brother ' s  position (473-503 )  and goes on to share in 
his brother 's  next reversal .  57 Clytemnestra later persuades Achilles 
to abandon his destiny in Troy to protect Iphigenia, even though 
she is merely his b ride in name. The traditionally action-loving 

Achilles at first hopes to be able to avoid a violent confrontation 
with Agamemnon and to repersuade the king, who has succumbed 
to fear of the Greek army and Odysseus, to save his daughter; he 
then shifts to active championship of his prospective bride but 
finally accedes to her wishes . Iphigenia, unlike other sacrificial 
victims in Euripides, does not immediately consent to her sacrifice. 
She loves life passionately.  But persuaded by her father' s  rhetoric 
of Panhellenism and the inspiring presence of Achilles , who de­
scribes the state of the Greek army, she redirects the plot to the 
myth with her final change of mind.  She rej ects the offer of Achil-

57Bogaert I 96 5  has in my view argued successfully against Parmentier I 926 and 
Meunier I 927 that Menelaus' change of mind is meant to be genuine. 
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les , who promises to stand by her should she change her mind 
once more at the altar ( 1 424-29) . 

As Strohm has shown, Euripidean debates normally end in a 
stalemate; neither character persuades the other. 58 The tragedies in 
large part emerge from the clash between the passions and incom­
patible ideas of the characters ,  or from the unwillingness of a 
central character to change his or her mind. Changes of mind in 
Greek tragedy are rare outside Euripides . 59 They are usually asso­
ciated with softness ,  the ambivalence of peitho (persuasion) , femi­
ninity, and magic. In no other Euripidean play are changes of mind 
as pervasive as in the Iph igenia in Aulis .  Particularly untragic and 
remarkable are the willingness to empathize with and adopt an­
other' s  point of view and to give up desire (Menelaus) , ambition 
(Agamemnon) , or life so rapidly for another person. 

The play offers no clear internal standards for judging these 
rapid shifts of mind. 60 It dwells on Agamemnon's former ambi­
tion and his fear of the army, on Menelaus ' self-centered desire for 
a wife who willingly pursued adultery, on Achilles ' pomposity and 
egotism, and on Clytemnestra ' s  good-willed yet narrow and bour­
geois point of view. Yet all these characters ,  with the possible 
exception of Clytemnestra, are capable of positive inspiration and 
of undertaking considerable risks and losses to save the life of 
Iphigenia . They do not lose sight of what it means to kill the girl 
for a dubious cause. The very corruptibility and ordinariness of the 

S3Strohm 1 957 =  3-49 passim. 
s9Knox 1 966 has the most important discussion of this issue,  although Schmitt 

1 92 1 :  1 5-28 ,  esp. 24-27,  and Snell 1 968 ,  esp. 497, contribute to the discussion. 
Snell emphasizes the dramatic contrast between Agamemnon's  indecisiveness and 
Iphigenia's willingness to make a decision. Knox argues that Iphigenia ' s  change of 
mind is well  prepared for by the pervasive pattern of mind change in the play and 
motivated by the Panhellenism theme. He puts Iphigenia 's change of mind into 
perspective by a discussion of other plays , noting the rare changes of mind in 
Aeschylus (the Erinyes in the Eumenides) and Sophocles (the Philoctetes) and the 
more frequent though more isolated changes in Euripidean drama. The rapid shifts 
in the IA reflect the instability of the world of the play. Paradoxically, Euripides 
here represents a truly heroic action springing not from stubborn resolution and 
ideal phusis (as in Sophocles) but from a change of mind (2 3 2) . 

60See Snell 1 96 8 :  498-99 on the uncertainty faced by Euripidean characters in a 
world without definite external s tandards for morality. 
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characters make their ability to act to a greater or lesser degree 
beyond their own self-interest more striking and remarkable. 

The characters ' openness to pity creates in the audience a desire 
for Iphigenia to be saved and a strong distaste for the cause to which 
she is to be sacrificed. At the same time, the domestic, sometimes 
almost comic, tone of certain scenes, like the contrast between the 
action and the odes , which dwell on the myth and the glories of 
heroic aretc, evokes a sense that the move to save Iphigenia creates an 
alternative considerably inferior to the original myth . Iphigenia ' s  
naive urgency for her father's return home from a responsibility she 
does not understand (656-60) evokes strong sympathy; but her very 
naivete serves to emphasize further Agamemnon's  failure to live up 
to his role as a leader.  The thought that Achilles ' brilliance is to be 
expended in protecting Iphigenia from his own army, and not on 
the battlefield of Troy, is at the very least discomforting .  

Regardless of how the audience evaluates the motives of the 
characters, however, no one can in the end change the myth. The 
play confronts and questions the ethics of war and revenge, sets 
private and public concerns in conflict , and ultimately bows to the 
necessity of the Troj an venture; the combined force of tuchc, the 
oracle, and the Panhellenic army is irresistible. Agamemnon, 
though his fear of the army and Odysseus may be despicable, is 
apparently j ustified in feeling that the arrival of Iphigenia renders 
her sacrifice inevitable . True, Achilles states that the army is impa­
tient either to go to Troy or to disband (804- 1 8) ,  but that is before 

the army learns of the prophecy . 6 1 Menelaus , although he suggests 
killing Calchas ( 5 1 9) ,  apparently bows to Agamemnon's  fear of 
Odysseus . And it seems unlikely that the army would be vulnera­
ble to the arguments for pity that have persuaded a brother. The 
army's  dangerous mood is confirmed in Achilles ' report of his 
own experience in trying to defend his bride; Achilles ' heroic re­
sistance to the facts is clearly useless .  Agamemnon refers to the 
Aeschylean image of anangkcs zeugmata (yoke of necessity , 443 )  at 

61 Here I disagree with those such as Dimock (Merwin and Dimock 1 978 :  9) who 
stress the willingness of the army to depart and thus condemn Agamemnon for his 
decision. For the role of tuche in the play, see esp. Ferguson 1 968 and Bonnard 
1 945 · 
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the moment of Iphigenia ' s  arrival; before that, he apparently felt 
free to play an untraditional role . 62 According to Iphigenia, 
Agamemnon sacrifices his daughter akon (unwilling) and sane 
( 1 456) .  The individual characters in the world of this play, though 
corruptible, do not fall victim so much to their own desires and 
hereditary madnesses as to the violence and sickness of the very 
Panhellenic cause (the Greek army and Greek marriage) for which 
Iphigenia chooses to die . 

Once Iphigenia ' s  arrival has made her sacrifice inevitable, the 
effort to save the girl is balanced by a gradual movement back to 
the myth and to the behavior associated with these characters in 
earlier treatments of the myth . Even the correct, well-meaning 
matron Clytemnestra, who remains unmoved by the Panhellenic 
cause, evolves into the vengeful and plotting character found in 
Aeschylus .  The agonized father and reluctant leader mouths the 
rhetoric of Panhellenism, thus bringing the rhetoric of the play 
closer to the mood of the lyrics, and offers to his daughter at least a 
convincing picture of the eugeneia of his ancestors (painted as uni­
formly noble in this play, 29-30 ,  3 2 1 , 473 -74, 504- 5 ,  1 2 3 3 ,  1 45 7) ,  
which he himself lacked in earlier scenes . 63 Agamemnon, sup­
ported by Menelaus, now appears to undertake the venture to 
Troy as if it were a public rather than a private venture . 64 If the 
ending of the play is genuine, he leaves for Troy eager and unre­
pentant .  The pompous and self-centered Achilles ,  who has pre­
viously been all too willing to leave the hard work to women and 
children and obsessively concerned with his reputation, rises , un-

62The questions of Agamemnon's vacillating character, the political pressures 
upon him, and the sincerity of his adoption of the rhetoric of Panhellenism have 
been endlessly debated. For a summary of some major  views, see Conacher 1 967a: 
26 1 .  Extensive discussions are found in Friedrich 1 93 5 ,  Frey 1 947, Wassermann 
1 949, Vretska 1 96 1 ,  Funke 1 964, Snell 1 968 ,  and Mellert-Hoffmann 1 969. 

63The theme of Panhellenism is not exclusive to the odes before Agamemnon's 
speech . Menelaus introduces the theme into the rhetoric of the play at 3 70, and, as 
Mellert-HofTmann 1 969 points out in chap .  I ,  there is no reason not to take 
Agamemnon' s  s tatement here as a sincere expression of his views, which were 
temporarily overwhelmed by his private concern for his daughter. 

64See Strohm 1 957 :  1 3 7- 3 8 .  Strohm is excellent on the imprisoning effect of 
circumstances in the play and on the static nature of the action, which, despite 
counterintrigues, keeps returning to the original crisis until Iphigenia 's  final ges­
ture ( 1 3 7-46) . 
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der the influence of Iphigenia and her dilemma, to a height of 
inspiration and generosity that his perfect education has previously 
failed to instill . To Iphigenia at least he must appear a true epic 
knight in shining armor. Iphigenia herself fully transcends her 
previous naivete and love of life in her choice to die for what 
appears to her to be a noble cause . But her act comes as a culmina­
tion to broader shifts in the plot, not as an isolated anomaly . This 
mysterious convergence of the action toward the epic promise of 
the lyrics (Clytemnestra excepted) and toward the traditional end­
ing to the myth at least in part reinforces a sense of the inevitability 
of her sacrifice and the significance of her conversion. 

The IA opens with a Girardian "sacrificial crisis . "  The leaders of 
the army have been locked in a competitive struggle for power, or 
"mimetic rivalry" :  "The world of reciprocal violence is one of 
constant mirror effects in which the antagonists become each 
other' s  doubles and lose their individual identities .  "65 Social hier­
archy is collapsing; the leaders reject or are inadequate to lead­
ership . Cultural distinctions such as those between the sexes (as 
when Agamemnon threatens to usurp Clytemnestra ' s  role in the 
marriage ceremony) begin to be blurred . Mob violence is immi­
nent; the army is gripped by eros for war and revenge. In accord 
with the Girardian scenario, Iphigenia ' s  sacrifice restores (and even 
recreates ,  if she is deified) the religious system and ensures social 
unanimity . Although the oracle left the choice for the expedition 
to Troy up to the Greeks ,  the chorus in 1 402-3 finally attributes 
the violence of the human community exclusively to Artemis and 
tuche: 

Your decision, young woman, is noble. But tuche and the goddess ' s  
oracle are sick. 

Yet the audience cannot so easily ignore the extended experience 
that the play offers of the uncontrolled politics of Pan hellen ism and 
the play ' s  repeated questioning of its own myths (see especially 72 ,  
790-800) . Clytemnestra, if the text is genuine, finally refuses to be 
convinced by the messenger 's  proffered resolution of Iphigenia ' s  
situation ( 1 6 1 5- 1 8) :  

65Girard 1 978a :  1 86 .  
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o child, you have been carried offby one of the gods? How shall I ad­
dress you? How can I nO[ call these lying tales made up [paramutheis­
thai tousde maten muthous] so I will cease from bitter grief for you? 

The lA, then, comes close to a Girardian exposure of divine vio­
lence as a mere proj ection of human violence upon the gods, and 
thus to challenging the religious system. Furthermore, the coun­
terplot to rescue Iphigenia threatens to destroy the sacrificial sys­
tem from another angle absent from earlier tragedy . It poses a 
politics of love against a politics of revenge. Love and pity begin to 
dissolve mimetic rivalry and ambition. The whole Pan hellenic 
venture and the social hierarchy are threatened not by violence but 
by love, by the altruistic desire to save the innocent Iphigenia . The 
ultimate irony of the ending,  then, is the restoration of the sacri­
ficial system, after it has been almost exposed and rej ected, when 
love is harnessed to imitate and serve the cause of revenge. 

In the lph igenia in Tauris, the civilizing ritual substitution of 
animal for human sacrifice in the cult of Artemis is accomplished 
through the willingness of Iphigenia, Pylades , and Orestes to for­
get vengeance and to sacrifice themselves through love . The cul­
tural and religious order is finally reestablished not simply through 
ritual, but through a love that is also reflected in the divine sphere 
by the j oint action of the siblings Artemis and Apollo . 66 The origi­
nal sacrifice, harmlessly reenacted, becomes a model for redemp­
tion; the violence of the past ,  the story of Pelops as well as of 
Iphigenia , becomes an illusion in the light of repeated divine rescue 
of the victims. In the IT, ritual becomes a structure through which 
learning and growth beyond violence take place; the past and the 
present are reconnected through ritual, a ritual that must ultimate­
ly be continually reenacted (like myths in drama) as a means of 
recapturing the crucial memory of the original violent event .  In the 
less optimistic lA, the cultural and religious order is reestablished 
neither by the generative violence threatened in the earlier scenes 
and enacted in the Bacchae, nor, as in Aeschylus, by secular jus­
tice-clearly not an alternative in Euripides ' world. Iphigenia turns 

66See Wolff 1 963 : 1 27 for Euripides'  use of the principle of ritual substitution in 
the IT, Sansone 1 975 : 28 8-93 on the sacrifice of Iphigcnia as a model for the 
redemption of Orestes, and Caldwell 1 974 on psychological doubling in the play. 
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the threatened lynching into an orderly and voluntary ritual (in 
Aeschylus the sacrifice was involuntary and hence unpropitious) 
through her youthful love for her father67 and his ideals ,  and per­
haps through an emerging love for Achilles . Ultimately, by its 
return to the old sacrificial system, this play finally obscures in 
large part the hint of an attack on the ethic of revenge and re­
ciprocal violence in favor of voluntary sacrifice and love that 
Girard finds in the New Testament . 68 

Lack of certain knowledge about the concluding scenes makes a 
definitive interpretation of I phigenia ' s marriage/ sacrifice impossi­
ble. The text up to the point of Iphigenia 's  departure creates an 
expectation that the final scenes will confirm for Iphigenia some­
thing more than the burial accorded to her predecessors in volun­
tary sacrifice . Furthermore, the tradition prior to Aeschylus and to 
Pindar 's  Pythian I I also allowed for the substitution of an animal or 
double for the innocent girl. 69 The foreshadowing of Iphigenia 's  
rescue and survival is so strong that the disputed final scenes are 
hardly necessary to an interpretation of the play . In fact, the dis­
puted extant text fulfills our expectations by placing the same 
emphasis on the sacrificial moment that it has up to this point. 
Critics of the exodus find problematic the abrupt transition from 
Iphigenia 's  departure to  the messenger speech, the fragment of 
Aelian (De natura animalium 7 . 3 9) suggesting that Artemis herself 
appeared to make a speech as deus ex machina, and various other 
minor textual difficulties . 70 On the other hand, earlier scenes do 

prepare us for a divine intervention, when Clytemnestra suppli­
cates Achilles ,  whom she determines in desperation to treat as a 
god and savior (9 1 1 ;  in 973-74 Achilles agrees to accept the role of 
god) . The failure of the human savior implicitly paves the way for 
a divine rescue. 

Indeed, Euripides ' plays tend to close with a series of irresolva­
ble contradictions held in a fragile balance. The poet wrote the IA 

670n this point see Green 1 979: 1 79 .  
68See Girard 1 978b .  
69See Henrichs 1 98 1 :  1 98-203 on earlier versions of the  Iphigenia myth .  The 

Cypria and Hesiod frag.  23  allow for Iphigenia ' s  survival. 
700n the problem of the exodus see, aside from the commentaries , Page 1 934 :  

1 92-204 and Cecchi 1 960. If  Artemis d id appear, it is difficult to  imagine how one 
would justify Clytemnestra's subsequent role in the myth. 
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at the close of the Peloponnesian War and at a period of renewed 
external threats to the Greeks ; some of his contemporaries were 
seriously offering the politics of Panhellenism as a mode of politi­
cal salvation . 7 1 Nevertheless ,  Iphigenia ' s  sacrifice and the rhetoric 
of Panhellenism do not finally change the realities of her world . 
The violent Aeschylean scenario cannot be fully transformed by 
individual gestures of pity and self-sacrifice. And the play cannot,  
through the merging of marriage and self-sacrifice, achieve more 
than a symbolic resolution of the conflict between public and pri­
vate interests that opens the play. In a sense the play brings an 
action dependent on the uncontrollable mob politics of injustice, 
found in plays such as the Orestes, into conflict with a counterac­
tion that asserts the capacity of the individual for redemption and 
for learning through poetic tradition and ritual, found in the earlier 
fphigenia in T auris . The gap between the ordered and brilliant Ho­
meric army of the parodos and the eroticized mob of the action is 
not closed, although Achilles finally presents himself to Iphigenia 
as a model of arete. The irredeemable plot, the divine demand for 
the sacrifice of an innocent girl for the corrupt Helen, is hardly 
made bearable by Iphigenia 's  vision and a gesture of divine pity­
the substitution of a deer-and the hint of deification . Nev­
ertheless ,  when politics are irredeemable, ritual and poetry offer a 
timeless scenario for a positive and necessary deception and for a 
politics of love that dissolves even while it consents to a politics of 
revenge. Through Panhellenic rituals and poetic forms (especially 
the epic and the epithalamium) , Iphigenia ' s  resolution to her di­
lemma bypasses , even while it is undercut by, the violent politics 
of the Greeks .  

Appendix: Lines 1 - 1 63 

I believe that the prologue of the fA ( I  - I 6 3 )  has artistic merit in 
its present form and that the arguments against its authenticity are 
not sufficiently telling . 72 On textual and structural points Knox's  

7 1 See Dimock in Merwin and  Dimock 1 978 :  4 on  Gorgias ' proposal at the 
Olympic games around the end of the fifth century of a Panhellenic crusade against 
the Persians as an alternative to intrahellenic strife .  

720lder scholarship on the paradosis, such as England 1 89 1 ,  Page 1 93 4, 
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defense remams the most forceful, but Bain ' s  recent attack on 
Knox needs some discussion . 73 Bain argues that Knox has not 
provided a convincing defense against the three most central objec­
tions made against the paradosis by previous scholars . 

The first obj ection concerns the awkwardness of the transition 
from anapests to iambics . Knox defends the formal and unrealistic 
nature of Agamemnon' s  iambic reply to the old man by reference 
to Greek messenger speeches , which also go far beyond a narrow 
and naturalistic reply to the questioner. Bain objects to the analogy 
on the grounds that the messenger speech is designed to inform 
both the audience and those onstage, whereas the prologue pri­
marily informs the audience even when other characters are pres­
ent onstage. I do not find this obj ection compelling .  The true 
circumstances of the situation have been kept secret frQm all but 
four members of the Greek army, and Euripides is, as often, intro­
ducing a plot that will temporarily run counter to the established 
myth. Hence I defend the unnaturalistic transition from anapests to 
iambics as a deliberate attempt to make Agamemnon' s  iambics 
seem to the audience like a delayed prologue. Even detractors of 
the paradosis in its present form generally admit that neither the 
iambics nor the anapests alone constitute an adequate introduction 
to the play as a whole, and the rarity of anapests in a Euripidean 
prologue is hard to evaluate given our limited knowledge of his 
corpus and the innovative nature of the dramatist .  

The second objection is that lines 1 0 5-7 and lines 1 24-6 are 

contradictory and that consequently the anapests and iambics can­
not be by the same hand. Knox defends their consistency by argu­
ing that the statement has echei tade ( " this is the way things stand") 
at 1 06 is ambiguous :  either Achilles and the army think that 

Friedrich I93 5 ,  and Fraenkel I 9 5 5 ,  largely concludes on the basis of difficult 
transitions in the text that the prologue is the work of two or more authors , one of 
whom may or may not be Euripides . 

73The trend among recent scholars (such as Valgiglio I 9 56 ,  esp. I 79-82 ,  and 
I9 57; Schreiber I 96 3 ;  Ritchie I 964; Mellert-Hoffmann I 969; WiJlink I 97 I ;  Knox 
I 972; and van Pottelbergh I 974) has been to defend the prologue in its present 
form or substantially in its present form. Willink,  for example, defends the pro­
logue but reorders it 49-96, I-48 ,  97- I I4 ,  I I 5-63 . For a reply, see Bain I 97T I I ­
I4 .  Knox and Mellert-Hoffmann offer the most thorough defense. I here concen­
trate on defending Knox against Bain I 977, who offers the only full-scale return to 
the views of earlier scholars . Mellert-Hoffman's views have received brief crit­
icism in a review of her book by Diggle I 97 I .  

[ 1 0 3  ] 
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Iphigenia is coming to Aulis but do not know that the marriage is 
false, or Achilles and the army know nothing about the summon­
ing of Iphigenia .  The old man at 1 24 interprets Agamemnon's  
words to mean the former, and Agamemnon then makes clear that 
the latter is in fact the case. Bain argues that the average spectator 
would not notice the initial ambiguity, and that it would be point­
less for Euripides to raise such an ambiguity only to resolve it 
twenty lines later. 

Again, Knox seems to me to take the stronger position. But it is 
important to note that the phrase has echei tade comes at the end of 
Agamemnon's explication of the entire situation at Aulis and al­
most certainly refers to the army's  ignorance of more than the false 
marriage. As we discover later, the army and Achilles know nei­
ther about the marriage nor about Calchas' prophecy concerning 
the sacrifice . In fact only Agamemnon, Menelaus , Calchas, and 
Odysseus know anything about the situation. Iphigenia ' s  arrival in 
camp will , Agamemnon immediately realizes , stimulate Odysseus 
to reveal Calchas'  prophecy to the army and ensure Iphigenia ' s  
sacrifice. The old man's  chastisement of Agamemnon at 1 3 3 - 3 5 

seems to indicate that this is the first he has heard of the sacrifice . 
But Agamemnon's  phrase, because it is so general in its applica­
tion, does not exclude the possibility that Achilles knows of the 
marriage, but not that it is false .  The old man is asking for a 
clarification of line 1 0 5 .  Euripides makes Agamemnon's  phrase 
ambiguous because for the moment he wants to retain the pos­
sibility that Agamemnon can save Iphigenia and to make 
Agamemnon's  sudden shift of mind to condemning his daughter 
dramatically plausible and surprising.  But he cannot leave Achilles '  
situation ambiguous , since the dramatic effect of the Achilles­
Clytemnestra scene depends on the hero' s  ignorance of the mar­
riage. Hence the two passages are neither redundant or contradic­
tory, and each prepares the audience to respond to a pivotal scene. 

The final major  obj ection is that Agamemnon has no plausible 
motive for reading the letter to the old man and for switching to 
anapests to do so. In contrast ,  Iphigenia in the IT has a convincing 
motive for reading a letter. Knox conj ectures that the old man will 
need to know the content of the letter in order to handle a delicate 
mission diplomatically . This is an imaginative motive, but un-
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necessary. The reason given in the IT for entrusting the message to 
the messenger is to ensure its arrival even if the message is lost or 
damaged . Euripides ' audience would hardly require him to quote 
from his earlier play, once he has there established a convention 
concerning letter-reading with a plausible motive (if the conven­
tions of the Greek stage require such naturalistic motivation, 
which I doubt) . The reading of the letter also provides Euripides 
with an opportunity to stress Achilles ' ignorance in preparation for 
his later scene . But in my view the shift to anapests here serves 
primarily to mark a formal and clear transition to Agamemnon's  
antimythical plot .  

Finally, it should be emphasized that Euripides ' striking manip­
ulation of dramatic form in this passage is typical of his dramaturgy 
as a whole . 74 The chapter on the Phoenissae offers many examples . 
The conclusion of the Medea offers another . Here the audience 
expects the house doors to open to reveal the bodies of the children . 
Instead, Medea surprisingly appears with the children on the roof or 
on the machine in the chariot of the sun. The lack of so much of the 
Euripidean corpus makes metrical examples harder to evaluate . The 
use of lyrics for the messenger speech of the Phrygian sla ve in the 
Orestes underlines in a formal way the unusual nature of that speech; 
the slave is unable to report the exact nature of Helen ' s  "death" to 
the audience and parodies Aeschylus '  Cassandra (although here the 
enslaved Trojan cannot speak Greek) . As will be seen in the chapter 
on the Bacchae, the use of trochaic tetrameters for Dionysus' " mes­
senger speech" at Bacchae 6 I 6-4 I may be another. 

74For further discussion, see Arnott 1 973 and Zeitl in 1 980 .  See also note 56 
above. 
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In the central scene of Euripides ' Phoetl issae ( 8 34- 1 0 1 8) ,  the 
prophet Tiresias enters to inform Creon that the city of Thebes 
will not survive the attack of Polyneices and his allies unless Cre­
on's  younger son, Menoeceus ,  the last of the pureborn sown men 
of Thebes , is sacrificed to appease Ares; 1 Creon' s  elder son, Hai­
mon, is unavailable because he is betrothed to Antigone . For many 
generations Ares has nursed his wrath over the slaughter of the 
dragon, and he now demands a sacrifice or sphagia (sphagenta , 9 3 3 )  
a s  restitution for the crime that founded the city . Creon, instantly 
abandoning the patriotism that he previously professed, resists 
Tiresias '  proposal by plotting to send his son through the battle 
lines into exile. But Menoeceus ,  after seeming to acquiesce in this 
plan, deceives his father and departs alone to sacrifice himself at the 
dragon's den. 

The sacrificial death of Menoeceus has been interpreted by some 
critics as the central action and positive climax of a play in which 
all the characters except Menoeceus,  Jocasta, and Antigone display 
inappropriate or untraditional attitudes to family and city . 2  Others 

A shorter version of this chapter was first delivered in the spring of 1 980 at a 
Princeton University conference in honor ofJ . -P. Vernant. 

IOn voluntary sacrificial action in Euripides , see Schmitt 1 92 1 ,  Roussel 1 922 ,  
Strohm 1 957 =  50-6 3 ,  Burnett 1 97 1 :  22-26 ,  Vellacott 1975 :  1 78-204, and,  ex­
clusively on the Phoenissae, Rebuffat 1 972 .  

2For generally positive interpretations of Menoeceus'  sacrifice, see especially 
Voigt 1 896, Reimschneider 1 940, Pohlenz 1 954 ,  Strohm 1 957 ,  Garzya 1 962 ,  de 
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have found yet another example of Euripidean irony in the isola­
tion of this act of selfless heroism from the rest of an "episodic and 
overstuffed drama" (as the author of one ancient argument to the 
play called it) . 3  

Both groups o f  critics are partially correct, for the play seems to 
offer two discrete and mutually exclusive readings of Menoeceus '  
action, which means one thing in the light of the choral odes and 
Tiresias ' speech about the need for the sacrifice, and another from 
the perspective of the rest of the stage action.  The choral odes , as 
Grube pointed out, seem designed to frame closely Menoeceus '  
action: no other Greek tragedy crowds three stasima into four 
hundred lines at the center of the play, with one brief ode as a tag . 4 
These odes , as many critics have seen, form a continuous song 
cycle . 5  They offer a consistent and connected reading of the histo­
ry and prehistory of Thebes . The chorus celebrates Menoeceus '  
action as continuing the series of confrontations between Theban 
kings and mythic monsters that has already pitted Cadmus against 
the dragon and Oedipus against the Sphinx. Menoeceus '  patriotic 
sacrifice atones for the original crime of violence that founded the 
city and has continued to haunt it ever since . This original action, 
presided over by the goddess Athena, also had sacrificial over­
tones , as the use of the word chernibas (sacrificial waters ,  662) at the 
killing of the dragon implies . 6 Tiresias ' report that the gods require 
Menoeceus '  sacrifice probably surprised the Athenian audience, for 

Romilly 1 967, Rawson 1 970, Arthur 1 975 ,  and Burian in Burian and Swann 1 98 I .  
Arthur, Rawson, Reimschneider, and Schmitt 1 92 1  especially emphasize the 
themes of family and fatherland first discussed by Hartung 1 843 : 442-44. 

3For recent interpretations of Menoeceus '  death as ironic, see esp. Vellacott 1 975  
and Conacher 1 967a: 24 1 -42. Vellacott (203 ) argues that Euripides uses scenes of 
voluntary sacrifice to show that war justifies every crime and creates a quasi­
religious authority that masks barbaric emotions .  Mastronarde 1 974 makes a more 
cautious pessimistic interpretation; as he remarks (2 1 5  n .  2 1 ) ,  could Euripides have 
invented Menoeceus' sacrifice only to debunk it? 

4Grube 1 94 1 :  3 7 I .  
SOn the odes, see esp.  Kranz 1 9 3 3 :  228ff. ;  Reimschneider 1 940 passim, esp.  1 5 ff. 

and 28ff. ;  Arthur 1 977; and Parry 1 978 :  1 66-7 3 .  Burian in Burian and Swann 1 9 8 1  
follows Arthur i n  linking his interpretation o f  Menoeceus t o  the odes . 

6Vian 1 963 , esp.  2 3 2-34 ,  shows that the founding acts of Cadmus follow a 
predictable mythical pattern, which includes a sacrifice to propitiate the local 
deity. 
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the episode is generally agreed to be a Euripidean innovation . 7  But 
it is not surprising in the light of the choral odes, which locate it in 
a historical context shaped by divine forces . 

The death of Menoeceus ,  as Ludwig has shown, also marks the 
center of a symmetrically ordered plot. 8 Jocasta ' s  prologue is an­
swered in the closing scene by the laments of Oedipus ,  Antigone, 
and Creon; these framing scenes emphasize the troubled history of 
the house of Laius .  Antigone's lyrics in the next scene, the teicho­
skopia (the viewing from the wall) , match her lyric laments, ini­
tially alone and then with Oedipus , near the end of the play . 
Jocasta 's failure to reconcile the brothers Eteocles and Polyneices in 
a long debate receives a reply in the messenger' s  description of 
their fatal duel . The central episode, the death of Menoeceus ,  is 
framed by Creon' s  and Eteocles ' plan for the coming battle and the 
messenger' s report of that battle .  Yet despite these axial symme­
tries and the central place given in the action to Menoeceus '  death, 
the chorus alone gives his gesture the recognition and praise that it 
deserves ( 1 05 4-66) . 9  In contrast, the messenger who describes the 
battle between the Argives and the Spartans gives Menoeceus a 
mere three lines in a subordinate clause ( 1 090-92) : 

When the child of Creon had died for his country, standing on the 
tower tops and piercing his throat with a black-bound sword to save 
the land, . . .  

Creon' s  later intent to mourn his son properly is forestalled by the 
absence ofJocasta, who has left the palace in an attempt to prevent 
the duel between her two sons, and again by the arrival of the 
messenger announcing the deaths ofJocasta, Polyneices , and Eteo­
cles . Menoeceus ' body may well have lain untended and un-

7For the question of Euripides ' invention of the Menoeceus episode, see esp.  
Schmitt 1 92 1 :  8 8-93 . Vian 1 963 : 206- 1 5  has inconclusively contested this view . 
To argue that Meneoceus performs a comparable function in the myth to Melanip­
pus, Megareus, and Haimon might argue for the creativity and aptness of Eu­
ripides ' invention rather than for the actual existence of a Menoeceus in the tradi­
tion . See also Zielinski 1 924 .  202 . 

8Ludwig 1 954 ,  esp .  1 30-3 5 . 
9Macaria 's  sacrificial death in the Heradeidae also receives no further notice, but 

her act is publicly celebrated before her death. 
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mourned onstage for some part of the ensuing scene, a visual 
reminder of a heroic death ignored throughout the remaining dra­
matic action. to Although Menoeceus has won an onoma gennaion 
(noble reputation) , Creon, as he mourns his son, stresses not his 
glory, but the pain he has brought to his father ( 1 3 1 4) .  

More important, throughout the remaining action it i s  unclear 
in precisely what sense Menoeceus ' self-sacrifice has succeeded in 
ensuring the safety of the city. The initial battle r etween the 
Thebans and the Argives ends in a draw, owing to the intervention 
of Zeus ' thunderbolt on the side of Thebes ( I I  80-8 8 ) .  This clearly 
divine influence on the battle apparently represents the mark of 
Menoeceus ' sacrifice on the action. But the war is by no means 
over at this point. Though Thebes is saved, the Argives have not 
been defeated , and Polyneices and Eteocles eventually offer to de­
cide their conflict by individual combat. They kill each other, but 
Thebes then defeats the Argive army because, unlike the enemy, 
the Thebans keep their shields during the duel . This act of pro­
meth ia (forethought, 1 466) hardly suggests a further imprint of 
divinity on the battle . 

Yet even this battle apparently does not complete the saving of 
the city, despite Tiresias '  emphasis on the death of Menoeceus .  
Tiresias says before the battle that the best strategy for rescuing 
Thebes ,  for which the sacrifice of Menoeceus was a substitute or 
alternative (aile mechane soterias, another means of salvation ,  890) , 
would have been the explusion of ton Oidipou (the offspring of 
Oedipus , not "those around Oedipus , "  8 86) , who are possessed by 
a daimon and about to destroy Thebes . In the Phoen issae, Oedipus 
has survived his sons, and after the battle Creon plans to carry out 
Tiresias ' previously unheeded advice by exiling the ancient king 
from the land. Nevertheless ,  Creon's  belated act of patriotism is 
suspect from several angles . 1 1  First ,  the Creon who was unwilling 

IOMastronarde 1 974: 2 1 3  n .  4 and 502-3 argues, contrary to the usual interpreta­
tion of 1 3 1 7, that Creon does not enter with Menoeceus'  body. He asserts that 
Creon has left it at home and has come to search for Jocasta to perform the proper 
mourning ritual .  The text seems far less clear than Mastronarde implies . 

I I For bibliography on Creon 's  order to banish Oedipus and i ts  relation to 
Tiresias ' oracle, see Mastronarde 1 974 : 225-28 .  Creon 's  detractors outnumber his  
defenders . The literary tradition, though it insists on the death of the brothers , 
does not require the banishment of Oedipus .  lf Euripides meant Creon's act to be a 
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to carry out Tiresias'  suggestion and sacrifice his son to save 
Thebes , and who is willing to abandon Eteocles '  instructions to 
complete the marriage of Antigone and Haimon, executes here a 
plan proposed neither by Eteocles nor by Tiresias , who gave no 
instructions concerning Oedipus himself. In Tiresias'  speech the 
sacrifice of Menoeceus was an alternative pharmakon (cure) to en­
sure the safety of the city ( 893 ) .  Oedipus ' curse has been fulfilled, 
and the offspring of Oedipus have been removed from the city by 
their mutual death . At the point in the play where Creon decides to 
exile Oedipus, the Argives have already been defeated and Thebes , 
at least for the moment, "saved . " Oedipus himself has already 
won from the audience some sympathy for his plight .  It cannot 
help but feel that Creon may be distorting and stretching the 
words of the prophet in order to consolidate his own advantage 
and power, and that the piety of Menoeceus has in fact set no 
abiding example for the rulers of Thebes .  

Finally, Menoeceus departs with these words ( I O  1 5- I 8 ) :  

If each man would take his available goods and devote them t o  the 
common good of his country, cities would experience fewer evils 
and would be fortunate in the future . 

Thebans, however, share such selfless patriotism only to the de­
gree that they do not have power. Jocasta anticipates these senti­
ments in her debate with Polyneices and Eteocles , who scarcely 
listen and themselves make way for the Creon whom we see mak­
ing apparently self-serving fiats at the end of the play . If Me­
noeceus '  idealism has achieved precisely nothing in reconciling 
public and private interests ,  how can his ritual death have contrib­
uted to the city ' s  actual salvation? 

The difficulty in establishing a satisfactory reading of the death 
of Menoeceus ,  then, seems deliberately compounded by Eu­
ripides . Menoeceus ,  having died gloriously according to the ac­
count of the chorus ,  but with uncertain effect in the action, leaves 
the audience in doubt as to what meaning to confer on his ritual 
sacrifice . 

late but correct response to Tiresias '  earlier warnings about the house of Laius , he 
certainly has left open the possibility of doubt and ambiguity. 
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Conacher locates this puzzle in the play ' s  "series of paradoxical 
confrontations of the world of myth (in which the pattern of 
events is determined by some external and supernatural force) and 
the ' real' world of Euripidean drama, whose events are usually 
presented as the result of human passions and human folly . "  1 2  

Conacher' s suggestion, although i t  needs to be made more precise, 
offers a useful starting point for an analysis . In the Phoenissae Eu­
ripides , as we have suggested, creates a contrapuntal relation be­
tween the action and the choral odes . That is ,  the chorus of foreign 
women sings a history of Thebes in mythical terms, a his tory in 
which the acts of divinities leave a clear and unquestioned trace. In 
the action of the play Tiresias '  prophecy, Menoeceus '  death, the 
thunderbolt, and the influence of tuche still reflect divine interest, 
but it is human plans and passions that actually propel events . 
Nevertheless ,  as in all Greek tragedy, no events in either realm are 
determined entirely by the gods (nor, I think, by men) , and the 
course of the action and the display of character are not strictly 
naturalistic. 

An examination of Menoeceus '  death , then , must proceed from 
two directions .  As in the case of the lA, we shall consider the 
sacrifice first from the perspective of the stage action and then 
from the perspective of the odes . Finally,  insofar as a corrupt text 
allows, we shall explore how the counterpoint established between 
the world of myth created in the odes and the naturalistic world of 
the action shapes our interpretation of the sacrifice . 1 3  

1 2Conacher 1 967a: 2 3 3 ,  criticized by Mastronarde 1 974: 1 1 2 ,  who obj ects that 
this attempt to separate myth and reality is impossible in Greek drama; myth is 
what the poet makes it ,  and reality is the stage world created in the play. For 
further discussion of divine and human causation in the play, see esp. Treves 1 930 ,  
who finds that  the play consistently denies divine care for men and justice; as well 
as Arthur 1 975 : 3 9-42; Mastronarde 1 974, esp. 284- 86 ;  and Burian in Burian and 
Swann 1 98 1 :  5-6, all of whom stress that the end specified by myth is largely 
reached in the action of this play, if not in the Theban past, by human means. 

1 3It  is difficult to offer a coherent literary interpretation of a text that has aroused 
so much controversy .  Extensive discussion of textual issues is beyond the scope of 
this book. Nevertheless ,  a convincing reading of the play can indirectly contribute 
to a defense of the received text. Mastronarde 1 974 has eloquently defended the 
greater part of the text against the extensive attack of Fraenkel 1 963 . A similar 
defense by Erbse 1 966 has recently been attacked by Reeve 1 972 .  Haslam 1 975  
(contested by van  der  Valk 1 982) and  1 976 has  brought papyrological evidence to  
bear on the question. The  exodus and  problems on individual passages a re  dis­
cussed in later notes. For a history of the textual controversy on the Phoen issae, see 
esp. Mastronarde 1 974 and Arthur 1 9 7 5 ·  

[ I I I ]  
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The action in fact reveals a consistent strategy governing an 
apparently inconsistent and overcrowded plot .  Those in political 
power at Thebes nearly succeed in allowing private interests to 
overcome the public welfare. They constantly and deliberately 
threaten to undermine the myth with their self-serving expedien­
cy. Creon, for example, tries to prevent Menoeceus '  sacrifice . 
Eteocles is unwilling to meet with Tiresias and almost refuses to 
adopt the traditional battle plan; the brothers forestall their father's 
curse by delaying their fatal duel . l\1enoeceus ' sacrifice, coming at 
the center of this wildly veering plot, redirects the action to its 
myth and gives it a remarkable symmetry . The brothers complete 
their duel, the enemy is defeated, and the family of Oedipus is 
permanently removed from Thebes . Finally, whereas Jocasta ' s  ini­
tial attempt to save the city by reconciling the brothers fails , Anti­
gone, though probably unable to bury her brother, takes advan­
tage of Oedipus '  exile to make the second successful selfless 
gesture of the play, this time for family rather than city, as she 
accompanies her father to Athens .  Women and children act in this 
play for the higher interests of the city, the family, and the gods, 
all of which are abandoned by those in power but kept in the 
audience 's  awareness by the choral lyrics . The words and actions 
of Menoeceus ,  Jocasta, Antigone, and the chorus ,  like those of 
Iphigenia in the lA, symbolically close the gap between action and 
odes , again despite an overall impression that these isolated ide­
alistic actions have in no sense cured the politics of Thebes . 

The A ction 

A late Euripidean play can be as important for the play that it is 
not as for the one that it is ,  an effect frequently called parody. His 
Electra, for example, disproves to Orestes ' old tutor the credibility 
of the footprints and the lock of hair that sufficed to identify 
Orestes in Aeschylus '  Libation Bearers (Electra 524-44) . In the 
Orestes, as Burnett and Zeitlin have shown, Euripides makes mul­
tiple and often contradictory allusions to earlier poetic texts and 
especially to Aeschylus' Oresteia , thus creating an uneasy jux­
taposition of the novel and the familiar that more often under-
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mines than reinforces the surface meaning of the action.  1 4  Sopho­
cles responded to Aeschylus '  interpretation of the Orestes myth, as 
Aeschylus did to that of Homer and the lyric poets . But Euripides 
heightens the effect well beyond what one normally finds in a 
traditional literature. The Orestes does not derive its unity from a 
coherent muthos, consistent characters , or even themes that work 
together . Indeed, the action has no fully independent meaning but 
develops in large part through its critical response to earlier texts . 

The Phoenissae is equally insistent in invoking and abusing tradi­
tion, though not to the same effect as the Orestes . Although much 
of the epic, lyric, and tragedy dealing with Thebes and the house 
of Laius is lost, there are clear allusions in the Phoenissae to the 
Iliad, to Aeschylus '  Seven aga inst Thebes, to Sophocles ' Oedipus Rex 
(if the text at this point is genuine) , and to Euripides' own Erech­
theus . The grammarian Aristophanes observes in his hypothesis to 
the Phoen issae: "This plot, with the exception of Jocasta, is set 
down in Aeschylus '  Seven against Thebes . "  The plot of the Phoe­
nissae, then, apparently resembles that of Aeschylus '  Seven more 
than that of any other tragedy known to Aristophanes .  Revivals of 
Aeschylus were occurring at this period, and Aeschylus '  works 
had already achieved a unique and privileged status as classics , to 
which the parodies in the Electra and Orestes are clearly responding. 
The Phoenissae, while reacting both specifically and in terms of 
typical scenes to the entire earlier tradition, seems to invoke most 
extensively the literary tradition represented in Aeschylus '  Seven . I S 

Reading the Phoen issae against this literary tradition can help to 
illuminate the role of M enoeceus in what appears to be a disor­
dered and inconsistent plot and to make it clear why the radical 
surgery performed on the text by generations of philologists is not 
in principle necessary . 

In the Seven the chorus states that the oracle of Apollo warned 
Laius that if he had no offspring the city would be saved (742-49) . 

1 4Burnett 1 9 7 1  and Zeitlin 1 980 .  My own discussion of the action of the Phoe­
nissae was enriched by an oral report given by John Heath in a seminar of mine at 
Stanford. 

1 5Most critics of the play give passing attention to a comparison of the two plays 
and have briefly acknowledged Euripides' most obvious references to the Seven : 
Phoen . 748- 52  and the emphasis on the family Erinys at 624 and 700. 
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In this final play of Aeschylus' trilogy, the city is indeed finally 
saved when Eteocles and Polyneices end the line of Laius by their 
mutual slaughter and when the arrogant , impious Argives find 
their match in the Spartoi, the autochthonous sown men who 
devote themselves with praiseworthy modesty to the mother earth 
who bore them. A conflict between state and family and between 
male and female stands at the center of the drama . Two confronta­
tions between Eteocles and the women of the city , who form the 
chorus,  frame a shield scene in which Eteocles symbolically defeats 
the enemy and entraps himself in the family curse as he announces 
the deployment of warriors at the seven gates of the city ; a final 
disputed scene involves the mourning of the brothers and a conflict 
over the burial of Polyneices . 

In Euripides ' Phoen issae, as in Aeschylus '  play, Thebes is appar­
ently "saved" by the extinction and expulsion of the race of Laius 
from Thebes (see Tiresias '  oracle) and by the heroic death of a 
sown man, Menoeceus .  A conflict between city and family, male 
and female, similarly pervades the plot. At points Euripides seems 
to encourage expectations for a reprise of an Aeschylean version of 
a scene, only to dash them. The Pedagogue, for example, leads us 
to expect a chorus of women as troublesome and disorderly as they 
were in Aeschylus ,  whereas Euripides ' chorus is in fact orderly and 
distant .  Elsewhere the poet at first refuses to provide an Aeschy­
lean shield scene but later grants it in an unexpected form, and he 
makes Antigone obliged to give Polyneices a burial that she is 
apparently unable to carry out. From this perspective the action of 
Euripides ' play must be interpreted as much in the light of its 
omissions, additions , and failed promises as in the light of the 
actual development of the action onstage, which is far from neces­
sary and probable at any point . 1 6 Accordingly, we shall begin by 

1 6Wilamowitz I 903 , esp. 5 8 8 ,  Kitto I 954 ,  Ebener I 964, and Conacher I 967a 
doubt the unity of the drama and emphasize the lack of necessity and probability in 
the action. Others have identified various sources of unity in the play. Podlecki 
I 962 finds unity in the repetition of themes and images concerning light and 
darkness, beasts, victory, and the j oyless dance; Grube I 94 I  and Valgiglio I 96 1  
find i t  in the emphasis on the fate of Oedipus and his sons.  Reimschneider 1 940 
argues (esp .  I 9) that the hero of the play is Thebes and that the drama unfolds as a 
series of conflicts between the destroyers of the state and its defenders; Menoeceus'  
sacrifice is thus the climax of the drama, which finds closure in the death of the 
destructive sons of Oedipus and in the expulsion of Oedipus ,  the innocent bearer 
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examining the action as a scene-by-scene response by Euripides to 
the known literary tradition and especially to the tradition as it is 
represented in Aeschylus'  Seven . This analysis will show that the 
play acquires its meaning in large part by calling attention first to 
its often outrageous differences from, and finally to its similarities 
to, these earlier poetic texts . 

Eteocles and Jocasta open the Seven and the Phoenissae respec­
tively by offering a plan to save the city .  (Compare the similar 
energetic patriotism of Theban rulers such as Oedipus at the open­
ing of the 0 T and even Pentheus in the later Baa/we . )  As a general 
maintaining control and planning effectively for the safety of the 
city, Eteocles aligns himself with the pure patriots , the sown men of 
Thebes . Only later does he emerge fully as the Cadmean son of 
Oedipus, the victim of the family curse. Whereas the Aeschylean 
Eteocles views the hysterical prayers of the chorus of women as 
inimical to the city ' s  interests ,  17 in the Phoenissae a woman, Jocasta, 
who has, contrary to the known tradition, survived up to the 
moment of the battle between her sons, 1 8  s teps in to rectify the 
irresponsible behavior of the male members of her family . Whereas 

of miasma . Strohm 1 9 5 7  finds structural coherence in a series of Responsionen : the 
two agones between the brothers, the exile of Polyneices and Oedipus, the two 
appearances of Antigone, and the doubling of the role of the brothers and Men­
oeceus . Rawson 1 970: 1 2 5  finds the play a demonstration that selfishness and 
selflessness toward family and fatherland appear in different forms.  but that fa­
therland is always to be set above all other values . De Romilly 1 967, esp.  1 1 6, has a 
similar view. Arthur 1 975  argues that the play, and especially the sacrifice of 
Menocceus ,  shows that self-interest and j ustice cannot coincide; hence the final 
scene shifts the dilemma outside the limits of the polis and individualism .  Mas­
tronarde 1 974: 286ff. states that the play shows a series of failures to act effectively 
and thus reflects an essential pessimism about the conditions of human existence. 
Yet he believes the play is in some sense unified by its repetition of themes (such as 
betrayal and reconciliation, exile, family, and city) and by showing the full com­
plexity of the downfall of Thebes in human, divine, historical ,  public, and private 
terms.  Burian in Burian and Swann 1 9 8 1 (published after this chapter's presenta­
tion as a paper) shares my emphasis on the self-destructive and willful pursuit of 
selfish ends by Creon and the brothers. 

1 70n the confrontation between Eteocles and the chorus of women and the 
importance of the gods to which the women pray, see Benardcte 1 967 .  

181n the Lil le Stesichorus fragment (P .  Lil le 76a, b ,  c) , the unnamed mother of 
Eteocles and Polyneices seems temporarily to sett le the quarrel between her sons, 
though almost certainly at the time of the original division of the inheritance. The 
dialogue here may have inspired Euripides'  characterization ofJocasta in the Phoe­
nissae, particularly in the mother's emphasis on the survival of the fatherland. 
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Eteocles in the Seven tries to minimize in his speech the role of the 
family Erinys, Jocasta, as often in Euripides , brings the skeletons 
out of the closet at once. Family has played the determining role in 
the disasters of Thebes.  She emphasizes from the first the fatal 
meaning hidden in the names of her husband and children (26, 5 6-
5 8) ,  rather than allowing this meaning to emerge, as in the Seven , in 
a terrifying and magical fashion. 1 9 Laius conceived Oedipus in a 
drunken fit (2 I-22) and intentionally insulted Oedipus at the 
crossroads (3 7-42) ; Eteocles and Polyneices mistreated their father, 
who cursed them in a state of sickness (63-68) ; Eteocles broke his 
word to Polyneices (7 1-76) . The rulers of Euripides ' Thebes have 
deliberately and consistently subordinated the interests of both 
family and state to their own desires , and here they abandon the 
safety of the city to a woman. 

Jocasta's prologue, in typically Euripidean fashion, establi shes 
an innovative direction for the myth and lays the basis for a more 
explicit parody of tradition in the second scene, which clearly 
urges the audience to view Euripides ' Antigone in relation to the 
Iliad 's Helen and Aeschylus ' chorus of women in the Seven . 

Neither the entrance of the chorus nor the promised debate 
between Eteocles and Polyneices immediately follows Jocasta 's  
prologue. Instead there is a scene from the private world suffi­
ciently surprising and apparently irrelevant that a few scholars 
have excised it without convincing textual grounds ;20 this is the 
teichoskop ia ,  in which Antigone and the Pedagogue observe the 
Argives deployed for battle from some raised vantage point above 
the stage, just as Helen and Priam in Iliad 3 observe the Hellenic 
army from the w alls of Troy .  In Aeschylus '  Seven, Eteocles ' initial 
monologue is followed by the appearance of a scout who has j ust 
been among the enemy and who reports to Eteocles that they have 
been casting lots to decide at which gate each of the seven will be 

1 9Mastronarde 1 974: 29-3 I sees in the references to naming in the prologue a 
possible parody of Aeschylus .  

2°There are other examples in Euripides of scenes that intervene between the 
prologue and the chorus ,  but this one surprised critics as early as the author of the 
second argument, who finds the scene poorly integrated into the action of the 
play. After Morus and Hermann, the major  critics of the teichoskopia (although not 
all propose its excision from the text) are Schroeder 1 906, Verrall 1 89 5 :  2 3 3-39 ,  
and Dihle 1 98 1 .  
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stationed. The nearly hysterical chorus of women then enters , 
terrified by the sounds of war into abandoning their homes to pray 
on the protected acropolis . In the te ichoskop ia of the Phoenissae the 
Pedagogue has performed nearly the same functions as Aeschylus ' 
scout. He has just been among the enemy to make a truce with 
Polyneices (95 -98) . But here he reports , not to the ruler, who will 
shortly emerge as a general without foresight, but to a young and 
innocent girl . Adopting the Aeschylean Eteocles ' emphasis on the 
proper place for women, the Pedagogue is repeatedly scrupulous 
that no one in the city see Antigone making her momentary foray 
outdoors (89-95 ) ;  the place for well-brought-up young women is 
at home ( 1 93-20 1 ) .  Here, however, Eteocles ' stress on the internal 
safety of the city and the proper role of women in time of war is 
reduced to a fussy concern over the niceties of Athenian morality. 
In contrast, although Hector in Iliad 6 is similarly surprised to find 
his proper wife Andromache out of doors, Homer's magisterial 
Helen moves up to the wall for her teichoskop ia in Iliad 3 with the 
freedom of a near goddess .  The old men at the wall do not com­
ment on her behavior but are so awed by her beauty that they 
think a war fought for Helen to be without blame (Iliad 3 . 1 5 6-
5 8) . 2 1 

Antigone voices prayers comparable to that of Aeschylus' cho­
rus and echoes their fear for the walls . She, too, is in terror of 
being captured in war. She prays, however, not in the apparently 
inappropriate manner of Aeschylus ' chorus ,  but to gods whom a 
proper young virgin would invoke, Hecate and Artemis ( 1 09- 1 0, 
1 5 1-5 3 ,  1 90-92) . Yet despite her use of the same excited doch­
miacs and polysyllabic adjectives as Aeschylus ' chorus of women 
(see the compound adjectives with leuko-, pan-, and chalko- in 
particular) , 22 Antigone locks at the war from a different perspec­
tive. Aeschylus '  chorus invades public places in terror of the ever-

21 The scholiast on line 88 remarks on the sex/ age reversal between this scene 
and the Iliadic teichoskopia, and on Antigone's inappropriate exit from the house 
later in the play. 

22See Phoen . 1 1 4 ,  1 1 9 ,  1 20, 1 49.  and Aesch. Seven 1 60. Persians 4 1 5 . Suppliants 
3 3 4  and numerous pan compounds. Parry 1 978 .  esp. 1 67 and 1 7 3 .  argues that the 
my tho historical odes of this play are Aeschylean yet deny the power of the past to 
shape the present .  
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encroaching sounds of war. Euripides '  Antigone is dazzled by the 
sunlit panorama that she sees from a safe distance ( 1 1 7) . 23 Whereas 
Helen authoritatively identified the figures on the battlefield for 
Priam, the naive Antigone cannot interpret fully what she sees 
before her and has to be enlightened by the old Pedagogue . 
Tydeus '  armor appears strange to the girl; the Pedagogue must 
explain that these arms are merely an Aetolian custom ( 1 3  8-40) . 
Whereas Helen cannot see her bro thers , and ironically does not 
know that they are dead, Antigone sees her brother (ironically 
soon to be dead and united with her as she wishes , 1 63-67)24 as a 
glorious but imprecise outline on the plain ( 1 6 1-62,  1 68-69) . 

The Euripidean battlefield acquires its epic brilliance less from 
the identification of well-known and bona fide heroes, as in Il iad 3 ,  
than from the subjective vision of an impressionable young girl . 
The Pedagogue 's  laconic statements undercut Antigone' s  ques­
tions and their glamorous expectations of battle. Yet Antigone' s 
vision also domesticates the scene before her. The strange armor of 
Tydeus makes less impression than the fact that Antigone recog­
nizes in him Polyneices ' brother-in-law ( 1 3 2-3 8) . Parthenopaius is 
a curly-haired young man with threatening eyes , a tame version of 
his  ambiguous Aeschylean predecessor ( 1 45-50) . The orderly , cir­
cular progression of Antigone' s  survey of the battlefield and its 
terrain, as she picks out the heroes and remarks on their armor, 
does not uncover a significant relation between heroes and gates 
such as are found in Aeschylus .  The scene becomes an epic-style 
digression that avoids hints about the future and thus does not 
contribute to developing a sense of tension and inevitability. The 
scene closes with the Pedagogue' s  rushing Antigone offstage to 
avoid an encounter with the arriving chorus , who he fears will be a 
source of gossip (philopsogon, 1 98) and confusion (taragmos, 1 96) . 

This expectation of trouble from the female, which was impor-

23Podlecki I 962 and Arthur I 975 : 44-46 note the emphasis on brightness in this 
scene. Barlow I 97 I :  5 7-60 stresses the subj ective nature of the scene and the 
contrast between Antigone's innocent vision and the politics of the play, as well as 
the use of skiagraphia (a technique of contemporary painting) , which suggests, 
along with the description of the images, that Antigone's knowledge of the world 
has come primarily from art .  

240n this point see Mastronarde I 974: 223 n .  I 6 . 
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tant to the characterization of Aeschylus '  chorus , proves con­
sistently irrelevant to Euripides ' women in the Phoenissae .  Eu­
ripides'  foreign virgins proceed in measured trochees to evoke th� 
peaceful world of Delphi, a world in which they are dedicated to 
dance and sing as a choros (23 6) for Apollo . This chorus ,  unlike 
Aeschylus '  chorus of native-born women, is almost a chorus by 
profession . The women express a sympathy for Thebes based on a 
remote common ancestry (243-49) and on the j ourney they shared 
with Cadmus from Tyre to Thebes;  but their hope is to extricate 
themselves from the present disaster in which they have been unwit­
tingly trapped (23 7-3 8 ) .  They bring to the present situation a 
distanced and wide-ranging mythological perspective that includes 
not only the history but also the prehistory of Thebes . 25 Only in 
their final ode do they become involved in the action of the play to 
the point of adopting the anapests and dochmiacs of Antigone' s  
teichoskop ia and the dochmiacs of Aeschylus '  first chorus in  the 
Seven . 

At this point in the play, then, the first two movements have 
gained at least part of their force from what seems to be a deliber­
ate contrast with the literary tradition represented in Aeschylus '  
Seven and in  epic . Jocasta has  temporarily usurped the traditionally 
male role of rational concern for the city . Antigone takes on a role 
strikingly similar to that of Aeschylus '  involved and native-born 
chorus but avoids its hysterical tone and its apparently inappropri­
ate movement into external spaces barred to respectable women .  
This scene, Eteocles' later refusal to detail his battle plan, and the 
messenger ' s  description of the actual battle ultimately give the 
conflict an open-ended, almost naturalistic quality . Epic is evoked, 

25Whatever the complex reasons for Euripides' choice of this chorus ,  the com­
bination of foreignness and remote kinship allows it to offer a wide-ranging 
perspective on the action .  Rationalizations of Euripides' choice of a Phoenician 
chorus begin with the naive suggestion of a scholiast on Phoen . 202 that the chorus 
can speak more freely to rebuke Eteocles if it is composed of foreigners . Among 
many later views ,  Rawson 1 970: 1 1 2 (see also Goossens 1 962 :  62 1 )  argues that 
Euripides has chosen an exotic chorus of Phoenician exiles as a deliberate contrast 
with Aeschylus '  closely involved chorus .  Rawson and Rebuffat 1 972 find a further 
motive in recent Athenian relations with Carthage. Rebuffat argues that Men­
oeceus is sacrificed in a deliberately Phoenician fashion. Arthur 1 97T 1 66 views the 
Phoenician maidens as representatives of Thebes' literary past .  



Ritual Irony 

as it is frequently elsewhere in the play, to offer a nontragic version 
of events . The Aeschylean moral drama about beleaguered Thebes 
and its arrogant and doomed besiegers fades through Antigone 's  
impressionistic view and the parallel of the Iliadic teichoskop ia ,  
where the celebration of individual glory suppresses doubts about 
the rightness of the war. Indeed, the Pedagogue now pointedly 
attributes justice to the enemy ( 1 54- 5 5 ) .  The role of the teichoskop ia 
has not fully emerged, however. For the Aeschylean parallel also 
prepares for Antigone ' s  later role in the play when she, like 
Aeschylus' chorus ,  will rush immodestly into public spaces inap­
propriate to proper young women in order to help dissuade the 
brothers from their duel and to express her traditional concern 
with lamenting the brothers and the burial of Polyneices .  Finally, 
Euripides' chorus of foreign women enters and, contrary to the 
expectations of the Pedagogue, expresses devotion both to the 
interests of the city and to the orderly performance of ritual and 
song . 

A remarkably timid Polyneices now enters the city in terror of 
every sound (263-7 1 ,  especially 269) , like Aeschylus '  chorus . 26 
Just as Jocasta has assumed the role played by Aeschylus '  Eteocles 
as the figure most concerned with the fate of the city, Polyneices 
now shares the perspective of the hysterical and endangered 
Aeschylean virgins .  He expresses regret that he no longer belongs 
in the central spaces of the city that reared him ( 367-70) . The 
characteristic reversal of roles continues . Men are now dangerous 
and antiheroic invaders of the central spaces of the city, whereas 
women soberly concern themselves with public issues . Aeschylus '  
Eteocles continually attempts to keep the enemy outside the walls ,  
especially by the way he interprets their shields ,  and suppresses 
any internal surrender to emotion in time of war. 27 In contrast ,  
Euripides ' Polyneices brings within the walls the dike he claimed 
on his shield in the Seven and tries with some success to establish 
his claim to that dike. Jocasta and her son stage an emotional re-

26The scholiasts on Phoen . 275 and 3 9 5  inaugurated a scholarly distaste for 
Polyneices' weak and unworthy character here. Schmid in Schmid and Stahlin 
1 940: 5 80 n .  5 finds his entranc� almost comic. 

270n the important relation between inside and outside in the Seven , see esp. 
Bacon 1 964. 
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union. Just as the Phoenician women have been deprived of the 
opportunity to dance in peace for Apollo at Delphi, the family 
quarrels have deprived Jocasta of her normal female role in presid­
ing over the marriage of her son (3 44-49) . She mourns in black for 
sons yet alive ( 3 22-26; Andromache in the Iliad similarly mourns 
for the living Hector) , thus adding to the sense of political corrup­
tion in the city an image of ritual dislocation.  But here again 
politics , not the women of Thebes,  are primarily responsible for 
the disruption. 

Eteocles enters second. The ensuing agon between the brothers 
delays , as he reminds us, Eteoc!es ' Aeschylean role of marshaling 
the Thebans at the walls (448-5 1 ;  note, too, his haste to end the 
peace conference, marked by the transition to trochaic tetrameters 
at 5 8 8) . 28 Jocasta domesticizes the debate by urging the brothers , 
as if they were unruly children, to look each other in the eyes­
after all, they are not seeing a Gorgon' s  head (454-59) .  Jocasta 
soon exposes Polyneices ' claims to j ustice as treason ( 569- 8 5 ) ,  but 
the ambitious Eteocles makes no claim to justice, arguing simply 
that no sane person would surrender or share the power that all 
men seek (499- 525 ) . After ignoring Jocasta ' s  attempt at mediation, 
the brothers close their debate by deliberately choosing to destroy 
each other. Both will deploy their forces at the gates to ensure this 
meeting (62 1 -22) : 

P. Where will you set yourself before the walls ? 
E. Why do you ask me this ?  
P.  So that I may station myself there to kill you. 
E. Desire of this holds me also .  

This expectation that the brothers will soon meet their fate is 
shortly to be disappointed, for they do not confront each other 
until after the battle. 

Aeschylus '  Seven derives its suspense entirely from the shield 
scene and from the increasing horror the audience feels as it be­
comes certain that brother will unwittingly be forced to meet 
brother in battle, thus fulfilling Oedipus'  curse. Euripides'  first 

28Later Eteocles' haste turns his dialogue with Creon into rapid stichomythia. 
See Mastronarde I 974: I 3 9 .  
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major scene has debased and domesticated the confrontation of the 
brothers . Supernatural forces play no obvious role in this con­
scious choice for self-destruction; the scene is hardly the center­
piece of the drama. The audience can only wonder, among other 
things , what tour de force will allow the plot to develop shape and 
moral significance . At the same time, the debate indirectly ques­
tions the premises of Aeschylus '  shield scene. Aeschylus '  Eteocles 
defeats the enemy first through language; by the end of the shield 
scene there is no need for an ensuing messenger speech to make it 
clear that Thebes will win and that the brothers will destroy each 
other. In the Seven the words of a good interpreter of signs have 
magical power, and Eteocles exercises that power through kledono­
manteia , the power to read and interpret such signs . Whereas the 
shield scene of the Seven asserts a positive connection between sign 
and truth, language and reality, Euripides ' Eteocles insists on the 
lack of connection, and Jocasta, who defends an Aeschylean posi­
tion, fails to persuade her son.  

Polyneices ' claim to justice presumes that true argument is 
haplous (single and simple, 469) and needs no poikilon her­
meneumaton (subtle interpretations ,  470) , whereas the unjust argu­
ment, being sick, needs drugs (47 I -72) . 29 Jocasta, in undercutting 
Polyneices ' claim to dike, essentially dismantles his insistence on a 
straightforward relation between his language and truth . Eteocles , 
on the other hand, argues that language is conventional: words do 
not mean the same for all, nothing is the same or equal for men 
except the name, and the fact implied by the name is not so (499-
502) . Eteocles uses this argument to support his amoral claim to 
power. In her mediating argument Jocasta finds the principle of 
equality in nature as well as in cities or in the minds of different 
men ( 5 3 5-48) . That is, for Jocasta language has a basis in reality 
itself The isotes (equality) for which she argues , as many scholars 
have shown, has its origins in pre-socratic concepts that equate the 

29For discussion of the rhetoric of the speeches of the brothers , see esp. Mas­
tronarde 1 974: l Ooff. and Arthur 1 97 5 :  1 04- 1 3 .  Polyneices ' speech has a rhetorical 
correctness lacking in Eteocles ' .  For Polyneices ' claim about language, see Aesch. 
Hoplon Krisis frag .  1 76 N :  hapla gar esti tes aletheias epe. 
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political and the natural and, as Heraclitus shows, in language 
itself, for both nature and language exist through logos . 3D 

Jocasta ' s  rhetoric rationalizes Eteocles ' celebration of the myth 
of autochthony in the Seven : against the arrogant, impious, and 
unjust Argives stands gate by gate a series of sown men as devoted 
to their mother earth as they are virtually indistinguishable. In 
asserting that mortals have no private possessions but care merely 
for those of the gods, Jocasta also echoes the egalitarian arguments 
of Solon and other Athenian statesmen, both sophistic and pre­
sophistic, and thereby reconciles myth and logos, the traditions of 
autochthony and contemporary scientific arguments for equality 
and against tyranny (although Sophists such as Thrasymachus in 
Plato 's  Republic argue that tyranny is "natural") . Her position de­
fends the principles upon which both Aeschylus ' Thebans and 
Euripides ' Menoeceus die. She fails to persuade her sons; and she 
even puts her own argument in partial j eopardy by suggesting that 
some words , such as to p leon (profit) , have onoma . . .  monon (a 
name only, 5 5 3 ) .  The brothers leave the stage after some wordplay 
on the name of Polyneices ,  " the man of many quarrels" (63 6-37) ,  
which, in the context o f  their openly unfraternal quarrel and their 
professed views of language, further undercuts the possibility that 
words can determine reality in this play. 

Although Euripides has apparently made an Aeschylean shield 
scene impossible by Antigone ' s  teichoskopia ,  by the brothers ' delib­
erate and outrageous choice to destroy each other , and by Eteocles ' 
attack on the relation between sign and reality, the following scene 
continues to tease the audience with the possibility that the deploy­
ment of the warriors at the seven gates may yet gain some novel 
significance. In this scene Eteocles , apparently forgetting his 
promise to meet his brother at a gate, considers several alternative 
military strategies (7 1 2-34) .  The blatant anachronism of these sug­
gestions, which all derive from fifth-century warfare, serves to 
underline the deviation from tradition. Creon has to persuade the 

30For discussion and references, see Arthur 1 97 5 :  1 1 3 - 1 7  and Mastronarde 1 974: 
I03ff. For a brief reference to the views of language in the passage, see Pucci 1 980: 
80-82 .  
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hasty and imprudent ruler, so different from his competent 
Aeschylean counterpart, to adopt the Aeschylean strategy (73 7-
56) . 3 1 Finally, as Eteocles prepares to leave the stage he curtly 
refuses to waste time with a description of the deployment of the 
warriors at the gates , a description that would evoke the Aeschy­
lean shield scene in the minds of the audience (748-5 2) :  

These things will be. Going to the seven-gated city I will arrange the 
captains at the gates , as you suggested, matching our citizens with 
equal opponents . It is a waste of time to give the name of each 
captain, since the enemy is encamped beneath our very walls .  

But Eteocles does not simply refuse to play the role of his 
Aeschylean counterpart . He temporarily usurps functions per­
formed by others in Aeschylus ' Seven and in Sophocles ' Antigone, 
and performed after rather than before the battle: he leaves instruc­
tions concerning his own and Polyneices ' burial , Antigone' s  mar­
riage with Haimon, Creon's  role as ruler, and his father, Oedipus 
(75 7-77) . (The later Oedipus a t  Colonus follows Euripides in having 
Polyneices request burial before the battle . )  Unlike his Aeschylean 
counterpart, Eteocles cannot resist concern with the oikeia , his 
private interests , as well as with , or  even over, the koina (common 
interests , 692) . Although the dividing line between public and 
private interests is always difficult to establish in the case of a royal 
house, Euripides ' Eteocles makes a point of separating these in­
terests and hence draws attention to the clash between public and 
private that was developed earlier in the agon with Polyneices . 
Indeed, the ironic disparity between his present concern for family 
matters and his earlier willingness to "let the whole house go to 
ruin" (erreto propas domos, 624) is patent .  At his departure for battle 
Eteocles again remembers his hope to meet his brother face to 
face-but this time, although no lots have been cast as in Aeschylus ,  

3 1 See Garlan 1 966 for parallels between fifth-century military tactics and Eteo­
des ' suggestions here (see also Goossens 1 962 :  6 1 7) .  Garlan sees in this scene and 
the battle scene a close parallel to the military dilemma presented by Agis of Sparta 
when he approached the walls of Athens in 4 1 1 and 4 I O .  The Athenians chose 
passive defense of their ramparts rather than active defense of the surrounding 
territory. Depending on the date of the play, Euripides is either commending the 
city ' s  prudence in 4 1 1 or warning her to restrain her bellicosity after 4 I O . 
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he hopes that chance will offer him this opportunity (moi genoito, 
754; see also 7 5 5 ) .  Like Aeschylus '  Eteocles, he calls for his armor, 
although he does not, as Aeschylus '  Eteocles probably did, arm 
onstage (778- 8 1 ) .  In the Seven , the call for arms emphasizes the 
sudden transformation of the hero into a warrior irrevocably set on 
the killing of his brother. In the Phoenissae, the armor is a useless 
prop , another red herring whose significance cannot be fully appre­
ciated without a knowledge of the Aeschylean text . 32 Eteocles 
hopes to depart with dikei n ikephoroi Gustice that brings victory, 
78 1 ) ;  here, if the text is correct , 33 he lays claim to a virtue to which 
he, unlike Aeschylus '  Eteocles , has earlier admitted he had no right .  

Finally, Eteocles leaves to Creon the confrontation with Apol­
lo 's representative Tiresias ,  whereas in other known Theban plays 
(Sophocles ' Antigone and Oedipus Rex, Euripides '  later Bacchae) the 
patriotic ruler undertakes it himself Eteocles calls attention to this 
deviation from dramatic tradition by remarking that, because of 
previous bad relations between himself and the seer,  he fears that 
Tiresias might refuse to deal with him (772-73 ) .  In the following 
scene Creon, faced with the sacrifice of Menoeceus, then readily 
abandons his equally traditional role as advocate of the claims of 
the state over those of family .  Eteocles leaves the stage without 
knowing, in the sense that only the gods can offer true knowledge, 
how to save the city . 34 The scene between Creon and Eteocles thus 
unfolds entirely as a series of lightning-fast rejections or usurpa­
tions of the roles played by Theban rulers in times of crisis in the 

plays of Aeschylus ,  Sophocles , and, no doubt ,  others .  Zeitlin , in a 
discussion of Euripides '  Orestes, argues that Orestes borrows fran­
tically from a " closet of masks" belonging to characters in earlier 
poetry and drama. 35 Through these masks Orestes tries at one 
moment to escape from his myth, at another to replay familiar 
roles in a world that has rej ected them and whose culture is frag-

320n the arming of Eteocles in the Seven , see Schadewaldt 1 96 1 .  For further 
discussion with bibliography, see Taplin 1 977=  1 5 8-6 1 ,  who disputes Schadewalt ' s  
previously accepted views.  

33This l ine may be interpolated, since it is missing in a papyrus fragment. See 
Haslam 1 976: 7- 8 .  

34See Mastronarde 1 974: 1 94.  
35See Zeitlin 1 980. 
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mented beyond the point of recovery . The process expresses the 
hero ' s  crisis of identity in a world without paternal role models .  

Euripides ' Eteocles in undoubtedly also a volatile personality, 
but the similar raid on the " closet of masks" in the Phoenissae 
serves a different end. The deliberate perversion of traditional roles 
undertaken by the brothers distracts the audience from any mount­
ing concern for their nature and welfare as individuals and calls 
attention instead to an erratic development of the plot, an emerg­
ing sense of ritual dislocation ,  a pattern of inversion and transfor­
mation of male and female roles ,  and a pervasive split between 
public and private concerns .  Without myth, without divine pat­
tern, without the claim of language to mirror reality, Euripides '  
tragic poetry threatens to descend from the realm of philosophy, 
where necessary and probable events cohere in a well-selected 
praxis, to the randomness of history (see Aristotle' s  contrast be­
tween poetry and history at Poetics 1 4 5 1 b) . Indeed, as Tiresias will 
shortly confirm, Eteocles '  inadequate leadership puts Thebes on 
the brink of an antimythical disaster and thus creates the necessity 
for Menoeceus '  intervention. 

In fact Eteocles '  promise of a battle between the seven pairs of 
champions with their squadrons (749- 50) is never fulfilled. The 
arrangement of gates and shields is reported by a messenger after 

the battle, and at surprising length, given Eteodes ' earlier scorn for 
the enterprise. Aeschylus '  famous kledonomantic ritual between 
ruler and scout, in which the language and action of the ruler shape 
the ensuing battle, becomes in the messenger 's  account an almost 
exclusively naturalistic encounter between the two armies . 36 Eteo­
des , in the course of a military encounter that essentially ends in a 

36For a defense of the battle scene, many parts of which have been excised by 
textual critics, see Mastronarde I 978 and Mellon I 974: I 5 2- 54.  Mellon argues that 
the shield scene does not repeat the teichoskop ia, that it satisfies the audience's  
expectations for the Aeschylean scene, and that Euripides wishes to separate this 
static description from the narrative that follows. Adopting these arguments as 
well, Mastronarde comments on how the shield scene orients the audience pic­
torially for the following action (an orientation made nearly impossible by the 
omission of these lines) and defends the artistic value of the text for its relation to 
the safety of the city theme in the play. He stresses that neither the possibly parodic 
relation of this passage to Aeschylus nor a few textual obscurities argue for inter­
polation in a passage that Page I 934 :  2 I  admits to be written in a generally 
Euripidean s tyle. 
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draw, moves from gate to gate ( 1 1 63-7 1 ) ,  never directly confront­
ing Polyneices . 37 

Although we know little about epic treatments of the battle of the 
Seven , we do know that in the Thebaid there were, as here, two 
phases to the battle rather than one as in Aeschylus .  The first 
included the attack on the city, the death ofCapaneus ,  and the single 
combat between the sons of Oedipus;  the second, the battle between 
the remaining champions and the victorious sortie of the Thebans .  38 
Yet as in later versions , the fraternal duel belongs to the first phase. 
Euripides apparently also draws on epic tradition in his choice of the 
name Periclymenus ( 1 1 57 ) ,  the one Theban champion mentioned 
besides Eteocles , and in his selection of Adrastus rather than the 
Aeschylean Eteoclus ,  Eteocles ' near double in name, to represent 
the enemy. 39 Perhaps the poet, in preparation for the role of Men­
oeceus, deliberately avoids the mention of Aeschylus '  auto­
chthonous Theban champions and makes a point of separating the 
fate of Thebes from the duel of the brothers reported in the second 
messenger speech . 40 The messenger' s  report has minimal and cryp­
tic correspondences with the Aeschylean shield scene. Tydeus ' 
shield with its fire-bearing Prometheus ( 1 1 20-22) recalls that of 
Aeschylus '  Capaneus , which shows an unarmed man bearing fire to 
burn the city .  The giant portrayed on Capaneus '  shield may invite 
remembrance of the immense size of Aeschylus '  champion of the 
same name ( 1 1 3 1-3 2) ,  and his hubristic challenge to Zeus ' thunder­
bolt as he mounts the walls of Thebes conflates the images repre­

sented on the shields of Aeschylus '  Capaneus and Eteoclus ( 1 1 72-
76) . If anything,  the comparison with Aeschylus '  Capaneus func­
tions to divert attention from the symbolic power of the image on 
the shield to the diminished threat of Euripides ' champion. 
Adrastus '  child-snatching Hydra ( 1 1 3 5-3 8)  recalls Parthenopaius '  
Cadmean-bearing Sphinx i n  the Seven; yet the Hydra, unlike the 
Sphinx, has no special meaning in the Theban context . The only 

370n the relation between gates and warriors in the Seven, see Zeitlin 1 982 .  
38For a discussion of the  Thebaid battle, s ee  Vian 1 963 : 203 . For  epic coloring to  

the language at 1 067- 1 2 8 3  and  i t s  effects, see Barlow 1 97 1 :  73 n .  46 and  1 06 and 
Arthur 1 97 5 :  1 3 4-39 ·  

39See Zeitlin 1 982 :  73-82  on Eteocles and  Eteoclus .  
40See de Romil ly 1 967=  1 1 5  on this  second point. 
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shield identical to those described in the Seven is that of Amphiareus 
( 1 I 1 I - I 2) ,  and it is a blank one. 

Attempts to interpret Euripides ' description of warriors ,  gates , 
and shields as symbolic have been notably unsuccessful, and the lack 
of significant pattern becomes a statement in itself. Individual 
shields may hint at a possible message. The horses on Polyneices ' 
shield, the mares ofPotniae who ate their master ( I  1 24-27) , suggest 
civil strife and contrast with the controlled steeds of Amphiareus in 
the teichoskop ia ( 1 7 1 -74) or of Eteoclus in the Seven (46 1 -64) . 41 
Capaneus '  boast and the figures on several Argive shields-the 
earthborn giant Argus, the Hydra, and the fire-bearing Prom­
etheus-meet an appropriate defeat from the thunderbolt of Zeus .  
Yet the enemy makes no consistent challenge to the gods . Par­
thenopaius '  neutral blazon shows his mother Atalanta heroically 
defeating the boar .  The choral odes before the messenger's descrip­
tion of the battle scene have prepared for such ambiguity by empha­
sizing the presence of monsters within, not merely outside, the city, 
and Eteocles has made it clear that justice is no longer claimed by the 
Theban side. Hence Zeus himself must intervene to establish a 
distinction between friend and enemy, inside and outside, made in 
Aeschylus '  version by Eteocles himself as he sets Hyperbius '  blazon 
of Zeus and his thunderbolt against the challenger Hippomedon' s  
hubristic image of a fire-breathing Typho . Whatever hints the 
messenger' s  speech provides, the speech as a whole remains as 
teasingly inconclusive and unreadable as Amphiareus '  blank shield. 
As in the agon between the brothers ,  the relation between signifier 
and signified and between image and reality remains opaque or 
purely fortuitous .  If  Euripides is borrowing here from epic versions 
of the scene, the choice, as in the teichoskop ia }  is not a neutral one, but 
a deliberate effort to avoid the tragic implications of the scene 
offered by Aeschylus .  The effect is to highlight the decisive external 
intervention of the thunderbolt of Zeus , the presumed mark of 
Menoeceus '  sacrifice upon an action that threatens to take an arbi­
trary and antimythical course .  

4 10n the  horses, s ee  Mastronarde I 974: I 99,  de Romilly I 967= 1 1 0, and  Arthur 
1 97 5 ·  Arthur argues ( 1 ] 2-34) that through the shield devices the assault on the city 
becomes civil strife (the mares of Potniae turned savage and ate their master 
Glaucus) , and that the shield devices resonate with the dragon theme of the choral 
odes . 
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The return of Eteocles ' squire as a messenger after the battle 
might at first suggest to the audience that Eteocles is dead. In fact 
only some time after the messenger speech is there any account of 
the expected fatal meeting between the brothers . Having failed to 
fulfill their promise to meet each other and thereby carry out their 
father' s  curse during the battle, they have belatedly chosen to con­
front each other in a duel. 42 

In Aeschylus ,  Eteocles ' decision to meet his brother at the sev­
enth gate stirs horror in the chorus of women and a deep fear that 
fraternal blood will pollute the land of Thebes .  In Eurip ides '  Phoe­
nissae the armies ratify their leaders' decision ( 1 2 3 8-3 9) ; they are 
only briefly touched by shock at the fraternal encounter ( 1 3 69-7 1 ,  
if these lines are genuine) , which evokes horror in the family only . 
There is contrast ,  too, for example, between his army's  advice to 
Polyneices to set up a trophy of victory to Zeus ( 1 2 50- 5 2) and 
Jocasta ' s  earlier reproach to her son at 5 7 1-72 :  "What trophies can 
you dedicate to Zeus?" No one mentions pollution; Oedipus '  curse 
is forgotten . Indeed, the duel scene is dominated by the enthu si­
astic partisanship of each army for its respective champion and 
unfolds with all the formal features of an epic duel, including a 
Homeric simile ( 1 3 80-8 1 ) .  Duels in Euripides proceed as they do 
in the Iliad:43 the arming of the warriors is followed by a prayer, 
the encounter is often decorated by a simile, and the contest un­
folds in a sequence of confrontations involving spear, stone, and 
sword. The setting is usually a truce between the two armies . 
Extant epic duels are inconclusive, failing through treachery or 
divine intervention to settle the issue for which they were under­
taken. Here the duel is inconclusive ( 1 424, 1 460-79) not because 
death is forestalled, but because both brothers die. As in epic, the 
duel serves as a prelude to another battle, here won by the Thebans 
only because prometh ia led them to retain their arms as they 
watched the contest ( 1 466-72) . Both Eteocles '  use of trickery (the 

42Von Fritz I 962 :  209 argues that the duel of the brothers is now unnecessary, 
since the city has apparently already been saved. Hence we cannot, with Reim­
schneider I 940: 3 8ff. ,  ful ly defend Eteocles for his proposal of the duel on patriotic 
grounds, or sentimentalize his death with Treves I 930 :  I 87 .  If the brothers had not 
completed their duel, however, Oedipus' curse would have remained unfulfilled, 
and the play would have concluded in an antimythical fashion. 

430n the challenge to single combat, see Mellon I 974: I 54- 56 .  On the epic 
quality of the duel , see Arthur I975 :  I 34 ·  
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Thessalian sophisma at 1 407-8)  and the Thebans' wearing of arms 
during a truce discredit the city and deprive its victory of a moral 
dimension.  The duel is terminated not by superior strength or 
skill, but by Eteocles '  own greedy restlessness to despoil his broth­
er ( 1 4 1 6-24) ; and the brothers ' final expressions of familial senti­
ment toward Jocasta and Antigone make no amends for their pre­
vious self-serving attitudes but simply create new and dangerous 
responsibilities for their sheltered sister. To an audience familiar 
with tragic versions of the confrontation between the brothers , the 
almost morally neutral (as in epic?) treatment of the fratricide must 
have seemed striking and perhaps even shocking.  Because Ho­
meric duels end inconclusively , the tragic outcome to the duel of 
the brothers in Euripides has an unexpected quality, as if a tragic 
resolution is finally being imposed on a conflict that has long 
threatened to delay or even preclude its traditional outcome. 

In the final scenes Oedipus '  late banishment offers yet another 
opportunity for bringing several aspects of the literary tradition 
into conflict . Antigone cannot both accompany her father into 
exile and pay the penalty for the burial of her brother. Lines 1 666-
82 make it clear that she abandons her resolve to bury Polyneices , 
for the bodies of both brothers are onstage well guarded by Creon 
and then almost certainly removed by him; her change of mind in 
the final lyrics concerning the burial is probably spurious . 44 Creon 
offers no reason for his denial of burial to Polyneices except the 
command of Eteocles , who was acting out of hatred for his broth­
er. As in the case of Creon' s  unnecessary exile of Oedipus , a 
Sophoclean patriotism is suspect from a man willing to abandon 

44Lines 1 743 -46 have been condemned by nearly all commentators.  Antigone is 
unlikely to have reversed her decision without explanation in the final lyrics (as 
opposed to iambics) . The interpolation may reflect a resistance to abandoning the 
burial of Polyneices by Antigone or, as in the case of some later commentators, a 
failure to understand that Creon has forced Antigone to give up her original 
intentions. No defender of these lines can explain how Antigone could accomplish 
her plan, given Creon's  superior power and his knowledge of her intent. Aban­
donment of the burial motif is shocking but not entirely surprising from a poet 
who was capable in his own Antigone of allowing Haimon to rescue Antigone and 
have a son by her. For a good discussion, see Conacher 1 967b, esp. 98-99, who 
replies effectively to Meredith 1 9 3 7  and Kitto 1 939 .  My interpretation of the role 
of Antigone would be the same if the text were genuine, however. Aeschylus, too, 
if the ending of the Seven is genuine, leaves the burial issue unresolved . 
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the city to save his son Menoeceus,  and even his loyalty to kin is 
ultimately limited in every case to his own immediate family .  
Thebes remains indifferent to the religious issues involved in Poly­
neices'  burial, and Antigone can pursue her commitment to kin 
only in exile. Despite the uncertain text , 45 the final scene appar­
ently provides Antigone an opportunity to compensate for her 
failure to live out her by now familiar role. We shall examine later 
her heroic affirmation of loyalty to Oedipus . 

45Critics have found numerous inconsistencies,  interpolations, and textual diffi­
culties in the exodus of the play ( 1 5 8 2- 1 766) . Important discussions ,  in addition to 
those in the commentaries , can be found in Wilamowitz 1 903 , Friedrich 1 939 ,  
Kitto 1 939 ,  Valgiglio 1 96 1 ,  Fraenkel 1 963 , Diller 1 964, Erbse 1 966, Conacher 
1 967b, Mastronarde 1 974, and Mellon 1 974. Erbse and Meredith 1 9 3 7  alone de­
fend the entire exodus, including 1 73 7-66. The following major  features have 
disturbed commentators: Creon 's  silence from 1 3 56- I 5 84, his abrupt exit, and his 
failure to give explicit commands concerning the disposal of the bodies; Oedipus' 
dull and confused rhesis at 1 595- 1 624 (see note 5 1  below) ; Oedipus '  trochaic 
tetrameters at 1 75 8-63 (clearly borrowed from Sophocles' 0 7) ;  and Euripides' 
inclusion of the conflicting motifs of exile and burial (see note 44 above) . I agree 
with critics who defend the exodus as genuinely Euripidean. Those who wish to 
eliminate one of the two motifs ,  burial or exile, must excise large parts of the 
earlier text, which clearly prepares for an appearance by Oedipus and an expanded 
role for Antigone. On this point, see esp. Conacher 1 967b: 94-95 and Mas­
tronarde 1 974: 227- 3 6  and 522 .  There are dramatic precedents for Creon's long 
silence, and his abrupt departure poses few difficulties . His business is finished, 
and his major  motive throughout has been an overriding concern for his sons. (See 
Robert 1 9 1 5 : I ,  444 on Creon 's  motives, and Mastronarde 1 974: 494- 500 on 
Creon's role in the exodus . )  

I remain uncertain about the final lyrics from 1 73 7-66, with the exception of 
1 743-46 (see note 44 above) , which should almost definitely be deleted. The 
absence of these lines from the Strasbourg papyrus, which quotes the rest of the 
lyrics, is certainly damning . Obscurities in the text from 1 747 to 1 75 7  do not 
necessarily argue against these lines; as Meredith 1 9 3 T  1 0 1  says, "Genuine inter­
polation may be platitudinous, bathetic, or frankly absurd: it is not usually ob­
swre . "  The dialogue between Antigone and Oedipus does not contradict the exile 
motif; it simply reintroduces Oedipus' hesitation to accept Antigone's company in 
exile and reasserts the importance of the maiden' s  role in ritual and religion, a 
major theme in the play.  These lines effectively divide Antigone forever from the 
world of the Phoenician maidens of the chorus (see my later discussion) . The final 
lines of the chorus do remarkably break dramatic illusion in their request for 
victory. And Oedipus ' trochees, though it has been argued that they make an 
effective parody of Sophocles in a play riddled with such allusions, are awkward 
both because they address an imaginary Thebes and because Oedipus insists on 
reintroducing the Sphinx issue closed by Antigone at 1 73 2 .  Other characters in 
tragedy make apostrophes to invisible audiences, however (see Mellon 1 974: 1 48 
n. 4) , and Oedipus is an eccentric character throughout the exodus .  
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Euripides ' allusions , designed inconsistencies , and red herrings 
baffle expectations for the outcome prescribed by myth. 46 The 
allusions to epic apparently further emphasize Euripides '  refusal to 
adopt previous known tragic interpretations of the myth. Each 
scene, though it may have internal coherence, has an oblique or 
indecipherable relation to the last :  Polyneices and Eteocles agree 
fairly early t6 meet face to face in battle but fail to do so until much 
later; Eteocles adopts the Aeschylean strategy of placing seven 
warriors at seven gates , then fails to remain at one gate; Eteocles 
refuses to provide a shield scene, but a messenger later fills the gap. 
The bizarre redundancies and inconsistencies in the action, excised 
by generations of philologists ,  appear to be part of a deliberate and 
comprehensive iconoclastic strategy .  Polyneices alone claims jus­
tice; Eteocles refuses to meet Tiresias ;  the brothers delay their duel; 
and Creon, whose patriotism is continually made suspect, appar­
ently shockingly succeeds in preventing Antigone from burying 
her brother. This persistent devotion to narrow interests chal­
lenges the mythical tradition, which ensured the survival of 
Thebes and the extirpation of the house of Laius .  The gestures of 
Jocasta and Antigone do not affect the public world, which scarce­
ly notes the sacrifice of Menoeceus .  Thus the play's failure finally 
to resolve the expected tragic tensions between religion and pol­
itics , male and female, and family and s tate seems not so much 
inevitable as the result of  deliberate neglect .  Like the adikos logos 
(unjust  argument) described by Polyneices (470-72) , Euripides '  
plot  seems in need of subtle drugs and a sophisticated hermeneu­
tics . 

The Effect of Menoeceus '  Sacrifice 
on the Action 

By the end of the play, the plot has in fact largely achieved not 
only the conclusion represented in the tradition adopted by Aes­
chylus, but also the precise axial symmetry or ring composition 

46For Euripides' tendency to break out of the limits of traditional myth, see esp.  
Zeitlin 1 980. See also Goffmann 1 974, esp. 345-77, on the technique of "breaking 
the frame. " 
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identified by Ludwig.  The action opens and doses with family 
concerns ;  the debate of the brothers is matched symmetrically by 
their fatal duel; and the central moment is the death of Menoeceus,  
heightened and framed by a concentration of choral odes . In this 
sacrifice divine command and human action coincide, as they ini­
tially fail to do elsewhere in the action .  In terms of the Aeschylean 
plot, the intervention of Menoeceus offers a temporary substitute 
both for the death of the brothers and for Eteodes ' ritualized de­
ployment of the Spartoi against the enemy . 47 Here, however, only 
one sown man is singled out from Aeschylus ' nation of autoch­
thonous warriors to devote himself consciously to his mother 
earth . If Menoeceus ' sacrifice was, as most scholars think, a Eu­
ripidean addition to the myth, in the Phoenissae Thebes is "saved" 
through the poet' s intervention . The death of Menoeceus is in­
deed, as Tiresias characterized it ,  a pharmakon ( 893 ) ,  a cure that 
salvages a plot in which the characters are, as Oedipus was said to 
be when he cursed his sons, sick (66) , or unable or unwilling to 
listen to a divine voice. Tiresias refuses to speak directly to Eteo­
des , and Creon refuses until after the battle to follow his advice 
(9 1 9) .  Even if Euripides did not invent the character of Menoeceus,  
he has designed his role so that it appears to be an external inter­
vention, a true mechane soterias (a way of providing safety, 890, like 
the god on the mechane or machine) to save a Thebes that would 
otherwise have fallen, against tradition , to its enemies . 

In other plays involving a voluntary sacrifice, the community 
that is to benefit from the sacrifice performs it in response to a 
supernatural command. Here the sacrifice does come, as in Gir­
ard's  model , as a resolution to a social crisis in which the charac­
ters, like the leaders of Thebes in this play, have descended into 
"mimetic rivalry . "  Creon, fearing precisely this kind of communal 
demand for the sacrifice (970) should the people hear of Tiresias ' 
prophecy, tries to send Menoeceus into exile, thus blocking a 
Girardian solution to the social crisis of the play that is almost 
enacted in Euripides ' later Iph igenia in Aul is .  Indeed, in the version 
of the tradition given by A pollodorus (3 . 6 . 7) ,  Tiresias gives the 

470n previous views concerning Menoeceus'  sacrifice, see notes 1 -3 and 1 6  
above. 
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oracle to the Thebans rather than to Creon and requests a volun­
tary sacrifice before the gates . As a result Menoeceus '  self-sacrifice, 
an act of deception against his father, is accomplished in complete 
and extraordinary isolation from the community.  Not only do we 
know that in other plays a youthful sacrifice is in essence a com­
munal ritual; in addition ,  in the Phoenissae Tiresias enters with an 
allusion to his role in Euripides '  own earlier play, the Erechtheus, in 
which Praxithea volunteered to sacrifice her daughter to save Ath­
ens ( 8 52-57) .  The reference to the earlier play serves mainly to 
underline the unusual and distorted pattern to the sacrificial action 
here . 48 The Thebes of this play is a world that fails to perform its 
own sacrificial cure and hardly recognizes Menoeceus '  gesture 
when it occurs . 

Sacrifice, as was argued in Chapter I ,  is an act of communica­
tion between god and man . It is also an act that defines a political 
community . Only citizens participate in the act and share, on pre­
established principles of distribution, in its benefits .  In so doing 
citizens give and share in a gift that is no longer their own, but the 
gods ' ;  by participating in sacrifice they tacitly indicate their sub­
mission to the community, its rules , and its hierarchies .  Thucydi­
des compares the relation of citizens to their city with that of 
guests at an eranos, a collective meal at which each guest brings a 
share (2 . 43 ) . 49 Jocasta and Menoeceus envision the relation of men 
to wealth, political power, and community on principles that pre­
cisely echo this model of sacrifice; a man ' s  life and wealth belong 
to the city and the gods ( 5 5 5-67,  1 0 1 5- 1 8) .  Ideally, sacrifice is 
organized to conform with both the religious and political organi­
zation of the community and enacts the unity between the two 
realms . As is emphasized in Jocasta ' s  inability to preside at her 
exiled son ' s  wedding,  her mourning garb at the agon between the 
brothers , and the failure to bury Polyneices ,  ritual in the Phoenissae 

48Vellacott I 975 : I 95-98 finds the reference to the Erectheus ironic: the sacrifice 
in that play offers ambiguous help to the country, three daughters (his sole heirs) 
die instead of one, and Erectheus is engulfed in a chasm. The conclusion thus casts 
doubt on Praxithea 's  original patriotic speech (very similar to that of Menoeceus in 
this play) and atypical willingness to sacrifice her child. 

49For a discussion of these issues in the play and parallels with Thucydides ,  see 
de Romilly I 967.  
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is severed from its proper relation to the community, even while 
Menoeceus '  gesture miraculously preserves i t .  

Positive deceptions performed in a ritual context are not unusual 
in Euripides .  In the Iph igenia in Tauris , Orestes and Iphigenia use 
the cult of human sacrifice dedicated to Artemis to escape their 
terrible past and to bring back to Greece a cult of Artemis in which 
human sacrifice is only a memory; here the plot explicitly declares 
inadequate the conclusion offered by Aeschylus '  Oresteia (IT 96 1 -
7 5 )  and provides a novel solution t o  the dilemmas faced by the 
house of Atreus . In both the IT and the Phoenissae the sacrificial 
rite becomes a source of healing .  What appears to be a deviation, 
an arbitrary intervention ,  or  an addition to an already completed 
myth is in fact the origin of salvation. Yet in the earlier play 
Orestes and Iphigenia recreate a sense of community through their 
ritual deception, whereas Menoeceus ' secret gesture emphasizes his 
estrangement from his fellow men. 

Menoeceus '  action substitutes for the deus ex machina traditional 
in late Euripidean drama. Yet, because it comes in the middle of the 
play and not at the end, the audience experiences simultaneously the 
return of the myth to its traditional course and the seemingly 
marginal effects of the sacrifice on the politics of Thebes .  As the 
deliberate actions of the characters finally begin, as in most Greek 
tragedy, to serve rather than undermine a tragic pattern, traditional 
material willfully abandoned in the earlier scenes surprisingly reap­
pears in a new context. The messenger follows his mention of 
Menoeceus '  sacrifice with the shield scene earlier rej ected by Eteo­
cles;  Eteocles ,  in proposing the duel with Polyneices , offers for the 
first time patriotic motives for his belated action ( 1 223-3 5 ) . Creon, 
however questionable his motives ,  finally assumes his traditional 
stance as city defender in banishing Oedipus and in refusing burial to 
Polyneices . Antigone emerges from seclusion to attempt the full 
roster of roles offered her by tradition as well as to undertake with 
Jocasta the mediating role of Aeschylus '  chorus . Yet none of the 
characters seems to act in direct response to Menoeceus '  gesture; we 
do not even know whether the brothers know of it .  And, as if to 
emphasize the incurable state of Theban politics, Euripides closes 
the play with the denial of burial to Polyneices and a departure to 
survival in exile . The difficulty oflocating precisely the effects of the 
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sacrifice on the action has led some scholars to argue that the myth 
finally reaches its expected conclusion by strictly human means .  50 
Yet tragedy never represents human actors as puppets of the divine, 
and the fulfillment of a divine pattern is perceived only after it has 
been achieved .  Oedipus ,  if all his lines are genuine, closes the play 
by recognizing at some length the role played by divine forces in his 
life . 5 1 Tiresias '  prophecy, the thunderbolt of Zeus , and the central 
placement of the Menoeceus episode in a plot in which the charac­
ters have previously threatened to escape their fate seem to argue for 
the power of Menoeceus '  sacrifice to redirect , however myste­
riously, the action to its mythical tradition. 

Menoeceus '  Sacrifice and the Choral Odes 

Menoeceus '  choice to sacrifice himself establishes the single point 
of intersection between the song cycle of the chorus in the first four 
odes and the action of the play . As Menoeceus enters the action of 
the play he also steps out of the action and into a separate world 
established by the choral odes and by Tiresias ' divine command, a 
world that offers a coherent interpretation of his sacrifice. From this 
perspective, Menoeceus ' autochthonous heroism as the last pure 
sown man atones for the violence done to the earth-born dragon at 
Dirce, where Cadmus , seeking water for the sacrifice of a heifer, 
encountered and killed the monster with the help of Athena .  Ares, 
god of war, and Earth, who bore the sown men, both demand a 
reparation for this crime . Menoeceus '  sacrifice must be understood 
in relation to the act that founded Thebes and to the pattern of its 
entire history, which unfolds as a series of violent confrontations 
between the rulers of Thebes, Cadmus and Oedipus,  and a series of 
mythical monsters that are defeated with the help of divine interven-

50See notes I 2  and 42 above. 
51The genuineness of all or part of Oedipus' rhesis at I 595- 1 624 has been ques­

tioned on grounds of textual difficulties and s tyle. But Oedipus' speech is appar­
ently meant to be a subjective interpretation of his experience by an old man 
confined to years of silence and obscurity within the pa lace . For a sympathetic 
treatment of this speech, see Mastronarde I 974: 52 5-26, despite the textual diffi­
culties discussed at 5 26ff. ;  Mellon I 974: 1 28-3 3 ;  and Meredith 1 939 ,  esp. 1 00- 1 0 5 .  
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tions.  The battle between the brothers reenacts that of the Spartoi, 
and Oedipus ' defeat of the Sphinx contrasts with Menoeceus ' sur­
render to the dragon. As Arthur has argued in the most recent and 
detailed treatment of the song cycle of the odes , the lyrics offer an 
interpretation of the chronicle of Thebes, moving gradually from 
prehistory t o  the present, j uxtaposing pas t  and present events ,  and 
discovering significant patterns and parallels between apparently 
unrelated actions . 52 After Menoeceus '  death , however, the women 
of the chorus lose their foreignness and their detachment and be­
come absorbed into the action of the play. 

The Phoenician women describe themselves as offerings (akro­
thinia, 203 ; see 2 1 4- 1 5 ) dedicated to Apollo and hence attuned to 
the language of their god; they anticipate and echo the perspective 
of Apollo ' s  seer Tiresias and the sacrificial role of Menoeceus .  
Throughout the odes a s tructural contrast i s  developed between 
the Apolline world at Delphi and the peaceful era of Thebes' pre­
history, on the one hand, and the world of Ares at Thebes, the 
world in which the chorus is now trapped, on the other. The 
maidens open the parodos by evoking a vision of the world to 
which they intend to go at Delphi, a world of music, dance, and 
perpetual celebration where they will wet their hair with pure 
water and serve their god in an environment of light (222-25 ) . 
There Dionysus is tamed and earth-born dragons are destroyed; 
nature, god, and man live and act in apparent harmony (226- 3 8 ,  
645-75) . Early Thebes i s  also idealized . The walls of the city rose 
to the music of Amphion's  lyre; Cadmus married the divine Har­
monia, or the principle of social unity, at a wedding attended and 
blessed by the gods . 53 Earth gave forth water and fruit to the city,  

52See Arthur 1 972 .  My discussion owes much to her  argument and is therefore 
briefer than it would have been otherwise. Arthur's general thesis is that the odes 
provide the link between the themes of fatherland and family, between the heroics 
of the past and the present disgrace ( 1 64) . The odes develop the theme of the curse 
of civilization that orders and controls all the major  action of the drama ( 1 74) ; the 
play is pessimistic, for violence is incorporated into the founding of the city itself 
( 1 84-85 ) ,  and the defenders of the city are also its destroyers ( 1 82) . Order and 
chaos reach rapprochement only in the environment of ritual control at Delphi 
( 1 69) . Parry 1 978 :  1 66-73 ,  esp. 1 67, argues that s ince the action is so remorseless ly  
focused on realpolitik, the odes  polarize as much as synthesize the different tem­
poral dimensions of the play and what they represent .  

53See Vian 1 963 : 1 42-43 . 
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and the maidens of Thebes once danced for a Dionysus apparently 
untainted by the violent elements of his myth that we know from 
the Bacchae . Even the mention of Semele' s  death by the thunder­
bolt of Zeus is here suppressed . Menoeceus '  sacrifice finds a place 
in this world made by and for the beautiful dances of maidens ,  a 
world of ritual activity and poetic permanence in which violence is 
repressed or given meaning as part of a divinely inspired order. 

In contrast ,  the world of Ares in which the chorus currently 
finds itself, and in which Thebes was previously caught during the 
attack of the Sphinx, is repeatedly called unmusical (78 5 , 79 1 , 807,  
1028) , unproductive of happy maiden songs and dance , and pro­
ductive of lament (784-800, 1 03 3 -42) . 54 The city,  founded at a 
terrible price, always threatens to regress to the mutual slaughter 
or the volatile aspects of autochthony enacted in the original battle 
of the sown men (80 1 - 1 7, 1 296-98) . The sown men are for the 
city a kalliston oneidos ( 82 1 ) ,  a brilliant reproach, a source of glory 
and safety for Thebes in war and a threat to its internal equi­
librium. The land of Thebes itself also persistently threatens to 
avenge the violation of the earth accomplished at its origin . The 
chorus , then, offers a vision of the city 's  history unique among 
extant Theban tragedies ; the city is portrayed as having been 
founded on a unity of opposites , on a tension between violence and 
harmony, to which two kinds of dance and song and ritual perfor­
mances respond. Delphi offers ritual control of violence like that 
represented in the sacrifice of Menoeceus ,  whereas the world of 
Ares represents the uncontrolled mimetic competition of the polit­
ical world. The problems of the Labdacids are absorbed into a 
larger picture of the history of the city itself; the chorus ,  whose 
journey has repeated that of the founder Cadmus to Thebes , 
broadens the relation of the present to the past .  

Aeschylus '  chorus of native women enters the action of the 
Seven to try to prevent Eteocles from fighting his brother, and 
then to lament the bodies of the two brothers , perhaps accom­
panied by Antigone and Ismene. At precisely the same moment in 
the action of the Phoenissae, when the messenger brings the news 

540n the theme of distorted dance and song in the play, see especially Podlecki 
I 962, esp .  3 69-72, and Arthur I 975 : 5 2- 5 3 .  
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of the impending duel between the brothers (but after the death of 
Menoeceus) , the chorus finally adopts the anapests and dochmiacs 
of Antigone ' s  teichoskop ia and the dochmiacs of Aeschylus '  open­
ing chorus and begins to share directly the fears of Antigone and 
Jocasta ( 1 2 84- 1 3 06) . Antigone and Jocasta then assume the role of 
Aeschylus '  chorus ,  attempting to dissuade the brothers from their 
duel, and the Phoenician maidens relapse into silence. They do not 
fulfill their promise to lament the brothers ( 1 3 0 1 -2) , for their 
Aeschylean role has been usurped by Antigone and Oedipus . 55 
Euripides '  chorus seems to function to provide an alternative lyric 
perspective on the action and especially on the sacrifice of Men­
oeceus .  The chorus becomes silent precisely at the moment when, 
as a result of Menoeceus '  death, the action begins to move back 
toward the tradition from which it threatened to deviate and to 
regain the order of myth. The death of Menoeceus makes a tempo­
rary bridge between the action and the odes . After it, as we shall 
see, Antigone expresses in her lyrics some of the poetic ideals 
voiced by the chorus and tries to act in conformity with the kind of 
sacrificial ideal represented by Menoeceus ,  although this time she 
devotes herself to family rather than to state. 

The Role of Antigone 

Both Antigone in the teichoskopia and Aeschylus ' chorus of 
native women use dochmiacs , prayers , and exclamations of fear to 
express their excited reaction to the enemy's  encroachments . Like 
Aeschylus ' chorus and the chorus of Phoenician women, Antigone 
belongs, as she stresses throughout the teichoskop ia ,  in an enclosed 
peaceful realm apart from war and suffering .  All of these women 
have as their primary positive function the performance of ritual 
and prayer (see 1 26 5  and 1 7 5 1 - 5 2  for Antigone ' s  girlhood involve­
ment in ritual) . Like the chorus of Phoenician women, Antigone ' s  
initial perspective on the action is characterized by her  literal 
as well as figurative distance from it, and by her ability to find 

order and brightness in the scene laid out before her. Both Anti-

55See Arthur 1 977=  1 6 5 .  
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gone and the chorus respond with sympathy through a sense of 
kinship to what they see before them; Antigone is full of love for 
her brother, and the Phoenician women see themselves as distant 
kin, through 10, to Thebes . Both are drawn into closer involve­
ment in the action through their fear for the brothers . Like Anti­
gone, Aeschylus '  chorus ,  raising important ritual issues, confronts 
Eteocles to try to dissuade him from meeting his brother at the 
seventh gate. 

When Jocasta hears of the threatened duel between the brothers, 
she deliberately wrenches Antigone from the enclosed virginal 
world of happy choruses and dance for which the Phoenician 
women are destined at Delphi into the unmusical world of Ares 
( 1 264-66) : 

o child Antigone, come out before the house. Not in dances or in 
maiden pursuits does the decree [katastasisJ of the gods advance for 
you now. 

Whereas Menoeceus,  from one perspective, steps into the world of 
the choral odes , Antigone steps from their world into the stage 
action of the drama and takes up the burden of their lyrics . From 
this moment on Antigone explicitly dances to the tune of Ares, not 
to that of Apollo or the benign Dionysus , as a "bacchant of the 
dead" ( I 489-90) . Both Creon ( I 6 36- 3 8) and Oedipus try vig­
orously to persuade Antigone to rejoin the world of virginal con­
temporaries that she has left .  If lines I 747-52  are genuine, Oedipus 
suggests that, rather than accompany him into exile, Antigone 
should show herself to her companions , offer prayers at the gods ' 
altars, or go to the hills of the maenads to find Bromios and the 
untrod haunts (sekos, I 75 I-52 ;  the chorus evokes similar haunts in 
the second stasimon) . 56 But Antigone replies that she has entered 
the world of lament; the offering (charis) of dance that she once 
made in the th iasos of Semele, dressed in a fawnskin on the moun­
tain, is without charis (achariton, without joy or grace, I 75 7) for her 
now. 

Euripides apparently made three important additions to the ver-

56See note 45  above on the text here. 
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sion of the myth given by Aeschylus and probably to that in other 
poets as well: Jocasta ' s  survival through the death of the brothers ; 
Menoeceu s '  sacrifice; and the j oint exile of Oedipus and Antigone 
after the death of the brothers , which comes as an alternative to the 
burial of Polyneices by his sister. 57 These three supplements to the 
literary tradition are the only sources of unambiguously positive 
action and rhetoric in the plot of the Phoen issae .  Jocasta 's argument 
finds fulfillment in Menoeceus '  farewell speech and sacrificial 
death. Antigone finds in Oedipus '  exile an opportunity for heroic 
action, a way to gain a place in the world of poetic kleos, which 
Menoeceus has al ready attained . Exile will be painful for her and 
for Oedipus . But if his prophecy about Colonus is a genuine part 
of the text, as I believe it is, Oedipus will leave behind his igno­
minious concealment in the palace at Thebes to win burial, and 
perhaps by implication a cult in Athens ( I 705-9) , the site of the 
recent heroic sacrifice of Praxithea 's  daughter. 58 The family of 
Oedipus is not simply eliminated, as in Aeschylus , but survives in 
part to find a new role in exile . Oedipus ' disaster may unexpected­
ly become a source of painful opportunity . 

Ironically, Antigone ' s  attempt to follow tradition seems to result 
in the only action of the play that fails to achieve the expected 
outcome, her burial of Polyneices . 59 This naive and sheltered girl 
lacks the disposition requisite to fulfill her Sophoclean (and per­
haps Aeschylean) role; she decides to bury Polyneices as a result of 
his request ( I 447-50) ,  not as a result of her own heroic inspiration. 

Her initial reaction to the fatal duel of the brothers is a sense of 

57Robert 1 9 1 5 :  I ,  444-45 argues that  Euripides invents Antigone's accompani­
ment of her father into exile. Conacher 1 967a: 229 thinks that Euripides also 
invented the sympathetic Polyneices and Oedipus ' presence in Thebes during the 
siege. Both choices undercut the clarities of the Aeschylean plot .  

58There an: no impressive textual or literary reasons for excising 1 705-9.  
Oedipus does not contradict his position in 1 687 ,  for he has now decided to accept 
Antigone' s  offer and go into exile. There are parallels (Eurytus in the Heracleidae 
and Polymestor in the Hecuba) for human beings making the dramatic prophecies 
usually reserved for gods on the machine (in this case the play has no such deus) . 
For a good discussion see Mastronardc 1 974: 5 3 8-39 .  

Oedipus' cult at Colonus was  known to the  audience, which would probably 
assume that burial in Athens would include Oedipus' future worship as a hero 
there. 

59See note 44 above. 



Ritual Irony 

abandonment over the loss of her promised marriage to Haimon 
( 1 43 6-3 7) .  Sophocles ' heroine sternly reserves for her final exit her 
regrets concerning marriage. When Euripides ' Antigone tries to 
act on a heroic model, the result is forceful but rather grotesque. 
After Creon thwarts her plan to bury Polyneices , she threatens to 
become a Danaid on her wedding night with Haimon ( 1 675 ) .  
Antigone's  song of lament i s  called a mousopolon stonachan ( a  lament 
serving the Muses , 1 499) . 60 Commentators have remarked on the 
phrase, for the Muses traditionally have little to do with the world 
of lament and death . Yet this paradoxical phrase almost perfectly 
reflects Antigone ' s  attempt to combine the bright vision of her 
past with her new role of lament . She appears to try to step to the 
tune of the choral odes in a world out of tune with her intent .  

Yet, like Menoeceus ,  Antigone cannot bridge the gap between 
the world of Apollo and the world of Ares . Thebes rejects her 
awkward, if moving,  attempt at heroism. Deprived of her tradi­
tional role and her earlier participation in the ritual life of Thebes, 
she persists in pursuing a second-best choice and a meaningful, 
more feminine destiny in her devotion to kin and private life.  She 
determines to sacrifice herself and her marriage by accompanying 
her father into exile . I use the word sacrifice here to underline the 
symmetry, noticed by previous critics , between the actions of 
Antigone and Menoeceus . 61 

The end of the play, even aside from its severe textual problems , 
makes interpretation of Antigone' s  role particularly difficult . Anti­
gone and Oedipus sing past each other, and at cross purposes . The 
babbling old man has no interest in his daughter ' s  attempts at 
heroics . 62 He is preoccupied with the dark world of the past, the 
family curse and the glory of his old encounter with the Sphinx 
( 1 728-3 1 ) ,  a glory already shown by the chorus to have been 
undercut by his later unwitting crimes . Oedipus thinks Antigone ' s  
choice to accompany him into exile is a ischra (shameful, 1 69 I )  for a 
virgin . Antigone is impatient with her father ' s  reminiscences about 

60See Paley I S SO ad loco on this phrase ( "for, as explained on Medea I 90, the 
Greeks seem to have regarded poetry , mousa, alien from grief and accordant only 
with joy") and my discussion of these issues in the Heracles chapter. 

61 See esp. Rawson I 970: I 23 and Garzya I 962 :  I 04 . 
620n Oedipus'  character here, see esp. Mellon I 974: I 28-3 3 .  
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the Sphinx ( 1 73 2-3 3 )  and insists that her choice of solitary lament 
and exile is gennaia (noble, 1 692 ;  see also 1 680) .  Although Oedipus 
finally accepts Antigone ' s  company in exile, he seems to contest 
her choice to the end. Furthermore, both Polyneices and Me­
noeceus have disparaged exile as a mode of life ( 3 8 8-407, 1 003 - 5 ) . 
The Phoenician maidens ,  on the other hand, look forward to serv­
ing Apollo in exile, and the j ourney from their homeland has 
reestablished for them the historical past and a sense of kinship 
with the Thebans. Antigone also chooses a life of exile and of 
reliving with Oedipus her city 's  past .  

The play opens with the old Pedagogue helping Antigone 
mount up to a high vantage point from which to view the be­
siegers . This image of old leading young perhaps suggests a rever­
sal of the proper sequence and function of the generations through­
out the play. Later the blind Tiresias is led onstage from Athens by 
a daughter hitherto unknown in the dramatic tradition (elsewhere 
he is accompanied by a boy or, as in the Bacchae, walks alone) . The 
play closes with a third image of old man and young girl; this time 
Antigone leads her father to Athens . Again the visual repetition 
may hint at the appropriate reordering of the disordered genera­
tions of the house of La ius reached at the end of the play; the young 
lead the old, and Oedipus and Antigone retrace the steps of Tiresi­
as and his daughter to Athens .  

Through the contrapuntal relation established between the ac­
tion and the odes , Eurip ides opens an immense gap between the 
individual and the collective experience, between self-interest and 
the needs of the polis . The chorus and Tiresias '  prophecy empha­
size the roles of earth and her monsters , an intimate connection 
between culture and nature. Hence the chorus sees the confronta­
tion between the brothers as one between two beasts ( 1 296) . 63 In 
the action, this language of poetry and prophecy is at first in­
comprehensible. Jocasta hears that Polyneices won his marriage to 
one of the daughters of Adrastus because of an oracle that pre­
dicted a confrontation between a lion and a boar (408- 1 I ) .  The 

63Conacher 1 967a: 248 notes the parallel between the brothers and the other 
Theban monsters here. Arthur 1 975 : 89  and Burian in Burian and Swann 1 98 1 :  1 4  
view a s  ironic the naming of the brothers a s  beasts . I n  my view the reference 
underlines their final absorption into Theban myth. 
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prophecy was fulfilled by Polyneices and Tydeus .  When hearing 
this story, Jocasta, despite her family history, remarks in puzzle­
ment (4 1 2) :  "What does the name of beasts have to do with you, 
child?" In the same scene she is unable to make her sons view their 
situation in relation to the needs of the city. Until Menoeceus '  
sacrifice the action develops a s  i f  the past had n o  easily determined 
relation to the present. Only Jocasta, Menoeceus,  the foreign cho­
rus , and, later, Antigone and Oedipus can speak with the voice of 
the city, a voice in tune with history and myth. 

In this play it is primarily the voices of women, of the very 
young and the very old, of those who stand outside or above the 
passions of politics ,  that remain in tune with the patterns of con­
tinuity in city and family life .  They allow themselves in the face of 
an apparently resistant reality to be educated and directed by myth 
and ritual .  The women in the chorus of the Electra , who are on 
their way to a festival of Hera, adopt a similar stance when they 
assert the therapeutic power of terrible myths even at a moment 
when such myths seem to stand little chance of being confirmed in 
reality (they doubt that the sun changed its course over Thyestes ' 
adultery; see Electra 73 7-46) . Whereas Creon, Eteocles ,  and Poly­
neices seem to fulfill their destinies largely through passion, 
Jocasta , Menoeceus,  Antigone, Oedipus,  and the chorus all look 
beyond the moment toward the gods, heroic action ,  the past ,  and 
the future . Jocasta in her prologue and in her speech in the agon 
looks back to the founding of the city, and through the present to 
the larger patterns that link human life to nature and the gods . 
Menoeceus is willing to view his life completely in relation to that 
of the city and its history. Oedipus insists on reviewing his past 
and on understanding his destiny as part of a divine pattern. Anti­
gone, the bright-eyed visionary of the teichoskop ia ,  moves awk­
wardly but insistently to a selfless commitment to her natal family, 
which takes her away from marriage, her childhood companions , 
and her city .  The Phoenician maidens dedicate themselves to 
Apollo and to a life of celebrating myth in a foreign land through 
dance, song, and prayer in honor of the gods . Their vision does 
not deny that the forces for continuity and for violent disharmony 
in a community are continually held in a precarious balance. Their 
poetry has a sacrificial perspective.  Hence it finds meaning in Me-
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noeceus '  sacrifice, in a ritual that puts violence in a comprehensible 
context and transfers the ultimate responsibility for that violence 
into divine hands.  For these virgins the act of Menoeceus produces 
a wish to bear children in his image ( I 060-6 I ) .  If they can do so ,  
and we have no reason to suppose otherwise, the death of Me­
noeceus leaves a heroic mark on the future . 64 

Herodotus recounts a series of stories in which a culture is seen 
to survive through women . 65 Women, even in exile and married 
to foreign husbands , imbue their children so strongly with the 
culture of their birth that the children remain more their own than 
those of their conquerors . At the price of exile, the lyric vision of 
the chorus and of Antigone moves beyond the boundaries of 
Thebes to Delphi and Athens ,  where ritual (there is no reference to 
politics in the mention of these places) has brought violence under 
control for the community . 

In Aeschylus' Oresteia, the political and religious life of a city 
evolve together, although the final play separates the religious and 
secular realms and places the enforcement of justi ce in the male 
political sphere. For Euripides in the Phoenissae hope seems to lie 
outside politics in the same religious sphere (Delphi, burial in Ath­
ens) he is so often accused of condemning .  Menoeceus '  sacrifice 
will not cure the rotten politics of Thebes in any obvious sense, 
although his action sets the myth on course and temporarily en­
sures the safety of the city. For power is left in the hands of a leader 
whose patriotism is suspect, and the sacrifice of Menoeceus ,  hardly 

acknowledged by Thebes , remains primarily a source of grief to 
his father. Creon is not consoled by the kleos of his son; and his 
son, unlike some other sacrificial victims, did not act for public 
recognition. Ironically, the sacrifice that promises to affect the 
future is less that of Menoeceus than the private gesture for family 
made by Antigone. From the perspective of any one scene in the 
play, the search for salvation and a larger historical and divine 
pattern in events ,  like that presented in the odes, seems vain . This 

64Kranz 1 93 3 :  2 56-6 1  argues that because a virgin hierodollios cannot have chil­
dren, this wish of the chorus makes no sense. The rules concerning virginity in 
Greek cult are far too complex for such an assumption, however. Sec Goossens 
1 962:  6 1 8  on the irony of bearing children to become sacrificial victims .  

65For a treatment of these issues, see Dewald 1 9 8  I .  



Ritual I rony 

impression is increased,  no doubt deliberately, b y  the plethora of 
characters , the  lack of alignment in the generations , and the redun­

dant, rando m ,  or antimythical actions of the play . Yet ultimately 

the events of the play reveal a surprising logic and a choice, by 

those who depart from the city , for survival,  for a destiny ulti­

mately allied with ritual performance or  a p rivate devotion to kin 
and with a commemoration of the past in son g .  Many critics have 

seen in the Phoenissae (probably performed in 4 1 0) important links 

with contemporary A thenian politics : the recent return of the con­

troversial Alcibiades fro m  exile, the attempted mediations of 

Theramenes,  the self-seeking and destructive factionalism of 

oligarchs and democrats . 66 Perhaps Thebes ' miraculous survival  in 
despite of its leadership reflects Euripides ' own awe at A thens '  

continuing escape fro m  destruction in the  face of both internal and 

external violence and disruption . 

As Goossens remarks o f Menoeceu s '  sacrifice, "In relation to the 

Heracleidae and the Erectheus, there is a kind of terrible p rogres sion 

in the acceptance, in the poet ' s  consciousnes s ,  of human sacrifice as 
told in the old legends becoming the symbol of the demands of 

patriotism "  (my translation) . 67 Certainly Menoeceus '  death is p re­

sented as a cruel and ideally unnecessary one.  Human sacrifice is 
clearly only a legendary and l iterary cure for the evils of political 
life .  Yet when Euripides invents the human sacrifice of Menoeceus 

to redirect his sick plot to the outcome p rescribed b y  tradition,  he 
seems to make a marginal gesture o f  confidence in ritual and in the 
poetry that incorporates this sacrificial cure. 

66For the most extensive discussions of the play in relation to contemporary 
politics , see Goossens 1 962: 602-9 and de Romilly 1 967.  

67Goossens I 962 :  6 I 7 . 

[ 1 4 6 ] 
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The peripety of the Heracles begins with a purificatory ritual that 
becomes a perverted sacrifice in which the divinely maddened hero 
destroys his own wife and children. The language of the play 
represents Heracles '  crime not only as a perverted sacrifice but also 
as a monstrous agon and as a terrifying unmusical song or Di­
onysiac ritual. The failure of the sacrificial ritual succinctly ex­
presses a crisis in the relations between gods and men; the per­
verted agon , a shattering of the relation between hero and com­
munity; and the unmusical Dionysiac song and dance, a disruption 
of the relation between singer and heroic subj ect without which 
choral celebration cannot proceed . 1 

As I argued in Chapter I ,  sacrifice, agon, and festal molpe (includ­
ing dance, song, and, for Dionysiac festivals , drama) are funda­
mental to the conduct of Greek public life .  All of these ritual forms 
function to unite men in a community, to define man ' s  relation to 
the gods, and to control and contain violence internal to a commu­
nity . Pollution sacrifice such as that initiated by Heracles in this 

A shorter version of this chapter was originally presented at a workshop on 
problems in Euripides in Victoria, British Columbia, in October I 97 8 .  I wish to 
thank the participants in the seminar, the commentator, M. J .  Cropp, and the 
organizer of the workshop, Professor S. E. Scully, for their comments . 

IArrowsmith 1 954 :  I 4 I - 5 6  and, more briefly, Bond 1 9 8 I take note of the 
Dionysiac and athletic imagery used here but do not offer an interpretation of i t .  
(See also Zeitlin 1 97oa : 1 02 on the Dionysiac imagery . )  Girard 1 977: 3 9-4 I ,  44,  
and 47 is the only critic I have found who tries to explain the failed sacrifice. 

[ 1 4 7 ] 
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play is a form of justice by which gods purify a murderer and/ or 
his environment of the effects of violence and define and re­
establish his relation to his society . 

Similarly, Heracles ' agones, the agones of war, and the Greek 
athletic agones ideally use physical force and competition in the 
service of civilization, not to undermine it as in this play . 2  The 
victor in a fifth-century agon might approach a near-divine status at 
the moment of victory, but he must perform his feat in accordance 
with the regulations of his pol is and for its benefit and glory as well 
as his own. Epinician poetry, mediating between victor and com­
munity, used the victor's success to create communal bonds . 3  Ath­
letic games may originally have been performed, like the games 
for Patroclus in Iliad 2 3 ,  as part of a funerary ritual for heroes that 
revitalized the community after an important loss . Meuli and 
Gernet, however, see affinities between justice and the games . 4  
The former argues that the games originated in duels to determine 
for the community the party responsible for a third party ' s  death; 
the violent combat forestalled further revenge. The latter less spec­
ulatively emphasizes the similarities between legal procedures and 
those of the Homeric games . Both views reflect a general co­
herence of archaic culture; indeed, agones, pollution sacrifice, and 
in addition all poetry that offers praise and blame can be compared 

with other means of dispensing justice. 
Festivals in honor of the gods suspend the hierarchies and limits 

imposed on citizens in everyday life . :; The result, as Plato suggests 
at Laws 6 S 3 d, is a temporary release of potentially dangerous ten­
sions and frictions.  Tragic poets used Dionysiac rituals in particu-

2See Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  1 49-5 8  and Bilinski 1 979. Both dance and agonistic contest 
fit the structural model Rudhardt proposes for sacrifice (see Chapter I ) . For the 
correspondence between the cult of athletes and the cult of heroes ,  especially those 
of Heracles, see Fontenrose I 968  and Crotty I 982 :  Chap. 4 .  

The term agon i s ,  of course, a complex one,  meaning not only a labor or contest 
of many kinds but also a struggle, battle, trial, assembly, speech, and so on.  All 
these meanings ultimately come into play here as Heracles ' struggles turn from 
physical to mental and  verbal .  

3See Crotty I 982 ,  esp. chap.  2 ,  on the epinician poet's mediating role between 
victor and community. 

4See Meuli I 94 I  and Gernet I 9 5 5 :  9- I 8 . 
5For a more detailed discussion of festival in Greek city life, see Chapter 5 .  
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lar to symbolize the dangers inherent in this festal context . 6 Here 
the boundaries between god, man, and nature dissolve; but the 
resulting collective ecstasy may suddenly erupt into bestial revenge 
and kin murder. Greek drama, too, essentially entailed Dionysiac 
ritual performed in a civic context .  Comedy celebrated the festal 
state with outrageous license and satire, but with a view to restor­
ing social justice and fertility . Tragedy presented and interpreted 
the myths of a Panhellenic past for a democratic society in Athens;  
but the plays control and in fact ritualize their m ovement to vio­
lence, social inversion, and disorder . In both genres a new form of 
praise and hence of communal solidarity emerges from festal in­
version or tragic disaster . 

Why does Euripides make the central moment of the Heracles a 
ritual crisis of spectacular proportions? And how can an explora­
tion of this question help interpret a play that has deeply puzzled 
critics for its radical shifts and disjunctions in the action, in the 
views adopted of the gods , and in the character of the hero 
himself? 

The Iph igenia in Aul is and the Phoen issae involved sacrificial ac­
tions in which ritual offered a "cure" for a social crisis , as well as 
creating a bridge between odes and action ,  that is, between myth 
and tradition and the corrupt politics of Greece or  Thebes . In the 
Heracles and the Bacchae the use of the sacrifici al motif is more 
complex : first ,  a perversion of ritual results in unintentional kin 
murder; second, the sacrificial crisis is absorbed into a larger ritual 
crisis ,  which itself includes a perversion of agon, of festal molpe, 
and of the poetic tradition itself. In the Hemcles the choral odes no 
longer serve largely to create a counterpoint with the action.  In­
stead, the events of the suppliant action and then of the peripety 
directly j eopardize the stance adopted by the chorus toward Hera­
cles and the gods . The meanings of sacrificial ritual, of Heracles ' 
labors, and of the encomiastic songs of the chorus stand and fall 
together. The chorus (and to a lesser extent the characters) evokes 
a pretragic hymnic and epinician tradition; throughout the sup­
pliant action it struggles to praise and find hope in the absent 

6See esp. Detienne 1 979a: chaps .  3 and 4 and Segal 1 978a for the fundamentally 
anticultural nature of such Dionysiac festival. 
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Heracles .  The peripety silences this poetry of praise, for if the gods 
are irrational and unjust  and the hero cannot be celebrated, choral 
poetry loses its function.  I t  is left to Theseus and Heracles to find 
the environment and the terms on which the hero can survive and 
continue to win honor and praise. 

The Heracles also raises with particular directness social and artis­
tic questions central to all Greek tragedy . First, how can the heroic 
arete of a Heracles be celebrated in an Athenian context? The crazed 
Heracles of the peripety can be said to represent a whole class of 
epic heroes whose violent achievement of kleos (fame) comes ulti­
mately at the cost of their family ' s  or community ' s  survival . What 
place can such firebrands command in a fifth-century democracy, 
in which ideally the exploits of the individual contribute to the 
glory and survival of the group? What relation have the sufferings 
and disasters of such titanic creatures to those of ordinary mortals? 
In the Heracles Euripides systematically confronts almost the entire 
earlier tradition on Heracles and the contradictions it poses for a 
Thebes that finds no place for the hero . 7  Yet finally only Athens 
and tragedy, with its emphasis on sacrifice, violence, and suffer­
ing, can rescue Heracles from the "death" and anachronism with 
which he is threatened in the earlier scenes and create an untradi­
tional spiritualized hero equal to the mutability of human life and 
valuable for the Athenian polis .  

At Poetics 1 448b- I 449b Aristotle implies that tragedy descends 
from or logically succeeds encomium. 8 Poets were originally of 
two kinds : the serious poets who represented the deeds of noble 
men and who wrote hymns and engkomia (praise poems) , and 
those who preferred psogoi (blame poems) and the representation 
of the deeds of inferior men . Epic and tragedy were successors to 
or descended from the first group, and iambic satire, the Margites, 
and comedy from the second group . The connection between en­
comium and tragedy is not immediately obvious .  Yet, as we shall 
see, it does begin to explain why the peripety of the Heracles should 

7My argument is ,  though from an entirely different point of view, comparable 
to that of Wilamowitz I 89 5 ,  who interpreted the play as questioning the tradition 
about Heracles .  He, however, originally saw Euripides as attacking Heracles' 
"Dorian" heroism .  

SOn the limits of this formulation s ee  Nagy I 979 : 2 5 3 -64. 
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entail the perversion of the encomiastic poetry of the suppliant 
action, and why the final scenes make a point of instituting honors 
for the humiliated hero in a new social context. 

Our discussion of the Heracles will examine in succession the 
ritual and poetic crises of the play and the social , artistic, and 
psychological implications of each. 

In the peripety Hera interrupts Heracles '  pollution sacrifice, de­
nies purification and hence j ustice to the hero, and stains him 
instead with a new miasma (pollution) . In the concluding scenes, 
however, Theseus ignores the pollution that Heracles has acquired 
in the "sacrifice" of his wife and sons, offers to purify the hero , 
and promises to honor him perpetually with the sacrifices of hero 
cult .  Ritual performance continues , but apparently without re­
course to an Olympian superstructure. Heracles accepts his full 
dependence on other men rather than on himself and the divine; 
the slaughter of the children in place of animal victims ultimately 
allows the substitution of Theseus and the Athenian community as 
Heracles '  heirs . 

In the peripety Heracles ' civilizing agones also become destruc­
tive to those whom they were meant to protect . The hero ' s  first 
reactions upon awakening from his madness are to reject the labors 
and contemplate suicide. Again, Theseus finds a new context for 
Heracles '  glorious agones and his heroic powers in Athens .  In com­
ing to terms with his weapons and his painful past, Heracles pro­
vides suitable closure for a mode of civilizing violence, his labors,  
for which a world now tamed has no further use. 

Finally, poetic kleos itself enters the cycle by falling,  like Hera­
cles, victim to itself. By momentarily denying in the peripety its 
own capacity to praise any version of Heracles offered by the 
poetic tradition, Euripides '  poetry ultimately amplifies its capacity 
to me moralize in an Athenian context a now transformed heroism. 
Paradoxically the ritual crisis itself becomes a cure for an anarchy 
that sets man against man and man against god. Sacrifice, agon, 
poetry, and the whole festal context reconstitute themselves by the 
end of the play and harness violence on all levels . The mysteries of 
ritual become by association the mysteries of poetry, so that the 
profound cultural values violated in the peripety can regenerate 
themselves .  The Heracles (like the Bacchae) thus contains an implicit 
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recognition that tragedy derives from and serves ritual; tragic reso­
lutions are achieved through ritual , and tragic heroes are made 
through sacrifice. 

The Ritual Crisis 

At the beginning of the play Heracles is reported to be in the 
underworld performing his final labor, the abduction of the dog 
Cerberus from Hades . Euripides here apparently changes the tradi­
tional order of the myth, putting the murder of the children after, 
not before, the labors . 9 In his absence the tyrant Lycus has usurped 
the government of a faction-ridden Thebes and has decided to 
confirm his rule by eliminating the family of Heracles .  Heracles ' 
family, his father, wife ,  and three male children, have taken refuge 
at the altar of the temple of Zeus Soter (48) . The situation for the 
family seems hopeless .  Megara, Heracles ' wife, eventually per­
suades his father, Amphitryon, to abandon hope and accept death 
nobly . The family leaves the altar; Megara dresses the children in 
the garments of death ( 3 29) and addresses them as sacrifices ( ta 
thumata) about to be made to Hades (45 3 ) .  At this moment Hera­
des returns from the underworld as a savior whom Megara de­
scribes as not inferior to Zeus ( 52 1 -22) . He removes the chaplets 
of death from the children ' s  heads ( 5 62) and bids farewell to his 
labors ( 575 ) . He kills Lycus, apparently bringing the rescue plot to 
a happy conclusion.  

Heracles then undertakes to purify himself and the house of the 
slaughter he has j us t  performed (922) . 1 0 The h iera katharsia (pu­
rification sacrifices 922-23 )  are prepared; the basket is carried 

9It is important to remember that in this play Heracles ' labors are essentially 
over. For previous treatments of the Heracles myth and Euripides ' probable inno­
vations , see esp. Hendrickson 1 929. Arrowsmith 1 954 :  app. B. Wilamowitz 1 9 5 9  
( 1 89 5 ) :  I I ,  1 - 1 07, and, more generally, Galinsky 1 972 . Bond 1 98 1 :  xxviii-xxx 
notes in disagreement with Wilamowitz that the evidence concerning the timing of 
the murder of the children in the tradition before Euripides is late and s lim.  
Nevertheless ,  I strongly suspect that Wilamowitz is right .  

IOBond 1 98 1 :  3 1 1 - 1 2  also assumes that both the house and Herades would have 
been polluted by Lycus '  corpse. He doubts that miasma would have resulted from 
such a lawful killing .  
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around in propitious silence . Herades is about to carry the torch in 
his right hand and dip it into the lustral waters (928-29) . At this 
moment he abruptly begins to go mad (see also I I 44-4 5  for em­
phasis on the ritual moment at which the madness took Hera­
des) . 1 1  The mad hero asks that the waters be poured out and the 

I I Bond 1 98 1 :  308 , 3 10 (see also 3 1 8  on line 995) and Moulinier 1 952 :  8 8  share my 
assumption that Heracles '  purification ritual is a full sacrificial procedure with 
animal victims,  rather than a purification with fire and water l ike that performed 
by Odysseus when he purifies his house in the Odyssey . Wilamowitz 1 959 ( 1 895 ) :  
I I I ,  207 apparently interpreted these preliminaries as the whole purification cere­
mony. As Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  270 points out, evidence on the procedures in purifica­
tion sacrifice comes almost exclusively from literature and art, and is thus difficult 
to evaluate. (See also Moulinier: 87-94 . )  In Greek tragedy the other important 
purifications of an individual and place polluted by murder involve the use of 
blood, or blood in addition to fire. Apollo in the Eumenides purifies Orestes with 
pig 's  blood (282-83 ) ,  as does Zeus a murderer in an Aeschylean instance cited by 
Eustathius (ad n .  1 1 8 3 ,  1

'
8 ;  see also Medea' s  purification of Jason in Apollonius 

Rhodius 4.  705-7) . But these two tragic rites are performed by deities . In Eu­
ripides ' IT Iphigenia plans to purify the strangers and the temple with both lambs 
( 1 223-24) and fire ( 1 224, 1 3 3  1-32 ) ;  thus the only close tragic parallel is one in 
which animal sacrifice is part of the procedure (phonoi phonon / musaroll eknipso, 
1 223-24) . In the Heracles the term h iera . . .  katharsia (922-23)  could be interpreted 
to include animal victims (see IT 1 224-25 ,  where, after the lambs are mentioned, 
Iphigenia brings the katharsia in addition to the fire of torches) . Philo stratus 2 . 23 
describes a painting derived from the scene in the Heracles, showing baskets, 
basins ,  grain, firewood, and a sacrificial bull , as well as an altar heaped with dead 
children . The preliminary s teps taken here are identical to those preceding animal 
sacrifices (see, for example, Aristophanes Peace 956- 1 0 1 7) ,  and they are most 
easily understood as a shorthand way of indicating that an animal sacrifice is about 
to take place (especially given the presence of the basket, which would have no 
role in a rite confined to fire and water) . In addition , the symmetrical shift from an 
animal to a human victim is the rule in tragic sacrifices (see Agamemnon and 
Euripides ' Electra, IT, lA-in reverse-and Andromache) . Rituals of purification in 
Greek literature involving fire or fire and sulphur only-for example, Odyssey 
22. 48 1-94 (fire and sulphur) , Helell 865-72 (fire and sulphur) , and IT 1 2 1 6  (fire)­
generally refer to the purification of a place rather than of a person.  If this were the 
case in the Heracles, it would make no difference to my later argument about the 
failure of the sacrifice, which becomes a human "sacrifice" that pollutes Heracles, 
not his house (note Heracles' later fear of his own miasma before Theseus) ,  but it 
would suggest that Heracles himself (rather than his house) is not polluted by the 
murder of Lycus . The text, however, provides insufficient detail . 

Although Greek propitiatory rituals frequently involved sacrifices or offerings 
to non-Olympian deities (as in Sophocles ' OC 466-92 ) ,  a fact emphasized by 
many religious historians (see Stengel 1 920, esp.  I 2off. ,  or Rohde 1 9 2 5 :  2 1 4  n. 
1 68 ) ,  the major  tragedy passages dealing with ritual purification of an individual 
for murder involve Olympian deities (Apollo, Artemis, Zeus) . Here the sacrifice is 
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baskets thrown away (94 1 ) . The recent killing of Lycus seems to 
suggest the killing of another tyrant deserving of revenge, Eu­
rystheus , the man for whom Heracles was forced to commit his 
violent labors (93 6-40) . Thinking he is killing the children of Eu­
rystheus ,  Heracles proceeds to " sacrifice" the sons whom he has 
just preserved from the same fate; he kills the second son as the 
child departs the altar to supplicate his father. Finally (994-95 ) : 

OEVTCQOV oi natO ' EAWV, 
XWQEt TQt-cOV ()VJl'  w� ema(jJa�wv OVOtv. 

His second son taken, he rushed to add a third sacrificial victim to 
the other two . 

The killing of the children is described not only as a sacrifice but 
as a final terrible agon ( I 229:  "Theseus ,  have you seen the agon of 
my children?" See also the ironic teknon . . .  ekponeso thanaton at 
5 80-8 I ) . 1 2 Heracles the kallin ikos (victorious) destroys the vic­
torious crown of his life, his children (ton kallipa ida stephanon, 8 3 9 ;  

compare 3 5 5-56 ,  stephanoma mochthiin , of Heracles '  labors) . The 
mad Heracles shakes his head like a racer at the starting gates (867) . 

He mounts an imaginary chariot in an attack on Mycenae (943-49) 
and celebrates a victory feast in his own honor at Megara (9 5 5 - 5 7) . 

Thinking he is at the Isthmus, he then wrestles with no one and 
declares himself victor (96 I -62) . Heracles must become one of the 
beasts he has fought for so long (869-70) . Lyssa ' s  maddening of 
the hero is also described as an athletic contest and an agon . She 
runs races against him (863 ) . More ironic s till , the term agon is later 
applied to Hera ' s  action against Heracles ( I I 9 I  and I 3 I I - I 2) . 

Finally, Heracles ' murder of the children is described as a per-

made on the raised Olympian altar of Zeus , under which one of Heracles ' sons 
cowers like a bird (see hOmos at 927 and 974, bomia at 984 ,  and eschara at 922;  on 
eschara see Rudhardt: 270) . Fictional purification sacrifices may well have borne 
little precise relation to actual practices , and we must interpret them accordingly.  
For example, there is no evidence, except in one vase painting probably influenced 
by Aeschylus' Eumenides, that purification with pig's blood was actually practiced 
at Delphi in the classical period .  On this point see Moulinier I 9 5 2 :  8 8-89 and Dyer 
I 969· 

1 20n the potential irony here, see Bond I 9 8 I ad loc. On the use of the term agon 
in the play, see Bond on line I I 89 .  
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verted song and dance ( 8 7 1 )  and as a corrupt Bacchic ritual ( 89 1-
95 ,  899, 1 0 8 5 ) .  Lyssa institutes a dance without kettledrums or 
thyrsus ( 89 1-92) in order to kill the beautiful chorus (choros de 
kallimorphos, 925 )  of Heracles '  children . Heracles becomes a Bac­
chus of Hades ( 1  I I 9) . He pants and bellows like a bull ( 869-70) ,  
the animal most associated with Dionysus . The sacrificial libations 
of wine become the outpourings of bloody pollution ( 894-95) .  
Hera is finally left t o  dance alone ( 1 303-4, although the text is 
difficult) , while the chorus laments and then falls silent .  

The Perverted Sacrifice 

After his slaughter of the suitors in the Odyssey, Odysseus pu­
rifies his house with fire and sulphur. 1 3 The gods s tand behind his 
ritual . In the final book Athena s teps in to protect Odysseus from 
the consequences of his  justified revenge. Peace is made with the 
families of the suitors . The gods honor those who honor them. At 
the close of the suppliant action of the Heracles the chorus expects a 
similar outcome for the hero . 1 4 A perfectly sane Heracles has ex-

1 3Purification sacrifices alone rarely suffice in tragedy to deal with the problem 
of miasma . Theseus' offer to Heracles in this play seems remarkable, although the 
question of potential miasma is simply ignored in such plays as Sophocles ' Electra . 
In the Odyssey the necessity for Athena's appearance to save the hero from the 
relatives of the suitors suggests even here that the ritual is only a partial solution to 
the problem.  

1 4Burnett 1 97 1 :  1 59-67 argues that  the suppliant action in the Heracles is uncon­
ventional :  the characters lose faith in the gods, dress in black (not suppliant white) , 
leave the altar voluntarily, and look to secular sources of survival . The champion 
of the state acts against, not for,  the suppliants .  Heracles is justly punished by the 
gods because he has become too godlike and acts to replace the gods as a savior of 
men. Strohm 1 9 5 T  55 ff. comments further on the atypical relation of the agon 
(debate) between Lycus and A mphitryon and the suppliant action; Amphitryon 
does not make a plea to Lycus . No one in fact refers to the altar as a source of 
asylum. Strohm argues that as the concern of the suppliant in Euripides becomes 
more personal, emphasis on the religious importance of the altar and on asylum 
decreases . A further anomaly occurs in the final scenes, where, after the original 
suppliant action, Theseus responds to Heracles ' new dilemma by acting as a strict­
ly human savior to the hero . Zeitlin 1 970a : 1 5 7- 58 notes also the unusual use of a 
false suppliant action to lure Lycus to death (7 1 5) and the mad Heracles' rejection 
of his children as suppliants, thus accomplishing Lycus' intent at 60 1-2 .  

Although the  exact conventions of suppliancy a re  more difficult to determine 
than is usually supposed, these critics seem correct in drawing attention to the 
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acted a justified revenge from the murderous usurper Lycus and 
possibly also from a number of the guilty Thebans ; he acts de­
cisively yet remains attentive to Amphitryon' s  advice ( 5 8 5-86) . 1 5 
The chorus reacts with a song celebrating renewed confidence in a 
just universe (73 4-8 1 4) .  The gods do care for men. Heracles is the 
son of Zeus . 

Like Odysseus , Heracles initiates a correct ritual appeal to the 
gods to purify himself and his house. As a form of justice, pollu­
tion sacrifice serves to remove the stain acquired in the shedding of 
human blood and to reincorporate the murderer into his commu­
nity . 1 6  Taking advantage of the moment of ritual communication, 
the goddess here offers in place of justice and purification a long­
meditated revenge. (Note the ironic contrast between Heracles ' 
labors as a form of purification at 2 5 5  and his new pollution at 
1 2 8 3-84 . )  

An Oxyrynchus papyrus says that for showing Heracles going 
mad in a play at the Dionysia Euripides was prosecuted (by Cleon) 
for impiety. 1 7 Although the story is almost certainly apocryphal, it 
apparently records ancient dissatisfaction with the treatment of 
Heracles in this play. The moment is indeed shocking.  Sacrifice 
establishes the division between god and man, delineates a man's  
relation to his  community, and, in a pollution sacrifice, makes god 
in part  responsible for human violence . In the sacrificial crisis of 
the Heracles all these functions of sacrifice come into play , raising 
multiple questions about the ritual itself and about the relations 
among god, man, and community established through the rite . 
Euripides typically provides several possible answers to those 
questions , and none remains certain . 

unconventional nature of the suppliant action here and to the play's reliance on a 
human savior; the unusual suppliant action corresponds with the unusual relation 
between men and gods developed throughout the drama. Yet we should recall, in 
relation to Burnett ' s  tenuous argument that Heracles' family is justly punished for 
its lack of faith in the gods here, that the human intermediary is always the decisive 
factor in suppliant actions, and that the chorus, at least temporarily, continues to 
find in Heracles ' successful return and vengeance evidence of divine support (see 
Zeitlin 1 970a : 3 60) . 

I SOn the question of Heracles ' revenge on Thebans other than Lycus , see Bond 
198 1 on 604f£ The text is unclear. 

1 6See note I I above. 
1 7POxy 2400, vol .  24, I 07-9, lines 1 O- I 4 . 
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Iris , in offering justification for Hera 's  maddening of Herades , 
implies that Herades has overstepped the limits that separate the 
divine from the human . He has made the gods nothing (theoi men 
oudamou,  84 1 ) .  In other words , he threatens the gods' time from 
men (honor expressed through prayer and sacrifice) . 1 8 Surprising­
ly, even the gods themselves need the powers of the hero , for 
Herades has fought on the side of the gods against the giants and 
shared in their victory celebrations ( 1 78-80,  I I 92-97) , thus be­
coming part of the community of gods as well as the community 
of men. He is the product of a divine/ human relation offensive to 
Hera (826 ,  1 3 09) . In the suppliant action the chorus and characters 
treat Herades as such a near divinity . Parallels between the staging 
of Aeschylus '  Prometheus Bound and the Heracles may further hint at 
the hero ' s  unintentional threat to divine power. Both heroes are 
shown onstage bound to a pillar, and the roles of Iris and Lyssa 
may echo those of Aeschylus '  Kratos and Bia . 1 9  By sacrificial 
logic, then, Herades ' ritual fails and he is punished by Hera be­
cause in his case the ritual no longer functions to divide the divine 
from the human . 2o 

Iris ' position is perfectly understandable. Hera' s  hatred of Hera­
des was well known. 2 1  In literary tradition Herades quite often 
transgressed human limits ,  even going so far as to fight against the 
gods rather than with them (Pindar, Olympian 9) . He became an 
Olympian after death . But Euripides has Lyssa contest Iris ' argu­
ment (846-54) .  Herades , she argues , has been a model of piety, a 

great benefactor whose reputation is well deserved. He alone has 
preserved the timai of the gods ( 8 5 2- 5 3 ) .  She advises Iris to recon­
sider (847-48) . Lyssa ' s  defense is thoroughly borne out by the 

1 8See Chapter I on sacrifice as time. Bond 1 98 1 :  xxvi in his discussion of line 84 1  
quotes M.  J .  Cropp's argument that the  lines mean " if  Heracles escapes un­
punished, the interests of mortals will be preferred to the interests of the gods (i . e .  
Hera) . "  Euripides,  Bond argues , m a y  also have had i n  mind the notion that 
nothing great comes to men ektos atas (without tragic disaster, Soph. Ant. 6 1 4) . 

1 9See Mullens 1939 .  
20Vernant 1 980:  1 20 argues that pollution results from a failure to maintain the 

proper distinction between separate, especially divine and human, realms .  
21 Bond 1 98 r :  xxiv-xxv and 206-7 stresses that Hera's revenge on Heracles 

would have appeared well motivated to the audience, since it was familiar in the 
literary tradition .  This point is perfectly correct, but in the circumstances of this 
play her action is nevertheless made to seem unjust and shocking, as is emphasized 
by offensive references to Zeus and Hera throughout the play (see esp. 1 1 27) . 
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Heracles we have seen onstage up to this point as he honors the 
gods, rescues his family and city from an unjust regime, and justly 
chastises Thebes for its betrayal of his interests . 

Fearing the nobility of Heracles ' children and their legitimate 
claim to the throne of Thebes ( I 68-69) , Lycus has determined to 
kill them to ensure his own authority (245-46) . He does not re­
spect the altar of the gods (240-46, 722-25 ) ,  and he rules a Thebes 
dominated by stasis and indifferent to the claims and past benefits 
of Heracles (2 I 7-28) . Hera makes the mad Heracles perform the 
crimes intended by Lycus . Threatened at the altar by Lycus , Mega­
ra has addressed the children as thumata (sacrificial victims, 4 5 3 ) ;  
Hera makes Heracles treat the children a s  sacrificial victims .  In­
deed, as Zeitlin has argued, the sacrifice of the children in this sense 
comes as no surprise :  the combination of a suppliant plot and 
sacrificial imagery must be seen as proleptic of a later plot develop­
ment also involving ritual (see also the Helen and the Andromache) ; 
sacrifice and suppliancy share the presence of the altar and the 
threat of imminent death . 22 Echoing Thebes ' neglect of the hero ' s  
benefits,  Hera ignores Heracles '  past honors to  the gods . Reenact­
ing Lycus' fears for h is regime, she apparently wishes to take re­
venge on Heracles because Zeus' adultery threatens her legitimacy 
as wife and because he has made the gods nothing (84 I ) .  Whereas 

Lycus was prepared to violate the sanctity of the altar, Hera ig­
nores Heracles ' claims to j us tice and violates his correct ritual ap­
peal to the gods . Although the parallels are not in every respect 
exact , Hera in essence offers to Heracles in an even more despica­
ble form the (in)justice of Lycus and Thebes . By equating the 
justice of Hera and Thebes , Euripides hints at a Girardian identity 
of divine and communal violence. In this play neither the divine 
nor the human realm offers justice. In response to a just revenge, 
Heracles receives only revenge. The failure of Heracles '  pollution 
ritual seems to reflect precisely the hostile divine and human reality 
in which he is trapped. 

Sacrifice draws the boundary between god and man and defines 
the relation between the sacrificer and his community . The failure 
of a ritual of purification could symbolize the inability of a com-

22See Zeitlin 1 97oa: 1 2 5  and 346 .  
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munity indifferent to the hero and ridden by stasis and loss of 
hierarchy to reintegrate the hero . 23 Yet critics of the play, taking 
their cue from Iris ' blame of the hero , have struggled to find in the 
hero ' s  own person an explanation for his disaster. Even Girard, 
who usually finds the explanation for sacrificial crisis and the ensu­
ing explosion in the community, argues in the case of this play that 
Heracles '  extraordinary capacity for violence undermines the sacri­
ficial mechanism, in that his return to Thebes overloads the ability 
of ritual to control this violence . According to Girard, Heracles 
acts like a soldier who returns from war only to act violently 
against those whom he fought to protect . Douglas ' s  cross-cultural 
analysis in Purity and Danger similarly emphasizes the danger of 
social explosion and the locus of impurities that can be found in 
transitional states or  in acts ,  obj ects ,  and beings that lie between 
normal social categories . 24 Both views help to illuminate the am­
bivalent effects of nostos (return home) common throughout Greek 
myth. Yet Girard' s  observation more aptly describes Sophocles ' 
explosive hero in the Trachiniae, who has already explicitly com­
mitted two of the three sins that Dumezil associates with Heracles ' 
myth: disobedience to Eurystheus , for which he was punished 
with madness and the labors; the killing of Iphitus , for which he 
was punished with sickness (or in the Trachiniae, with slavery to 
Omphale in Lydia) ; and the sack of a city to capture lole, which led 
to Deianeira' s  gift of the poisoned robe. 25 In Sophocles '  play De­
ianeira cannot tolerate Heracles ' challenge to her role as wife; lole ' s  

23Although the Thebes of this play is i n  a state of "sacrificial crisis , " which 
might logically result in the mass lynching of a scapegoat figure, Girard 1 977 
himself emphasizes instead in his interpretation of the play the problem of Hera­
des ' own pollution for the sacrificial system. Girard seems correct in stressing the 
ritual setting for the action,  but the text does not directly attribute excessive 
violence and impurity to the hero. 

24See Girard I 977= 39-4 1 and Douglas I 966, esp. 1 1 6 ,  who stresses the use of 
ritual generally to control the passage of an individual from his old to his new 
status . 

25Dumezil I 969 identifies Herades' madness as typical of the Indo-European 
warrior .  Yet in fact Euripides' Herades has at the point of his entrance apparently 
committed none of the three sins Dumezil identifies in his myth. Burkert I 979: 
93-96, attributing to shamanistic origins Herades' role in bringing animals back 
to civilization and his intimate connection with sacrifice, finds a relation between 
shamanistic ecstasy and Herades' madness at the sacrifice . 
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presence in the household will make a mockery of her marriage. 
The robe mortally wounds the hero while he is offering a sacrifice 
to celebrate his violent return to civilized life. In the final scenes the 
hero himself comes to see the logic of this particular punishment .  
He insists on completing his own sacrifice and responds to his 
disastrous surrender to eros by insisting on the marriage of Iole and 
his son Hyllus .  Agamemnon' s  return in Aeschylus '  Agamemnon 
also results in a fatal sacrifice, this time of himself by his wife. But 
Agamemnon has already been tainted by his past crimes , his ritual 
slaughter of Iphigenia, and his violation of the gods' shrines at 
Troy.  

Wilamowitz and others have insisted, without Girard' s  percep­
tive emphasis on the sacrificial setting for the disas ter, that Eu­
ripides ' Heracles represents a similar case. 26 For Wilamowitz, Her­
acles ' Dorian heroism explodes in an excessive revenge on Thebes ; 
the hero showed signs of incipient madness before committing his 
crime . Because Wilamowitz ' s  specific arguments have been thor­
oughly discredited, later critics have based their similar views on 
the madness scene itself. The mad Heracles does indeed imagine 
the killing of his children as an act of long-suppressed revenge 
against Eurystheus and his children . The murders suggestively 
come as a climax rather than as a p reliminary to the labors, and Iris 
notes that Hera waited until this point to attack Heracles (827-29) . 
Should we then follow Kamerbeek in viewing Heracles '  psychotic 
break as an understandable reaction to the strain of his overbur­
dened life ?27 

Euripides seems to insist ,  however, that his Heracles is not the 
unstable and violence-prone hero well known in previous tradi-

26For an excellent refutation of the views of Wilamowitz I 89 5 ,  see Kroeker 
I 93 8 ,  esp. I I 4-24. In this he is followed by Bond I 98 I :  xix, 206-7,  and 2 8 5 ,  who 
emphasizes Heracles '  lack of hubris and the reasonableness of Heracles ' revenge. 
Pohlenz I9 54  attributes Heracles' madness to the shock of finding his family in 
danger; Blaiklock I 9 5 2 :  I 22-40 explains the madness as an epileptic fit. Pachet 
I 972 more convincingly argues that the madness has a certain compelling dream 
logic despite its implausibility in the context of this play. Although Greek ideas of 
madness are difficult to evaluate, the notion of a strictly external cause for insanity 
seems in no way foreign to Greek thought. For recent general discussions ,  see 
Simon I978 :  89- I 54 and Vasquez I 972.  

27Kamerbeek I 966, esp.  14 .  His views are a variation on those of Wilamowitz 
I 895  and similar to those of Verrall I 89 5 ,  Murray I 9 I 3 ,  and Pohlenz I 9 54. 
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tion. Everyone in the play repeatedly assumes that Hera is respon­
sible for the madness ( 1 1 27 ,  1 I 80 ,  1 2 5 3 ,  1 263-64, 1 3 1 0 , 1 3 1 1 - 1 2 ,  
1 3 9 3 ) .  Amphitryon speculates briefly o n  whether the blood o f  the 
slain could have made Heracles mad (965-67) , as happens in the 
case of Orestes in Aeschylus '  Libation Bearers . But Heracles has not 
at this point killed his own kin . 28 In the Bacchae Euripides makes 
Pentheus '  madness psychologically understandable . Even the mad­
ness of Sophocles ' Aj ax seems a logical extension of his hubristic 
overconfidence and his obsession with honor and revenge; in the 
Ajax the hero goes mad while contemplating violent action, and 
the gods substitute animals for the intended human victims . But in 
the Heracles Euripides creates a sane and modest hero without an 
explicit record, like that of Sophocles ' Heracles or Aeschylus ' 
Agamemnon, of illegitimate violence . 

If Heracles had indeed transgressed the limits between god and 
man or had in fact been the volatile and violent hero of tradition 
that he becomes in his state of madness ,  sacrificial logic could 
easily explain his disaster . The ritual setting can speak with an 
implicit language as precise as that of the explicit language of the 
text .  Yet in this play the sacrificial explosion seems more logically 
to derive from the community of Thebes and from the goddess 
who enacts the plans of its tyrant. The failure of Heracles ' ritual 
thus implicitly poses the same questions posed in the play as a 
whole; but it raises them without offering answers , drawing atten­
tion to the disj unction between the logic of ritual and the actual 

situation of the hero . What place can be found for Heracles in a 

world that has no place for his heroism? Not,  certainly , in an 
unjust and indifferent Thebes ,  nor in a universe peopled by simi­
larly unjust  deities . Not for the violent individualist of existing 
literary tradition. Instead Euripides provides an untraditional Her­
acles, a model of paternal concern, piety, and justice. In descend­
ing into madness he seems to be pushed arbitrarily into his own 
literary reputation for violence and instability, and into a sacrificial 
scenario that belongs more appropriately to heroes such as Sopho­
cles' Heracles or Aeschylus '  Agamemnon. At the height of Hera­
cles' disaster Lyssa's defense opens a moment of hope and pos-

280n this point, see Bond 198 1 ad loc.  
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sibility . A just community could surely find a place for the Hera­
des of Euripides '  play . 

The Restoration of Sacrifice 

Herades ' disaster seems irrevocable. He cannot live in Thebes, 
for his pollution has been redoubled rather than removed . Trapped 
between an unjust god and an unjust city, he cannot live with his 
madness and its results . 

Theseus ,  a j ust man from an apparently just city, resolves Hera­
des ' problems on a social level . He will purify the hero himself and 
restore Herades to society in Athens . Euripides ' characters fre­
quently choose to minimize miasma (see Hipp . 1 448-5 1 or Orestes 
75-76) , but we cannot tell whether Theseus '  indifference to Hera­
des ' pollution represented a larger trend in Athenian society. 29 In 
Athens murderers returning from exile obtained ritual purification 
before they took up a normal position in civic life (Demosthenes 
23 . 72) , a formality that Theseus apparently will accomplish for 
Herades . Theseus emphasizes his willingness to take responsibility 
for Herades ' pollution and insists on Herades ' innocence; the hero 
has now no need to rely on the justice of the gods . Although 
Euripides rarely expresses social optimism about cities , he con­
sistently presents Athens as a place that can cope, ritually and 
artistically,  with the violence represented by the terrible heroes of 
myth. If Athens can accept Medea after she deliberately "sacri­
ficed" her children , why not Herades? The Medea passage about 
Athens (824-65 )  seems to hint,  however, that this special capacity 
of Athens is associated with the greatness of her artistic traditions; 
wisdom dwells where Harmony gave birth to the nine Muses . The 

29For discussions of purity and pollution in ancient society, see ,  among others , 
Adkins I 960: 86- 1 1 5 ; Dodds 1 9 5 1 :  chap. 2; MacDowell 1 963 , esp.  I I O-
29; Moulinier I 952 ,  criticized by Vernant I 980: 1 1 0-29; Rudhardt 1 9 5 8 :  2 1 - 52 ;  and 
Gagarin 1 98 1 .  Gagarin ' s  de-emphasis of the role of pollution in Athenian homicide 
law is not convincing. Homicide trials were held in the open air, Solon' s  amnesty 
law excludes homicides; all such details seem to reflect legal concern with pollu­
tion. See also Bond 1 98 1  on lines 1 2 3 2-34 .  
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Heracles, as we shall see, makes the hero ' s  killing of his children a 
tragic sacrifice to the Muses . 

Theseus establishes for the hero a relation with a community 
that despite his disaster values his heroism and specifically his past 
benefits to mankind. By arguing that both men and gods are sub­
ject to tuchai  (misfortunes, 1 3 1 4) ,  Theseus makes Heracles ' suffer­
ings part of a universal burden of sorrow. Heracles responds with a 
determination to depend on other human beings for survival 
( 1 403 , 1 42 5 ;  compare also 1 3 3 7-3 8) rather than on Zeus or a pater­
nal universe .  Amphitryon will become his sole father ( 1 263-65)  
and Theseus his  "son" ( 1 40 1 ) . 30 His  status in society will be de­
fined by Theseus '  friendship and his gifts .  Deprived of his family,  
Heracles '  powers will serve Athens alone. Whereas Ir is  earlier ar­
gued that Heracles threatened to transgress human limits ,  the hero 
here takes his place firmly on the side of man. 

Heracles ' final view of the gods also expresses a determination to 
depend on man rather than on the gods for identity and justice. 
Redefining man ' s  relation to the gods, he implies that Theseus 
should not proj ect man ' s  own violence and other illegitimate 
human desires onto the gods ( 1 3 4 1 -46) : 

I do not think the gods desire illegitimate love or to fasten chains on 
each other's hands . I do not think it worthy nor will I be persuaded 
that one god is master of another. For god needs, if he is truly god, 
nothing.  These are the wretched logoi [stories 1 of poets . 

Human beings may commit adultery, make wives j ealous , create 
hierarchies of power, and punish each other. Gods do not or 
should not. This controversial passage insists that Hera could not 
be jealous of Heracles '  birth, for Zeus could not have adulterously 
fathered Heracles ;  it denies or  censors the version of events pre­
sented in the peripety . 3 1 Heracles '  assertion is consistent with his 

30For the importance of the theme of the two fathers in the play, see most 
recently Gregory 1 977.  

3 1 My interpretation of this vexed passage comes closest to the views of Ar­
rowsmith 1 954 :  1 75-83 , Kroeker 1 9 3 8 :  99- 1 02 ,  S tinton 1 976, esp. 8 3 ,  and Pucci 
1 980: app. 2. Arrowsmith has an excellent summary of earlier views .  We cannot 
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decision to treat Amphitryon as his true father . As long as he 
thinks of the gods as human beings,  his fate, like that of Ajax, 
seems a divine mockery too unbearable for a man who has ra­
tionalized his entire life as a series of labors performed for his 
father, Zeus .  Heracles cannot pray to such a repellent Hera ( 1 3 07-
8) . Suicide becomes the only alternative ( 1 1 46-52 ,  1 247) . The de­
cision to understand the force that destroyed him as tuche or the 
tuche of Hera ( 1 3 93 )  does preserve for Heracles a relation to the 
divine. (I define tuche  here as a sign of gods at work, and as 
"chance" only insofar as this divine activity is incomprehensible 
and arbitrary from the human perspective) . But he will depend on 
the divine in one respect only , to rationalize his disaster : This 
divine tuche is s till responsible for Heracles ' madness ,  and thus he 
can escape from an intolerable mental imprisonment in his own 
nature and choose to survive and accept a relation to a new com­
munity. 

Hera ' s  tuche, then, does not so much reassert the old anthropo­
morphism as capture the inscrutability of man ' s  relation to god­
head (be it tuche or Olympians) . Euripides '  contemporaries ,  after 
all, had no expectation that divination through sacrifice would put 
the divine force under their control nor always even reveal with 
which divinity they might be communicating or should communi­
cate. They expected favorable omens only when their plans ac­
corded with divine necessity, which Greek authors frequently 
characterized as inherently arbitrary and indifferent to men' s  aspi­
rations , values , and s tandards of justice. In this respect ritual prac­
tice implied the recognition about divinity that Heracles reaches 
here . Gods who give or enforce justice must be anthropomorphic 
and violent .  Heracles ' slavery to divine tuche, in contrast ,  seems to 

avoid the challenging implications of this passage by insisting that Heracles ' words 
are only a reply to Theseus (see Bond 1 98 1 :  xxii and ad loc. ) .  Stinton, in arguing 
that Heracles is not denying the existence of arbitrary divinities but finds them 
unacceptable and prefers the new ideal he presents here, adduces many parallel 
passages such as Pindar Olympian 9 . 28ff. and Eur. Hippolytus I 20 and Bacchae I 3 48 .  
One might add Ion 440- 5 I ,  where Ion  speculates on  the consequences for mortals 
of divine inj ustice and irresponsibility .  Lines such as 1 243-45 do not indicate that 
Heracles is making a complete break with divinity as such. 
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imply a continued relation to divinity but no confidence in a divine 
justice. 

Heracles ' decision marks an in teresting moment in the develop­
ment of tragedy . The Heracles, like the Oresteia , makes aetiology 
the telos (concluding moment) of tragedy, and Athenian society the 
reward for mankind' s  transformation of suffering into knowledge. 
In both cases the gods as violence personified enter directly into the 
tragic agon (Erinyes / Lyssa) but give way before strengthened 
mechanisms of social control. In Aeschylus ,  however, piety pre­
vails only through an immeasurably larger portion of divine con­
cern (Athena) and concession (the Eumenides) , whereas Euripides '  
men can fall back only on philia (friendship) , ritual, and imagina­
tion:  Theseus '  capacity to purify Heracles at Athens derives from 
his command of that city, and Heracles ' restored sanity rests on his 
adroit denial that he has experienced what the audience has in fact 
seen-the vindictive human gods of the peripety. Remasking 
those gods in incomprehensibility, Heracles may now understand 
himself as the victim of an order that neither resembles man nor 
invites his j udgments . And this too is a familiar figure: the Soph­
oclean hero walking through a tragic foundation myth, but with 
powers of redemptive self-delusion that are purely Euripidean . 

In the final scenes Theseus offers Heracles both land (temene, 
1 3 29) and a cult ( 1 3 3 1- 3 3 )  in Athens . 32 His new community will 
restore to him the honor apparently destroyed by the gods ( 1 3 3 3 ) ,  
and i t  will accept glory i n  compensation for receiving the hero 
( 1 3 34-3 5) .  The sacrifices (thusia i, 1 3 3 2) that he will receive suggest 
ei.ther a combination of divine and heroic rites or ,  more probably, 
heroic rites . In his cult at Athens ,  a cult that Theseus is apparently 
preparing to establish, Heracles was one of the few Greek heroes to 
receive both Olympian and chthonic sacrifice, and Athens claimed 
to have been the first to worship the hero in both forms . 33 Yet 

32Tarkow 1 977, in discussing the role of Athens in the play, thinks Heracles 
turns to the intellectual world of Athens as he becomes a spiritual rather than a 
physical hero in the final scenes .  Theseus serves as an intellectual sounding board 
for the hero in his painful transition. 

33See Woodford 1 97 1  for the most up-to-date treatment of Heracles ' cults in 
Attica and the ancient references to his double nature. On the cults of Theseus see 
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there are several reasons for interpreting Theseus '  offer as one of a 
hero cult .  Theseus offers to a very humanized hero, after he has 
gone to Hades ( 1 3 3 1 ) ,  sacrifices and raised stone monuments (lain­
o isi t '  exongkomasin J 1 3  3 2 ;  see exongkoun used of raising a tomb for 
Clytemnestra in Orestes 402) ; and Theseus, who received ex­
clusively heroic honors in Athens ,  offers to share his own femene (a 
term often used for a divine precinct) with Heracles . 

Though dead, a hero could still receive honor and offer as­
sistance to his worshipers from the world below. Yet Heracles ' 
claim to this special daemonic status now rests on Theseus and 
Athens,  not on the paternity of Zeus .  Indeed, Theseus '  offer of a 
cult that is neither initiated nor supported by divine authority is as 
striking as his comparable offer to perform pollution rites for a 
hero whose appeal to the gods for purification has been rejected . 34 
Leaving aside numerous other aetiologies of hero cults , we have 
only to compare the similar situation in Sophocles ' Oedipus at  Colo­
nus . Here Oedipus acquires cult status in a traditional manner, as 
Theseus and the chorus accept the prophecies about his death of­
fered to the hero by the oracles from Delphi. Through the city ' s  
experience of Heracles '  imagination, courage, and suffering ,  we 
see that Athens will receive the  advantage of the hero 's  divine 
energies in a form more human and predictable than that embod­
ied in the forces variously called Zeus ,  Hera, or tuche. The hero 
offers the city divinity with a human face, a power that can medi­
ate positively between the city and an external reality now visu­
alized as totally nonhuman. 

Athens wins a crown for adopting Heracles ( 1 3 3 4) and trans­
forms a Theban and Panhellenic hero into a local Athenian deity 
(hero cults were always local) . 35 Here the community creates its 

Nock I 944: I 44 .  The term thusiai could continue to suggest both divine and 
chthonic honors for the audience, if not for Heracles . For the use of thuo to refer to 
a combination of divine and chthonic honors (although the term enagizein is more 
common) , see Casabona I 966: 8 3 - 8 5 .  

34Hero cults were generally accorded by gods and imposed o n  communities; see 
esp. Crotty I982 :  xi and chap . 4, and Rohde I 92 5 :  I 29-3 I .  

35Nagy I 979 argues that epic texts suppress the mention of hero cults precisely 
because this poetry aims at being Panhellenic rather than tied to a specific location . 
Regional poets, in contrast, celebrate hero cults precisely because they are local. 
Euripides' play transforms a Panhellenic hero into an Athenian one. Just as the 
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own divinity and ritualizes its relation to the hero through sacri­
fice. Heracles will remain in Athens ,  but his powers will be limited 
by his humanity and his mortality. The gods exist simply to ra­
tionalize his disaster and to declare his innocence . For the first time 
in known poetic tradition Heracles finds a permanent place with in a 
polis .  (Sophocles ' play, in contrast ,  returns the hero to a sacrifice 
on the margins of civilization where he lived his life . )  This resolu­
tion of Heracles ' sacrificial crisis restores the relations among hero, 
god, and community shattered in the peripety. Ritual remains 
necessary for the ordering of human experience, but the super­
structure by which it is rationalized is transformed. In this sense 
the Heracles reflects a trend in late fifth- and fourth-century re­
ligious thinking; as the Olympian gods become less anthropo­
morphic , heroes and daimones serve to mediate between gods and 
men and open the way for mortals to achieve a divine status . 36 

The Restoration of  Heracles ' 
Perverted Labors (Agones) 

Amphitryon finds three factors responsible for Heracles '  crime : 
Heracles , the bow, and a god ( I  I J  5 ) .  When Heracles first contem­
plates the terrible agon in which he slew his family, he wishes to 
reject his past glory and painful labors and associates his famous 
weapons exclusively with the murder of his children ( 1 270-78 and 

1 3 77-8 1 ) .  Indeed, although the chorus and characters find consola­
tion and meaning in the labors ,  Heracles from his first entrance has 
been only too willing to abandon the labors and his glorious past 
for the sake of defending his family . Finally,  Heracles , as he ac­
cepts responsibility for the murders precipitated by Hera, also re­
luctantly adopts the koinonia i (companionship , 1 3 77) of the weap-

hero cult promised by Theseus lays exclusive claim for Athens to Heracles ' heroic 
powers after death, Euripides seems to claim for Athens exclusive recognition of 
Heracles' heroism.  This act defies what we know about Heracles (he was praised, 
worshiped, and claimed by other cities) but is not inconsistent with the chau­
vinistic practices of Attic tragedy. 

360n this point, see Vernant 1 980:  I 07-8 .  See Nock 1 944: 1 6S on the greater 
closeness of heroes than Olympians to the ordinary man. 
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ons as murderers of his children . As the weapons say to Heracles 
( 1 3 80-8 1 ) :  

Through u s  you murdered your wife and children . Wearing u s  you 
wear the murderers of your children. 

Heracles thus attributes the blame for his crime to the tuche  of Hera 
and to the weapons as paidoktonous (child murderers ,  1 3  8 1 ) . 37 The 
Greeks sometimes considered weapons to be responsible for a 
crime and hence polluted. 38 For example, the sacrificial knife at the 
Attic Bouphonia was condemned for the murder of a bull and 
banished . 39 Just as Theseus ignores Heracles ' miasma, Heracles , 
with a magnificent gesture of self-mastery as he takes up the hated 
weapons, now ritualizes his relation to his weapons and hence to 
his own past violence. Heracles determines to keep his weapons 
only for self-defense, for s tanding up against (hupostenai, 1 3  50) and 
enduring possible aggression.  Just as Heracles has resolved to be a 
slave to tuche, he will now keep his weapons wretchedly (athlios de 
soisteon, 1 3 8 5 ) ,  as ,  clinging to his side like the children he destroyed 
(see 1 3 79) , 40 they endlessly remind him of his crimes . By accepting 
dependency on Theseus and by confining his powers within new 
limits (he will act only defensively; his labors are over) , Heracles 
becomes a hero who will act within a polis rather than, as before, 
on the margins of civilization .  

Theseus ,  in accepting Heracles into Athens,  chooses to ignore, 
in addition to Heracles ' miasma,  the apparent perversion of the 
hero 's  labors . He insists that Heracles can offer Athens a crown of 
glory by coming to the city ( 1 3 3 4-3 5) . By establishing a cult he 
gives Heracles an opportunity to benefit the city with his powers . 
Theseus also attempts to use the hero ' s  past glory, celebrated at 
length in the suppliant action,  to persuade him to survive ( 1 248 
and 1 2 50, 1 4 1 0, 1 4 1 4; in the apparent lacuna at 1 3 1 3  he may have 

370n this point, see Pucci 1 980:  1 8 5 .  
38See Bond 1 98 I o n  line 1 3 8 1 .  
39See esp. Pallsanias 1 . 24 . 4  and 1 . 28 .  I O  and Porphyry D e  abst. 2 . 29-30  o n  the 

Bouphonia. 
400n the ironic similarity between weapons and children here, see Bond 1 9 8 1 on 

line 1 3 79 .  See also lines 79 and 986. Heracles kills the children with the very 
weapons, club and bow, that he had promised them. 
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expanded on this motif in reply to Heracles ' despair) . The final 
scenes , then, establish a new context for the labors that were earlier 
denigrated by Lycus , ignored by Thebes, and perverted by the 
mad hero . 

Heracles keeps his weapons for his own defense and, by implica­
tion, for the benefit of his new city .  The decision is crucial, given 
the lengthy debate on weaponry in the earlier part of the play . 
There the tyrant Lycus tries to establish the irrelevance ofHeracles '  
labors and of his bow in contemporary warfare. Lycus attacks the 
truth of Heracles ' parentage and relegates his beast labors to the 
precivilized past ;  Heracles '  choice of weapons, bare arm s and a 
bow, offers no proof of courage in a world in which the noblest 
military figure is the hoplite . 4 1  For Lycus ,  the hoplite shows supe­
rior courage as he stands in the ranks of his fellow spearsmen 
enduring blows directly,  instead of at a distance like the bowman 
( 1 57-64) . Lycus '  attack clearly reflects a general decline in the 
popularity of portrayals of Heracles ' beast labors and ofHeracles as 
bowman in the art and literature of the classical period . 42 Amphi­
tryon, countering with a defense of the bowman, asserts that the 
hoplite , a slave to his weapons, can have no heroism apart from his 
fellow soldiers ,  whereas the bowman can defend his friends with­
out taking foolish risks ( 1 90-203 ) .  

Scholars have related the debate over weaponry to the bow's 
prominent role in Athens '  battles with the Persians and Spartans 
(the success of the archers at Sphacteria in 425 or the failure to 
employ archers in the hoplite defeat at Delium in 424) . 43 Yet the 
text ' s  characterization of the bowman has far more to do with 

41 Recent work on the Athenian hoplite stresses the association between the 
hoplite and the development of democracy . A thens was in essence a nation of 
equal men in arms. See Detienne 1 968 and Vidal-Naquet 1 968b .  

42See Bond 1 98 1  on line 1 5 8 .  
43Recent battles m a y  have influenced the reaction o f  the audience t o  this passage, 

yet only literary topoi can explain the passage. Bond 1 98 1 :  xxxii and on line 1 6 1  
mentions Iliad 2 . 3 8 5 ,  Soph. Ajax 1 1 20 ,  and the later Xenophon Memorabilia 3 . 9 . 2  
and Dio Chrysostom 5 8 . 1 .  W e  might add A rchilochus frag.  3 W,  which also 
contrasts the bowman's mode of warfare with that of the swordsman and 
spearsman. Bond argues that the central issuc in this debate is the contrast between 
two kinds of bravery. Heracles wielded the spear in other earlier poetry (cf. the 
pseudo-Hesiodic Shield poem) , so that Euripides' decision to make Heracles ex­
clusively a bowman is deliberate. 
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literary tradition and the tricky, adaptable descendants of Paris, 
Odysseus, and Teucer than with fifth-century battlefields . Eu­
ripides ' Heracles puts to the test the heroism of the bowman as it is 
represented in the literary tradition. After seeing an unfavorable 
omen Heracles enters Thebes secretly ( 596-98)  and agrees to am­
bush Lycus rather than attack the city directly in his old style ( 5 66-
606) . The bowman Odysseus makes a similar secret return home 
in the Odyssey and sets a comparable trap for the unjust suitors .  
Heracles acts  alone, and his  primary goal  is to use his  weapons for 
the defense of his family,  to ensure the survival of the group; so 
too Odysseus in the Odyssey , though with some help from his 
friends . For all Heracles '  success in destroying Lycus with his bow, 
the peripety leaves unresolved this debate on weaponry inasmuch 
as Heracles '  powers have turned against those whom they were 
meant to protect. The strategy of leaving the defense of a group in 
the hands of a single human being, vulnerable to tuche, remains 
questionable . 

This debate over the heroism of the bowman can best be under­
stood through a more detailed examination of its prominent role in 
the Homeric poems . 44 In Iliad 1 1 . 3 69-95 ,  the bowman Paris , hid­
ing behind a column on the gravemound of Ilus, shoots Diomedes 
in the foot .  Diomedes laughs at the wound and the weapon. Those 
who feel the spearsman Diomedes ' blows know instant death . 
Although this passage denigrates the heroism of the bowman rela­
tive to that of the spearsman, and perhaps ,  by setting the episode 
near a gravemound, associates Paris ' weapon with the past and the 
dead, we also know that the invincible spears man Achilles met his 
fate from an arrow in the foot and that the war could not be won 
without Philoctetes ,  who brought the bow of Heracles to Troy 
(Iliad 2 . 724-25) .  In short, although even in the Iliad Heracles is the 
hero of a previous generation and his style of heroism is no longer 
the predominant one, the epic tradition as a whole (the Odyssey, 
the Little Iliad of Lesches) recognized that both the direct violence 
of the spears man and the strategy of the bowman were necessary 
to success in warfare. 

44Galinsky 1 972:  1 0- 14 has a complementary interpretation of these Odyssey 
passages. I have confined discussion of Heracles ' heroism and weapons (a large 
topic in the tradition) to the issues raised directly by the play . 
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In the Odyssey , Odysseus becomes a hero of the bow who was 
inferior even at Troy, as he says, to Philoctetes alone (Od. 8 . 2 1 9) .  
Odysseus leaves his best bow a t  home for the ultimate task of 
protecting his own family and for surviving that defense by trickery 
and skill . Achilles, the spears man, regrets his choice of glory over 
survival (Od. 1 1 . 48 8-9 1 ) .  The Odyssey , then, offers an implicit 
defense of the heroism of the bowman; yet even here the potential 
instability or antisocial quality of the bowman is recognized and 
established through comparisons and confrontations between Od­
ysseus and Heracles . Shunning the example ofHeracles and Eurytus 
of Oechalia ,  Odysseus declines to use his prowess with the bow to 
compete with the immortals (Od. 8 . 2 1 5-2 5 ) .  Odyssey 2 1  recounts 
the history of Odysseus '  bow: the youthful Odysseus received it 
from Iphitus ,  who had in turn received it from his father, Eurytus . 
Odysseus and Iphitus never had the opportunity to enjoy their 
newly established guest friendship because Heracles , ignoring the 
wrath of the gods, violated the rules of hospitality by killing his host 
Iphitus .  In each case Heracles acts as a foil for Odysseus , both by his 
positive example of glorious bowmanship and by the negative 
example of his misuse of that strength. The Odysseus of the Il iad is 
primarily a spearsman, not a bowman. In the Odyssey, although he 
still adroitly wields the spear in fighting the suitors ,  he is primarily a 
bowman. Yet Odysseus ,  unlike Heracles , willingly holds his hero­
ism within human limits and seeks collaboration with the gods 
rather than rivalry.  Most important of all, he exacts retribution for 

violations of hospitality rather than abusing it like Heracles . Odys­
seus retains the glory of the earlier generation of heroes but adapts 
his heroism to a more modern and ethically bound environment. 

Elsewhere in the Odyssey , Odysseus meets his heroic predeces­
sors Achilles and Heracles in the underworld .  Achilles , despite his 
glory, would rather be a laborer on earth than a king of the dead .  
Odysseus meets Heracles '  image in the underworld ( 1 1 . 60 1 -27) 
while Heracles himself is on Olympus . The terrifying ghost of the 
hero , who appears about to shoot his bow at any moment, wears a 
belt recording his mighty deeds . The image suggests isolation and 
volatility .  Yet in addressing Odysseus he weeps ,  lamenting his life 
of hard lahors and his enslavement to a man far worse than him­
self. Heracles ,  unlike Achilles , is a figure hoth dead and immortal. 
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Yet in playing degrading social roles as a slave to his labors and to 
Eurytus he has suffered 11 0  loss of stature. Like Heracles ,  Odysseus 
goes on to play the role of a beggar in the interest of his family ' s  
and his own survival, but  without the loss of kleos that would have 
met Achilles had he chosen to go home to his father in Phthia . Yet 
Odysseus '  judicious planning and his final actions as part of a 
group allow him to escape Heracles ' lonely instability. In the Odys­
sey the older form of heroism,  that of the bowman, once it is 
subjected to new physical and ethical limits , rivals and almost 
surpasses that of the spears man. Sophocles' Ajax provides another 
complementary relation between spears man and bowman. Teucer 
the bowman, though denigrated by Menelaus , speaks bravely to 
defend the reputation of the dead spears man Aj ax and to protect 
his family. Yet in both the Ajax and the Odyssey the bow continues 
to serve best off the battlefield, where defense outweighs aggres­
sion and glory for its own sake. 

The poetic tradition, then, sufficiently explains the issues raised 
in the debate on weaponry in the Heracles without recourse to 
recent military history . In both Homer and Euripides the bowman 
is associated with self-defense and survival, with the seemingly less 
heroic mode of waging war in disguise or  at a distance, from a 

place where the victims cannot locate in advance the origin of the 
death that comes upon them. Heracles , by coming to Athens as the 
future recipient of a hero cult and dependent on Theseus and Ath­
ens for a place to survive, resolves the earlier debate between Lycus 
and Amphitryon on the heroism of the bowman. In the Odyssey 
the image of the bowman was transformed and adapted to new 
conditions . The heroic style of an earlier generation was found to 
be essential to the survival of the individual and the group and in 
the final scenes became a necessary complement to the heroic and 
direct aggression of the Iliadic spears man. In the suppliant action 
of the Heracles Megara, using formulae traditional to an appeal to a 
dead hero, calls on the absent Heracles to aid his friends in the 
world above (490-96) . 45 The living Heracles answers her call , 
ambushes Lycus , but then destroys the family he has ju s t  rescued . 
Theseus recreates this protective role for Heracles in the context of 

45See Bond 1 98 1 :  1 9 1 .  
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an Athenian hero cult. The image of the bowman surviving and 
sending his unending supply of arrows from an unseen source 
within the city suits that of a dead hero defending his city from the 
world below. (See 1 96 on the bowman's  endless supply of arrows,  
and 200 on his hidden position. )  In Il iad 2 . 3 69-95 ,  Paris ' hidden 
position behind the tomb of his ancestor Hus implicitly associates 
the bowman with the powers of the dead. Similarly, in Aeschylus '  
Libation Bearers the ghost  of the hero ' s  father and other underworld 
spirits can send an avenging belos (almost certainly an arrow) from 
the world below (see 286-87  and, more metaphorically, 3 80-- 8 1 ;  
see also 1 6 1-63 , 694, and I 0 3 2- 3 3 ) ;  the dead Heracles of Odyssey 
I I ,  too ,  s talks through Hades ever ready to shoot his bow (608) . In 
Euripides ' play , Heracles ' new dependence on Athens , his  slavery 
to tuche ( 1 3 5 7) ,  and his willingness to stand up against death di­
rectly (hupostenai 1 3 50 ;  huphistata i, 1 3 49 ;  engkartereso thanaton, 1 3 5 1 ,  
if the text is correct) 46 recall the characteristics of the hoplite estab­
lished earlier in the play by Lycus : the hoplite ' s  direct confronta­
tion of death, his slavery to his weapons,  and his dependence on 
and subservience to a community ( 1 63-64; see also 1 90-9 1 ) .  The 
heroism of the individualistic bowman no longer stands in contra­
diction to that of the hoplite but supports and merges with it .  Here 
Euripides implicitly exploits the alternative tradition of Heracles as 
hop lite rather than bowman that had existed from epic onward and 
was prominent in late fifth-century vase paintings ,  especially in 
representations of  Heracles ' pyre on Mount Oeta . 47 Athens thus 

purifies Heracles of both his miasma and the potential instability 
associated with the isolated and sometimes deceptive or antisocial 
heroism of the past .  The play does not deny that Heracles ' heroism 
is in some sense anachronistic in the world of the hop lite, as Lycus 
has argued, but finds an appropriate place for it in a new context .  
The agones of Heracles are  complete, yet  they remain relevant in 

46Many argue that the  text should read engkarteresii bioton . See Bond 1 98 1  ad  loc. 
Wilamowitz 1 89 5  ad loc. , if he was correct in thinking that paraspizont' in I 099 was 
a metaphor drawn from hoplites fighting in a phalanx,  offers further strength to 
my argument.  Fragmenta tragica adespota 3 74 N characterizes Heracles as a slave 
to his arete. 

47See Beazley 1 94T I03ff. on representations of Heracles ' pyre with greaves, 
shield, and corselet .  See note 43 above. 
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the context of the pol is ,  where agones are performed in accordance 
with the rules of civic life and for the defense and glory of the city 
as well as the individual (see 1 3 3 4-3 5) . 

The resolution of the conflict between spearsman and bowman 
has important implications for the audience and for fifth-century 
Athenian democracy . Hoplite warfare, as Lycus shows, entails 
collective action in place of the self-assertion characteristic of the 
archaic hero, egalitarianism in place of personal kleos . In the story 
of Aristodamus ,  Herodotus (9 . 7 1 )  associates that soldier ' s  drive for 
individual excellence with the kind of madness that attacks Hera­
des in Euripides '  play (he is described as mad, iussonta, a word 
derived from the same root as Lyssa) . Yet Athens was also a 
supremely agonistic society, in which both the training for war­
fare, hunting ,  and athletics , and the popularity of the archaic hero 
in myth and cult stood in contradiction to the strictly communal 
ethic of political and military life . 48 The hunter and the ephebe, 
whose sphere of action was outside the central spaces of the city, 
favored trickery, survival, and the traditional Greek drive toward 
individual excellence and success .  The bow was, of course, origi­
nally a hunter ' s  weapon. Megara ' s  speech of lament for her sons 
emphasizes the child-loving Herades ' training of his children, who 
were to inherit their father' s  weapons and to rule Greece in a 

Panhellenic dynasty (462-79) . In Attic cult, too, Herades served as 
a model for youths, who, for example, drank with Herades and 
dedicated their hair to the hero in their initiation to the phratry at 
the Apatouria. Indeed, as Farnell emphasizes , Herades'  "higher 
social function" in Greek cult "does not range beyond his protec­
tion of the Epheboi and his care for their physical development . He 

48For a general discussion of the contradictions and tensions posed by the ago­
nistic nature of Greek society, see Gouldner 1 96 5 .  Vidal-Naquet 1 968a and 1 98 1 b  
and Lonis 1 979: 25-40 call attention to the particular contradiction between the 
ethics of hop lite warfare and those of athletics and hunting. Lonis suggests that the 
view presented in the Laches may have been more widespread than other critics 
have thought, and he stresses the ritualized nature of Greek warfare, which incor­
porates in a carefully controlled form agonistic elements from other spheres of 
activity. Alternatively ,  it could be argued that Greek society has deliberately struc­
tured spheres in which the drive for individual glory can be spent, thus allowing 
citizens to commit themselves more fully to collective effort in areas such as 
warfare and politics , where the communal effort must take first place. 
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is not concerned with the higher political life .  "49 His cults in Attica 
are to be found not on the acropolis but in suburbs and remote 
demes such as Marathon, where the Athenians apparently received 
the hero ' s  protection in the famous battle against the Persians 
(Herodotus 6 . 1 0 8  and 1 1 6 ;  the Athenians camped in his pre­
cinct) . 5o At Laches 1 8 r e- 1 82d Socrates argues that the ethics of 
single combat and hoplite warfare can be compatible . Similarly, 
the Heracles implicitly demonstrates that the ideal of the archaic 
hero and his individualistic heroism need not conflict with Athe­
nian political ideals , provided that the hero submits to the city, 
retains self-control, and remains marginal to its higher political 
life.  

The Poetic Crisis 

The Heracles questions not only the relations among god, man, 
and community, as expressed in sacrificial ritual , or the status of 
Heracles '  mythical labors and the form of heroism that they repre­
sent, but also the entire past poetic tradition about Heracles .  The 
earlier scenes of the play, up through the central crisis ,  present in 
succession three different views of the hero : the epinician Heracles , 
the domestic Heracles , and the violent and criminal Heracles .  (On 
the structure of the Heracles, see the appendix to this chapter . )  
Epinician poets favor Heracles , the Panhellenic hero par excel­
lence, as a model for their aristocratic athletes and emphasize his 
role as superhuman culture hero . Following Indo-European tradi­
tion, all serious Greek poets make it their mission to praise what 
they view as socially valuable and to blame what should be rejected 
(for example, Pindar Nemean 7 . 6 1-63  or 8 . 3 9) . 5 1  In the· suppliant 
scene of the Heracles, however, the chorus adopts in its praise of 

49Farnell 1 92 1 :  1 54 .  See also Woodford 1 97 1  on the connections between Hera­
des and youth in A ttic cult . 

50Farnell 1 92 1 :  lOS. The ghost of Theseus also reportedly emerged from the 
underworld to fight with the Athenians at Marathon (Pausanias I .  1 5 · 3 ) .  Theseus '  
own heroic exploits were modeled on those of Herades, yet as a whole the later 
hero was explicitly associated in Attic myth and cult with the democracy (Farnell 
1 92 1 :  340) . 

51 Comparative studies in Indo-European poetry and studies of early Greek poet-
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Heracles a stance most closely analogous to epinician poetry . The 
Heracles who finally arrives in Thebes , however, is decidedly not 
the extraordinary epinician hero, but modest, pious,  an ideal son 
and husband, and an emphatically loving father. Finally, this novel 
domestic Heracles lapses in the peripety into another familiar Her­
acles , the criminal hero of epic. 

Euripides enjambs these three views of the hero, emphasizing 
the separateness of each and the apparent contradictions among 
them. For example, the criminal Heracles of the central crisis is 
represented in the language of the text as a perversion of the hero 
of encomiastic poetry, and the domestic Heracles has a stature 
inadequate to his grand mythical tradition .  The scenes following 
the peripety, however, restore the relation among these three ap­
parently contradictory interpretations and recreate a hero who is 
equal to the mutability of events (see 1 245 )  and appropriate even to 
contemporary Athens . The Heracles whom Athens will worship 
in hero cult is the acknowledged if apparently blameless author of 
terrible deeds , as well as being human, dependent, and suffering .  
He  retains his past glory, yet by his crime and suffering he  has been 
reduced to equali ty with other men, and in this sense becomes a 
true participant in a democratic society. Ironically, in destroying 
the Heracles of earlier Greek literature, the gods confer tragic stat­
ure on him and ensure his survival as a hero in Athens .  Greek 
tragedy, of course, often ennobles heroes by portraying their suf­
fering .  Yet the Heracles through its radical disjunctions in character 
and action makes its audience particularly conscious of the process 
by which a tragic poet creates a new heroism by transforming 
previous tradition .  The Heracles who emerges from Euripides '  
tragedy is ,  unlike Sophocles ' hero in the Trach iniae, a strikingly 

ry have made a dear case for the role of the poet as dispenser of praise and blame. 
See Dumezil 1 943 and Ward 1 973 . For archaic Greek poetry, see Detienne 1 967, 
Nagy 1 976 and 1 979: 2 1 3-75 ,  and Crotty 1 982 .  For praise and blame vociferously 
exercised in the theater, see Plato Laws 876b. The praise poetry of the choral odes 
of the Heracles is closest to the epinician tradition in mediating between hero and 
city, praising the hero and defending him against detractors and traditions that 
might denigrate him; in its insistence on the contemporary relevance of the hero 
and his role as heroic model; and in its acknowledgment of human instability and 
the importance of the gods to human success .  See my discussion later in this 
chapter. 
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novel figure who resembles in part the philosophical hero of Pro­
dicus and the later S toics ; he determines to survive on the basis of a 
deliberate decision to control and rationalize his suffering and to 
view from a radically different perspective both divine reality and 
his own painful experiences . 

Euripides frequently translates the titanic figures of saga into the 
everyday world, as if to test the mythic tradition with the touch­
stone of the ordinary.  Here his goal seems unusually clear :  the 
creation of an Athenian hero . In an almost programmatic fashion 
Euripides shows how tragedy can create from the anachronistic 
and individualistic heroes of the past a hero who remains relevant 
to a fifth-century Athenian pol is .  The tradition about Heracles lent 
itself particularly well to Euripides ' tragic experiment ,  both be­
cause Heracles was a problematic hero even in epic and because he 
had so rarely been made the central subject of a tragedy.  So far as 
we know,  fourteen tragedies treated Heracles and his children, but 
only Sophocles ' Trachiniae and Euripides ' play made Heracles the 
tragic hero . Indeed, despite Heracles '  enormous popularity in cult 
and the fine arts ,  the Heracles of literary tradition was simul­
taneously too superhuman (as I ris herself complains in this play) 
and too pervasively anticultural in his behavior to fit readily into a 
genre that specialized in domestic and civic disasters . Both Sopho­
cles and Euripides avoid direct mention of his untragic transforma­
tion into an Olympian deity after death. 

Let us now examine the way in which the play presents the three 
Heracles in succession and then discredits each in turn as too lim­
ited to survive in memory with the resilience and range that they 
acquire in combination.  

The Epinician Hero 

The Athenian audience would have brought to the Heracles a 
poetic vision of Heracles primarily shaped not by tragedy but by 
the older epic ,  hymnic, and lyric traditions and by contemporary 
Old Comedy and satyr play . From the perspective of these earlier 
traditions, the hero was frequently the subject of admiration and 
praise. For his victory over the giants and his other labors ,  Hera­
cles earned praise in the Homeric hymns, Hesiod, Bacchylides , 
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Pindar, and the visual arts . And so it is in the first stasimon of the 
Heracles, which portrays the hero as a champion of civilization 
over chaos ,  lawlessness ,  and barbarism .  The Heracles of Iliad 
5 . 6 37-56  and of the pseudo-Hesiodic shield poem avenges violated 
hospitality .  In Hesiod's  Theogony, Heracles continues Zeus' civiliz­
ing work on earth by destroying monsters born of the older gener­
ation of Titans .  With his voyage to what became the Pillars of 
Heracles he establishes the limits to human achievement and there­
by to poetic kleos as well (Pindar Olymp ian 3 . 44-45 ,  Nemean 3 . 2 1 ) .  
Numerous cities besides Thebes and Argos/ Mycenae, i n  whose 
myths he figures most prominently, staked literary claims to the 
hero . As Pindar says (Pythian 9 . 87) :  "That man is mute who does 
not lend his voice to Heracles . "  For Pindar, Heracles is the major 
Panhellenic model of arete (Nem . I .  3 1- 34) ,  the foil for the athletes 
and kings praised in his poems . 

In the first ,  or suppliant, action of the play, Megara, Amphi­
tryon, and the chorus hold up to the test of events a hero who 
essentially belongs to a pretragic, encomiastic and epinician, tradi­
tion . On a purely formal level, it is worth noting that the chorus 
sings three odes that all critics agree are traditional praise poems, 
whether hymnic or epinician. 52 Megara offers a funeral lament, 
another speech of praise , for Heracles '  children . Amphitryon 
praises Heracles to counter Lycus '  blame of the hero . Megara and 
Amphitryon try to defer the children' s  grief through hope in the 
hero (76-77, 99- 1 00) ; later Megara summons the courage to die in 
his image. The chorus tries to find in Heracles the subj ect for song, 
dance, and celebration, and hence a way of softening the bitterness 
of old age. According to these powerless Theban elders, his hero­
ism can unite them in a set of shared values ,  and praise of him 
provides potential consolation for suffering and a model for cou­
rageously accepting their lot .  

Amphitryon' s  prologue, as is often the case in Euripides , imme-

52For an analysis of the three choral stasima and their relation to the hymnic and 
epinician traditions, see Wilamowitz I 89 5 ;  Kranz I 93 3 :  I 3  I and I 9 I ;  Kroeker I 9 3 8 ;  
Arrowsmith I 954,  esp. 9 I -92;  Parry I 965  and I 978 :  I 5 8-63 ; and Bond I 98 1 .  I f  
Euripides' epinician for Alcibiades was i n  fact composed around 4 I 6  and the play 
dates to 4 I 7- I4, the event may have inspired Euripides ' preoccupation with epini­
cian poetry in this play (see Plutarch' s  Life of Alcibiades I I ) .  
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diately raises for the audience the problem of contradictory mythi­
cal traditions about the hero . Were the motives for Heracles '  labors 
filial, based on a desire to restore Mycenae to his father? Or was 
Heracles driven by the goads of Hera or  by necessity ( 1 7-2 1 ) ?  The 
first motive, apparently a novel one in the tradition ,  prepares for 
the later appearance of the surprisingly domesticated Heracles ; the 
second, for the persecution of Heracles in the peripety; the third, 
necessity, anticipates Heracles ' own final view of the forces that 
have shaped his fate. Amphitryon upholds Heracles ' claim to 
Thebes on the basis of his good birth and his divine and human 
fathers , in contrast to the claims of Lycus ,  whose ancestry is ob­
scure in the Theban tradition (3 1- 32 ;  see also 663 , 8 1 0) .  Megara 
then voices regret for the lost glory of Heracles ' family .  She defers 
the grief of Heracles '  children with stories of past myths : ego de 
diaphero / logoisi mutheuousa, " I  lead them on telling fables" (76-
77) . 53 Amphitryon urges Megara to continue this deception : par­
eukelei logois / klep tousa muthois athl ious klopas homos, "charm them 
with stories , / cheating them with words , wretched deceivers 
though words are" (99- 1 00) . He himself, however, finds a source 
of optimism only in the cyclical transitions offered by time; the 
best man relies on values of the spirit, on hope ( 1 0  1 -6) . Faced with 
extinction from a dictatorship established by violence in a sta­
sis-ridden city and the absence or  probable death of Heracles , Am­
phi tryon essentially confesses that the glorious myths about Hera­
cles offer only a fragile and deceptive consolation in the present. 
The elders enter, emphasizing their friendship for the hero and his 
family but lamenting their helpless old age, their lost heroic past ,  
and the indifference of Thebes to Heracles . 

Lycus abruptly intervenes and attacks Heracles ' parentage and 
labors, although his fear of the hero ' s  children to some extent 
belies his words . Lycus ,  replies Amphitryon, blames (memphei, 
1 89) the bow. He, Amphitryon, has nothing but words to counter 
Lycus '  amath ia (ignorance of correct values, injustice, 1 7 1 -76) , but 
he will defend Heracles ' traditional reputation (see 205 :  ton kathesto­
ton peri) . 54 His words are enemies to Lycus (204-5 ) .  Heracles has 

53See Bond 1 98 1  ad lac. 
540n amathia in the play, see Bond 1 98 1  on line 3 47 .  Note the use of the similar 

term skaios at 283 and 299. 
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shared a victory song with the gods ( I SO) ; the centaurs are witness­
es of his prowess ( 1 8 1 - S 3 ) .  If Dirphys, Lycus '  homeland, were 
asked a comparable question ,  it would not praise him (ouk an 
s 'epaineseien , I S6) . Amphitryon reproaches Greece and Thebes for 
failing to show gratitude to Heracles and hence to defend his chil­
dren (2 1 7-28) . Later Amphitryon extends this accusation of ama­
thia (3 47) and lack of ph ilia (3 4 1 )  to Zeus .  The chorus makes a 
point of praising Amphitryon's  words (2 3 6- 3 7) ,  whereas Lycus 
sneers at the uselessness of words in comparison to action (2 3 8-
3 9) .  

After Lycus '  departure, Megara tries to use Heracles as a model 
for facing disaster. She bows to the uselessness of words as a 
weapon against Lycus (29S) . She evokes her own nobility and the 
labors that she underwent in bearing children (hamochthesa, 2 S I ;  for 
mochthoi used of Heracles ' labors , see 3 5 5-56) . She proposes to 
imitate her husband (emoi te m imem '  andros ouk aposteon, 294) by 
accepting death . The children may be excluded from their an­
cestral halls ,  but Heracles ' name at least remains (3 3 8) .  He was 
literally a model for his three sons, for he resolved to leave his 
lionskin to one, his club to another-a pseude dosin (pretend gift ,  
47 1 )  to teach h i s  child-and his bow to  the third. He planned to 
establish all three , with suitable marriages from Athens , Thebes , 
and Sparta arranged by Megara, as kings in Argos , Thebes, and 
Oechalia . The Panhellenic hero wished to found a Panhellenic dy­
nasty, to create a source of Greek unity that will be lost after the 
death of the children. The chorus echoes Megara 's lost hopes in the 
first stasimon (3 48-44 1 ) ,  celebrating Heracles ' Panhellenic heroism 
and his use of the bow and the club . Yet for Megara Heracles has 
finally been reduced here to a model for dying,  not for living .  

The play opens , then , with an implicit poetic crisis . Heracles i s  
"dead, " and the world is dead to Heracles .  Lycus and Thebes are 
indifferent to the values of eugeneia (noble birth) , philia, and the 
poetic tradition about Heracles and threaten to destroy all that he 
represents . The gods, centaurs, and landscapes evoked by Amphi­
tryon as witnesses of Heracles ' prowess have no voices in the 
world of the play until the surprising peripety.  The absent Hera­
cles has no defense but words , whereas Lycus supports his blame 
of the hero with actions .  
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The name Lycus (Luk-os) , meaning wolf, has associations with 
the tradition of poetic invective, or blame poetry. Gernet has es­
tablished an Indo-European model for the motif of the wolf as 
outlaw and outsider . 55 The root [uk-appears in the name 
Lycambes (Luk-ambes , "having the steps of a wolf ') , the figure 
who elicited invective from Archilochus for humiliating him. The 
king Lycurgus (Luko-orgos) denigrated the divinity of Di­
onysus . 56 Hence the name Lycus itself evokes a figure ignorant of 
correct values and an enemy of the praise poet .  This amathes enemy 
of praise poetry questions the authenticity, nobility,  or relevance 
of the hero or poet whom he attacks . The name Lycus ,  which 
Euripides is probably introducing into the legend for the first time 
(see 27-34) ,  evokes three useful sorts of associations . First ,  it cre­
ates another "bea st  labor" for the hero (at 70 1 Lycus '  entrance 
immediately follows the choral description of Heracles as beast 
killer) . Second, it recalls the wolfs paradoxical associations with 
both hoplite (egalitarian and communally oriented) warfare and 
tyranny, demonstrated by Detienne and Svenbro . 57 Indeed, Lycus '  
namesake Lycaeon (compare Zeus Lukeios) is explicitly associated 
not only with tyranny but also with human sacrifice and can­
nibalism. 58 Third, it labels the dramatic opponent of praise. 

Frequently proponents of ignorant invective such as Lycus de­
liberately misrepresent the actions and values of the hero . Thersites 
in Il iad 2 ,  for example, pretends that Achilles could not really have 
been angry at Agamemnon, since he did not kill him .  In Pin dar 
Nemean 8. 3 2-34b ,  the enemies of Aj ax use echthra parphasis ,  hateful 
distortion or misrepresentation, to obscure and blacken the reputa­
tion of the hero . The praise poet must rescue the hero from such 
misrepreseatation or psogos (blame) , identify and praise what is 
praiseworthy, and bring kleos to a philos (Nem . 7 . 6 1 -63 , 8 . 2 1 -2 5  
and 3 9) .  H e  addresses a n  audience o f  friends who are labeled sunetoi 
or phroneontes (Olym . 2 . 8 5  and Pyth . 5 . 1 07; Bacchylides 3 . 8 5 ) ,  wise 
and experienced men who can understand the true nature of 

55Gernet I 98 I :  1 2 5-39 .  
56See Nagy I 976: I 9 3-99 and West I 974: 2 5-28 .  
57See Detienne and  Svenbro I 979.  There was  another Lycus in  Theban tradition, 

who usurped the throne of Thebes during Laius' infancy. 
58See Piccaluga I 968  on Lycaon. 
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human victory and failure, of friendship and divine favor. He 
mediates the relation between victor and community and unites his 
audience in fes tive celebration and a set of shared values ; he makes 
men forget their mortal suffering as they confront the glorious 
actions of heroes and victors . Negative criticism has little place in a 
praise poem (Pyth . 2 . 5 2-6 5 ,  Bacchylides 3 . 67-68) , and both Ho­
mer and Pindar justify only the blame of an inferior or  wicked 
person (Nem . 8 . 3 8-39 ,  II . 2 . 2 1 1 -77) . A j ealous refusal to praise 
(phthonos) becomes in essence a form of revolt against the gods, 
who are in part responsible for mortal achievement .  59 The cO!llic 
poet Aristophanes explicitly adopts this tradition in his parabases , 
where he lays claim to constructive praise and blame and appeals to 
the intelligence of his audience . In a similar fashion, the scenario,  
vocabulary, and themes traditional to earlier praise and blame po­
etry recur in the early scenes of the Heracles, where Heracles ' per­
ceptive friends, who seek to praise him fittingly and enduringly, 
confront the ignorant enemy, who blames , misrepresents ,  and de­
nigrates him .  Amphitryon appropriately reserves his scorn for 
those who neglect the hero , while Lycus establishes his impiety 
through his ignorant attack on the glorious son of Zeus. The 
chorus seeks in Heracles a source of consolation and forgetfulness ,  
while Megara and her  sons find a model for action.  

The epinician poet also makes his audience conscious of his skill 
in selecting from the mythical tradition .  By highlighting or rej ect­
ing certain aspects of that tradition, he restores the past to the 
present and heightens the present through forging links to the 
glorious past or a larger-than-human reality .  He makes the praise 
of god and hero , and of the contemporary victor and his city, part 
of a single process (for example, Pindar Olympian 2 . 2) .  The poet 
takes care not to emphasize the possible disjunction between the 
heroism of the past and the realities of the present; his poetry fits 
the moment (Pythian 9 . 76-79) . The praise poet and his laudandi 
(the people praised) enter into a reciprocal relationship : in ex­
change for the patron's  benevolence and support, poet and com­
munity offer immortality to the hero or athlete . Yet their praise 

59See Crotty 1 980 on the refusal to praise as a form of revolt against the gods .  
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has no meaning without an acceptable heroic theme and a receptive 
context. 

As the suppliant action of the Heracles develops ,  however, Eu­
ripides increasingly enlarges the gaps between hero, god, and con­
temporary world closed by the artistry of epinician poetry and 
simultaneously stresses the need of the characters to put their hope 
in heroic aretc. The chorus and characters fail to suppress the dis­
tinction between past and present . The absence of Heracles and the 
silence of Zeus in the face of multiple appeals to protect the in­
terests of his son suggest a loss of divine favor. In the face of the 
hostility of Lycus and the indifference of Thebes ,  Megara and 
Amphitryon can use the past only as a source of deceptive consola­
tion for the children; Megara finds in Heracles only a model for 
accepting death, not for life ;  the chorus cannot assuage the bitter­
ness of old age in song. 

Each of the three choral stasima draws on the conventions of 
encomiastic poetry . Yet all but the last ode suggest that the praise 
offered fails to fit the moment or to provide even temporary con­
solation. The first stasimon, sung in response to the certainty that 
Heracles is dead and all hope for the family lost ,  commemorates 
Heracles '  glorious deeds .  In closing ,  the elders regret the loss of 
their youth and of Heracles ' former greatness (43 6-4 1 ) ,  as well as 
the threatening situation at hand. They catalogue Heracles ' labors 
at length, emphasizing his Panhellenic over his Peloponnesian la­
bors , while suppressing the hero ' s  more ambivalent exploits and 
concentrating on those that contributed to civilization . 6o Yet after 
making the widest possible geographic and moral claim for their 
hero , they add that Heracles '  spoils from his victory over the 
Amazons remain as museum pieces at Mycenae (4 1 6- 1 8) .  This 
detail, this need to verify the labors by reminding the audience of a 
last tangible relic ,  implicitly confirms Lycus '  argument that Hera­
cles is irrelevant to the world of the play. Heracles and his aretc are 
vulnerable to circumstance. Hence the choral song of praise for the 

600n this point, see Bond I 9 8 I ad loco Barlow I982 rightly comments on the 
nonviolent tone of the labors in this ode but mistakes Euripides '  purpose in mak­
ing them sound so remote and mythical . 
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absent hero combines themes appropriate to dirge, hymn, and 
encomium. 6 1  

Parry, following the lead of Wilamowitz and others ,  ha s  ana­
lyzed the second stasimon as a traditional encomiastic poem, with 
a mixture of themes from epinician poems, paeans ,  and hymns . 62 
The elders of the chorus establish themselves as competent laudato­
res, worthy to praise the hero through their ability to distinguish 
good from bad. After a gnomic opening they meditate in tradi­
tional fashion on the association of youth and arete, on old age as a 
foil for youth, on the alliance of good birth and arete (including a 
formal genealogy of the laudandus) . They praise Heracles '  benefi­
cence as son of Zeus ; he is as worthy of paeans as Apollo (687) . 63 
They celebrate the consolatory powers that song, festival, and 
tradition have had and will continue to have for the old: me zoien 
met' amousias, " may I not live without the Muses" (676) . In their 
choice of themes they perhaps hint at Heracles ' future conquest of 
Geras (old age) , his marriage to Hebe (youth) , and his association 
in vase paintings with the Muses (see 674) . Through song they 
recapture participation in renown for themselves (677-86) and be­
come one with the singers and celebrators of gods throughout 
Greece (687-94) . Heracles ' miraculous return apparently re­
establishes the relations among god, man, hero , and the present 
necessary for the kind of epinician poem that the chorus can now 
sing for the first time in the play. 

The first antistrophe undercuts in part the festal tone appropriate 
to the epinician form. Heracles has in fact won a second life by his 
return from Hades ; yet the chorus laments that the gods do not 
have human wisdom (xutles is / kai soph ia kat '  andras, 6 5 5 -56) ,  nor 
do they make a practice of rewarding the virtuous with two lives 
and marking the bad man with one (6 5 7-68) . Instead of praising 

6 1 See Bond 1 98 1  ad loc. The tone of lament, as might be expected, does not 
predominate. Bond notes the use of Pindaric phrases here. 

62See note 49 above. Parry 1 965  adopts the critical approach to Pin dar of Bundy 
1 962.  Bond 1 9 8 1 accepts and expands upon Parry ' s  approach. This ode offers 
(perhaps recalling Agamemnon I 2 1 )  a to eu (694) to the first stasimon's ai/irlOn . 
Wilamowitz 1 9 59  ( 1 895 ) :  I I I ,  1 4 8  regarded the second stasimon as the equivalent of 
a parabasis; the present analysis should make the relation between the ode and the 
rest of the text more clearly integral. 

63Wilamowitz 1 895  on 694 treats the whole ode as a paean . 
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time's  revelation of arete or justice and making the traditional 
prayer for their patron 's  increase of wealth, the elders remark that 
time brings only a meaningless increase of wealth (67 1 -72) . 64 Al­
though recognition of the ephemeral nature of divine favor and of 
the uncertainty of hu man existence permeates epinician poetry, the 
poet generally avoids questioning divine morality or casting doubt 
on the divine blessing manifest in the moment of success .  Even in 
the choru s '  moment of happiness ,  there lurks the unresolved prob­
lem that had already troubled Pindar: how to rescue human arete 
and the celebration of human arete from its vulnerability to circum­
stances . 

The final ode before the central crisis and after the death of Lycus 
reaches a pitch of hysterical optimism .  Recovering full confidence as 
praise poets ,  the chorus adopts com mon epinician motifs .  Its doubts 
are at last swept away . Time offers hope through change, the 
slandered gods arejust ,  and the heirs of these changes are new songs 
(metallagai suntuch ias / (neas) etekon aoidas ,  766-67;  see 7 3 7-4 1 ,  7 5 7-
60, 772-80) . Heracles ' success confirms the previously questionable 
myth of the double birth and the paternity of Zeus (798-806 ;  802-4 
may echo Pindar Nemean 1 0 . 5 4) .  Recalling Amphitryon 's  earlier 
appeal to the landscape in his defense ofHeracles , the chorus asks the 
entire landscape of Thebes to j oin in the song and dance that break 
out in the city at the tyrant ' s  death (763-64, 78 1 -97) . Lycus' discor­
dant death cry merges with the tune of the chorus '  victory celebra­
tion (75 1 -5 4) .  The tone is reminiscent of Alcaeus ' well-known 
fragment on the death of the tyrant M yrsilus ( 3 3 2  LP) . 

For the epinician poet, human success derives in part from talent 
and effort but depends ultimately on divine benevolence . Too 
much praise violates kairos (suitability and proportion, Pindar 
Pyth . 10 . 4 ;  Bacchylides 1 3 . 1 7 ; see also Olym . 1 3 . 48) . The poet 
accepts what god gives and subordinates his art to fortune (Pyth . 
3 . 108- 1 5  and 1 0 . 1 0-24) . In short, epinician poetry continually 
faces the problem of ensuring that the praise of human arete does 
not become excessive and so form a dispraise of god. To be sure, 
the chorus of the Heracles piously envisions Heracles ' defeat of 
Lycus as a confirmation of divine jus tice. And in the case of Hera-

64See Bond I 9 8 I  ad loco As  Bond points out, however, the rest of the ode often 
echoes Pindar in theme and phrasing .  
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cles even Pindar himself violates his own insistence on mortality, 
moderation, and piety (see Nemean 1 and frag.  1 69 S) . Yet by the 
standards of epinician poetry the eagerness of the chorus to elevate 
Heracles to what amounts to divine status should make the au­
dience uneasy . 65 The chorus earlier proposed to praise the son of 
Zeus with the paean special to Apollo (687) , and Megara saw in 
Heracles a savior no worse than Zeus ( 5 2 1-22) . The chorus here 
forgets both the hostility of Thebes to the hero and its own earlier 
sober appreciation of the uncertainty that informs everything 
human. Though their optimism is dramatically plausible, the el­
ders implicitly justify Iris ' claim that Heracles , however inno­
cently, threatens the status of the gods.  

At the moment before Heracles ' actual return , Megara closes her 
lament for the children with a final wish that Heracles come back 
even as a dream (494-96) to challenge the despicable men who are 
about to murder their children. In Pythian 3 ,  Pindar warns against 
such desires . Hieron is ill ; yet Pindar recognizes the impropriety of 
wishing for Asclepius '  return from the dead to heal him ( 1-3 ) . 
One should not reach for what is far off, unreachable . Instead, 
Pindar offers Hieron the medicine of song; this charm alone prop­
erly gives men immortality .  The suppliant plot of the Heracles, 
which demands for its happy conclusion the return of a "dead" 
hero , raises the same questions and tensions and offers no solution.  

Praise poetry directly and repeatedly confronts the instability of 
the divine favor necessary to human achievement. Yet the setting 
for an epinician poem is festal (Pin dar Nemean 4 . 1 ) ,  and success ,  
not  irreversible disaster, is i t s  appropriate theme: 

Do not reveal to strangers what misfortune is approaching us. I offer 
you this advice: we should show openly our portion of good and 
delightful things; but if some god-given, insufferable calamity falls 
on men, this it is appropriate to hide in darkness .  

(Pindar frag. 42 S)  

The poet ' s  duty is to obscure myths that denigrate gods or  heroes 
(Nem . 5 . 1 4- 1 8 ,  Olym . 1 . 3 5- 5 3 ) :  " that which is not loved by Zeus I 

65Sheppard I 9 I 6 : 77-78 argues that the choral praise of Heracles is here dan­
gerously excessive. Bond I 9 8  I argues that the optimism of the chorus is j ustifi­
able. 
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keep utterly silent" (Pindar frag .  8 r S) . Praise follows the way of 
justice (Nem . 8 . 3 5-39 ;  Bacchylides I 3 . 8- r r ) . 66 In Olymp ian 9,  for 
example, Pindar deals directly with this issue in relation to Hera­
cles ,  whose life illustrates the importance of divine favor to human 
success (28-29) . Pin dar then refers to Heracles ' battle with 
Poseidon, Apollo, and Hades at Pylos .  Could Heracles have 
fought against the gods in any way other than kata daimona (in 
accordance with divinity) ? The poet stops himself from pursuing 
this theme and rej ects the opportunity to blame (loidoresai, 3 7) the 
gods or to associate them with a war on men (40-4 1 ) .  Heracles '  
myths could pose limitless problems for the praise singer, a fact 
that Pindar magisterially acknowledges and dismisses in a single 
gesture. Because at the same time the praise poet feels free to blame 
the wicked or to let the vicissitudes of others heighten his own 
hero ' s  glory, he runs a certain risk of contradiction. 

By epinician standards , then, Heracles, stained with crime and 
the seemingly unjus t  disfavor of the gods (including a hint of 
theomachia) , becomes in the peripety an altogether inappropriate 
subj ect for praise. The fall of the hero is described as the fall of a 
monument or statue off a pedestal ( r 3 06-7) . Heracles ' crime puts 
the function of the chorus , who have identified themselves as a 
group of Theban praise poets ,  at issue. Sophocles ' chorus in the 
Oedipus Rex ( 895-96) , wondering how it can continue to sing if 
irreligious outrage is not punished, uses the phrase ti dei me 
choreuein, "how should I dance?" Euripides ' chorus responds to the 
peripety by lamenting Heracles '  crime and falling silent for the 
final 3 3 8  lines of the play. 67 This silence eloquently expresses an 
inability to celebrate the criminal Heracles . Amphitryon alone sur­
vives to find a limited place in Heracles ' future, and he has been the 
most skeptical in offering an alternative view of heroism as hope 
and submission to time ( I O  r -6) , then dissociating himself from 

660n this point, see Detienne 1 96]:  60. 
67Bond 1 98 1  accepts Camper's attribution of lines 1 3 I I - 1 2  to the chorus .  I do 

not find this emendation convincing,  especially from a dramatic point of view. 
The chorus '  silence is necessary to make Heracles '  change of mind at 1 3 4 1 -46 even 
marginally convincing. The situation is comparable to that in the Ajax, which 
offers a similar choral silence in the final scene. Here the defense of the anachronis­
tic hero, who lost Achilles ' arms to the more modern hero Odysseus, passes to the 
bowman T eucer. 
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Zeus for proving a far less diligent father than he himself has been 
(3 3 9-47) . 

The "Human " and Domestic Heracles 

Greek poetry prior to Attic tragedy occasionally refers to Hera­
cles ' mortality, pain, and suffering but apparently gives little or  no 
attention to his domestic and filial side. In Iliad 1 8 . I I  5-2 I the fate 
of the mortal Heracles is held up for the contemplation of Achilles 
at the moment when he is choosing his own fate . The poet here 
suppresses the alternative tradition, which granted Heracles im­
mortality and divinity after death . The Odyssey passage discussed 
earlier keeps both versions :  Heracles' shade is in Hades , but he 
himself is on Olympus .  Much of the post-Homeric tradition em­
phasizes the painful burden of Heracles ' life of continual ponos . 

Bacchylides ' fifth ode offers the first example of Heracles as a 
heroic figure capable of pity, learning, and mature suffering ,  a 
figure subsequently made popular by tragedy, the Sophist Pro­
dicus,  and the later S toic tradition . 68 In this poem Bacchylides 
makes Heracles contemplate the pitiable fate of Meleager, the help­
lessness of even the most heroic man before tuche, and thereby his 
own vulnerability to divine wrath . Meleager , like Heracles in the 
Heracles, did not deliberately murder his kin. Although Heracles ' 
response to the vision of Meleager ' s  shade is to suppress the tears 
he sheds for the first time in his life and to reject the efficacy of 
lament in favor of action, the poem hints at the hero ' s  own en­
croaching entanglement in a comparable fate. Moved by Melea­
ger ' s  beauty , Heracles will soon marry his fatal bride, Meleager 's  
sister, Deianeira (see also Bacchylides 1 6) .  

Given the rare emphasis in earlier poetic tradition on Heracles ' 
mortality and vulnerability to ordinary human limits ,  the Heracles 
who finally appears onstage in the Heracles must have come as a 
remarkable surprise .  Euripides ' Heracles is pious ; he immediately 
thinks of his duty to the gods (608-9) and emphasizes his willing­
ness to respect human limits . He asserts that he will give up his 
glorious labors ( 57 5 )  for the private goal of protecting his children 

68For a comparable interpretation of Bacchylides 5, see Lefkowitz 1 969.  
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( 5 78-82) . 69 This Herades,  unlike any other known Herades of 
tradition, is capable of acting as the just  ruler of a polis and of 
establishing with both Theseus and his family the bond of true 
philia . Tradition, which normally confines the violent Herades to 
protecting the civilized world from its margins, would have led 
the audience to expect an explosive and disruptive entrance. Soph­
ocles ' hero or the larger-than-life rescuer of satyr drama or Eu­
ripides ' own Alcestis were far more typical. 70 Instead this Herades 
is a bowman in the style of Odysseus ,  revising his plans to fit new 
circumstances and using caution and deception where he would 
once have been more direct ( 566-606) . 7 1 He puts down his glori­
ous weapons and stops his children' s  tears with the reassurance of 
strong hands . Unlike Amphitryon, who expresses discontent at 
being reduced by age to the care of children (45 ) ,  Herades will not 
reject nursery service (therapeuma teknon, 63 3 ) .  Heracles is also ,  in 
essence, a democrat . 72 He leaves the stage with a refreshing and 
modest comparison between himself and his fellow men (63 3-36) :  

. . .  All men's  natures are alike. Both noble and obscure men love 
their children. They differ in wealth. Some have, others have not, 
but all men love their children. 

The Herades who enters surprises only by his mildness .  He 
manifestly has his wits about him, and right on his side in killing 
Lycus,  whom no other authority will check or punish .  This Hera­
des mixes epic attainment ( 5 66-73 )  with the common touch . Since 
the killing of the children seems elsewhere to have occurred at the 
start of the hero ' s  career, the audience might by now have assumed 

69Bond 1 9 8 1  comments on the shocking nature of line 5 7 5 .  
70The Heracles of the Alcestis and satyr play typically adopted the role of rescuer 

that he plays here . 
7 1 See Arrowsmith 1 954 :  1 0 5  on Heracles' caution. He sees it as evidence that in 

the dramatic world of the play Heracles'  old heroism is not false, but no longer 
applicable to the new reality in which he finds himself. Bond 1 9 8 r on line 598  
defends Heracles' secrecy and caution, citing Od. 1 1 . 45 5 .  

721 a m  exaggerating here both t o  emphasize his deviation from a n  aristocratic 
character and to show how this scene prepares for his later role as hero of a 
democracy. Bond 1 9 8 1 on 6 3 3 - 3 6  stresses the democratic tone of Heracles' views 
here. 
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it as discarded . Hence it  is all the less prepared for his sudden lapse 
into murderous lunacy. 

This adaptable and domestic Heracles is nevertheless curiously 
disappointing . He can to some degree meet Lycus ' charge of 
anachronism, although he is s till isolated and self-dependent .  By 
the standards of literary tradition , Euripides ' heroic bowman is 
certainly admirable. But this character cannot fulfill the chorus '  
desire to sing of a figure essentially larger than human and equal to  
the glorious exploits he is reported to have performed. We are  not  
surprised when Amphitryon, almost comically,  tries to verify 
Heracles ' trip to the underworld : "Did you really go to the halls of 
Hades , son?" (6 1 0) .  A Heracles who is so willing to turn from his 
public and Panhellenic labors to attend only to the concerns of his 
own family seems inadequate to the human need for an image to 
praise and for a hero who belongs only to a larger community , 
subject to a divinely ordained fate more extraordinary and, per­
haps ,  more terrible than our own. 

Euripides was , of course, famous for reducing mythical charac­
ters to ordinary human beings . But the arrival of a domestic Hera­
des in this play is made unusually surprising, both because of the 
delayed and seemingly miraculous entrance of the hero and be­
cause the chorus in the first s tasimon has nearly embalmed him in 
the superhuman glories of his past .  The dramatic reality of this 
very human Herades does not offer much support to the chorus ' 
ecstatic return to poetic celebration in the encomiastic tradition . As 
we know from Achilles ' choice in the Iliad (although the Odyssey 
contests this view) , a private life does not produce kleos . And no 
human life offers certain happiness .  Hence the choral recovery of 
festivity and song implicitly relies less on the hero than on a radical 
shift of events , on tuche. 

The Violent or Criminal Heracles 

Hera 's  imposition of madness and the crime of kin murder on 
Heracles presents the volatile criminal Heracles familiar in the epic 
tradition . This hero , as was suggested earlier, habitually strains the 
limits of civilization. Treacherous, lustful, and gluttonous,  he fre­
quently turns his powers against his family, guests ,  his music 
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teacher Linus ,  or good centaurs such as Pholus and Cheiron. He is 
subj ect to bouts of madness and performs unjustified rapes . This is 
the hero found in Sophocles ' Trach in iae, where Heracles has sacked 
an entire city to win lole for himself and, in a fit of anguish ,  throws 
his faithful servant Lichas over a cliff. In comedy and satyr play (or 
the Alcestis) the hero puts extraordinary pressure on hospitality, 
taking advantage of all the food and/ or sex that he finds available. 
This Heracles , occupying an unstable position between beast and 
god, order and disorder, is a figure belonging to one of the earliest 
generations of Greek myth, extraordinarily prone to violence and 
never quite part of civilized life .  Indeed, he frequently undermines 
the very culture that it was his function, from its margins ,  to 
protect . As Pindar says cryptically in a fragment ( 1 69 S), "Cus­
tom, king of all, brings on with sovereign hand what is most 
violent and then makes it just .  I infer this from the deeds of Hera­
cles .  "73 (See also frag .  8 I S and Homeric Hymn to Heracles 6; 
contrast Pindar' s  treatment of Heracles in the epinician odes . )  The 
least domestic of heroes ,  he is never allowed to rule as king and 
never fully integrated into the political and social life of a Greek 
city .  Pindar shows in the passage in Olympian 9 discussed earlier 
that this Heracles never quite submitted to the pious designs of 
epinician poets; he equally eludes the chorus after the peripety. 

Hera 's  intervention in the action through Iris and Lyssa perverts 
and interrupts the poetic themes and connections between themes 
-.:m which the chorus has based its praise of Heracles .  As the sup­

pliant action concludes ,  the chorus has managed to sing itself into 
some kind of epinician harmony with god, hero , and community.  
The triumph of world-encircling praise rests precariously on for­
getfulness and the suppression of blame. As near personifications 
of what has been cast out, Hera ' s  accomplices invade to reassert the 
poetry of blame. Iris and, by her actions , Lyssa misrepresent the 
pious ,  modest ,  and human Heracles seen so far onstage and s tain 
him with the kind of psogos and parphasis that Pindar attributes to 
the uncultured enemies of the praise poet. Iris , contested by Lyssa 
herself, argues that the hero has made the gods "nothing" (84 1 -42) 

730n the difficulties of interpreting this fragment, see most recently the discus­
sion of Crotty I 982 ,  with further bibliography. 
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and deserves his new pollution ( 8 3 1 - 3 2) .  Lyssa, or Madness ,  
though she  temporarily defends and praises the hero (849-54) , 74 
goes on to accomplish everything that Herades ' amathes enemy 
and detractor, Lycus ,  had intended. (See my earlier discussion of 
the parallels between Hera and Lycus . )  The name, *Luk-ia,  or 
"female wolf, " underlines her functional connection with the ty­
rant. 7S Her action will separate Heracles from his father, Zeus , and 
from Thebes; she makes his labors kin murders and turns the 
chorus '  last song of praise, which putatively unites Thebes in a 
choral celebration of the hero, into a cacophony. The archaistic 
quality of her trochaic tetrameters markedly separates the speech 
from the surrounding drama. The impression remains that the 
gods wish to blame and destroy the pious Heracles , while Madness 
alone wishes to praise him .  Nevertheless ,  the disjunction between 
Heracles the psychopath and Heracles the culture hero remains as 
marked as that between the obliging family man and the demigod 
of the preceding praise poetry. Euripides clearly makes no attempt 
to create a psychologically believable portrait of his hero , but in­
stead deliberately juxtaposes incompatible literary traditions about 
the hero to create a discontinuous character . 

After these two abrupt turnings in the plot, however, we are 
curiously close to where we began . Blame poetry ,  after all, shares 
the assumptions of praise poetry, so that Lyssa and Iris in fact 
restore Heracles to the world in which the chorus and his family 
originally located him. He reenters saga, though now as the god's  
victim rather than as the favorite. I t  is the intervening Heracles , the 
family man, who does not fit. An ordinary Heracles is in some 
sense no Heracles at all . 

The Tragic Resolution 

The conj unction of a tragic disaster, the appearance of gods on 
the machine, and lament is typical of the concluding scenes of a 

74Bond 1 98 1 :  287  comments that Lyssa's language here is typical of the modest 
style of laudationes . Like Pindar and the chorus of the Heracles she stresses Heracles ' 
civilizing missions .  Iris insists that Lyssa should be true to her name and not be 
sane (sophronein, 8 5 7) . 

75See Theocritus 4. I I for another play on the probable etymological connection 
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Euripidean tragedy . 76 But in this case the gods on the machine 
cause rather than resolve the disaster, and it is left to Theseus to 
help save the hero from suicide . The final scenes of the play sug­
gest a new beginning and offer an alternative interpretation of 
events already completed. The symmetry between the first and last 
actions is underlined by the unexpected intervention of a second 
savior, Theseus (unexpected in part because the savior in most 
suppliant actions is king of the country in which the suppliant 
action takes place) . Heracles leaves the stage following in the wake 
of Theseus just as his sons followed in his own wake at the conclu­
sion of the supplian t plot (see the repeated image of the boat ,  used 
at 63 1-32  and 1 424) . The concluding scenes recombine the three 
Heracles on the basis of an arete immune to the disaster of the 
peripety. The play finally recreates heroism through catastrophe, 
praise through blame, and disrupts ultimately to restore the reci­
procity of past and present . 

The peripety creates the precise balance needed for an Athenian 
hero who is somewhere between the human or domestic Heracles 
and the divine son of Zeus, the hero of the poetry of praise. For in 
hero cult the city worships a figure both remote and familiar, both 
dead and alive. The moment of violence eventually restores to 
Heracles a complex and permanent relation to the divine that 
prayers for positive aid to a paternal Zeus in the suppliant plot did 
not. Heracles finally synthesizes the position of Megara, who ar­
gues for submission to necessity, with that of Amphitryon, who, 
defending survival and reliance on human arete, made the novel 
argument that the aner aristos (noblest man) does not abandon hope 
( 1 05-6) . Heracles ' experience of the divine leads him to accept for 
himself a role as mediator between god and man appropriate for 

between lukos and Lyssa: kai tos lukos autika lussen . For Homeric treatment of 
Lyssa, see Lincoln 1 97 5 .  See Duchemin 1 967 on the ancestry of Euripides ' Lyssa. 
Aeschylus '  Lycurgus may have also become maddened by Lyssa during a sacrifice . 

76Bond 1 98 1 :  279 and 2 8 1  stresses that divine appearances are usually confined to 
prologues and epilogues. Exceptions are the Dionysus of the Bacchae (present 
throughout the drama, but making a divine revelation of his power in the palace 
scene) , Euripides' Rhesus, Aeschylus '  Psychostasia and Xantriae, and possibly Soph­
ocles ' Niobe .  Iris' appearance is like a second prologue. Schmidt 1 963 : 200-20 1  
comments that i n  this play Theseus takes the role o f  the typical Euripidean deus ex 
machina and offers a mythic way out of the (essentially irresolvable) dilemma 
created by the plot. 
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the Athenian cult .  His disaster finally ties him irrevocably to the 
glorious labors that he was about to abandon; dignity requires 
both that he defend himself and that he bring with him to his new 
city his heroic capacities .  

Heracles '  humanity, even his  domesticity and openness to dem­
ocratic principles , become in the Athenian context no longer in­
compatible with his heroism but essential to it . 77 Heracles , faced 
now with an internal rather than an external Hades ( 1 297-98) , 
becomes a hero of the spirit as well as of the body. His endurance, 
dependence, and self-mastery create in him a spiritual unity with 
the Athenian hoplite, and his adaptability, cunning, and drive for 
survival make him once more the model for youth that he was for 
his children and became in Athenian cult .  (The resolution also 
constitutes an implicit defense of Euripides ' habit of populating his 
tragedies with domesticated characters . )  

Heracles '  disaster forces him t o  turn from a political environ­
ment that has rejected his heroism as anachronistic to a new city 
that accepts his heroism as glorious for itself. The tragedy sepa­
rates the hero from his family (Theseus is now his son) and from a 
rejection of his labors in favor of a private life, thereby making him 
dependent on a new social order. This detachment from private 
ties and individual glory in favor of a devotion to the needs of the 

city was a characteristic demanded of the Athenian citizen as 
well . 78 The new relation to the divine, to Athens, and to his labors 
makes Heracles once more an object of worship and a potential 
subject for praise .  The hero of a cult became a principle of group 
unity, a model for action, and a defender of his worshipers .  79 Now 
Heracles can, despite his crime, be truly available, even after death, 
to those who wish to celebrate him. At the same time, by becom­
ing the hero of a cult he is a hero who belongs, not as in earlier 

77 Arrowsmith I 9 5 4  and Kitto I 9 3 9  are particularly eloquent on Heracles '  hu­
manistic triumph and his shift from physical to mental courage. On the changing 
concept of arete in the play, see especially Arrowsmith, Chalk I 962 (with the 
critical response of Adkins I 966) , and Wilamowitz I 89 5 .  

78For a discussion of the role of the Athenian citizen i n  these respects ,  see 
Connor I 97 I  and Humphreys I 978 ,  esp. chap . 8 .  

79The dead hero could become angry and punish even those who worshiped 
him. The hero 's  reception of a cult depended as often on an act of violence as on an 
act of superior arete. On the hero' s  ambivalence. see Rohde 1 92 5 .  esp. 1 29-3 1 and 
I 34-36 ;  Harrison I 922 :  3 3 4-39 ;  Nock 1 944: I 5 8 ;  Brelich I 9 5 8 ;  and Nagy I 979. 
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poetry to all Greece, but to one specific locality . In the Heracles 
Athens confronts the heroism of this problematic and aristocratic 
figure of the past and finds for Heracles a permanent and active 
place within the limits of a democratic polis .  As Vernant has 
remarked: 

But it is a surprising paradox that there is no cult of the hero in 
Homer and Hesiod . . . .  The cult of the hero is a civic cult, instituted 
by the City. The City is the frame of reference in which heroes, 
quite diverse characters or old vegetal spirits are gathered into a 
simple religious category, assigned to places in their Pantheon.  
These heroes and heroic legends, while they are relegated to the past, 
condemned, called into doubt, still do not cease to stimulate certain 
questions, precisely insofar as they represent mental attitudes, val­
ues , patterns of behavior, a religious thought, a human ideal op­
posed to that of the city . 

Thus we have the following situation. The City is calling itself 
into question through dialogue with heroic characters, which con­
tinually produces a confrontation of two systems of values . 80 

The Heracles simultaneously confronts the difficulties posed by 
Heracles '  heroism for an Athenian polis and the contradictions 
posed by Heracles '  tradition for a tragic poet. The play makes it 
clear how tragedy is a descendant, as Aristotle suggested, of en­
comium through epic :  that is, how tragedy makes heroes through 
sacrifice and creates a new poetry of praise . 

The chorus ,  in response to the news that Heracles has killed his 
children, can find no mythical parallel to equal the horror of Hera­
cles '  deed ( 1 0 1 6-20) . But in offering consolation to Heracles it 
describes Procne' s  terrible murder of her only child as a sacrifice to 
the Muses ( 1 02 1-22) : 

flovodxvov neOXV1'J� ljJovov lxw Af£al 

()VOflEVOV Movaat� ·  

I am able to tell of the shedding of blood sacrificed to the Muses by 
Procne, who had only one child. 81 

80Vernant 1 970: 2 8 3 .  
81 0n problems of text and translation i n  these lines, see Diggle 1 974: 1 4- 1 5 . 

Wilamowitz 1 895  on line 1025  saw in 1 02 5-27 an allusion to the role of the chorus 
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Even in Homer, characters rationalize their present sufferings as 
material for future songs (Iliad 6 . 3 5 5- 5 8 ) .  Hecuba expresses a sim­
ilar view at Troiades 1 242-4 5 :  

I f  some god had not destroyed u s  . . .  w e  would have been un­
known. We should not have given songs to the Muses of posterity . 

In the Heracles passage Procne, too, as she endlessly laments the 
son she has killed, provides a theme for poetry . The language used 
here by the chorus ties the sacrificial action of the Heracles to the 
poetic discourse of the play and opens the possibility of interpret­
ing the central crisis as just  such a " sacrifice" to the Muses , god­
desses with whom Heracles was in fact associated in vase painting 
and later in cult . 82 In other words , sacrifices to the Muses , like real 
ones, frame and provide the community with a way of controlling 
acts of violence, of compensating for or remedying losses, and 
even of purifying murderers of their crimes . Heracles "sacrifices" 
to the Muses not a sacrificial animal nor his  enemy Eurystheus and 
his sons (93 6-40, 982-89) , but his own innocent family.  Tragic 
sacrifices are performed offstage and reported by a messenger who 
surrounds his report of the violent and terrifying act with pity or  a 
promise of poetic immortality . By  these means tragedy ritualizes 
or provides a way of controlling our experience of violence . It 
achieves catharsis by substituting a fictional victim for ourselves , 
thereby purifying us of violence and terror .  And for the pro­
tagonist ,  as Pucci has shown, the experience of loss immunizes the 
sufferer against future loss and allows him to gain some measure of 
control over his pain. 83 

The sacrifice of Heracles ' family to the Muses is ultimately a 

as singers and dancers . Bond 1 9 8 1  ad loc. finds the usual interpretation roo cynical . 
Yet all previous uses of this topos (that men are sacrificed to be an object of song) 
refer to disastrous events .  

82See Bond 1 98 1  on line 674 for Heracles' association with music in the visual 
arts beginning in the early fifth century and with the Muses in the Hellenistic 
period. The Muses appeared on Heracles ' shield in the pseudo-Hesiodic Sh ield o r  
Heracles . See Daremberg-Saglio : m . 2 ,  2060-6 1 o n  cults o f  the Muses . I n  late� 

Greek art Melpomene, the Muse of tragedy, is often pictured with the attributes of 
Heracles, the club and the Iionskin (p .  2069) . 

83Pucci 1 977 . For further discussion of these issues in Euripidean tragedy,  see 
Pucci 1 980. 
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restoration of order through violence even while it intitially ap­
pears , like the failed pollution sacrifice, to be a perversion of order. 
Art and ritual both attenuate violence without effacing it and make 
divinity pertinent to human aspiration.  I t  is ironically correct, 
then, for Madness to praise Heracles , for her actions in making 
Heracles sacrifice the children and thus blaming him ultimately 
lead to the establishment of a hero cult, and with it a permanent 
place in Athens for this potentially explosive figure of the past .  
Lyssa 's  Dionysiac and hence in essence democratic and tragic poet­
ry, while seemingly perverting the aristocratic epinician poetry of 
the odes, uncovers common ground between apparent opposi­
tions .  

Yet Euripides does not attempt ,  like earlier Greek poets ,  to 
claim that the poetry he creates is a word received directly from the 
Muses and a reflection of divine truth; instead, it is a sacrifice made 
by the human imagination to the Muses , who remain outside it and 
in an uncertain relation to it. Heracles determines to be a slave to 
tuche. Euripides , by allowing each part of his plot to be overturned 
by a chance occurrence (Heracles ' return, Hera's action, and 
Theseus '  arrival are all forms of tuche) , confesses that his own art , 
like Heracles '  future survival, is subservient to fortune, to a chang­
ing social reality,  and to the human capacity for generosity and 
mental adaptability .  

Tragic praise, then, is fundamentally similar to but more in­
clusive than that of the traditional praise poet .  As in Pindar, the 
hero is made relevant to the present, and the criminality of the 
gods is finally denied. Yet Euripides allows Heracles '  denial of the 
gods ' criminality to bypass the audience 's  dramatic experience of 
Iris and Lyssa.  The tragic poet makes the decision to deny a re­
pellant part of the tradition an act not of skillful piety, but of heroic 
self-delusion.  Both versions of the event remain in the audience' s  
memory; and Heracles himself becomes a greater hero . Pindar, in 
defending himself and his heroes against detractors ,  is forced to 
tread crooked paths, to use against his enemies the stealthy attack 
of the wolf (Pyth ian 2 . 84- 8 5 ) .  Like Pindar, Euripides has skillfully 
devised a song of praise that fits its obj ect ,  although he has done so 
by a devious route. 84 Euripides ' tragedy creates heroes for Athens 

84See Plato Cratylus 408c on the tragic as of the order of pseudos . On the decep­
tiveness of tragic truth, see Rosenmeyer 1 9 5 5 .  
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and establishes praise through illegitimate violence-not through 
the violence of war, which can be legitimate and external to soci­
ety, but through an act intolerable to the internal structure of a 
culture . As a hero of cult the dead Heracles can help and be mean­
ingful to Athens without physically returning to earth. The tragic 
poet finds a way to control the hero ' s  violence imaginatively but 
not, as in most epinician poetry, through purging the hero of his 
terrible myths and denying reality to the criminality of the hero . 

More generally,  tragedies such as Euripides ' Heracles or Sopho­
cles ' Oedipus a t  Colonus follow and surpass Simonides ' famous 
scolion composed for the Scopadae, preserved mainly by Plato in 
the Protagoras ( 3 3 9b-c, 3 44c-346e) . 85 Here the poet, observing the 
epinician dictum that success makes a man agathos (noble) , whereas 
irresistible disaster (amechanos sumphora) makes him kakos, insists 
that he will continue to "praise all who do nothing shameful 
willingly" as long as the offending party is not "excessively re­
sourceless and knows city-supporting justice, a healthy man . " For 
"not even the gods fight with necessity . "  By distinguishing deliber­
ate crime from failure due to accident and necessity, Simonides is 
often said to have marked a turning point in the evolution of Greek 
encomiastic poetry, culminating, by way of tragedy, in Aristotle ' s  
insistence in  the Nichomachean Eth ics ( I I O I b I O- I I o2a4 and I I  I 4a23-
29) that praise and blame are appropriate only for voluntary actions .  
But whereas Simoni des modifies and humanizes the heroic ideal 
offered in encomiastic poetry , tragedy emphasizes the achievement 
of value for a community through rather than in despite of the taint 
of violence and suffering .  

In sum, then, the hero Heracles begins the play in the under­
world, or  putatively dead.  The central crisis puts him into a social 
and psychological underworld where, as a sinner like Ixion ( 1 298 ) ,  
he  finds no  release from pain nor  any relation to a human commu­
nity . 86 He receives not the second life the gods seem to have given 
him at the end of the suppliant plot, but a second death, and then, 
through Theseus '  mediation, a second life once more. The final 

85See Crotty 1 982 :  3 3 -40 for discussion of and recent bibliography on this 
Simonides fragment. 

86Ixion shed the first human blood; Pindar Pythian 2 . 3 1 - 3 2 .  
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scenes put Heracles back into the underworld where he began the 
play, but retain as well a relation for the hero to the future. While 
seemingly perverting the premises upon which Greek society 
controlled internal violence, whether through sacrificial ritual, 
through agon, or through song, the final scenes once more make 
possible the relations among god, hero , community , and the pre­
sent shattered in the peripety .  Through exposing the fictions upon 
which ritual is based and establishing the ritualizing function of 
poetry , the play cleanses Heracles of his violence and retains an 
important place for ritual in the community; without denying the 
existence of that violence, the play deflects it sufficiently , as in 
ritual, from the human actor .  87 

The Heracles brings its problematic hero into a permanent rela­
tion to Athens ,  yet it does so without denying its own contradicto­
ry argument .  The remaining contradictions are both structural and 
psychological. The programmatic nature of the play, its forceful 
implicit argument for the role of tragedy in integrating seemingly 
anachronistic myths and poetic traditions into the ideology of the 
city,  offers a rather cold and abstract counterbalance to Heracles ' 
vivid and terrible suffering .  Theseus '  promises and his ability to 
make an imaginative break from the past that binds Heracles to 
suicide give Heracles a context in which he can survive death. But 
only Heracles can treat his own suffering . Theseus '  offers are in­
terludes in or subsidiary to his grief ( 1 3 40 :  oimoi .  parerga . . .  tad '  
est '  emon kakon) . 88 He must  establish his  own boundaries for that 
suffering in a mental act that echoes his earlier boundary-establish­
ing physical labors ;  now he "wrestles" with Theseus in words 
( 1 2 5 5) . 89 When in the future Heracles becomes a dead cult hero and 
the stone that in his grief he wishes to be ( 1 3 97 ;  see also 1 3 3 2 for 

87Girard 1 977 argues that tragedy decomposes and demystifies ritual, and then 
replaces ritual itself. This may in essence be true, but the fact that Euripides' plays 
often end with the establishment of a cult seems to suggest that he sees his play as 
acting in conj unction with ritual and along parallel lines . On this point, see also 
Whitman 1 974: I I 8- 1 9 ·  

88It is not clear whether the tad '  in 1 3 40 refers to Theseus'  offers or to his 
arguments about the gods. 

89See also 1 205- 1 0, where Amphitryon "wrestles" with Heracles while sup­
plicating him. See Gorgias 1 1 . 1 3 OK on the wrestling metaphor used of rhetorical 
exercises .  For other passages in Euripides, see Bond 1 98 1  on line 1 2 5 5 ·  

[ 1 9 9 ] 
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the stone monument that Heracles will receive as a cult hero) , 
perhaps his suffering will be healed . Heracles ' heroism now de­
pends on his suffering and he leaves the stage in unbearable an­
guish. 

Euripides ' insistence on imposing on his domestic Heracles the 
violent lunatic of the epic tradition draws attention away from the 
man to the problems posed by his myth. I t  frankly suggests that 
the resolution of this programmatically structured play is fictional 
and counter to our intuitive sense that madness must be in some 
sense integral to a character, not simply imposed on it from with­
out. Similarly, Heracles , who did not in his madness consciously 
experience Iris and Lyssa,  determines to survive through a denial 
or partial denial of the divine intervention that the audience has 
witnessed onstage. The logoi of the poets attacked by Heracles are 
Euripides ' own logoi; but the silent chorus ,  witness to the central 
crisis ,  does not intervene to deny Heracles . 90 The final moment 
echoes the close of the suppliant action; the savior Theseus now 
draws Heracles in his wake as a boat just  as Heracles did his sons . 
The repetition, given the sudden shift of tuche that followed the 
first action, does not entirely inspire confidence . Indeed, lines 
1 3 86-88 ,  in which Heracles requests Theseus '  help with Cerberus ,  
have been interpreted as an expression of the hero ' s  concern for his 
own stability, of his fear of another attack of madness or impulse 
to suicide produced by grief over his children . Yet Heracles ' act of 
imagination allows the audience to understand precisely the limits 
of the sacrifice and the irony of the healing poetic deception that 
Euripides ' tragedy offers to the Muses . As Gorgias said: "Tragedy, 
by means of legends and emotions , creates a deception in which 
the deceiver is more honest than the non-deceiver and the deceived 
is wiser than the non-deceived" (frag. 23 DK) . 91 

Appendix : The Structure of  the Heracles 

Critics of the Heracles have been universally disturbed and 
puzzled by the structure of the play. Scholars disagree on how the 
play is divided (into two or three separate actions) and on its 

900n this point, see Pucci 1 98o: 1 7 8 .  See also note 67 above. 
91 Freeman 1 97 I ,  trans. 
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unifying principle or principles . Unless one accepts the play as a 
drama of divine punishment, in which Heracles is destroyed for 
daring to become more than human, 92 or unless one assumes that 
Heracles enters the stage already potentially unstable or  mega­
lomaniac to the point that his sudden madness arises necessarily 
and probably from his own disturbed internal state , 93 one must 
explain, as even these critics are aware, a dramatic structure in 
which causal connections between the parts are clearly prob­
lematic .  I have divided the play into the first, or suppliant, action; 
the central episode of madness ,  or the peripety; and the final ac­
tion, in which Heracles regains sanity, is distracted from suicide, 
and chooses to live in Athens . 

Scholars have searched for thematic connections between the 
parts or some principle on which to rationalize the deliberate dis­
junction between these separate actions . Some find structural cohe­
sion in the ethical themes of arete as opposed to b ia (violence) , of 
philia (friendship) , wealth , hope, gratitude, soteria (salvation) , pity, 
amath ia (ignorant insensitivity and injustice) , or authadia (self­
willed stubbornness) . The place of these principles in the universe 
and the contrast between human and divine responses to them 
form the central tension of the drama . 94 Others find a principle of 
unity in the theme of self-sacrifice95 or in the double parentage of 
Heracles . 96 Strohm and Schwinge stress the repeated need for a 
savior to rescue different protagonists from a decision to die. 97 
Some critics look to the characters, emphasizing the continual 
presence of Amphitryon onstage or the changing perspective on 
Heracles and the humanization of the hero . 98 In Bond's view, the 
play is unified through being a meditation on mistaken human 
views of the gods . 99 The gods first appear unjust ,  then just; the 

92See esp. Burnett 1 97 1  and Grube 1 94 1 .  
93Wilamowitz 1 89 5 .  
94Interpretations i n  this group, aside from the earlier work o f  Wilamowitz, 

include esp. Sheppard 1 9 1 6, Chalk 1 962 (criticized by Adkins 1 966) , Conacher 
1 907a: 78-90, and Garzya 1 962 :  26-40. 

95Strohm 19 5 7 .  
96Gregory 1 977.  
97Strohm 1 95 7  and Schwinge 1 972:  1 93 ff. 
98See esp. Kitto 1 9 54  and Greenwood 1 9 5 3 :  82-8 3 .  
99Bond 1 98 1  enlarges o n  the views of Kroeker 1 9 3 8 :  1 1 0-24 and Petersen 1 9 1 5 :  

3 6- 50. 
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peripety changes the audience ' s  views once more. After Heracles 
determines on a new view of the gods, the play finally stresses the 
value of friendship and the hero ' s  decision to endure. 

The most recent extensive and ambitious interpretations of the 
play are those of Rohdich and Arrowsmith . t oO I shall summarize 
briefly their arguments ,  since neither work is readily available 
(Bond mentions neither) and both have influenced my own. 

Rohdich sees the central crisis as the introduction of the tragic or 
mythic world view into the play. For him the unity of the play 
consists in the tensions , which he finds throughout Euripides ' 
work, between a sophistic and a mythical interpretation of events . 
The first and last parts of the play stand to each other as thesis and 
antithesis . The Heracles of the first action is a sophistic hero, an 
autarchic bowman who offers a salvation that in essence rej ects the 
rule of supreme beings in favor of a strictly human power to make 
the world better. The sophistic view cannot accommodate Hera­
cles ' madness ,  the form in which the tragic intervenes in the dra­
matic action .  Only the tragic view can comprehend suffering as 
part of an ordered world concept .  Heracles ends by adopting the 
sophistic viewpoint, but the tragic contradictions between his at­
titude and "reality, "  what he has experienced in the play, remain . 

Although Rohdich' s  interpretation essentially complements my 
own, I see the issues raised by the crisis of the first action in the 
context of a broader, presophistic poetic tradition . The sophistic 
insistence on human self-sufficiency in the final scenes arises from 
a crisis in the presophistic world view, represented in the tradi­
tional praise poetry sung by the chorus , which insists on the in­
stability of man without god and on the dependence of human arete 
on the gods . The tragic response developed in the resolution in­
cludes ,  through the mediation of both human imagination and 
cult, a recognition of both the tragic elements in the Heracles 
tradition and a place for his earlier heroism .  

Arrowsmith explains the relation between the parts of the Hera­
cles with a theory of tragic "conversion . "  He assumes that there is 
no necessary or probable causal relation between the first and last 

lOORohdich 1 968 :  7 1 - 1 04 and Arrowsmith 1 954 .  
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actions . 1 01 The first action,  traditional and melodramatic, drama­
tizes the "given" of the myths and legends about Heracles and an 
outworn theology, " the world as it is said to be" (logos) . The 
second action, with its " sharply anachronized contemporary real­
ity , " presents the world of " things as they are" or " things as they 
must be" (ergon) . 1 02 The hero ' s  suffering tests the beliefs and val­
ues of the first action and converts them under dramatic pressure 
to another level of reality . 1 03 Part one is created to be replaced by 
part two . The Pindaric hero of physical courage, with the arete of 
aristocratic eugeneia , learns through suffering the internalized cour­
age of a moral aristos demanded by fifth-century reality . By the end 
of the play the characters , motives , and values have been "pushed 
forward to the very frontiers of reality and morality .  " 1 04 For ex­
ample, Amphitryon ' s  ideas about the mutability of human life 
(though gnomic and trite in part one) and his heroic affirmation of 
hope prepare for Heracles ' final acceptance of his  subservience to 
tuche in part two; yet hope has become not so much real solace as 
an acceptance of the human instinct for survival . 1 05 The play, by 
allowing such contradictions to survive, makes it clear that "con­
version" involves transforming, not simply rejecting ,  the values 
and myths of the first action. 1 06 Finally , the peripety emphasizes 
the dislocation between the parts and expresses " the furious disor­
der of experience . " 1 07 The structure of the play thus mirrors and 
expresses the tragic idea . 1 08 

Though rich and complex, this interpretation of the play seems 

to underestimate the complexity of the first action, with its plot 
and characters (for example, Lycus) invented, not drawn from the 
logos of mythical tradition; with its equally anachronistic setting; 
and with its already very human Heracles . The last action is in 
many ways more idealized than the first .  This theory neglects the 

1 O IArrowsmith 1 954 :  8 .  
I02Ibid . ,  I O- I I and 42. 
!03Ibid . , 42 .  
!04Ibid . , 46 .  
105Ibid . ,  66-73 .  
1 06Ibid . , 1 9 5 .  
I07Ibid. , 40. 
1 08Ibid . , 37 and 68-69· 



Ritual Irony 

symmetrical and complex relation between part one and the cen­
tral crisis . Finally,  notwithstanding Arrowsmith' s  admirable dis­
cussion of the magnificence of Heracles '  heroic humanism in the 
face of the disorder of experience, I see Heracles as moving as 
much toward the impersonality of a cult and a new logos or myth 
as toward humanity and "reality" (ergon) . 



] 5 [ 

The Bacchae 

Euripides ' Bacchae demands interpretation on many levels . Most 
critics have read the play primarily as a religious statement .  The 
poet either offers a defense of Dionysus in a drama of j ustified 
divine retribution or attacks Dionysiac religion and, by implica­
tion, other similar contemporary Athenian mystery cults . Others 
emphasize the play' s  demonstration of an inescapable human irra­
tionality that finds an outlet both in religious cult and in the mob 
violence of Athenian democratic politics . 1 The text undeniably 

The interpretation of the Bacchae offered in this chapter was first presented to the 
Princeton Department of Classics in 1 973 . The chaptcr is drawn from my 1 975 
Harvard dissertation, " Ritual Irony in the Bacchae and Othcr Later Euripidean 
Plays . "  An abbreviated version of some of the material here was published as 
Foley 1 980. Segal 1 9 82 ,  which dcals with some of the ideas discussed herc, es­
pecially that of mctatheater, was published nearly ten years after the consolidation 
of my own views on the play and after the completion of this chapter. Hence I 
have not attempted to annotate the areas in which Segal 's  stimulating and gener­
ally complementary views overlap with or  expand on my own. 

1 For excellent surveys of the central critical problems presented by the Bacchae, 
and especially its treatment of theological issues, see the introduction to Dodds 
1 960, Winnington-Ingram 1 948 :  6- 1 3 ,  Diller 1 9 5 5 ,  and Rohdich 1968 :  1 62-68 .  
Dodds and  Winnington-Ingram view the play as an eclectic demonstration of  
Dionysiac religion that ultimately takes no firm moral position, bu t  emphasizes 
the overpowering reality and amorality of the divinity and the forces that the god 
represents in human existence. On the relation of the play to contemporary 
thought, morality, and politics, see esp. Nilhard 1 9 1 2 , Deichgraber 1 9 3 5 ,  Arthur 
1 972, Diller, and Rohdich . My interpretation of the play is meant to enrich and not 
to exclude the standard interpretations of Dionysus in the Bace/we as a nature god 
or a god of religious ecstasy.  The proto theatrical form of Dionysus' appearance in 
the play is yet another aspect of a complex and multifaceted divinity. 

r 2 0 5 1 
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raises questions about the nature of divinity and reflects the pre­
cariousness of social and political life in late fifth-century Athens .  
Yet for the contemporary Athenian, Dionysus was associated not 
only with ritualized release of self-control and with madness ,  with 
women and the natural world outside the polis, with Apollo at 
Delphi, and with the civilizing if ambivalent gifts of wine and 
festival , but also with theater itself; for the tragedies , comedies , 
and satyr plays of Athens were presented in his honor. Our earliest 
evidence suggests that Greeks always worshiped Dionysus in a 
theatrical form: through masks , costumes , miracle plays, music, 
and dance. Euripides wrote the Bacchae at a time when his contem­
poraries were becoming increasingly self-conscious about the 
nature of their theater god. 2 In Aristophanes ' Frogs, Dionysus ,  as 
spectator ,  actor ,  and judge in his own festival , seeks to save the 
city by rejuvenating its dramatic art . 3  Contemporary visual artists 
were just beginning to popularize the theatrical Dionysus ,  seated 
among actors who display the masks and costumes of plays per­
formed in honor of a young and often effeminate god . 4  The Bac­
chae, too, since its subj ect is the introduction of a cult into a city­
state, specifically the rituals of the god of tragic festival , becomes 
as well a play about the ritual aspects of tragedy itself. 

In the Bacchae, in a manner similar to the Heracles and the Electra ,  
Pentheus '  tragic disaster is represented as a perverted sacrifice and 
agon that form part of a corrupted Dionysiac festival. As in all the 
other plays examined in this book, the ritual crisis reflects a funda­
mental disruption in the relation between man and god and among 
men in the community . Pentheus and his city have rej ected the 
worship of Dionysus ,  and the god promises in the prologue to 

2The controversy over the relation between the origins of Greek tragedy and the 
worship of Dionysus is irrelevant to my argument, since we know that Euripides' 
contemporaries thought of Dionysus as a theater god. 

3See Aristophanes' Clouds 5 1 8- 1 9  for another reference to Dionysus as patron of 
comic poetry.  It  is not clear whether Cratinus'  Dionysalexandros and Arch ilochoi  or 
Eupolis ' Taxiarchoi exploited Dionysus ' role as god of theater, although he cer­
tainly played the role of arbiter in the underworld in the first two of these plays . 

4The earliest known artistic treatments of Dionysus in a theatrical context are 
the Pro nomos vase (AR Vz 1 3 36 ) ,  the Peiraeus relief (fig. 5 I in Pickard-Cambridge 
1 968) ,  and possibly the fragments of a vase from Taranto now in Wurzburg 
(AR Vz 1 3 3 8) .  These works date from the end of the fifth to the early fourth 
century. 

[ 2 0 6 ]  
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enact the full revenge necessary to assert his divinity . The unity of 
Thebes is destroyed: the maddened women have departed for the 
wilds to experience a communion with their god and nature itself; 
within the city Pentheus is opposed by his elders , Cadmus and 
Tiresias, as well as by a growing number of the population, repre­
sented by the therapon and first messenger. In this atmosphere of 
"sacrificial crisis " the boundaries between god and man and beast, 
between sacred and profane violence, have collapsed. Pentheus,  
insisting on his differences from others , becomes entangled in 
"mimetic rivalry" with the divine stranger; he inevitably becomes 
the object of the proliferating violence and loss of differentiation.  
As in the Heracles, Euripides uses the ritual crisis to explore simul­
taneously god, man, society, and his own tragic art .  

What Dionysus brings to Thebes and to Hellenic culture in the 
Bacchae is festival, and in particular a form of embryonic theater .  
Pentheus is sacrificed because he cannot understand and incorpo­
rate truth in the symbolic form that festival and theater offer to the 
adherent ,  the spectator, and the polis . In the Bacchae Euripides 
closed a career of increasingly manipulative and illusion-breaking 
treatment of dramatic conventions5 by presenting yet another fin­
de-siecle " theatrical" Dionysus .  The poet used the god to investi­
gate the complex relation between ritual and theater, festival and 
society.  By taking festival back to its origins ,  he examined the role 
of fes tival and theater in establishing, enforcing, or threatening the 
social order, and the way that art interprets human and divine 
experience for the city . 

In the fA and the Phoenissae the poetry of the choral odes and the 
discontinuities of the action remain in counterpoint, and ritual 
creates a fragile link between the two realms . In the Heracles 
Lyssa 's  inversion of the traditional praise poetry of the choral odes 
and Heracles '  tragic sacrifice of his children ultimately create from 
an anachronistic epic hero a humanized hero for the Athenian dem­
ocratic polis .  Past myths retain a transformed authority as Heracles '  
crime becomes a sacrifice to the Muses . In the Bacchae myth and 
action, odes and iambic scenes , are intertwined from the start, as is 
appropriate in a plot that represents a penetration of the secular 

SSee, among others , Segal 1 97 1  and Winnington-Ingram 1 969. 
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world by a divine power. The action of the play gradually be­
comes , until the final scenes , fully ritualized and mythical, and 
Dionysiac poetry transforms reality as the chorus becomes one 
with and even predicts the action.  Here poetry becomes perfor­
mance . As the barbarian chorus serves equally to represent a popu­
list Greek ethics familiar in most tragic choruses and to introduce a 
radical foreign cult, it both reflects on the political and social as­
pects of ritual, on the capacity of ritual and drama for danger, 
violence, and salvation for society, and opens new questions about 
its own role in drama . Only in the final scenes , when Dionysus has 
left the level of human action, does the audience experience fully 
the distance between secular reality and the order and vision cre­
ated through myth and ritual so characteristic of Euripides ' late 
drama. The mysterious pronouncemen�s of the god from above 
the stage offer mythical truths incomprehensible to Cadmus and 
Agave lamenting below, and neither Tiresias nor the chorus nor 
the stranger speaks to decode them. In the Bacchae, then, tragedy 
emerges from a sacrificial disaster, but it is ultimately defined by 
the gap that develops between the Dionysiac vision and the strictly 
human and sane imagination.  

R itual and the Death o f  Pentheus 

The action surrounding Pentheus '  sacrificial death, beginning 
with Dionysus ' transformation of Pentheus into a maenad and 
ending with the return of Agave with the head of her son, suggests 
affinities with a ritual sequence in Greek festival ,  that of pompe, 
agon , komos . 6  Hence the sacrifice of the king must be considered in 
relation to this larger festal context. After Pentheus has shown 
himself obdurate against all other demonstrations of Dionysus '  
divinity, the god charms him with the possibility of actually seeing 
or being a spectator (theates, 829) to the behavior of the maenads on 

60n the eclecticism of the presentation of Dionysiac ritual in the play,  see esp .  
Dodds 1 960: xxvii-xxviii . See Bather 1 894 and Coche de la Ferte 1 980 on possible 
primitive and archaic elements in the death of Pcntheus .  On Pentheus '  sacrificial 
death, see Girard [ 977, Scidensticker 1 979, and Darkaki [ 980. See my later discus­
sion of Thomson [ 946 and Winnington-Ingram 1 948 on  pompi', agotl , komos . 

[ 2 0 8 1 



The Bacchae 

the mountain . He maddens the king,  dresses him in the robes , 
fawnskin, thursos, and long hair of a female follower of the god, 
and instructs him in the movements of maenadic dance. Each 
detail of apparel is dwelt upon in sequence. Dionysus adjusts Pen­
theus ' costume, touching his head, hands, and feet, thereby "con­
secrating" his victim, setting him apart from the profane world. 
Pentheus '  words at 9 34  acknowledge the context :  

Go ahead, arrange i t .  For  we are in  fact ritually dedicated [anakei­
mestha 1 to you. 

Once he is costumed, Pentheus experiences a change of sight. He 
sees double, two Thebes and two suns, and the stranger appears to 
be a bull . The god offers to escort Pentheus by an obscure route to 
the contests , agones, in which he himself secretly plans to be the 
victor (964-65 ,  974-76) : 

Thus the appropriate contests await you. Follow and I will go as 
your protective escort [pomp os . . .  soterios] .  

. . . I a m  leading the young man into this great contest [agon] in 
which I and Bromios will come out the victors .  The event itself will 
show the rest . 

Later the messenger describes Dionysus as pompos: "and the 
stranger who was escort in our embassy" (theorias, r 047) . The god 
has led Pentheus from the city to experience a theoria (embassy, the 
experience of being spectator, or spectacle) where he encounters 
the god's  chorus (chorous kruphaious, r I 09) of maenads on the 
mountain. Pentheus ,  in order to see the maenads better ( l O S 8 ,  
r 060, lO62) , mounts a tree with supernatural aid . Since trees were 
sacred to Dionysus , the god severs the earthborn Pentheus from 
his origins and places h im symbolically in  his power. 

The maenads now see him, although he can barely see the 
maenads ( r 075 ) . A new light appears ; silence falls . The maenads ' 
eyes turn in their heads , and at the god's command they pelt 
Pentheus with stones , branches , and thursoi ,  tear up the tree on 
which he is perched, and throw him to the ground. Thinking he is 
a beast ,  they rip him apart . His mother, Agave, acts as priestess of 

[ 2 0 9 ]  
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the ritual (h ierea phonou,  priestess of murder or death, I I 1 4) ,  which 
Cadmus later explicitly calls a sacrifice ( 1 246-47) : "A fine sacrifice 

[ to thuma] you have struck down for the gods and to the feast invite 
Thebes here and myself. " (See also mainadas thuoskoous, 224, and 
thuousin, 473 , of participants in a Dionysiac rite . ) Pentheus ,  once 
eager to make a " sacrifice" of the women (796) or to sever the 
stranger' s  head (24 1 ) ,  becomes a decapitated sacrificial victim him­
self. (See the similar reversal of Pentheus '  plans to sacrifice­
sphazon, 63 I -the stranger, which results instead in his own de­
mise-katasphageis, 8 5 8 . )  Tearing off his mitra (headband) , he re­
turns to sanity at the last moment, recognizes his errors (hamar­
tiaisi, 1 1 2 1 ) ,  but fails to communicate his identity to his mother. 
His mother, imagining herself a hunter, returns home with the 
head of Pentheus to celebrate a feast or  revel (komos) with the city , 
the chorus ,  and her family in honor of her own and the god's 
victory on the mountain . She congratulates Dionysus for being 
kallinikos (victorious, I I 47 ;  see also the chorus on the Cadmean 
bacchants in I I 6 I ) .  The chorus commends Agave for her part in 
the agon ( I I 63-64: "a  brilliant contest ,  to cast on your child a hand 
dripping with blood") and invites her to share in a triumphal 
celebration (komon, 1 1 67 ,  sungkomon, fellow reveler, 1 1 72) . Agave 
pronounces herself makaira and eudaimon (happy and blessed, ! I 8 0 

and 1 2 5 8 ) for her victories over the "beast . " Yet the play closes 
with Agave wishing to dissociate herself from the memory of the 
thursos ( 1 3 86) and departing on a new pompe (0 pompoi, I 3 8 I ,  if the 
lines are not interpolated) into lonely exile. 

Pentheus '  death shares with normal sacrificial procedure the 
dedication of a chosen victim to the god through special adorn­
ment, ordinarily with a wreath or gilded horns , but here with a 
change of clothing ;  the pelting of the beast ,  here with branches, 
generally with grain; the moment of ritual silence; the luring of the 
victim to make a religious error and to " consent" to its demise; the 
scream of the women; and the implication of all participants in the 
sacrificial death. 7  Similar but by no means identical preliminary 

7For procedure in sacrificial ritual , see Chapter I .  See esp. Seiden sticker 1 979 on 
the parallels between the sacrificial death of Pentheus and the procedures of the 
normal ritual; Seidensticker fails to come to terms with the aberrant and horri­
fyingly perverted nature of this human sacrifice of the king .  On the relation of 
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procedures were used in various Greek rituals involving the expul­
sion of a pharmakos or scapegoat . 8  In other respects , however, 
though called a sacrifice after the event, the ritual is an aberration, a 
perversion of the controlled civic norm. In a wild rather than civic 
context the unwilling victim is torn apart by the hands of mad­
dened women rather than despatched with due ceremony and a 
sacrificial knife by men . A stranger presides over the event. 
Boundaries between sacred and profane, pure and impure, col­
lapse.  Spattered with blood and pollution (Christus Patiens I 694) , 
Agave returns to nail her son's  head on the palace (animal skulls 
were sometimes dedicated in this fashion) and to invite Thebes to 
an unholy feast .  The benefits of the ritual clearly fail to accrue to 
the sacrificers , 9  and Pentheus does not serve as a pharmakos to save 
his city . The king ' s  body is pitifully reconstructed, then apparently 
left unburied onstage by his family without a hint of future re­
generation and rebirth for the city .  Thebes is notably absent in the 
final scene, and the future promises exile for the shattered royal 
house and new and hostile Dionysiac incursions into Greece from 
Asia. Agave is repelled by the god's  rites , and even the vengeful 
chorus seems shaken by the fate of Cadmus and his daughter. (See 
the pity expressed for Cadmus in I 3 27 ,  and perhaps by implication 
in the use of taZaina for Agave, I 200, and tZamon at I I 84) . 

When they appear in conj unction the three terms pompe, agan, 
kamos mean respectively a procession before a religious festival, the 
contest (s) celebrated at such a festival, and the festive revelry that 
follows such contests .  Each word, taken alone, also has additional 
connotations afplicable to the dramatic context here . Pompos is used 
of Hermes escorting souls into the underworld as well as generally 
of the protective escort of a god; both meanings have an ironic 
applicability here (see pompos . . .  saterios at 965 ) .  The verb pompeua 

Dionysiac sacrifice to the civic norm,  see  esp .  Detienne I 979a: chaps .  5 and 6, 
Guepin 1 968 ,  and Darkaki 1 980.  

8For Pentheus as pharmakos, see esp. Dodds 1 960 on l ine 963 . For a discussion of 
Greek rituals involving a pharmakos and their relation to the Oedipus Rex, see 
Vern ant in Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1 98 1 :  8 7- I I 9 ·  

9Vickers 1 973 : 3 1 8 : "Agave thought that she w a s  the sacrifier, b u t  she discovers 
she was only the sacrificer; and whereas the interests of those two persons are 
usually identical, in the denouement of this play they are violently opposed. To 
Dionysus accrue the benefits. "  
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is specifically associated with the ribald jests and abuse that occurred 
during the processions at Dionysiac festivals (Demosthenes 1 8 .  1 24) . 
If the associations of pompeua can apply to pompos and pompe, the god 
here predictably uses the pompe to mock his rival (842, 8 54) . In a 
society in which contest in any form played such a central role, it is 
difficult to specify the meaning of agan , which can refer to a debate, 
a trial ,  an athletic or theatrical contest ,  a labor of Heracles ,  and a 
struggle. Pentheus '  agan concludes a struggle with the god that 
concerns power and justice (vengeance) , words , perception, and 
transformation through costume and movement. The word kamos 
is used of revelry , often accompanied by feasting and dancing, of the 
procession celebrating a victor in the games , of a band of revelers 
generally (such bands were said by some to explain the etymology 
of kamaidia) , 1 0 and of a revel in honor of gods or heroes (Helen 1 469 
of Hyacinthus,  and Demosthenes 2 I .  1 0 ,  to is en astei Dionusiois he 
pompe . . .  kai ho kamos) . The kamos of this play is both a victory 
song for the god and a revel/potential feast for Agave and the 
chorus .  The term kallin ikos is used originally of athletic or military 
victors ,  and later of the victorious dramatic poet or comic hero . The 
words used for spectacle here, theates ,  theama, and thearia , resonate 
both with the theme of festival in the play (in Aristophanes ' Peace 
Theoria is festival personified, redolent of games , sex, food,  and 
sacrifice) and with the wordplay on sight and insight present 
throughout the Bacchae .  Pentheus ,  representing his city, goes to the 
mountain intending to be a spectator .  Instead, his sight changes , and 
he becomes a spectacle and participant, while the god alone remains 
a spectator. 

The pattern pompe, agan, kamos used here brings to mind a typ ical 
festival pattern . But the dramatic context allows us to be more 
specific. Winnington-Ingram notes that the pattern pompe, agan 
kamos (kallinikos) must be meant to refer to the Olympic games . 1 1  

The pattern does fit what ancient sources tell of the games , both in 
the sequence and in the naming of the proceedings : the pomp ike 
hodos at Olympia, the athletic aganes ,  and the triumphant, near 
godlike welcome given the victorious athlete, including a feast at 

lOOn the origin and etymology of komoidia , see Pickard-Cambridge 1 962 :  I J 2-
62. 

1 1  Winnington-Ingram 1 948 :  24 n .  3 and 1 2 8  n .  2 .  
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the Prytaneion . Such a reference would provide an apt conclusion 
for the contest of power between man and god throughout the 
action,  sometimes pictured in athletic terms (49 1 ,  800) , sometimes 
portrayed as a struggle between hunter and hunted. The ironies of 
this hopeless physical contest are patent .  The role of contestant is 
split between Pentheus ,  who will compete with women (and the 
god) , and his mother, who competes against her son. The audience 
for these contests consists of women; yet women were not allowed 
to participate in the games and were probably even excluded as 
spectators at Olympia . Dionysus persuades Pentheus ,  as the cham­
pion of the state, to exit to death from his city not openly in armor, 
but secretly by back streets , while looking forward on his return to 
a luxurious embrace from his mother (965-70) : 

D. Follow, and I shall go as your protective escort. 
From there another will bring you back . 

P. Yes , my mother. 
D. . . .  a sight remarkable to all . 
P. For this purpose I come. 
D. You will come back carried . .  
P. What luxury you speak . 
D. . . .  in your mother's  arms.  
P. . . .  and you will drive me to self-indulgence. 
D. Yes, indulgence-of a sort. 
P. I am achieving what I deserve. 

This passage very possibly makes an ironic allusion to epinician 
themes expressed, for example, in Pin dar Pyth ian 8 . 8 3-87 ,  which 
also refers to the return of athletes ,  this time losing athletes , from 
athletic contests :  

Yet a t  the Pythian festival their homecoming was  not  ordained to  be  
happy. Nor ,  as they returned to  their mothers , did sweet laughter 
stir delight about them. But apart from their enemies , stung by 
mischance, they slink along through back streets . 

Pentheus '  secret departure anticipates his "athletic" failure; he 
skulks out of the city like Pindar 's  defeated athletes , while the 
ironies of his triumphal return into, or  in, his mother ' s  arms are 
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grimly obvious .  Pentheus dies as the failed champion of a male 
population of Thebes,  which barely makes a dramatic appearance . 
Like Hector's last running race with Achilles ,  this is a contest not for 
a prize, but for the life of a man (Iliad 22 . 1 59-6 1 ) .  The agon, 
designed to control competitive violence within a society and to 
promote its glory, collapses into intrasocietal violence and disaster 
for its participants . To equate theomachy with a contest of strength 
so thoroughly perverted not only travesties a norm but also im­
plicitly recalls the repeated epinician warning to the athlete to at­
tribute victory to the gods and not to overstep human limits in the 
pride of success .  

Thomson reads the pattern pompe, agon, komos in  several ways , 
but first in terms of Greek and especially the Spartan adolescent 
initiation ritual . 1 2  His interpretation is highly speculative, given 
our tenuous knowledge of Greek initiation rituals ,  and especially 
of Attic initiation .  Yet aspects of Pentheus '  downfall do suggest a 
kind of perverted initiation into the god's mysteries and/or  a re­
gression from hoplite to ephebe initiate and even to a helpless 
infancy, as Pentheus imagines the luxury of returning home in his 
mother's arms . The choice to abandon hoplite ' s  arms and to adopt 
the tactics of deception, the movement to the wild, the involve­
ment with hunting ,  and the cross-sexual dressing belong in Greek 
myth and practice to the period of prehoplite initiation. 13 The 
dressing of youths in female costume in certain Attic festivals (Os­
chophoria, Anthesteria) , Achilles ' female disguise as a youth, and 
the deceptive tactics used by Orestes to carry out the commands of 
the oracle in the Libation Bearers are examples from literature and 
practice that grow out of such initiatory traditions .  Dionysus and 
the women retain the order, authority, and steadfastness charac­
teristic of the hoplite, and the god, not Pentheus,  achieves a full 
masculine identity in the play. The god proves himself the Olym­
pian son of Zeus, reborn as son of the father from the male thigh, 

1 2Thomson 1 946: 1 30-3 3 ,  1 56-62, and 97- 1 1 9. 
Ban the role of hunting and adolescent initiation in Athens, see esp. Vidal­

Naquet 1 968a and 1 98 1  b ;  on the use of such imagery of hunting in tragedy, see 
Vidal-Naquet 1 9 8 1 a. On cross-sexual dressing in adolescent initiation rituals, see 
Dodds 1 960 on lines 8 3 1 - 3 3  and 8 5 4- 5 5 ,  Gallini 1 963 on the play, and more 
generally Vernant 1 980: 22-25 and Brelich 1 969a. On the Oschophoria, see Parke 
1 977= 77-8 1 .  
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while Pentheus regresses to the world of women, his head gro­
tesquely embraced in his mother' s  arms ( 1 277) . Both the obvious 
psychological implications of Pent he us' regression and his destruc­
tion by a competitive and enveloping mother have been well dis­
cussed by a number of critics . 1 4  

A s  in the Heracles and the Electra ,  Euripides uses the imagery of 
sacrifice, agon, and festival in the Bacchae to make multiple ritual 
allusions . But here the festival, or protofestival , introduced by 
Dionysus can also be read as a primitive version of his own the­
atrical festival in Athens .  The specifically poetic inspiration behind 
the costuming of Pentheus that inaugurates the festal pattern is 
emphasized by the use of the verb ekmousoo in 82 5 :  Dionusos hemas 
exemousosen tade, "Dionysus has inspired these actions in us . "  Di­
onysus ' effect on the landscape is also presented throughout the 
play as comparable to that of a poet such as Orpheus or Amphion, 
whose poetry is so powerful that it can move nature ( I 14 ,  56 I -64, 
726-27) . And, if the tradition that Thespis produced a Pentheus as 
one of the earliest Greek dramas was current in Euripides ' time, 
the choice of subject for Dionysus '  introduction of a primitive 
drama into Thebes would be particularly appropriate. 15 Thomson 
also notes the similarities between the pattern pompe, agon , komos 
and the official language used to describe the first day of the City 
Dionysia .  The pompe followed an eisagoge, in which the statue of 
Dionysus was brought from Eleutherae by ephebes with accom­
panying festivities and sacrifice to rest in the theater precinct , and 
culminated in the sacrifice of a bull to Dionysus in his sacred 
precinct .  The phalloi carried in the pompe commemorated the myth 
in which the Athenians at first resisted Dionysus ' entrance into the 
city but were smitten by a disease from which they freed them­
selves by manufacturing phalloi in honor of the god (Schol .  Aristo­
phanes Acharnians 243 ) .  Both the fes tal pattern of the Dionysia and 
the play commemorate the prehistoric introduction of the worship 

1 4For psychoanalytic interpretations of Pentheus, see esp. Sale: 1 972,  Green 
1 979:  1 72-75 ,  La Rue 1 968 ,  and Segal 1 978a .  Vian 1 963 : 1 7 8  stresses that in Hesiod 
and the Me/ampodia Cadmus does not lack a male heir. Hence Euripides must have 
altered the myth or chosen a variation that makes Pentheus '  psychology more 
believable. 

l SFor Thespis'  Pentheus, see the Suda on Thespis . 
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of Dionysus into a city,  disastrously at Thebes but finally success­
fully at Athens ;  both eisagoge and pompe included an important role 
for the ephebic initiates and sacrifice. 

The theatrical festival as a whole, with its day of processions 
followed by the dramatic agones, and concluding with celebrations 
in honor of the victorious poets, could equally well be understood 
as reflecting the pattern pompe, agon , komos . The festival included a 
sacrifice performed at the altar of the god in the center of the 
orchestra, a ritual that was often repeated and perhaps visually 
recalled in the metaphorical sacrifices of the tragic victim(s) in the 
plays that followed . 1 6  Finally , this same festal pattern is inherent ,  
a s  Cornford has argued, in  the language and structure of Old 
Comedy, which centers on the formally structured agon or debate 
and concludes with a celebration of victory (sometimes including 
or preceded by sacrifice) by the comic hero or heroes and often also 
by the poet himself. 1 7  The dramatic poets themselves describe 
tragic and comic debates or contests as agones, and their victors as 
kalliniko i .  (See Aristophanes Acharnians 392 ,  Frogs 7 8 5  and 867 ,  for 
agon used for debates occurring in the plays ,  and Acharn . 504 of the 
theatrical contests at the Lenaia ; see also Euripides Heracleidae 1 1 6 ,  
Suppliants 427 ,  Phoenissae 588  and 930 ,  and Antiope frag .  1 89 N. 
For  kallin ikos applied to victors in  comic debates or contests ,  see 
Aristophanes Acharn . 1 227-28 ,  1 2 3  I ,  1 2 3 3 ;  Birds 1 764; and Knights 
1 2 54 . )  

The order of events a t  the City Dionysia poses some difficulty 
for this reading, for the law of Euegoros ,  quoted by Demosthenes ,  
refers not only to a pompe but also to a komos that may well have 
occurred on the first day before the dramatic agones but after a series 
of performances in honor of various gods at their shrines and a 
sacrifice to Dionysus . 1 8  Yet what Dionysus seems to be introduc­
ing to Thebes in the Bacchae is in any case a protofestival . Hence 
the audience could recognize in this emerging "theatrical" festival 
a conflation of the initial day of the City Dionysia, with its intro-

160n this point, see Burkert 1 966a and the discussion of Burkert's theories in 
Chapter I .  

1 7Cornford 1 9 3 4 .  
1 80n the problem of the order of events at the City Dionysia, see Pickard­

Cambridge 1 96 8 :  63-66 and Deubner 1 9 3 2 :  1 3 8-42. 
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duction of the god and his worship ; the festival as a whole, with its 
dramatic agones followed by the celebration of victory by the 
poets; and comedy, with its comparable structural pattern . This 
would, of course, be the case only if the audience experienced 
Dionysus '  introduction of his worship as a "play" or as an emerg­
ing form of drama that could be interpreted as either "comedy" or 
" tragedy. " 

In the proto drama of the Bacchae Dionysus uses "festival" or 
"comedy" to make the city of Thebes " see" his divinity and to 
establish his worship . Up to the death of Pent he us, when the god 
withdraws from the level of human action, Euripides has Dionysus 
assert increasingly greater control over the play and make it an 
expression of his divinity. In his triumphant play within a play he 
costumes Pentheus and brings him to a prearranged setting on the 
mountain as both spectator and participant in an agon . Both the 
maenads on the mountain, the doubles of their sisters in the chorus 
(see 1 109) , and Pentheus begin as spectators dressed by the god, 
and then, at the god's  command, become unwitting participants in 
a drama in which Pentheus is both mocked and "sacrificed. " At 
the heart of the agon become sacrifice Pentheus undergoes a literal 
peripeteia (tragic fall ,  1 1 1 1- 1 3 ) from high to low and a vain and 
momentary anagnorisis (tragic recognition, I I 1 3- 1 9) of his situa­
tion and his own disastrous errors of perception (hamartiaisi, 1 1 2 1 ,  
Aristotle ' s  own term for tragic error) . 1 9 The episode closes with a 
komos or celebration of the god's  victorious action shared by an 
"audience" (Agave and the chorus) whose minds are under the 
control of or dedicated to the god. From this perspective Di­
onysus' revenge takes the form of a crude and terrifying " theater , " 
a horrible conflation of " tragedy" and "comedy , " in which the 
king ' s  death is, for the god and his followers , a divine j oke and a 
cause for the kind of triumphant celebration that traditionally 
closed Old Comedy, but for Pentheus the fulfillment of a tragic 
penthos in which he does not survive to come to terms with his 
hamartiai, in which he fails to communicate his tragic recognition 
to his mother, and in which Pentheus the would-be spectator and a 
"chorus" of Theban women have become actors in a spectacle that 

1 9See Dodds I 960 on I I I  7-2 I .  
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they cannot evaluate or  control . In his own "drama" the god who 
fuses and blurs all the antithetical distinctions by which Greek 
culture defined itself (man and god, man and woman) also blurs 
the distinction between tragic and comic genres .  Euripides,  in con­
trast ,  offers the audience in the final scene an answer to Dionysus '  
play and a firmly tragic perspective on the same events . 

Dionysus'  Theater 

In the Bacchae Dionysus reveals himself to Thebes primarily 
through the means common to theater and the larger Dionysiac 
tradition: voice, costume, music, dance, and song. It  is precisely 
for this reason that the Bacchae is one of the few Greek plays whose 
text permits reliable inferences about the stage production. We 
know what musical instruments the chorus carried and the major  
features of the  costumes of all the  principal characters except the 
messengers . We know that the mask of Dionysus was smiling 
(43 9,  1 02 1 ) .  We can reconstruct much of the stage business con­
cerning costumes and musical instruments .  The language of the 
play refers with remarkable frequency to the visual and musical 
experience onstage and emphasizes that both honoring and com­
prehending the god are essentially theatrical acts , an exploration of 
the nature of illusion , transformation , and symbol. If the Thebans 
are to receive the god without disaster, they must, like Cadmus 
and Tiresias , accept a transformation of the ordinary self through 
costume and respond to the music, dance, and emotional release 
that Dionysus offers . Compare, for example, the effect on Pen­
theus of Tiresias '  speech about the god with Tiresias ' and Cadmus' 
gesture of dressing and dancing as his followers .  The physical 
transformation communicates to the king as the rationalizing 
speech does not. As both the god and his chorus emphasize, ritual, 
sound, gesture, and symbol express the god as effectively as or 
even more effectively than language. The god's defenders use rid­
dling and ambiguous words , and it is only after the stranger leaves 
the stage at 976, having completed his plans for revenge, that there 
is a renewed emphasis on effective verbal communication. Pen­
theus, the ruler of Thebes,  is destroyed through his inability to 
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understand truth in the symbolic form that Dionysiac festival and 
theater offer to the adherent or spectator. Hence unlike Dionysus ,  
Tiresias, or Cadmus , he finally cannot play a role but surrenders to 
it .  The opsis or theatrical spectacle (Aristotle Poetics 1 4 50b28)  of the 
Bacchae is not simply a hedusma or additional " seasoning . "  The plot 
or arrangement of events ,  the action or praxis, and the spectacle 
become for large parts of this play one and the same thing.  

Dionysus begins the play by sending his  followers into Thebes 
to beat their drums about the palace of Pentheus "so that the city 
of Cadmus may see" ( 5 8-6 1 ) :  

Raise up the drums native to the polis o f  the Phrygians and invented 
by mother Rhea and myself, and, surrounding the royal palace of 
Pentheus, beat them, so that the city of Cadmus may see rhos horai 
Kadmou polis] .  

He will make himself manifest (emphanes, 22 )  to Thebes through 
dance (2 1 ) .  He will fasten on fawnskins and hand the thursos to the 
citizens (24-25) . He has forced the female population of Thebes to 
adopt his costume (skeuen ,  3 4) .  In short, Dionysus,  himself in 
human disguise, will reveal his divinity to Thebes primarily 
through spectacle, costume, and sound as he controls and stage­
directs the play. 

The language and action of the play allow Dionysus ,  until the 
return of the second messenger, to make the play and the man­
ifestation of his divinity an indivisible process .  His role as stage 
director / actor corresponds with his role in the plot-to demon­
strate and then to avenge his divinity; his role as chorodidaskalos (see 
5 8-6 1 )  is inseparable from his roles as leader and god of his wor­
shipers ; his role as producer of stage illusions matches his ability to 
inspire a change of mental state in his followers ; and, as we shall 
see, his presentation of his smiling mask, his "comic" performance 
in a tragic agon, communicates to the audience his religious ambi­
guity.  Dionysus makes his chorus his players and the destruction 
of Pentheus a "play, " replete with set, costume, and spectators . 
Until the final messenger speech there is no action in the play (the 
chorus ' ,  Cadmus ' ,  Tiresias ' ,  the therapon ' s ,  the first messenger's )  
that is not controlled by or voluntarily supportive of the god 
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except ,  for a brief period ,  Pentheus ' .  The play itself becomes the 
net in which the increasingly isolated Pentheus is trapped. Eu­
ripides '  characters , especially his gods, sometimes seem to control 
the staging of a play. In the Medea , for example, Medea perhaps 
expresses her transformation to something more than human 
through her power to stage her final encounter with Jason from the 
chariot of the sun. 20 The bodies of the children are not displayed at 
the human level on the ekkuklema as expected; nor does Medea pay 
physically for her crimes . Mother and children are magically waf­
ted offstage. But in the Bacchae Dionysus' control over the stage 
action becomes a pervasive expression both of the god's own 
nature and of his control over theater as its patron. Yet Dionysus '  
play within a play does not,  like many modern plays within plays 
or like the comic parodies of ancient tragedy, function primarily to 
distance the audience from the drama and call attention to and 
question its own reality as art; instead, it implicates the audience in 
the drama and calls attention to its own art as reality . That is ,  
theatrical illusion demonstrates the reality of the god, and illusion 
and symbol are the only modes of access to a god who can take 
whatever form he wishes (hopoios ethel ' ,  478 ) .  

Dionysus begins the play by directing the entrance ( 5 5- 56) of a 
chorus consisting of his followers from Asia, not the citizens of 
Thebes . They make his music and use his instruments ,  s ing imita­
tions of his ritual songs to cult meters , dance his dances , tell his 
myths , and, in the palace scene, respond to a divinity that Pentheus 
can neither see nor control. They are in effect his players : each ode 
reflects or anticipates the shifting demonstration of divinity prom­
ised in the prologue. 2 1  In the parodos they display the god's cos­
tume, music, and dance and invite Thebes to j oin in their worship 
(see especially I 05-6) . In the first stasimon (3 70-43 2) , taking their 
cue from Tiresias' speech in defense of the god, the women present 
in lyric form a similarly anachronistic view of the god as a fifth­
century patron of symposia ,  poetry (4 I O) ,  and festivals .  They en­
dorse the opinion of the ordinary man (plethos, 43 0) ,  which is 

200n Medea's probable transformation to goddess at the conclusion of the 
Medea, see Knox 1 977. 

2 1  Here I disagree with many critics in my sense of the relation of the chorus to 
the action .  See esp. Parry 1 978 :  1 46 .  
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immediately voiced onstage by the therapon . 22 The second stasi­
mon ( 5 1 9-75 )  marks the transition in Dionysus ' position from 
powerlessness to power,  moving from despair at Dionysus '  im­
prisonment to a recognition of his divinity when it is manifested in 
the destruction of the palace and in the sound of the god's voice 
offstage ( 5 76-603 ) .  Whatever we conclude occurs in the palace 
scene, whether nothing at all or a major  or  minor change in the 
stage building,  no stage business at this point could adequately 
imitate the apocalyptic destruction of the palace, including light­
ning and earthquake , which the chorus sees while Pentheus does 
not. 23 The miracle must become for the audience more symbolic 
and prophetic than realistic . The audience sees not a miracle, but a 
chorus enacting the experience of a miracle, or presenting a the­
atrical illusion . The third s tasimon ( 862-9 1 I )  takes up the god's 
words in the previous scene-he will avenge the god who is dein­
otatos (most terrible / wonderful) and ep iotatos (kindest) to men­
by moving from release to vengeance, using the same metrical 
patterns in the strophe and antistrophe to express j oy and anger; it 
is immediately followed by the scene in which Pentheus sees dou­
ble, and sees for the first time the bestial as well as the gentle aspect 
of the stranger. In the fourth stasimon (977- 1 023 )  the chorus pro­
phetically imagines Pentheus '  destruction on the mountain, soon 
to be reported by the messenger; the messenger speech is immedi­
ately followed by a choral celebration of the god's victory over 
Pentheus ( 1 1 5 3-64) . 

In the Bacchae J then, the chorus reenacts or enacts beforehand 
through partially ritualized song, dance, and music what Dionysus 
and his converts enact largely with language and gesture. By these 
ritualized and mythical means , the chorus demonstrates how the 

22See Dodds 1 960: I I  7 and 1 3 1  on the relation among the first stasimon, the 
Tiresias scene, and the appearance of the therapiin . The movement noted by Dodds 
in the third and fourth stasimon from particular to universal ,  which is contrary to 
Euripides' usual practice, may arise from the exceptional responsiveness of the 
women of the chorus to shifts in the fate of their cause in each preceding scene. 

23For discussion and bibliography on the palace scene, see esp. Dale 1 969: 1 24-
2 5 ,  Grube 1 93 5 :  44-47, Roux 1 96 1 :  30-42 , and Castellani 1 976. I am inclined to 
agree with Dodds 1 960: xxxvii that Euripides has put "a  psychological miracle at 
the center of the action . "  Theatrical (or psychological) illusion is the only avenue 
by which the god can be worshiped and understood . 
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god can be "seen , " worshiped, and interpreted . The Asian wom­
en, however, do not occupy the same position, emotionally,  intel­
lectually ,  or perceptual ly ,  between the royal family and the au­
dience as the chorus in other tragedies . Though voicing uncannily 
familiar Greek ethical sentiments , they are ultimately a voice alien 
to the community and use the language of sophrosune (self-control 
and moderation) and hesuchia (apolitical quiet) to serve their pas­
sionate desire for revenge. The presence of this unruly chorus of 
barbarian women not subj ect to civic authority , together with the 
absence of any male citizens who are not converted to the god, has 
the effect of isolating Pentheus from his city and putting the action 
on the plane of myth and ritual .  History reasserts itself only with 
the prophecies of Dionysus in the final scene. Unlike the foreign 
chorus of the Phoen issae, for example, the women of this chorus 
express no sympathy for the king or the polis, and their attitude, 
because of their exclusive allegiance to the god, comes to seem 
pitiless and inhumane. Instead of performing the function of rela­
tively reliable ethical and political mediation typical of the Greek 
chorus ,  they move gradually toward the more extreme perspective 
of the maddened spectators to Pentheus '  tragedy on the mountain. 
This creation of multiple audiences to the god' s theatrical demon­
stration of his divinity makes the spectators conscious that they are 
viewing and interpreting the god's actions through a series of sub­
jective and unreliable perspectives and performances . Access to the 
god is indirect and symbolic; how spectators interpret what they 
see is a product of their own degree of involvement in and assent to 
the events before them. 

Dionysus confronts Pentheus through speech, music ,  costume, 
dance, and s tage illusion.  Euripides represents Pentheus '  inability to 
understand and control Dionysus not only through the king's  
failure to interpret his  words but a l so through his  failure to discern 
the god within the theatrical forms that express him .  Just as Di­
onysus is god of wine and the wine itself (278-79, 284) ,  so Dionysus 
is god of theater and the theatrical forms that manifest him .  Every 
scene in the Bacchae up to the final messenger speech makes an issue 
of Dionysiac costume and movement as a visible representation of 
the elusive god. Large sections of the two long messenger speeches, 
as well as the parodos ,  communicate his divinity through descrip-
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tions of the costumes , songs, and movement of the maenads . In the 
early scenes Pentheus '  response to Dionysiac dress ,  a mixture of 
incomprehension, fear, and attraction ,  precipitates his downfall; he 
rejects the god by rej ecting the visible and aural signs of his worship . 
He reacts to his grandfather' s  offer of an ivy crown as if he were 
threatened with mental contamination ( 3 44) . After a detailed exam­
ination of Dionysus ' dress and appearance in their first meeting , 
Pentheus wishes to strip off parts of the stranger ' s  costume onstage 
(493-96) . His response to dance and music is equally violent. He 
tries to send the stranger to dance in the darkness of imprisonment 
in the stables ( 5 I I ) .  He also tries to stop the god's followers from 
making music, to suppress the insistent beating of their drums ( 5  r 3-
1 4) .  

I t  is with theatrical weapons,  also ,  that Dionysus destroys Pen­
theus . He entraps the king in a series of spectacles directed by 
himself Twice, both in the stable scene, which the god reports as a 
"messenger" (6 r 6-3 7) ,  and in the final disaster on the mountain, 
Dionysus calmly sets the scene-in the second case replete with 
costume, actors ,  and set-and then stands back or disappears into 
a position of heavenly observation ,  an unmoved spectator of 
human struggle. The god's  control extends to predicting the con­
tent of the first messenger speech before the messenger speaks 
(657) and to directing Agave, offstage on the mountain, to stretch 
out her hands in readiness to receive her prey (97 3 ) .  The servant of 
the king not only reports the events on the mountain but also 
advocates acknowledgment of the god's divinity (769-70) ; Agave 
and her sisters respond unanimously to the god's voice . The stable 
scene, in which Dionysus teases Pentheus with a bull that the king 
imagines is the stranger, and then with his own false image, is a 
sort of offstage rehearsal for Pentheus '  mad scene, in which Pen­
theus inverts the illusion, seeing the stranger as a bull . The report 
of these events in the god's own unusual messenger speech teases 
the audience with its pretense of uncertainty. (See especially 629, 
kaith ' ho Bromios, has emoige phainetai ,  doxan lega, and 63 8 . )  What 
the audience knows to be true, since it knows that the stranger is a 
god, is presented as speculation to the chorus onstage . The choice 
of the more "primitive, " satyric, and less characteristically tragic 
(Poetics r 449a I 9-28)  trochaic tetrameters rather than the iambic 
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trimeters normal in most messenger speeches seems appropriate to 
the irony here : the mocking god appropriates the role of human 
messenger to his own inhuman and deceptive ends . 24 The chorus '  
visual experience of the palace miracle comes to seem a less ambig­
uous acknowledgment of the divine pr esence than Dionysus' speech. 

Dionysus goes on to lure Pentheus ,  in a manner unique in extant 
tragedy,  to change his costume and become his player/worship­
er. 25 By playing on his internal conflicts ,  through costume he 
separates Pentheus from his role as king and hoplite (see especially 
809-46) . In the scene in which Pentheus begins to succumb to the 
god's power, Dionysus clinches his victory through a detailed 
description of the costume he is to wear: long hair, a female peplos , 
a fawnskin , and a thursos (8 3 0-3 5 ) . Pentheus wavers between don­
ning the dress of the god's  worshiper and putting on his armor and 
proceeding against the women with force (845-46) . He believes he 
will gain through his disguise the enticing perspective of a mere 
spectator (956-59 ,  105 8-62,  also 829) . Instead, once he has dressed 
as a woman, he rehearses his part and adj usts his costume like an 
actor before a play (925-44) ; he relishes his resemblance to his 
mother or her sisters and imagines that his dress will endow him 
with the powers of a maenad (945- 46) , little realizing that his 
change of costume has committed him to becoming instead part of 
an "unhappy spectacle" ( 1 2 3 2 ,  of Agave with the head of Pen­
theus) beyond his control . In the stable scene Pentheus has con­
tended with beast and stranger as separate images . Now he sees 
Dionysus as a beast ,  and in sensing that the stranger represents 
more than the man he has been playing onstage, he "sees" the god 
and his inhumanness for the first time. Costume, costume change, 

24See POxy 2 ,  no.  2 2 1 ,  for a fragment, possibly from a messenger speech in 
trochaic tetrameters from Phrynichus '  Phoenissae, and compare the striking lyric 
messenger speech by the Phrygian slave in Euripides ' Orestes . 

25See my later discussion of a possible toilet scene in Aeschylus '  Edonoi .  Pen­
theus'  adoption of another costume / role has many implications .  Ritual and the­
ater share a devotion to dressing and cross-sexual role-playing. The psychological 
aspect has been much discussed. By becoming a maenad Pentheus moves into a 
space characteristic of the god, where the differences between male and female, 
human and divine, man and beast, spectator and participant, are lost .  For further 
discussion of these issues, see esp. Gallini 1 963 and Segal 1 978a .  
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and acting thus become a central dramatic image for understanding 
and worshiping the god.  

Only occasionally in Greek tragedy does the meaning of a scene 
depend primarily on role-playing and on the costume changes that 
a character makes onstage. The reverse is true for Old Comedy . 
Comic and tragic (or satyric) costume change serve similar func­
tions only when the change of costume is intended to manipulate 
and deceive or to effect an escape, rejuvenation ,  or restoration to 
heroic status ;  and it can be argued that all such changes are essen­
tially more characteristic of comedy than of tragedy . In the Helen, 
for example, Menelaus is transformed from a shipwrecked and 
almost comic nobody into a Homeric hero ; simultaneously, Helen 
changes to mourning garb, a deception that leads to a symbolic 
remarriage between the two long-estranged spouses.  In contrast ,  
when Heracles '  children put on mourning garments in the Heracles , 
when Cassandra throws off her signs of priestly authority in 
Aeschylus '  Agamemnofl ,  or when Eteocles (probably) arms himself 
to meet his brother in the Seven aga inst Thebes, the change of 
costume entraps the characters in a tragic pattern of action beyond 
their control. Such costume change is relatively rare in Greek trag­
edy and is generally reserved for climactic moments . In the Bac­
chae, however, costume change serves as a sign of conversion to 
Dionysiac worship , and what are largely comic techniques with 
costume and props are used for the first time in a play that has a 
disastrous outcome. 

Indeed, Dionysus '  theater deliberately unsettles the audience 
with its striking merging of comic and tragic stage business with 
costume and props . Cadmus and Tiresias gracelessly but strate­
gically accept the worship of the god by donning his fawnskin and 
thursos and adopting a hobbling dance. The " comedy" of this scene 
(see 250 ,  3 22) centers on their fussy concern to play their new roles 
correctly . As often in comedy, the theatrical point lies in the lack 
of correspondence between the internal and the external , between 
the state of mind on the one hand, and body and costume and 
movement on the other. The dramatic juxtaposition between the 
identical movements of the graceful and authentic chorus and the 
decrepit playacting old men as worshipers of the god is compara-

[ 2 2 5 1  



Ritual Irony 

ble, from the point of view of theatrical effect, to a scene such as 
that in the Thesmophoriazusae between Agathon, Euripides , and 
Euripides ' kinsman. The kinsman is too crude and masculine to 
adopt comfortably the female dress that the effeminate Agathon 
wears very naturally as an inspiration to his dramatic poetry; this 
inability to play the role is prophetic of his failure to maintain his 
disguise in the women's  assembly and exposes Euripides '  "weak­
ness" as a dramatist .  I t  also serves to remind the audience of the 
male actor 's  traditional role in impersonating women. Aristopha­
nes ' own disguised heroes, like Dionysus in the Bacchae, have no 
trouble duping their victims . In  contrast ,  Cadmus in the final scene 
ultimately finds himself facing the tragic rather than the comic 
implications of his opportunistic ( 3 3 3 - 3 6) role-playing and con­
version. If  he returned to the stage still wearing the god's em­
blems, the changed and now pitiful effect of the costume must 
have strikingly underlined this point . 

The same ludicrous fussing over Dionysiac costume is repeated 
in the terrible scene in which Pentheus tries awkwardly to rear­
range his costume with the help of Dionysus . The king parodies 
the god. The visual effect is comparable to the confrontation be­
tween Heracles and Dionysus at the beginning of the Frogs . The 
ludicrous god, dressed in an effeminate saffron robe, tragic bus­
kins , and a lionskin, comes face to face with the original he is 
trying to impersonate and whose powers he is trying to acquire , 
Heracles . God absurdly imitates man (or former man) to acquire 
extraordinary strength. Also laughable is the inability of a divinity 
to carry off the kind of role change that Aristophanes ' comic he­
roes usually accomplish without difficulty. The Dionysus of the 
Frogs thinks that the costume gives him courage; instead it exposes 
his pretenses to true divinity and his all too human cowardice. In 
contrast , the smiling god of the Bacchae expresses his divine au­
thority by his control over role change and his ability to make 
those onstage believe whatever he intends. Dionysus can change 
with sinister ease from divine to human and back, in all probability 
without even a change of costume. 26 Pentheus '  change of costume 
reveals his human limits; in imitating the god he does not acquire, 

26See the section on the mask of Dionysus . 

[ 2 2 6 ]  
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as he expects ,  extraordinary powers over his environment, but the 
cerements of death (see 8 5 7-59  and 1 1 5 6- 5 7)27 and the exposure of 
a divided self Again, change of role / costume simultaneously ef­
fects comic exposure of self-ignorance and tragic entrapment . 

In Aristophanes ' Wasps Bdelycleon tries to remake his father 
into a leisured elderly aristocrat by persuading him to reject his 
juryman's rags for refined and pretentious garments . But the in­
transigent Philocleon finally retains a kind of fierce, if childish and 
absurd, integrity more generally characteristic of the tragic hero . 
The effeminate and luxurious robes fail at the process of reform 
even more fully than Bdelycleon' s  rhetorical victory in the agon, 
which has merely confined his father' s  obsession to the privacy of 
the household . Pentheus '  consent to a change of role brings him a 
"comic" exposure inappropriate for a tragic hero , whereas Phi­
locleon' s  heroic invulnerability to comic correction through cos­
tume gives a surprising twist to the comic denouement of the 
Wasps . Comedy, as Bergson and others have pointed out, reduces 
the spiritual to the physical and divides mind and body so that the 
latter ludicrously mirrors the hidden rigidities or  unconscious de­
sires of the former. 28 When Philocleon ' s  sexuality and aggression 
burst incorrigibly through the trappings of culture, or the relative's 
masculinity cannot be masked by feminine dress in the Thes­
mophoriazusae, the exposure is appropriately comic. But the use of 
costume and gesture-that is , of the body-to make a comparable 
exposure on the tragic stage moves the action uneasily close, in 
style if not fully in tone, to the comic. The terrifying and mythic 
verbal exposure of Hippolytus ' denied sexuality in his destruction 
by a bull and his own mares is replaced in the Bacchae with the 
revelation of Pentheus '  ambivalent sexuality through the physical 
cloaking of the masculine body by crudely adopted feminine dress 
and movement, and with the attempt by Cadmus and Tiresias to 
mask old age with the supple movements of youth . Aristophanes ' 
Thesmophoriazusae at 1 3 6  borrows a line from Aeschylus '  Edonoi in 

27But see Dodds 1 960 on piston Haidan at I I 57 .  
28See Bergson 1 9 5 6 :  6 1 - I 90, esp. 93-94. Tractatus Coislinianus 8, which may 

reflect the contents of Aristotle's lost book of the Poetics on comedy, takes a similar 
view of comedy' s  treatment of soul and body: ho skopton elengchein thelei hamar­
temata tes psuches kai tou somatos . 
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which Lycurgus mocks Dionysus for his feminine dress and ap­
pearance: podapos ho gunnis; tis patra; tis he stole; "From where 
comes this 'woman ' ?  What is his fatherland? What is this female 
dress?" (Aesch . frag .  6 1  N) . Since the allusion to Aeschylus is 
followed by the dressing of Euripides ' relative as a woman , we can 
speculate either that Euripides adopted the dressing of Pentheus as 
a woman from Aeschylus '  Dionysiac drama (in art Pentheus is 
portrayed in armor or in masculine garments as he spies on the 
maenads or is attacked by them) , or that Euripides was inspired by 
Aristophanes to invent the toilet scene of the Bacchae, going be­
yond Aeschylus '  emphasis on the sexual ambiguity of the god's 
identity to borrow Old Comedy ' s  ludicrous transformations of the 
body to express an equivalent ambiguity in the human soul. Eu­
ripides ' gesture is in any case outrageous ,  since Aristophanes ' par­
ody seems clearly directed at addressing the limits that tragedy 
must respect in relation to costume. 

In the case of the comic hero, the voluntary transformation of 
self through costume is a form of temporary control over circum­
stances not subj ect in reality to the force of the individual ' s  desires 
or actions . Cadmus and Tiresias try to make such a "comic" ac­
commodation to phenomena beyond rational control; by being 
willing to "act" they can accept the god while retaining their 
identities . They are simultaneously actors / worshipers and spec­
tators .  The mad Pentheus retains no such comic distance from his 
role. To worship Dionysus ,  or to be a comic hero, is to accept or  
adopt a temporary change of role, and to receive in exchange 
participation in a boundary-transcending experience. Euripides , by 
adopting techniques from Old Comedy, can ev.oke in the audience 
expectations about comic role-playing :  the ways in which costume 
change can be used to expose the hidden desires , ignorance, or 
pretension of the hero ' s  enemies or  to express the power, however 
temporary, of the hero ' s  imagination over reality. In comedy this 
exposure of desire or ignorance or manipulation of reality is laugh­
able because the characters are grotesque and the consequences 
minimal and temporary-certainly not deadly.  In the Bacchae the 
same theatrical techniques expose with accelerating horror the 
tragic inadequacy of man to understand and control himself or his 
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environment. Dionysiac madness becomes the dark double of 
comic befuddlement .  

Myths about Dionysus ' introduction of his worship to new cit­
ies can end happily or disastrously. 29 Those who accept the god are 
blessed with eudaimonia; those who reject him are punished with 
madness and a deadly metamorphosis . In the Homeric Hymn to 
Dionysus, for example, the sailors who fail to recognize the god 
suffer metamorphosis , whereas the steersman, who does , receives 
eudaimonia . Euripides retains or at least appears to retain this pos­
sibility of a "comic" or "tragic" outcome in the early scenes of the 
Bacchae . (Much of what I say below seems also to fit satyr play as 
well as comedy. Satyr play often included the imprisonment and 
escape of a chorus of satyrs dedicated to Dionysus and the worst­
ing of an amathes enemy to the god. See Euripides ' Cyclops 1 73 and 
Bacchae 480 and 490 . 30) Dionysus will punish Pentheus only if he 
insists on resisting the god ( 50-6 3 ) ;  he and his adherents argue that 
accepting the god means wine, festival, and release from care (see 
Thucydides 2 . 3 8  on festival as a release from care and a suppressant 
of grief) . In the final scene the god repeats this argument when he 
tells Cadmus that if he and Agave had known how to exercise 
wisdom (sophronein, 1 3 4 1 ) ,  they would have been happy and 
blessed (eudaimoneit ' ,  1 3 43 ) .  The similarities between the language 
of the early choral odes of the Bacchae and that of the comic chorus 
of Eleusinian initiates in the Frogs are for this reason not surprising .  
(See Frogs ] 26-29 and Bacchae 80 and  1 06-7; Frogs 345-50  and the 
Cadmus-Tiresias scene; Frogs 3 3 2:"34 ,  3 76 ,  3 94 ,  and 4 I O  and Bac­
chae 1 60-6 1 ;  Frogs 3 46 and Bacchae  3 80-8 1 . )  

29Burnett 1 970: 26-27 gives examples of Attic Dionysiac myths in which the 
god comes to be accepted with considerably less difficulty and with happy results .  
She stresses that Dionysus offers to Thebes a civilized public cult that reverts to 
primitivism only when the women are attacked. Up to line 8 r o, the god gives 
Pentheus a fair chance-unique in tragedies of divine revenge-to recognize the 
god's divinity and receive his blessings . For a more extensive treatment of Di­
onysiac myths, see Massenzio 1 969. As  his analysis shows, even the acceptance of 
the god usually leads to the sacrifice of the figure who introduces his viticulture (as 
in the case of Icarius or Staphylus ) .  

300n satyric elements in  the  Bacchae, s ee  Sansone 1 978 and  Seaford 1 98 1 .  Sea­
ford remarks (274) that the blinding of the Cyclops hints at the sacrificial moment 
when the burning torch is dipped into the sacrificial water. 
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As in comedy, the god offers to Thebes the possibility of tempo­
rary regeneration through a festive reversal of normal social and 
political categories . An apparently powerless outsider, he con­
fronts an opponent who is in some sense his powerful double, and 
destroys the enemy of festive pleasure with mockery. By being 
granted temporary control over reality the comic or " trickster" 
hero , like the god in this play, uses his ability to transform his and 
others ' identity and his ability to manipulate language, costume, 
and theatrical illusion to bring the world into harmony with his 
aspirations . 3 1 Dionysus also possesses the poneria (amoral out­
rageousness) and deceptiveness of the trickster hero . The Bacchae 
chorus welcomes the return of the mad Agave, now a successful 
hunter rather than a mere woman (dechesthe kamon euiou theou, 
I I 67) . In comedy the same gesture might well have resulted in a 
shared celebration between the city and the rejuvenated pro­
tagonist .  But here the smiling god alone successfully completes a 
"comic" action as he celebrates through the returning Agave and 
the alien chorus a triumphant kamos . Again as in comedy , even 
those who j oin in the hero ' s  fantasies can be deceived and fail to 
share in his festive victory. Cadmus and Tiresias make what at first 
appears to be the " comic" adj ustment to Dionysiac festival, shrug­
ging off old age in dance; yet Cadmus finally pays a penalty for the 
god's success .  Pentheus ,  however, by resisting the god, inverts a 
potentially comic outcome. He is destroyed while enacting what 
might be termed a parody of the comic plot actually achieved by 
Dionysus .  The comic hero often radically transforms himself to 
succeed in his desires and to save his city heroically .  Pentheus 
abandons his plans to don armor and fight for his city in favor of 
satisfying his personal curiosity; at the same time he interprets his 
dressing as a woman as heroic (962-63 )  and deserving of honor 
and celebration on his return (see 967-70) . Once certain of his 
ability to mock the god or his converts (286 ,  3 22 ,  1 08 1 ,  1 293 ) ,  

3 1For discussions o f  the comic o r  trickster hero in Old Comedy and elsewhere, 
see Whitman I 964 and Salingar I 974. See Tractatus Coislinianus 6 on the impor­
tance of apate in comedy. Revenge and rescue plots overlap in their common 
concern with plotting and deception. 
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Pentheus becomes not a hero but the object of divine ge/os, laugh­
ter and s corn (2 50 ,  through Cadmus, and 503 , 842 ,  8 5 4) . 32 

In the Bacchae the same pattern of events is to the smiling god 
and his chorus a "comic" celebration of Pentheus '  exposure and 
defeat as an enemy to festival, and to the appalled second mes­
senger and to Pentheus '  family an occasion for tragic pity and 
lament.  In sum, the god has enacted a comic plot pattern and, 
wearing a smiling mask, defeats his enemy in an agon and con­
cludes his victory with a festive komos . But once Dionysus ' play is 
concluded, Pentheus '  perverted sacrificial death and fruitless pe­
ripeteia and anagnorisis (kakou gar engus on emanthanen, 1 I I 3 ;  I I  1 5-
1 9) ,  accompanied by the inability of the maddened participants to 
pity their victim,  can be read as an abortive tragic action.  Agave 
reaches and survives the full tragic anagnorisis of her peripeteia and 
her error in failing to recognize the god denied to Pentheus (Di­
onusos hemas oles ', arti manthano, 1 296;  see also Cadmus at 1 297, 
1 3 44, and 1 3 46) . She accepts her fate, although she wishes never to 
see a thursos again ( 1 3 8 1-86) .  She now sees the mask of Pent he us as 
human-the representation of her son and a cause for penthos, not 
bestial and a cause for triumph. Cadmus now calls the phonos 
(slaughter, 1 1 1 4) of Pentheus a thuma (sacrifice, 1 246) , hence re­
establishing a sacrificial perspective on the king's  death . Lamenting 
Pentheus ,  he sadly recalls the overzealous youth ' s  past kindnesses 
to him ( 1 3 1 1-22) . The second messenger is Pentheus '  first sym­
pathetic defender in the play ( 1 0) 2-3 3 ,  1 03 9-40) , and the first 
besides Pentheus to champion the men of the city ( 1 036 ,  if the text 
is correct) , who have hitherto been silent or converted to the god. 
He mourns the collapse of the royal house ( 1 024-28) . The adjec­
tive perissos (extraordinary, excessive) , formerly used of men like 
Pentheus (429) , is now applied to Agave's revenge ( I I 97) . The 
implication of these final scenes seems to be that the gods may 
impose patterns of action on men, but that tragedy emerges from a 

32Sacrificial and tragic victims may also be mocked, but here the combination of 
vocabulary (gelas and kamas) , the god's smiling mask, and the god's dramatic 
strategies suggest the idea if not the tone of Old Comedy, as well as the traditional 
disgrace of being ridiculed by one's enemies . I share a sense of the tone of these 
comic scenes with Seidensticker 1 978 .  See also Dodds 1 960, esp. 1 92 .  
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strictly human (and sane) perspective; the human and humane ex­
perience and vision of Pentheus'  family and of the second mes­
senger invent tragedy from the divine "comedy . " 

Dionysus, then, does not merely borrow from the plot structure 
and stage business of comedy to make his theatrical demonstration 
of divinity. As the god who presides over both comedy and trag­
edy in the dramatic festivals ,  he dissolves and transcends the 
boundaries between the comic and tragic genres .  Dionysus makes 
his victims see with pleasure what the sane mind would experience 
as painful. Pentheus would like to see what causes him distress 
(8 1 5) ;  the mad Agave will think herself free from misfortune when 
she is actually supremely unfortunate ( 1 2 59-62; see also the con­
trast between 1 2 ] 2  and 1 2 5 8) .  Plato in the Ph ilehus (48c-49c5)  
suggests in a very complex passage that tragedy and comedy are 
united by a concern with self-knowledge. Comic delusion is ac­
companied by weakness ;  ignorance in those who have the ability 
to retaliate is hateful and ugly . Pentheus ' situation, as he moves 
from a supposed position of strength to one of weakness, falls 
uncomfortably between the hateful and the ridiculous; the god's  
apparent "comic weakness" at first  obscures a hateful strength . 
Similarly, the audience, trapped through comic / tragic irony and a 
partial identification with the god's cause (for it knows that Pen­
theus is wrong) , is torn between fear and horrified laughter at the 
king ' s  delusions . Until the final scenes the god thus denies clear 
access either to the comic laughter or to the tragic pity by which 
the spectators control their theatrical experience. They neither 
maintain the intellectuality , the emotional alienation, and the sense 
of collective understanding by which comedy attempts to exclude 
and thereby correct the rigid and misguided member of society 
with mockery in the manner eloquently described by Bergson;33 
nor can they feel full pity and fear for Pentheus as a being better 
than but dangerously similar to themselves .  

In Plato ' s  Symposium (223 d3 -9) Socrates argues with Aristopha­
nes and Agathon that tragedy and comedy could be written by the 
same man. Socrates is presumably championing an unlikely cause.  
Or he might equally be alluding with characteristic irony to a fin-

33Bergson 1 956 .  
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de-siecle consciousness about the two genres . Aristophanes , fa­
mous throughout his career for his parodies of Euripides (Cratinus 
frag. 3 07 K mocks Aristophanes for this habit) , suggests in the 
Frogs that the health and nature of both theatrical genres are inex­
tricably linked . A good comedy should contain, as the Eleusinian 
initiates say of their rites , a judicious mixture of seriousness and 
mockery (3 9 1 -9 5) .  Aristophanes , in this unusually serious come­
dy, uses a theatrical Dionysus to make statements about the com­
plex relation between the genres and to defend the value of dra­
matic poetry to the city (Frogs 1 4 1 9, 1 500- 1 503 ) .  Euripides , too, 
by allowing the god of theater to make his own theatrical demon­
strations of divinity, reveals the shared ground between apparently 
opposing genres , the common preoccupation with human igno­
rance and pretension, with relief from suffering, with agon and the 
exposure of human violence and aggression, and with demonstrat­
ing the gap between man' s  godlike desires and his ability to 
achieve them. In the Bacchae Dionysus brings "drama" to birth in 
Thebes as an experience and a form in which boundaries are trans­
gressed and cultural categories and oppositions temporarily re­
versed and collapsed. Comedy allows its heroes to cross the 
boundaries separating man and god, the socially encumbered indi­
vidual and his heroic desires ; its audiences revel harmlessly in 
mockery , revenge, a delight in exposure, and a free identification 
with the initially underdog protagonist .  The god's " comedy, " 
with its Dionysian audience, the chorus ,  is revealed to be in many 

ways a more terrifying form of the genre. Yet when the god has 
withdrawn from the level of human action to the machine or 
theologeion , Euripides ' tragedy frames and changes the audience' s  
emotional response to the divine drama. The final scenes restore 
(or, from the historical perspective, create) the traditional bound­
aries between genres , drawing a sharp and specifically tragic line 
between man and god, the individual and his heroic aspirations,  
audience and protagonist , and between laughter and tragic pity. 
Nevertheless ,  the failure of the chorus to move fully toward a 
tragic perspective (to feel pity and fear over the fate of Pentheus) ; 
the lack of closure resulting from Dionysus ' final puzzling proph­
ecies of future punishments ,  pronounced from the machine; and 

the patent and possibly avoidable folly of the ever-combative Pen-

[ 2 3 3 ]  
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theus (he has expressed even his filial piety in the willingness to 
take revenge) cast in the final moments the lingering shadow of the 
divine comedy over the recovery of tragic vision.  

Festival and Theater 

In festival the distinctions that normally define a society are 
temporarily transformed or suppressed . 34 Most Greek festivals ,  
for example, permitted the participation of women, who had no 
place in the political and military life of the city,  and sometimes of 
strangers ,  metics ,  and even slaves . Hierarchy may give way to a 
world in which each individual in a community is more closely 
the "equal" of others , allowed to "be himself, "  to release psycho­
biological urges in submission to ritual rather than to control them 
in submission to secular authority . Old Comedy 's  stress on 
obscenity and aggression is but one of many Attic examples . S ta­
tus, name, property, and kin position may no longer carry the 
same weight; nor do distinctions of age or sex . The weak, the 
inferiors in the community hierarchy, may rule and have the 
power to restore fertility to society.  Women ' s  festivals in Athens 
could invert the normal procedures of civic life;  political business 

was suspended during the Thesmophoria, which occupied civic 
space for rituals concerning fertility.  Rulers or other scapegoat 
figures may be humiliated or punished (as in the Attic Thargelia) . 
What Turner calls communitas emerges where structure is not . 35 
Spontaneous energy is released; the forces that bind a community 
together with warmth and feeling and loyalty but are not formally 
or fully built into the organization of the community are cele­
brated. Both Thucydides (2 . 3 8) and Plato (Laws 6 5 3 d) testify to 
the powers of festival to restore communal energy .  A new lan-

34Many of the theoretical points made here were formulated in cross-cultural 
studies of festival in ritual cultures .  Although I am certain that it could be done (the 
fictional example presented in the Bacchae itself conforms explicitly to this sce­
nario) , to support every detail with examples of festivals from attested Greek 
contexts would be too ambitious an undertaking here. For the element of the 
carnivalesque at the City Dionysia, especially in relation to Aristophanes, see 
Brelich 1 969b and Carriere 1 979 . 

35Turner 1 969: chaps .  4 and 5 ,  esp.  1 3 8 , 1 67, 1 77 .  
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guage and vision may temporarily hold sway. As in the Eleusinian 
and other mysteries ,  ideas are expressed in symbol, myth, and 
metaphor; actions are ritualized . In this state, as Turner says, reg­
ular social structure is simplified, inverted, or distanced, and Levi­
Straussian "s tructures" are amplified, permitting scrutiny of the 
culture as a whole . 36 But this state of communitas is not simply a 
return to "nature . " I t  is "nature in dialogue with structure. "37 In 
i ts  controlled form festival is a reconstructive phase of society, 
operating according to strict ritual logic, in which the culture is 
modified through a confrontation of individuals as equals and an 
opportunity to observe social structures from another perspective . 
Douglas s tresses that " cults . . .  invite their initiates to turn round 
and confront the categories on which their whole surrounding 
culture has been built up and to recognize them for the fictive, 
man-made, arbitrary creations that they are. "38 The return to nor­
malcy from the festal s tate ideally brings,  then, a renewed sense of 
the arbitrariness  yet necessity of the existing cultural order. Ritual 
cultures depend on successive phases of s tructure and communitas, 
and each ultimately contributes to maintaining the vitality of that 
culture . Again, to quote Douglas: 

Order implies restriction; . . .  This is why, though we seek to create 
order, we do not simply condemn disorder. We recognize that it is 
destructive to existing patterns;  also that it has potentiality .  It sym­
bolizes both danger and power. 

Ritual recognizes the potency of disorder. In the disorder of the 
mind, in dreams ,  faints and frenzies , ritual expects to find powers 
and truths which cannot be reached by conscious effort. Energy to 
command and special powers of healing come to those who can 
abandon rational control for a time. 39 

Cadmus founded Thebes with the help of the purely military 
Spartoi; Pentheus is the second ruler, and, true to his heritage, he 

36Ibid . ,  1 3 3  and 1 67 . 
37Ibid . , 1 40 .  
38Douglas 1 966:  200. 
39Ibid . , 1 1 4;  see also Turner 1 969: 1 77 and 203 . Turner s tresses the equality of 

individuals as human beings in festival even though they may be unequal in terms 
of social status or  in other respects. 
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relies exclusively on force and his hoplites to maintain order. 
Thebes has apparently not yet experienced the full benefits of fes­
tival. The religion that Dionysus brings to the militarized bastion 
of early Thebes offers the festal benefits described above and 
makes similar claims to being essential to the proper functioning of 
culture. The old can be temporarily rejuvenated; women can leave 
the confined internal space of the home and move about unham­
pered by marriage and children; pain can be released in wine, song, 
and dance; peace reigns . 4o As Green puts it :  "Ritual is , we know, 
one of the manifestations that elucidate the subordination of desire 
to the universe of rules .  I t  is a return of the repressed that enables 
us to witness ,  through certain ritual practices ,  the disguised ex­
pressions of desires whose prohibition would be absolute if they 
were expressed outside the limits of the ritual .  "41 By adopting new 
garments and new movements the participant can take on another 
role. In accepting the god's myths and symbols he may see the 
world differently and express this change of state with a special 
ritual vocabulary. The god ' s  costume suggests that of a structural 
inferior, woman; his thursoi and fawnskins are emblems of a ritual 
power that can overcome manmade metal weapons .  As the chorus 
emphasizes , the wisdom of Dionysus is the wisdom of the masses, 
of the whole community: his followers speak with one voice (72 5 ) . 
The god argues that if the city accepts his worship and the inver­
sions it brings it could enter into a special state of bliss and atem­
porality (see especially 1 3 4 1 -43 ) .  

The world into which Dionysus brings Pentheus is both an 
inversion of ordinary society and a celebration of "nature in di­
alogue with structure . " As Green puts it: "The Dionysiac ritual , 
then, is not a natural ritual; on the contrary , it is the culturation of 

4ODionysiac rites claimed therapeutic effect in many contexts .  Cybele 's  drums 
purified Dionysus of the madness imposed on him by Hera (Apollodorus 3 . 5 .  I ) .  
At  Laws 790d-79 I b ,  Plato compares lullabies and Bacchic music: mothers sing 
their children to sleep , and Bacchic followers are brought to a sane state of mind 
by music (but see 85 IC for the undesirable effects of frenzied Bacchic modes) . For 
katharsis in Aristotle, with extensive bibliography on the issue, see Else 1 957 =  224-
3 2  and 423-47. Given the therapeutic effects of music, it is not surprising that 
Euripides makes analogies between music and sacrifice, especially purificatory 
sacrifice. 

4 1 Green 1 979: 1 70; see also 1 7 1 .  
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the natural . If the cultural excludes it, the punishment of the god 
will fall . "42 Outside the city is a world in which the ecstatic wom­
en are in control; they rej ect the marriage, agriculture, technology, 
and sacrifice of the city .  Their symbols are taken from the wild 
world, not from the domestic one. They have powers not available 
to them in ordinary life .  Yet this world of antistructure is by no 
means disordered or totally undifferentiated, but is organized ac­
cording to a different set of meaningful ritual rules .  The maenads 
are divided into three groups each with a leader, comparable to the 
actual structure of maenadic th iasoi .  Their sacrifice resembles , 
though it perverts, the civic norm; it symbolizes the unity of their 
group and separates outsiders from insiders . Agave, as priestess ,  
gets the choice sacrificial portion (she tears off Pentheus '  arm first, 
1 1 2 5-27) . Both messengers observe and emphasize that the wom­
en behave with tremendous order (see especially 693 ) .  Certainly,  
the environment on Cithairon is vulnerable to a movement to 
uncontrolled violence. As  Girard has argued (see Chapter I ) ,  Eu­
ripides in the Bacchae takes festival back to its violent origins . 43 In 
contrast to the women on the mountain, the chorus ,  when it pres­
ents the worship of Dionysus to the city , offers the experience of 
festival in a benign and controlled form. The Asian women sing , 
dance, and present new myths and symbols to the city;  their vio­
lence is exclusively verbal. As in the Bacchae, ritual experience 
generally has the potential to combine constructively the comic 
and the tragic .  As Turner puts i t :  

status reversal does not mean "anomie" but simply a new perspec­
tive from which to observe structure. I ts topsyturviness may give a 
humorous warmth to this ritual viewpoint .  If the liminality of life­
crisis rites may be, perhaps audaciously, compared to tragedy-for 
both imply humbling, stripping, and pain-the liminality of status 
reversal may be compared to comedy, for both involve mockery and 
inversion, but not destruction, of structural rules and overzealous 
adherents to them. 44 

42Ibid. ,  1 7 1 . 
43Girard 1 977. 
44Turner 1 969: 20 1 .  

[ 2 3 7 1 
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It is Pentheus who, by rejecting festival in the more civilized form 
in which Dionysus offers it to the city ,  is punished by being taken 
outside the city to experience the same phenomenon in an uncon­
trolled and violent form. 

According to Girard, the Bacchae presents the creation of a di­
vinity through the displacement of the mass violence used in the 
sacrifice of a scapegoat onto Dionysus himself. The play opens 
with a " sacrificial crisis , "  an effacement of social differences and of 
the difference between human and divine, which Pentheus diag­
noses as a disease; following the destruction of the scapegoat it 
closes with the affirmation of divinity . For Girard, however, the 
play remains p roblematic because it takes an ambivalent stance, 
neither fully displacing violence onto the god nor restoring it to 
men. The play stops short of a full demystification of the secret of 
primitive religion, of the " double illusion of a violent divinity and 
an innocent community . "45 Thus Euripides does not conclude the 
play by emphasizing the logical restoration of peace through the 
unanimous lynching of the king . Instead, the final scenes create 
pity for the protagonists ,  raise questions about the nature of Di­
onysus' divinity, and leave the audience confused about how to 
judge its dramatic experience . The language and structure of the 
ritual arouse the expectation of ritual 's  solidifying effects , but the 
overall structure and perspective of the play systematically frus­
trate them. 

In part, as Girard sees , the play creates its ambivalent effect by 
making what is essentially a diachronic process (the dramatic pre­
sentation of the historical creation of a divinity through violence) a 
synchronic one. Dionysus , the chorus,  and Tiresias present to 
Pentheus the benefits of his religion in an anachronistically positive 
form. The promise of the civilized future precedes or  merges inex­
tricably with the violence of the mythical past ,  so that cause and 
result are permanently confused. The anachronistic choral odes 
stand at the center of this ambiguity . On the one hand, the lan­
guage and movement of the choral odes maintain a continuous 
relation to the plot. The Asian women, as worshipers of the god, 
present the god's religion to the city, suffer his trials ,  perceive his 

45Girard 1 977: 1 3 6 . 
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miracles , share his release, and finally, in the fourth stasimon, 
identify directly with and anticipate the destructive act of their 
mad counterparts on the mountain. On the other hand, these 
Asian bacchants also press the audience to make complex connec­
tions and comparisons between the ritualized spectacle of Pen­
theus'  failure to accept the god and the festivities and excesses of 
contemporary Attic democracy . The role of the chorus raises 
many of the same issues raised in the three earlier plays considered 
in this book. In the fA and the Phoenissae the choral odes created a 
world of myth and ritual in tangent to the corrupt political world 
of the action ,  but intersecting with it at a crucial point where 
idealistic youth takes ritual as a model for action. In the Heracles 
past myths at first seem irrelevant to the life of the polis .  Following 
an explosive contact between the world of myth and reality, 
Theseus intervenes to incorporate Heracles and his myths into the 
Athenian polis .  The Bacchae again asks what it means to absorb 
myth and ritual, this time Dionysiac myth and ritual, into the life 
of a polis .  As Arthur puts it :  "Euripides has focused in the play not 
on the Dionysiac element itself, but rather on how the polis incor­
porates elements (such as the Dionysiac) which are hostile to it and 
on how it sustains (or does not sustain) itself against its own con­
tradictions .  "46 By the final scenes the actions of the god and the 
attitude and vision presented by the chorus ,  who do integrate 
myth, ritual, and reality , come to seem utterly suspect. How does 
the participant in and spectator of myth and festival draw bound­

aries between himself and these events? 
The chorus ,  as Arthur in particular has argued, presents an apol­

ogy for traditional Greek morality, for the philosophy of to sophon 
(wisdom) and meden agan (nothing in excess) . 47 The early choral 
odes describe the blessings of a Hellenized Dionysus already incor­
porated by the polis .  The later stasima show how easily the lan­
guage and ideals of establishment morality "can be accommodated 
to an opposite system of values .  "48 Revenge becomes identified 

46Arthur 1 972 :  1 48 .  
47Arthur 1 972 .  See also Deichgraber 1 93 5  for a treatment of the odes that 

emphasizes their relation to contemporary sophistic thought and politics . 
48Arthur 1 972:  1 6 5 .  See also de Romilly 1 963  and Winnington-Ingram 1 948 on 

the ambiguous language of the god and his chorus. 
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with loveliness ,  wisdom, freedom,  escape, the god's smile, and 
values expressive earlier in the play of a society at peace. Through 
the chorus we see that in a city under control Dionysus emerges in 
symposia and in civic festivals as a celebration of the democracy's 
freedom from political hierarchy and rigid control of personal be­
havior, and as an appropriate release from care. Dionysiac rite and 
myth can complement the political aims of a democracy and guard 
against the institution of tyranny. The chorus repeatedly empha­
sizes that Dionysus is the god of the many and not of the perisso i  
phates (extraordinary men,  429) . The many know how to live the 
"life of apolitical quiet" (ho de tas hesuch ias / biotos, 3 89-90) and 
how to be sensible (to phronein, 3 90) . Yet in a city under pressure, 
pushed to excess ,  he appears behind the corrosive pressure of the 
democratic majority for revenge and for the destruction of out­
standing men. Thucydides , too, in his famous analysis of the Cor­
cyrean revolt (3 . 82-84) , treats the thirst for revenge as the most 
important manifestation of a disintegrating democracy . He, too, 
remarks on the radical redefinition, in such circumstances , of tradi­
tionally positive ethical language to justify unethical causes . On 
the other hand, h i s  Pericles in the funeral oration celebrates the 
need for festive release in a well-functioning democracy (2 . 3 8) .  
The Bacchae seems t o  hover between exposing the violence inher­
ent in Greek social life, divinity, and festival and the celebration of 
festival as a reconstructive phase of society necessary to its health 
and well-being .  

Similarly , the claim of drama (explicit in comedy and by im­
plication in tragedy) to release or  expose sexuality and aggression, 
to attack society by showing it in a state of inversion, yet to do so 
without harm, and indeed with positive therapeutic benefit , is  
intimately tied to an exploration of the relation of festival to soci­
ety . To defend or attack the inversions of festival and the social 
harmony created through the violence of sacrifice is  ultimately to 
defend or attack tragedy, a poetic form that grew out of these 
rituals and remains a part of them by borrowing from ritual in its 
structure, language, and imagery and in its ability to restore and 
reunite society through the experience of the ritualized violence 
presented in its myths .  The parabases of comedy claim to teach 
men how properly to praise and blame, but they also playfully 
defend sexuality and aggressive political satire in the plays . Aristo-
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phanes ' drama wittily and unregretfully undercuts his claim in the 
parabases to be cleaner and more constructive than his fellow com­
ic playwrights . The tragic poets from Aeschylus onward (Prom­
etheus 63 1- 34) ,  aware in advance of the kind of critical debate they 
were to evoke in the philosophers , call attention to the pleasurable 
or therapeutic effects of experiencing what is painful .  49 

Pentheus '  attempt to exclude festival and its benefits from his 
recently formed and crudely hierarchical city is expressed pri­
marily as a failure of sight, or  a failure to benefit from theoria . 5o He 
insists that to believe in Dionysus he must see the god directly and 
at first hand, not indirectly and symbolically (the god shows him­
self to Pentheus in disguised form) : "You say that you really saw 
the god? What sort of being was he?" he asks at 477. Or, in lines 
50 1-2 :  

P. And where is he? He is not manifest to my eyes at least .  
D. Here by me;  but you,  being impious yourself, cannot look on 

him. 

Pentheus seems repeatedly unable to see or hear the implications of 
the speeches , sounds,  or  images presented to him. At the same 
time he responds unconsciously to the god's message as he i s  lured 
to the mountain by a desire to see or spy upon the god' s forbidden 
rites (8 1 1 - 1 6, 829,  8 3 8 ,  9 1 6 , 9 56 ,  1 060-62) , although in fact he is 
never allowed to see the sacred activities of the maenads on the 
mountain ( 1 060, 1 075 )  until the moment of his recognition and 
death. 

When Pentheus is finally costumed and maddened by Dionysus 
he comes onstage with a new and double vision.  He sees two 
Thebes , two suns; he sees , as the god says, what he ought to see 
(924) : 

You seem to lead on ahead of us as a bull and to have grown horns 
on your head. (920-2 1 )  

49See Pucci 1 980 for the therapeutic effects o f  pain i n  Euripides . 
sOFor an excellent treatment of the language of sight in the play, see Massenzio 

1 969: 82-9 1 .  Among other points , he contrasts Dionysiac sight with Pentheus'  
narrower and more superficial desire to spy .  
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Pentheus '  ability to see only one level of reality continues in his 
state of madness ;  he simply substitutes the beast for the smiling 
mask (although he continues to be aware of the stranger' s  non­
bestial side, just as Agave is later unconsciously aware that the 
head of the "beast" she carries is also human, I I 8 S-87) . 5 1 His sight 
changes and he has access to a vision of divine power unavailable 
to him before, but it brings no insight. He is unaware of the 
implication that this bestial image has for himself He cannot, like 
the god or the comic hero , " see" and control his transformation at 
the same time. In contrast ,  the chorus of believers caps this scene 
by evoking a double image of the god, impossible to normal vision, 
as a beast with a smiling face or mask (prosopon) ( 1 0 1 8-2 3 ) :  

Appear t o  our sight a s  a bull o r  a many-headed snake o r  a fire­
blazing lion. Go, 0 Bacchus . With a smiling face cast your noose 
about the hunter of the Bacchants as he falls under the deadly herd of 
the maenads . 

The language and action of the play demonstrate the god's di­
vinity indirectly and symbolically and deny that humans can ade­
quately "see" Dionysus .  The god can take any shape he wants 
(478) but is not fully visible to the human eye. Seeing the god, as 
the contrast between the vision of Pentheus and of the chorus 
shows, is a matter of "double sight . " In fact, even the chorus and 
the maenads on the mountain only hear ,  but do not see, their god 
directly . (A light also symbolizing the god's presence appears at 
1 082-8 3 . )  He is a being who can successively or simultaneously 
appear as divine, animal, and human. 

Pentheus defines the world through the hierarchical and rigidly 
antithetical s tructures of his society, not through the nonstructures 
or antistructures of ritual and festival. For him man and woman, 
for example, are rigidly separate categories ( 822) ; each sex has its 
own sphere (2 1 7) ;  one is subordinate to the other (786) . Dionysus 
as festival god can simultaneously invert and subvert these cultural 
categories : language, the role of the sexes , classes , and political 
hierarchy. To understand Dionysus is to understand that the order 

S i l t  is unclear precisely what  Pentheus sees at 920-2 1-the stranger and his 
double with horns (Dodds 1 960: 1 9 3 ) ;  a stranger who is part man, part bull; or a 
bull who he realizes is also the stranger. On I I 8S-87 ,  see Dodds 1 960: 224.  
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imposed upon the world by human culture is created by that 
culture, and that the permanent potential exists for a reversal or 
collapse of this order. To accept him is to understand that festival 
and ritual can offer this knowledge in a form that ultimately sup­
ports rather than destroys the existing social structure. 

In the Bacchae the same words or symbols can have two appar­
ently incompatible connotations in the minds of supporters or  
opponents of the god, or  at two different dramatic moments . 
Sophia ,  sophos,  and to sophon,  for example, mean something en­
tirely different to Tiresias or the chorus as defenders of the god, 
and to Pentheus as a defender of the existing cultural order; the 
chorus uses these terms in so many seemingly incompatible con­
texts that the audience loses any certainty of what they mean to the 
god' s  worshipers (see especially 480,  65 5-56 ;  203 , 824,  1 1 90;  3 9 5 ,  
877-97, ro05 ) · A thursos may a t  one point b e  a magic wand provid­
ing food and sustenance, at another point a weapon; at a third 
point this symbol of Dionysus' power loses its force and must be 
regarlanded ( ro 54- 5 5 ) before it becomes once more something 
other than a mere branch . Pentheus not only fails to see and in­
terpret symbols; he also remains unaware of, or fatally resistant to, 
the fact that visual or  linguistic signs can refer to more than one 
valid level of meaning at once. Unlike Dionysus (and the audience) 
he has no sense of irony or metaphor .  

Pentheus ' terrifying transformation from spectator to spectacle 
shows in an extraordinarily theatrical form what it means to act or 
imitate without full knowledge. The god, unlike the tragic hero , 
never confuses representation with reality; instead he controls real­
ity through representation. Contrast, for example, Pentheus '  reac­
tions in the stable scene and the god 's  open declaration ,  in the 
prologue and elsewhere, about how he will use disguise, madness ,  
and illusion to achieve his ends . By using language on multiple 
levels and exploiting the physical accoutrements of theater and/ or 
Dionysiac cult, he can manipulate and transform the world to 
create an upside-down festal experience. 52 Whereas the audience 

52AlI these aspects of the play seem to be characteristic of Greek mystery cults ; 
Eleusinian mysteries also used riddling language, symbols, and some kind of 
dramatic performance. Seaford I 98 I suggests that the Baahae makes references to 
the Dionysiac mysteries comparable to those made to the Eleusinian mysteries in 
Aeschylus ' Oresteia . 
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can distinguish visual illusion from reality in the palace scene, the 
tragic hero , or, from the divine perspective, the "comic victim, " is 
destroyed through his confinement to one level of language and 
sight and to the cultural context in which he exists . In short, most 
Greek tragedy unfolds as a kind of initiation into the mysteries of 
the divine and the mysteries of the self, which can include a kind of 
symbolic or actual sacrificial death (sacrificial in part because sacri­
fice defines a point of intersection in the relations between man and 
god, man and society) . Yet the audience' s  experience of tragic 
irony in the Bacchae expands to encompass a confrontation not 
only with individual identity or  the nature of the divine but also 
with the whole contradictory structure of human social existence . 

Dionysus and the chorus present to Thebes the possibility that 
his festivals can express this potential for a reversal of the cultural 
order in a controlled and revitalizing form; the early scenes offer 
multiple demonstrations that the spectator who can understand 
reality (and especially divinity) through representation retains dis­
tance and identity and may return without disaster to ordinary life .  
The "play" or festival on the  mountain perverts the drama as it has 
been observed up to this point .  The benign (ep iotatos) god of the­
ater can by implication present drama and myths as a constructive 
part of the social and political life of the city; the terrible (deinotatos) 
god presides over comparable festive reversals of normality and 
identity outside the limits of the city and of civilized control. Thus ,  
while P�ntheus merely imagines that he  "suffers terribly" (pepontha 
deina , 642) in his duel with the image created by the god, he is s till 
safe; but on the mountain he is utterly destroyed. The first mes­
senger speech gives Pentheus the precise scenario for his own death 
and a chance, by learning through presentation ,  to avoid it ; here 
animals, not humans , are torn apart; the myth of Actaeon serves to 
warn the king of his fall in advance; and the maenads , if left un­
disturbed, can act in an orderly and peaceful fashion . 53 Here the 
messenger learns from his experience to accept Dionysus '  divinity,  
although the king cannot .  The initial debates (agones) between man 
and god become Pentheus '  hopeless struggles (agones) on the 

53 Dodds 1 960: 1 67-68 suggests that the traditional story of the herdsman and 
the maenads would have been celebrated in ritual and dance. 
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mountain . The maenads literally see the king as a beast and tear 
him apart; unlike the chorus ,  they become with Pentheus actors in 
the play, not spectators of the action.  In contrast, the chorus ,  as 
spectators, simply imagine Pentheus as a beast; in the fourth stasi­
mon, where they envisage Pentheus '  death, they participate, but 
indirectly and hence without harm, in the god's revenge on Pen­
theus . Finally ,  the chorus '  single-minded and pitiless identification 
with the god's "play" is not that of Euripides ' play, for the au­
dience has access in the final scenes to a double reading of the god's 
drama that encompasses both a divine ( " comic") and a humane 
( "tragic") reading of the same events . The audience sees, then, all 
levels of participation in and experience of the same events , from 
the complete failure to retain control, represented by madness ,  and 
the chorus ' overidentification, to Tiresias '  controlled participation 
as spectator with sufficient understanding (like that of an audience 
experiencing tragic irony) to survive his experience without nega­
tive consequences .  

The play, by emphasizing the possibility that Dionysus may be 
safely incorporated into civilized life or that the mere spectator of 
rather than the actor in Dionysiac theater may benefit from tragic 
experience, offers an implicit j ustification for the seemingly sub­
versive role of festival and tragedy in civilized life .  The sacrifices 
made by art and ritual substitute for actual violence . At the same 
time, Euripides seems to subvert this claim. The chorus,  as spec­
tators who identify too closely with the divine revenge and who 
travesty the language of ethical moderation,  are clear reminders of 
continuing contemporary excesses in the Athenian political scene. 
Furthermore, although the play thoroughly debunks the tradi­
tional anthropomorphic assumptions about Greek divinity, Cad­
mus, by insisting to the god that his revenge was just but exces­
sive-gods should not be like mortals in their wrath ( 1 3 48)­
shows how little he ,  as well as the chorus,  has  learned from Pen­
theus'  tragic disaster . In the final scene Agave and Cadmus turn 
away from ritual and myth, which are left to Dionysus and the 
chorus , in favor of rational speech . Yet no form of speech-the 
cynical opportunism of Cadmus, the sophistry of Tiresias ,  the 
literalism of Pent he us, the riddling language of the initiated offered 
by the disguised god, the ritualized and mythical language of the 

r 2 4 5 ] 
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chorus-earlier offered a means to capture fully or to control the 
experience inspired by the elusive god. 54 Is  the spectator forced to 
conclude that the god's nonverbal communication of his divinity is 
equally ambivalent and inadequate? An examination of the the­
atrical effect created by the god's  own mask provides further in­
sight into these larger contradictions offered by the play as a 
whole. 

Dionysus' Mask 

In the prologue Dionysus announces that he will manifest him­
self to Thebes in human disguise and reveal himself as a god to the 
city. To do so he has put on a human morphe (shape) or phusis 
(nature) . He redundantly emphasizes (4-5 and 5 3 -54) his donning 
of this human disguise. 55 Why does Euripides make Dionysus 
draw attention to this point? Presumably he must clarify for the 
audience some visual confusion about the god and his costume. 
Using the aorist participle (ameipsas, 4) , the god says he has "put 
on" mortal shape. The use of the aorist followed by a main verb in 
the present tense (pareimi, 5)  suggests that he appears onstage al­
ready disguised as mortal, although the audience is required to 
accept this figure as a god ( 1-2) : 

54Pentheus '  inability to comprehend Tiresias ,  Dionysus, the therapon, and the 
first messenger reflects not only his amathia but also the impossibility of commu­
nicating the Dionysiac phenomenon verbally .  The god's violence and the final 
scene make clear that even the audience, with the benefit of hindsight, cannot 
accept the words of the god and his chorus as fully adequate to the experience 
represented in the play. The j uxtaposition of the chorus '  and Tiresias' explanation 
of Dionysus' birth also raises questions about both views .  On Tiresias' speech, 
which I view as deliberately inadequate, see esp. Deichgraber I 9 3 5 ,  Rohdich I 968 ,  
esp. I 43-47, Winnington-Ingram I 948 :  48- 5 8 ,  Conacher I 967a: 62-64. 

55 No scholar has in my view convincingly explained away this redundancy on 
textual grounds. Willink I 966:  30-3 I admits that there are no strong linguistic 
grounds for condemnation.  "To defend 5 3-54  is to believe that Euripides spoilt 
his own elaborate structure" in the prologue, "and that, too, with a doubly 
tautologous couplet (repeating [line] 4) , introduced by a repetitive conjunction, 
following a clause which i t  could not logically follow. " My point here is that the 
repetition is meant to be functional and emphatic. See also line 9 1 4, where the god 
reminds the audience that the feminine figure seen entering is indeed the disguised 
Pentheus .  
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I have come, the child of Zeus, to the Theban land, Dionysus .  

Yet does this figure with the smiling mask (as  we know from 
lines 439  and 1 02 1 ) look mortal? Although we know little of tragic 
masking conventions in the fifth century B .C. , we can safely as­
sume that most masks representing human beings in tragedy were 
not smiling . 56 Moreover, although gods regularly appear in pro­
logues and epiphanies ,  they rarely dominate the praxis of trag­
edies . 57 This is apparently not true of tragedies about Dionysus,  in 
which the god is presenting his divinity to those who have not yet 
recognized him.  Yet the continual p resence onstage of this divine 
smile was not so commonplace as to have lost its capacity to 
express the gulf between god and man . 58 The masks of other gods 
in Greek tragedies are never described in the text as smiling .  Yet if, 
as seems probable, the smiling mask was a convention for deities ,  
or for Dionysus alone, rather than an Euripidean innovation, no 
earlier poet, so far as we know, called attention to it so emphat­
ically and developed it so explicitly .  

Dodds explains the textual redundancy here as the poet ' s  means 
"of making it quite clear to the audience that the speaker, whom 

56For the scanty evidence concerning fifth-century as opposed to later tragic 
masks, see Pickard-Cambridge I 96 8 :  chap .  4 .  Even in the fourth century the more 
stylized masks of the principal tragic or even upper-class comic characters are 
never described or pictured in art as smiling. There are no other direct references 
to masks in classical tragedy, and even in comedy it is difficult to abstract precise 
information on the nature of masks from the texts . I am assuming that masks and 
costumes could be seen by the audience; even if the spectators in the last rows of 
the theater in fifth-century Athens had a very distant view of the actors, theatrical 
productions are not designed for those in the back row. Scholars have made far too 
much of this point. For an audience that knows what to expect-such as those in a 
modern football or baseball stadium-small details can be apprehended even if 
they are not clearly seen . And in this case the text serves to clarify the visual 
experience by calling attention to it . 

57Divine appearances were usually confined to prologues and epilogues . Di­
onysus took part in the action of Aeschylus '  Lycurgeia , and this participation may 
have been typical in tragedies about Dionysus .  Other divine interventions in the 
action of tragedies occur in Euripides '  Rhesus, Aeschylus ' Psychostasia and Xantriae, 
Euripides' Heracles, and possibly Sophocles' Niobe .  Aeschylus'  Eumenides and 
Prometheus Bound have divine protagonists .  

58For further helpful comments on the god's smiling mask, see esp.  Rosenmeyer 
I 963 : I 06- I O  and Dodds I 960 on line 439 .  See also Meautis I 923 : I 8 I - 8 2  on the 
contrast between the masks of Pentheus and Dionysus . 
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they accept as a god, will be accepted as a man by the people on the 
stage. "59 Dionysus thus enters the play poorly disguised as 
human, in the fashion of Homeric gods or the testing god of 
folktale. 60 His mask (and perhaps also his costume) is not, by the 
conventions of Greek tragedy, human . Therefore, simply by his 
costume he manifests his godhead, his unhumanness to the au­
dience. The tragic irony for which the play is justly famous has a 
visual level . That is ,  the audience sees by his mask that the stranger 
is a god, but Pentheus has no such theatrical cues by which to 
recognize him. The audience is being asked to be conscious of a 
costume and a theatrical convention. Thus , for the audience Di­
onysus '  mask represents smiling divinity in human disguise; for 
the characters , a man . One mask represents two meanings in a 
manner that captures the central irony of the dramatic action. 

Jones has eloquently argued in On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy 
that the ancient mask was meant to be a fully adequate means of 
representing character: unlike the modern mask, ancient tragic 
masks "did not owe their interest to the further realities lying 
behind them, because they declared the whole man. "61 In accor­
dance with this convention, the Greek tragic audience should not 
be required to "peer behind the mask and demand of the actor that 
he shall cease merely to support the action , and shall begin instead 
to exploit the mask in the service of inwardness . " When "the 
mind' s construction" cannot be found in the face, masking be­
comes pointless .  Jones ' s  argument concerning the identity between 
mask and character for the ancient poet is confirmed not only by 
most of the known tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles (such 
characters as Aeschylus '  Clytemnestra are possible exceptions) but 
also by post-fifth-century visual representations of poets , who are 
shown composing while looking at masks . 62 Jones argues that 

59Dodds I 960 in his note on 5 3- 54 also includes the views of previous 
commentaries . 

60See Rose I 9 56  on divine disguisings in Homer, and Burnett I 970: 24-25 on the 
theme in the Bacchae .  

6 1Jones I 962 :  4 5 .  The following paragraph summarizes aspects of the argument 
made by Jones on 45-46 and 270. 

62For an excellent treatment of this issue with examples from art, see Webster 
I 96 5 .  Aristophanes also suggests that costumes can be a comparable form of 
inspiration for poetic composition (Acharnians 4I I - I 6  and Thesmophoriazusae I 4 8-
52) .  
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Euripides ' career is uniquely marked by a whole range of "mask­
piercing" and " mask-exploiting" effects that challenge the ancient 
masking convention. Euripides "pierces" masks by creating con­
flicts between a character 's  internal state and his role in the action 
of the drama. Thus, Hippolytus '  tongue swears, but his mind 
remains unsworn (Hipp . 6 I 2) .  The mad Pentheus '  willingness to 
dress as a woman reveals an unkingly temperament. Agave, by 
envisioning Pentheus '  mask as a lion,  apprehends, like the chorus ,  
the bestial s ide of her son,  the inner self that is at odds with his 
outer roJe ;  yet her sane vision restores his humanity . In these cases , 
then, "the mind' s  construction" is no longer fully perceptible in 
the face or mask that the actor presents onstage. 

In the case of Dionysus in the Bacchae, however, the poet moves 
away from the " mask-piercing" effects characteristic of his earlier 
work-that is, the exploitation of the action in the "service of 
inwardness"  that comes close to undermining the tragic masking 
convention-to make the most original "mask-exploiting" ges­
ture of his career .  By convention a tragic mask represents one 
character and one meaning;  yet Euripides has called attention to 
the fact that the smiling mask of the god represents different iden­
tities to characters and audience. In addition, as the action of the 
play continues , the precise nature of what the mask represents to 
the audience becomes increasingly ambiguous . Certainly it con­
tinues to represent divinity to the audience. Yet the visual effect of 
the smiling mask has the same doubleness as the language of the 
play itself. The eudaimonia promised by the chorus to the adherents 
of Dionysiac religion is horribly ironic when the same term is 
applied to Agave on her return from the mountain after the de­
struction of her son ( I 2 S 8 ) .  Similarly, the god's  mask remains 
smiling ,  but the visual effect of this smile does not remain con­
sistent. The smile of the "gentle" stranger seems, from the human 
vantage point, to become by the end of the play a divine sneer, a 
ghoulish expression of inappropriate glee at a vengeance too easily 
executed . In short, Dionysus '  mask, by becoming ambiguous,  
comes to owe its interest not simply to what it formally represents 
in accordance with the normal tragic masking convention, but also 
to "the further realities lying behind, "  the invisible forces that 
unite the benign and destructive aspects represented by the single 
sign of the god' s  smiling mask. The mask, then, represents the god 
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to the audience, misrepresents him to the characters ,  and, as we 
shall see, in the final scene must be interpreted as an artifact or 
symbol representing the god, or as much as the audience or the 
characters can ever visually and directly experience of him. 

Pentheus in his final mad scene with Dionysus sees double, two 
suns and two Thebes .  The audience also sees double in this scene, 
though in a different way. Onstage are two feminine or feminized 
figures wearing long robes and fawnskins ,  two figures carrying the 
same Dionysiac paraphernalia . Each has long hair, although Pen­
theus ' is poorly confined in a mitra .  In Aristophanes ' Frogs (46) and 
in Pollux (4. 1 1 6- 1 7) Dionysus wears the krokotos, a garment em­
phasizing his feminine side and, to the audience, his divinity . If 
both Dionysus '  and Pentheus '  costumes were saffron, the audience 
as well as Pentheus would see " two suns , " two brilliant yellow 
costumes moving side by side. The sacrificial victim of the god, 
here his contemporary and cousin, has visually become almost the 
ritual double he often seems to have been in religious and literary 
tradition. 63 The god wears his costume and his ambivalent sexu­
ality with sinuous grace and authenticity .  The human figure pa­
thetically parodies the divine in costume and movement; as often 
in comedy, the feminine image is imperfectly imposed on the 
masculine . Pentheus finds it awkward to assimilate what he has so 
long resisted. Only the masks of the two figures remain for the 
audience markedly different :  one smiling and hence inhuman, the 
other presumably unsmiling and, by tragic convention, human. At 
this pivotal moment in the play the divine smile of the god Di­
onysus is set against the mask of Pentheus the man. The presenta­
tion of the two masks isolated side by side against the similarity of 
the costumes visually anticipates in its significance the staging of 
the final scene, the total split between man and god, which be­
comes so poignant when in typically Euripidean fashion (for ex­
ample, the Hippolytus) the characters are left to mourn with newly 
clarified vision while the god looks down from above. The smiling 

63The god and his victim are mythological doubles for each other; the victim 
dies in place of the god, and the god thus appears to escape death . See Hubert and 
Mauss 1 964 ( 1 898 ) :  77-94. For further examples in Greek myth of such doubling, 
see Guepin 1 968 ;  and for a discussion of its possible anthropological significance, 
see Girard 1 977: chaps .  5 and 6. 
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mask of the god suddenly retains no aspect of benignity, if indeed 
it had any before, beside the mask of the doomed and mortal 
Pentheus . Euripides has brilliantly exploited a poetic device known 
from Homer onward-Homer with his two worlds, one of invio­
lab Ie and often comic gods, the other of struggling and mortal 
men. Iliad I ,  for example, deliberately juxtaposes the two gather­
ings of men and gods , one dissolving into anger and disaster, the 
other into laughter; similarly, in Iliad 2 1  the comic battle between 
the gods contrasts with the deadly battle between men. The visual 
juxtaposition of the masks here also becomes a precise theatrical 
expression of the division between divine and human nature that 
lies at the heart of the play. 

The mortal Pentheus survives in the Bacchae solely as the mask 
that represents the character in Greek theatrical convention.  For 
the audience the mask remains Pentheus'  own despite his transfor­
mation by Dionysus in other respects , and finally it returns to the 
stage with Agave, fully recognizable even if, as some think, it was 
spattered with blood. 64 (Tragic masks in the fifth century were 
apparently whole head masks with hair attached. 65) Only to the 
mad Agave does Pentheus '  mask temporarily appear that of a lion ,  
the victim of the glorious god and herself. Indeed, the text empha­
sizes this issue of the temporary distortion of what the mask repre­
sents by the use of the word prosopon (face or mask, 1 277) . The 
conventional identification between the tragic figure and his mask 
formally corresponds to his dramatic situation.  He cannot com­
pletely step outside of or internally withdraw from and control his 
character or his fate; he is strictly human . As Euripides '  staging 
brilliantly demonstrates ,  the tragic character is his mask ,  and is 
ultimately limited in the action to what his mask represents . In 
contrast ,  gods are not limited to representing one character, one 
role, one place in the family, society, and universe .  They manipu­
late roles with a freedom found only in comedy, where the char­
acter's mask may, as here, represent contradictory identities to the 
audience and the characters . This tragic convention is mocked in 

64Cult masks of Dionysus were hung on trees or pillars and sometimes daubed 
with red marks, probably indicating blood. See Pausanias 2 . 2 . 6  and Farnell 1 909: 
V, 242-43 . 

65See note 56 .  
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Aristophanes ' Acharnians when Dicaeopolis plays on it in a manner 
comparable to that of Dionysus in the Bacchae, as he says to the 
audience, parodying Euripides ' Telephus: 

It is necessary for me to appear as a beggar today, to be as I am, but 
not appear to be so .  The spectators know who I am but the chorus 
will be fools enough not to, so that I may jeer at them with my 
clever phrases . 

(Acharn .  440-44) 

By reducing Pentheus to his tragic mask and by allowing Di­
onysus to exploit his mask in an extraordinary way, Euripides 
demonstrates through theatrical convention the nature of the divi­
sion between god and man . 

Dionysus appears in his final epiphany no longer disguised as the 
stranger. He could, for example, have changed his mask and cos­
tume for the familiar and uneffeminate Zeus-like divinity shown 
on all but the most recent vase paintings .  Yet given the rarity of 
costume change in Greek tragedy, I assume here (although my 
argument does not depend on this point) that the god has no need 
to change his mask or even his costume for his appearance on the 
theologeion, since both already represent his divinity to the au­
dience . 66 By now the audience has lost the superior position it had, 

66We cannot prove that mask change ever occurred in Greek tragedy.  Critics 
have speculated, for example, on Dionysus' appearance in the scene where Pen­
theus sees the god as a bull, on the mask of Oedipus after his blinding in Sopho­
cles' Oedipus Rex, on the mask of Helen in the final scene of Euripides ' Helen , and 
on the possible changing of masks by the Erinyes when they become Eumenides in 
Aeschylus'  Eumenides . Yet mask change without a highly stylized system of masks 
would probably be confusing to an audience, and fifth-century evidence suggests 
that masks were naturalistic and not, as later, stylized; see note 56  above. Hence it 
is safe, and probably safer, to assume that it did not occur here or elsewhere in 
fifth-century tragedy. Even in comedy disguised characters appear to change cos­
tume, not masks; Euripides' relative in the Thesmophoriazusae could have changed 
to a beardless mask when adopting a female disguise, but more probably he 
removed a beard from the mask he already wore. Certainly if the smiling mask 
was the (or a) conventional one for Dionysus, there would be no need for him to 
change masks when he appeared as a god. Costume change did occur in tragedy, 
as in the case of Pent he us in this play. On the other hand, the costume worn by the 
stranger probably appeared, like the mask, to be a typical costume for Dionysus, 
so that no costume change would have been necessary. 
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in the form we call tragic irony , over Pentheus .  The smiling mask 
now represents a divinity to both characters and audience . By 
suggesting throughout the action of the play that human beings 
have access to the god by theatrical means ,  through mask, cos­
tume, voice, and music, or through illusion, symbol, and transfor­
mation, Euripides seems to make a strong claim for art ' s  ability to 
represent a reali ty inaccessible to ordinary human sight . Thus, by 
means of the theatrical convention of a smiling mask (which is not 
human) the audience " sees" Dionysus '  divinity as the characters at 
first cannot .  Yet finally , when it has become clear that Dionysus 
can be "seen" or apprehended only symbolically and indirectly by 
the theatrical means common to Dionysiac religion and Greek 
theater, he simply appears to the spectators ,  and to a city that has 
returned to sanity, in his divine form in the epiphany.  By theatrical 
convention, the audience must accept the deus ex machina as an 
adequate and direct visual representation of the god.  And, in fact, 
it has never ceased to see the god's mask as divine. Yet the message 
of the action of the play is in tension with this final representation 
of the god. For if one mask represents different identities to charac­
ters and audience, if the smile that marks the mask means both 
benignity and destruction, and finally, if the mask in the epiphany 
can be understood only as a sign that represents forces that are in 
fact not directly accessible to the eye, then the audience can make 
sense of its theatrical experience only by becoming conscious of 
the god's mask as a mask in the modern rather than in the ancient 

tragic theatrical mode. Euripides thus achieves in the audience a 
sense of the mask as transcending both its previous functions as the 
deceptive image of the illusory god and possibly alludes to the 
attested use of masks of Dionysus as actual cult objects . Here the 
poet reflects simultaneously his own ideas about tragic art and 
illuminates the mysteries of a ritual practice . 67 Dionysus '  divinity 

67Evidence for the worship of Dionysus as a mask in Attic cult is substantial . 
Among many examples, the kalpis from Vulci signed b y  Hypsis, c. 5 1 0 B . C .  
(AR Vz 3 0 , 2 ) ,  i s  particularly appropriate for the Bacchae i n  that i t  portrays the 
worship of the mask of Dionysus in both his benign and bestial incarnations.  See 
also Pickard-Cambridge 1 968 :  30-34  on the so-called Lenaia vases, or Athens 
National Museum 1 1 749 for an example of vases illustrating Dionysus masks on a 
pillar . 
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in the Bacchae and in cult can be understood through his power to 
control representation .  Euripides makes his anomalous untragic 
mask become the central mocking image of what human beings 
understand about divinity.  

The poet heightens the inscrutable effect of the god's epiphany by 
making his  final appearance so gratuitous to an already finished plot 
and so puzzling in respect to the prophecies he makes to Thebes . 68 
Although the audience may "understand" that Dionysus is a god, 
and has come to realize with the protagonists a good deal more 
about the nature of this divinity than it had at the outset and a good 
deal more as well about how he must be grasped, it does not finally 
fully control this knowledge. As already noted, Cadmus, who from 
the beginning accepted the god more as a relative than as a divinity , 
cannot transcend his anthropomorphic vision of the god. The house 
of Cadmus, although it now accepts the god's divinity, faces yet 
further inhuman punishments . The play is in a sense unfinished for 
both Thebes and the audience. The god makes clear that the reper­
cussions of the events at Thebes will continue to be felt throughout 
Greece in the form of further barbarian incursions , perhaps even 
(given allusions to contemporary life in the choral odes) in fifth­
century Athens .  

Ritual in the Bacchae 

In the Bacchae, the sacrificial death of Pentheus is located even 
more explicitly than in the Heracles and Electra within the larger 
civic context that includes festival, athletic agon, and very probably 
rites of initiation as well . The play capitalizes on and/ or exposes 
the parallel structures and aims of these rituals ;  each aims at a 
symbolic control of violence and competitive energy, a limitation 

680n this point, see  Winnington-Ingram 1 948 :  1 44-47= the deus ex machina is 
"spectacular but empty. " Perhaps Cadmus' unenthusiastic reaction ( 1 3 60-62) to 
Dionysus' promise of the land of the blessed (makariin t '  es aian ,  1 3 3 9) for himself 
and Harmonia is a further ironic comment on Dionysiac promises of bliss . The 
association of Dionysiac worship with bliss ,  peace, love, poetry, and escape from 
toil made repeatedly by the chorus is certainly not borne out either in the play or in 
contemporary Athens .  See Dodds 1 960 on 1 3 3 0-39  for a discussion of Dionysus '  
prophecies . 
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in the relation between god and man and between man and man 
inside the city. Tragic sacrifice makes the participant come face to 
face with death and with the violence that is required to maintain 
his social and physical existence; it strips away the veneer of civi­
lization maintained in the civic rite with its animal victim and turns 
the exploding violence of the participants onto a human victim. In 
the Bacchae the sacrificers experience the god (and ultimately their 
own violence) directly . The similarly controlled experience of di­
vine power and success temporarily allowed to the athlete is here 
perverted as the boundaries between god and man and between the 
participants in the contest collapse. Behind Dionysus '  triumph lurk 
the pitiful inequality of god and man and the human inability to 
achieve more than temporary power and immortality. The experi­
ence of adolescent initiation, in which the individual departs from 
the city to confront it from the outside, through the experience of 
nature (and, through nature, a renewed confrontation and harmo­
ny with the mother) , parallels that of festival, in which the indi­
vidual temporarily steps out of his place in the social hierarchy and 
in history to confront the basic equality of all human beings,  in­
cluding men and women, masked by the structures and divisions 
of everyday life .  As Turner argues , it is the dangerous experience 
of this unity and equality that allows the social system to function, 
and ultimately to take on a sense of necessity and order. 

Sacrifice, agon, and festival are ritual experiences that help to 
define a society from both within and without :  who is a legitimate 
participant in the society, and how power, privilege, and prestige 
will be allotted within it . In their sacrificial and agonistic crises the 
Hera cles , the Bacchae, and the Electra deal with the entry of an 
outsider, Orestes or Heracles or  Dionysus,  into a potentially ex­
plosive social situation or with the relation between a king ,  a 
perissos phos, and the people, including women, who are members 
of the society but not full participants in it. Contemporary Athe­
nian democracy confronted these same issues: the contradictions 
between its aim for political equality among citizens and the exclu­
sion of members of the society from full participation, the de­
mands of the private sphere, the need for leadership , and the inev­
itable competitive pressure for power and prestige that was en­
couraged by the agonistically oriented heritage of Greek literature . 
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Tragedy, as public and traditional literature, confronts these con­
tradictions . Euripides places multiple explosions of rituals with 
parallel functions at the heart of his dramas. Through ritual he can 
bridge the gap between public and private, past and present, and 
between myth and contemporary democracy. Since all members 
of the society participate in ritual , if not in political life, through 
ritual he can raise issues that touch the society as a whole, not 
simply the narrow political sphere. He can draw on the structure 
and meaning of these rites as a timeless model of social order 
toward which his struggling plots and characters can aspire, and 
through which they can learn. Ritual provides both a model for 
social transition and a way of experiencing the society from out­
side its political organization . When successful, it either helps the 
participant adjust  to the status quo (as in the IT or IA) ,  finds a new 
place for an outsider within it (as in the Heracles) , or expels those 
who cannot safely be incorporated. Finally, ritual becomes a struc­
ture that the poet 's  own art can imitate, question, and occasionally 
strive to surpass .  

In the Iph igenia in Aulis, ritual (marriage and sacrifice) offers to 
the imagination of the innocent Iphigenia a way to find meaning in 
her terrible experience and to offer unity to an agonistic (eristic and 
erotic) , uncontrolled, and changeable public world .  In the Phoe­
nissae, the poet allows the mythical tradition about Thebes to dis­
integrate under the pressure of sophistry and the corrupted com­
petition and individualism of contemporary society;  and then, 
through the sacrifice of Menoeceus and the perspective of the cho­
ral poetry, the plot recovers , at least in part, the tradition and the 
movement toward myth and ritual that it has nearly abandoned. In 
the Heracles Euripides exploits the preoccupation with agon of the 
poetic and mythical tradition of epic and epinician that preceded 
tragedy . Euripides ' Dionysiac (as the imagery of the peripety 
stresses) tragedy inverts the festive poetry of this tradition, and by 
destroying the hero of traditional myth through a monstrous sacri­
fice and agon creates a hero for a democratic polis .  In the Bacchae, 
Euripides takes tragedy back to its hypothetical origins in Di­
onysiac festival, sacrifice, and agon . The festal experience intro­
duced by the god is presented as a protodrama . The agon of words 
between Pentheus and Dionysus degenerates into uncontrolled ag-

[ 2 5 6 ]  
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gression, and only after the event does the contest of  words be­
tween god and man resume in the despairing and rational dialogue 
of Cadmus and Dionysus in the final scene. The " comedy" of 
divine vengeance contains a momentary tragic anagnorisis of hamar­
tia , a movement toward self-knowledge, that is completed only in 
Agave ' s  recovery of her civilized identity as wife of Echion and 
destroyer of her son. The experience has the order and compo­
nents of a ritual, but only after the event is the priestess of the 
phonos said to have performed a thuma . The Dionysiac phonos 
seems to become a thuma in part because tragedy, like the sacrificial 
ritual, controls access to violence, by presenting the slaughter off­
stage and interpreted through the pity and fear of a human sympa­
thizer. 

In all but one of these four tragedies (the Heracles) the choruses 
are not, like so many choruses of earlier tragedies , involved cit­
izens .  They are outsiders , spectators of the action who provide, 
through their knowledge and experience of myth and ritual, links 
to the past and future of the mythical tradition. In the final scenes 
they may subside into silence and hand their lyric burden to the 
protagonists ,  as in the fA and the Phoenissae, where there is a 
tentative convergence in the plot between ritual and political real­
ity, between iambic discourse and lyric. Or ,  as in the Bacchae, they 
remain foreigners , barbaric outsiders to the final tragic lament .  
Here Euripides'  tragedy emerges from the Dionysiac proto drama 
simultaneously recognizing its origins in this experience and de­

claring its separation from it .  As Green has said of the Bacchae: 
"The tragedy combines in itself the ecstasy of the festival, the 
ordering of ritual and the power of speech . Each of these aspects 
reveals a different origin, whose mode transcends the particular 
and constitutes a new form. "69 

After the sacrifice / agon that destroys Pentheus, the protago­
nists, though not the chorus ,  put aside the ecstasy of festival and 
turn from the god to lament and the consolation and questioning 
offered by rational speech. The characters become spectators of 
their own experience who have left festival, if not the memory of 
it, behind. The tragedy follows the pattern of festival, closing with 

69 Green 1979 :  1 82 .  
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a return to normalcy after a period of inversion .  But its return to 
normalcy , its control of its own violence, is not made without 
question. In the fA and the Phoenissae we remain uncertain as to the 
effect of the tragic sacrifice on the " real world" of the drama. In 
the Heracles we are left with intimations of a possible return of the 
hero 's  madness and his almost unbearable burden of sorrow. In the 
Bacchae we are left uncertain whether the polis will ever absorb and 
domesticate Dionysus or control the proliferating and dangerous 
repercussions of his entry into civilized life ;  or  that we can ever be,  
like Dionysus,  s imultaneously actors in and spectators of human 
existence. Euripides can find no order outside ritual and myth and 
rational speech, yet in the end the order provided by art, ritual, and 
speech remains in an uncertain relation to the reality of the con­
temporary world. 
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Sophocles' Trach iniae, 8 5 ,  1 59 
Demeter, 27 ,  92 
Demosthenes , 37 (20 . 1 08) , 1 62 (23 . 72) 

2 1 2  ( 1 8 . 1 24,  2 1 . 1 0) ,  2 1 6  
Detienne, M. , 24, 3 5 ,  1 8 1  
deus ex mach ina, 1 7, 66, 90, 1 0 1 ,  1 3 3 ,  

1 3 5 ,  2 5 3  
Dicaeopolis :  i n  Aristophanes' Achar-

nians, 252  
dike, 1 20 ,  1 22 ,  1 2 5  
Diomedes , 1 70 
Dionysia, 2 1 5- 1 7  
Dionysus,  1 8 , 3 5 ,  5 2-5 3 ,  5 5 ,  57 ,  1 05 ,  

1 3 7-3 8 ,  1 5 5 , 205-58  passim; as 
god of theater, 206- 5 8  passim .  

See Metatheater i n  Euripides 
Dioscuri, in Euripides'  Electra , 44 
Dodds, E. R . , 247 
doron, 26 
Douglas, M. : Purity and Danger, 39 ,  

1 59 ,  2 3 5  
do u t  des, 26 
Dumezil, G. , 1 59 
Durand, J . -L . , 24 
Durkheim, E . ,  23, 2 5  

eisagoge, 2 I 5- 1 6  
ekkukIema, 220 
ekmousoo, 2 1 5 . See a lso Muses 
Electra: in Aeschylus '  Libation Bearers, 

56; in Euripides ' Electra , 43-4 5 ,  
64, 1 1 2 

Eleusinian mysteries, 2 3 5  
enagizein, 26, 3 0  
engkomion, I SO 
enguesis, 73 
Epheboi, 1 75 
epinician poetry. See Praise and 

blame, poetry of 
epithalamium, 82-83 ,  8 5 ,  88 ,  I 02 
eranos, 1 34 
Erectheus :  in Euripides ' Erectheus, 65  
ergon, 74 ,  94 ,  203-4 
Erinyes, 4 1 -42,  56, I I 6, 1 6 5  
ens, 67, 77, 80 
eros, 52 ,  67, 75 , 77-78 ,  80, 88 ,  99, 1 60 
Eros, 75  
Eteocles ,  27,  5 5 ,  I 06-46 passim, 225  
Eteoclus, 1 27-2 8  
eudaimonia, 229, 249 
Euegoros ,  law of, 2 1 6  
eugeneia, 9 8 ,  1 80 
Eumenides , 4 1 -42, 1 6 5  
Euripides : i n  Aristophanes' Thes-

mophoriazusae, 220 
Alcestis, 2 ,  8 5 ,  87-88  (74-76, 9 1 6-

1 7, 1 1 15-19) ,  1 89 
Alcmaion , 66 
Andromache, 2 1 ,  1 5 8  
Antiope, 2 1 6  (frag. 1 89N) 
Bacchae, 1 8 ,  2 1 ,  5 5-56 ,  5 7- 5 8 ,  60, 

62, 66, 1 00,  1 0 5  (61 6-4 1 ) ,  1 1 5 ,  
I 2 5 ,  1 3 8 ,  1 4 3 ,  1 49 ,  1 5 1 ,  1 6 1 , 
205 - 5 8 ,  208 (829) ,  209 (934, 964-
65 , 974-76, 1 047, 1 058, 1 060, 
1 062, 1 075 , 1 1 09) ,  2 1 0  ( 1 1 67, 
1 1 72 ,  1 1 80 ,  1 258, 1381 , 1386) , 
2 1  I (964 , 1 1 84 ,  1 200, 1327) , 2 1 2  
(842, 854) , 2 1 3  (49 1 , 800, 965-
70) , 2 1 5  ( 1 1 4 , 5 61 -64 ,  726-27, 
825 , 1 277) ,  2 1 7  ( 1 1 09 ,  1 1 1 1 -19 ,  
1 1 2 1 ) ,  2 1 8  (439, 976, 1 02 1 ) ,  2 1 9  
(21 , 22, 24-25 , 34, 58-61 ) ,  220 
(55-56, 1 05-6, 370-432, 4 1 0 ,  
430 ,  478) , 22 1 (5 19-75 ,  5 76-603, 
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Bacchae (continued) 
862-91 1 ,  977- 1 023, 1 153-64) , 
222 (278-89,  284) ,  223 044, 493-
96, 5 1 1 ,  5 1 2-14 ,  61 6-37, 629, 
638, 65 7, 769-70, 973) , 224 (809-
46, 829, 830-35 , 845-46, 925-44, 
945-46, 956-59, 1 058-62, 1 232) , 
225 (250 ,  322) , 226 033-36) , 227 
(857-59,  1 156-57) , 229 (50-63 ,  
80, 1 06-7, 1 60-61 , 380-81 , 480, 
490, 134 1 ,  1343) , 230 (286, 322, 
962-63, 967-70, 1 081 , 1 1 67, 
1 293) , 23  I (250 ,  429, 503, 842,  
854 ,  1 024-28, 1 032-33, 1 036, 
1 039-40, 1 1 13 ,  1 1 1 4 ,  1 1 15-19 ,  
1 197, 1 246, 1 296-97, 131 1-22, 
1344, 1346, 1381-86) , 232 (81 5 ,  
1 232, 1 258, 1 259-62) , 23 3 091-
95) ,  236  (725 , 1341 -43) , 237  
(693, 1 1 25-27) , 240 089-90,  
429) ,  24 1 (477, 5 0 1-2,  81 1- 1 6, 
829, 838, 9 1 6, 920-21 ,  924, 956, 
1 060-62, 1 075) ,  242 (21 7, 478, 
786, 822,  1 0 1 8-23, 1 082-83, 
1 1 85-87) , 243 (203,  395 , 480, 
655-56, 824, 877-97, 1 005 , 1 054-
55 , 1 1 90) , 244 (642) , 245 ( 1348) ,  
246 (4-5 , 53-54), 246-47 ( 1 -2) , 
247 (439, 1 02 1 ) ,  249 ( 1 258) ,  2 5 1 
( 1 277) 

Cresphontes, 2 1  
Cyclops, 229 ( 1 73) 
Electra, 1 9  (737-46) , 2 1 ,  43-45 , 62 ,  

70 ,  I l 2 (524-44) , I l 2- I 3 ,  1 44 
(737-46) ,  206, 2 1 5 , 2 54- 5 5  

Erectheus, 2 1 ,  6 5 ,  1 1 3 ,  1 34, 1 46 
Hecuba, 2 1 ,  3 7  (799-807) , 65  
Helen, 1 9  ( 1 7-2 1 ) ,  20 ( 1 137-43) ,  2 1  

(865-72,  1 002-3) , 64, 87- 8 8 ,  
1 5 8 ,  2 1 2  ( 1 469 ) ,  2 2 5  

Heracleidae, 2 0 ,  2 1 , 6 5 ,  1 46 ,  2 1 6  
( 1 1 6) 

Heracles, 1 7, 1 8 , 20, 2 1 ,  22 ,  3 7  
( 1345-46) ,  59 ,  60, 62,  1 47-204, 
1 52 (48, ]29, 453, 521 -22, 5 62 ,  
5 75 ,  922-23, 928-29) , 1 5 3 ( 1 1 44-
45) ,  1 54 055-56, 580-81 , 839 ,  
863, 867, 869-70, 936-41 ,  943-
49, 955-57, 961 -62, 994-95 , 

1 19 1 ,  1 229, 131 1 - 1 2) ,  1 5 5  (869-
70, 871 , 891 -95 , 899, 925 , 1 085 , 
1 1 19 ,  1303-4) , 1 56 (255 , 585-86, 
734-814 ,  1 283-84) , 1 5 7 ( 1 78-80, 
826, 841 ,  846-54 ,  847-48, 852-
53, 1 192-97, 1309) , 1 5 8  ( 1 68-69, 
21 7-28, 240-46, 453 , 722-25 , 
841 ) ,  1 60 (827-29) , 1 6 1  (965-67, 
1 1 27, 1 1 80, 1 253, 1263-64 ,  13 1 0-
12 ,  1393) , 1 63 ( 1 263-65 ,  131 4 ,  
1337-38, 1341 -46, 1401 , 1 403, 
1 425 ) ,  1 64 ( 1 1 46-52,  1 247, 1307-
8, 1393) , 1 65-66 ( 1329-35 ) ,  1 67 
( 1 135 ,  1270-78, 1377-81 ) ,  1 68 
( 1 248, 1 250 ,  1313,  1334-35 , 1350 ,  
1379 ,  1380-81 , 1385 , 1 4 1 0 ,  1 4 1 4) ,  
1 69 ( 157-64, 190-203) , 1 70 (5 06-
606, 596-98) , 1 72 (490-96) , 1 73 
( 1 61-63 ,  1 63-64 , 190-9 1 ,  1 96, 
208, 286-87, 380-81 , 694 ,  1 032-
33, 1349, 1350 ,  135 1 ,  1357) , 1 74 
(462-79) , 1 77 ( 1 245) ,  1 7 8  (76-77, 
99-1 00) , 1 79 ( 1 7-21 , 3 1-32, 76-
77, 99-1 06, 1 71-76, 1 89,  204-5 , 
663, 81 0) , 1 80 ( 1 80-83, 1 86, 2 1 7-
28, 236-39, 281 , 294, 298, 338, 
341 , 347, 348-41 ,  355-56, 471 ) ,  
1 8 1  (27-34, 701 ) , 1 8 3  (4 1 6-1 8, 
436-41 ) ,  1 84 (655-68, 674, 676, 
677-86, 687, 687-94) , 1 8 5 (671 -
72, 737-41 ,  75 1 -54,  757-60, 
763-64,  766-67, 772-80, 781 -97, 
798-806), 1 86 (494-96, 521 -22, 
687) , 1 87 (28-29, 37, 40-41 , 1 01 -
6 ,  1306-7) , 1 8 8 039-47, 5 75 ,  
608-9) , 1 89 (45 , 5 66-73, 5 66-
606, 633-66) , 1 90 (61 0) , 1 9 1  
(84 1-42) , 1 92 (831-]2, 849-54) ,  
1 9 3  ( 1 05-6, 631-32, 1 424) , 1 94 
( 1 297-98) , 1 9 5  ( 1 0 1 6-22) , 1 96 

(936-40, 982-89) , 1 9 8  ( 1 298) ,  1 99 
( 1 255,  1332,  1340, 1397) , 200 
(1386-88) , 206-7, 2 1 7, 22 5 ,  2 39 ,  
254- 5 8  

Hippolytus, 22 ,  87 ,  1 62 ( 1 448-5 1 ) ,  
249 (61 2) 

Jphigenia in Aulis, 1 8 , 1 9 ,  2 1 ,  59 ,  
62, 64 ,  65- I05 ,  69 (4 1 4 ,  435-39, 
905 ) ,  70 (433-34, 1 463) , 7 1  (61 0) , 
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7 1-72 (668-80) , 72 (695-96, 7 18-
24, 732,  734-36) ,  73 (48, 703, 
709- 10 ,  860, 940) , 74 ( 1 1 1 1 - 1 6, 
1 1 46-47) , 75 (69 ,  1 4 1 0-1 1 ) ,  76 
(460-61 , 540, 676, 1 278, 1398-
99, 1 437-38, 1 442, 1 444, 1 463, 
1 467-69,  1477-79, 1 480-81 ) ,  77 
(543-89 ,  1395-97, 1 406, 1 4 1 7-
20, 1 454,  1 456) ,  78 ( 1 45 1 -3) , 78-
80 (parados) , 80 (first s tasimon) , 
80- 8 1  (second stasimon) , 8 1-83  
(third stasimon) , 8 3 - 84 ( 1 279-
1335) ,  86 (68-71 ) ,  9 1  ( 1392-93) , 
92 ( 1 6-33, 1 455 , 1 45 7, 1 61 0- 1 8) ,  
94  ( 1 08) ,  95  (]96-401 ) ,  96 ( 1 424-
29) , 97 (443, 5 19 ,  656-60, 804-
1 8) ,  98 (29-30, 321 , 473-74, 
504-5 , 1 233 , 1 456, 1 45 7) ,  99 (72, 
790-800, 1 402-3) , 99- 1 00 ( 1 615-
1 8) ,  1 0 1  (9 1 1 ,  973-74) , 1 02-5 ( 1-
1 63) ,  I I 1 - 1 2 , 1 3 3 ,  1 49 (256-58) , 
207, 2 3 9  

Iph igenia i n  Tauris, 2 0 ,  2 1 ,  3 9  
( 1 458-61 ) ,  5 8  (]89-9 1 ) ,  64, 98-
99, 1 00,  1 02 ,  1 04- 5 ,  1 3 5  (961 -
75) ,  256  

Medea, 2 1 ,  52 ,  60 ( 1 054) , 87  (230-
5 1 ) ,  1 0 5 ,  1 62 (824-65 ) ,  220 

Orestes, 19, 1 02 ,  1 0 5 ,  1 1 2- 1 3 ,  1 2 5 ,  
1 62 ( 1 75-76) , 1 66 (402) 

Phoenissae,  1 8 , 1 9 , 2 1 ,  5 5 ,  59, 62 ,  
65 , 73 (944-46) , 105 ,  1 06-46, 
1 06-7 (834- 1 0 1 8) ,  1 06 (933) , 1 07 
(662) , 108  ( 1 054-66, 1 090-92) , 
1 09 (886, 890 ,  1 1 80-88, 1314 ,  
1 466) , I I O (893, 1 015-18) ,  I I 6 
(21 -22, 26, 37-42, 5 6-58, 63-68, 
71-76, Jocasta' s  prologue) , 1 1 7 
(89-95 , 95-98, 1 09- 1 0 , 1 5 1-53 , 
190-92, 193-201 ,  teichoskop ia) ,  
1 1 8 ( 1 1 7, 132-38, 138-40, 1 45-
50,  1 61 -62,  1 63-67, 1 68-69 , 1 96, 
198) ,  1 1 9 (236, 237-38, 243-49) , 
1 20 ( 154-55 , 263-71 , 367-70) , 
1 2 1  (]22-26, 344-49, 448-5 1 ,  
454-59, 499-525 , 569-85 ,  588, 
621-22) , 1 22 (469-72, 499-502, 
535-48) , 1 2 3  (553, 71 2-34) , 1 24 
(624, 692, 737-56, 757-77) , 1 2 5  

(772-73, 778-81 ) ,  1 26 (749-50) , 
1 27 ( 1 1 20-22, 1 13 1-32, 1 135-38, 
1 157 ,  1 1 63-71 ) ,  1 2 8  ( 1 71 -74, 
1 1 1 1- 12 ,  1 1 24-27) , 1 29 (571 -72, 
1 238-39, 1 250-52, 1369-71 , 
1380-81 , 1 424, 1460-79 ,  1 466-
72) , 1 29-30 ( 1 407-8) , 1 30 ( 1 4 1 6-
24) , 1 3 0-3 I ( 1 666-82) , 1 3 2  (470-
72) , 1 3 3  (66, 890 ,  893, 9 19 ,  970) , 
1 3 4  (555-67, 852-57, 1 01 5- 18) ,  
1 3 5  ( 1 223-35) ,  1 3 7  (203,  2 1 4- 15 ,  
222-38, 647-75 ) ,  1 3 8  (784-800, 
785 , 79 1 ,  801 - 1 7, 807, 82 1 ,  1 028, 
1 033-42, 1 296-98) , 1 3 9  ( 1 265 ,  
1 284-1306, 1301-2, 1 75 1 -52) , 
1 40 ( 1 264-66, 1 489-90, 1 636-38, 
1 747-52,  1 75 7) .  I 4 1  ( 1 447-50 ,  
1 705-9) , 1 42 ( 1 436-37, 1 499, 
1 61 5 ,  1 691 , 1 728) . 143 (]88-407, 
408-1 1 ,  1 003-5 , 1 296, 1 680, 
1 692, 1 732-33) . 1 44 (4 12 ) ,  1 4 5  
( 1 060-61 ) . 1 49 .  207, 2 1 6  (588-
930) . 222.  2 39 .  2 56- 5 8  

Phrixus, 2 1 .  6 5  
Suppliants, 20 ,  28  (21 1 - 13) ,  2 1 6  

(427) 
Telephus, 252  
Trojan Women , 8 5 ,  8 8 ,  1 96 ( 1 242-

45) 
Eurystheus :  in Heracles, 1 54 .  1 59 ,  1 60,  

1 96 
Eurytus, 1 7 1 -72 

family versus city in Euripides, 1 8 , 
66, 1 06 ,  1 1 2 ,  1 1 4 ,  1 1 6 .  1 20, 1 24-
2 5 ,  1 3 2 ,  1 3 9 ,  1 44-45 . See Public 
versus private in Euripides 

Farnell, L .  R . , 1 74 
festival. 1 8 ,  2 3 .  36 ,  43-44, 50, 5 5 .  

1 47-49, 1 5 1 , 206- 5 8  passim 
Freud, S . . 2 5 ,  47 

geliis, 23  I 
Gernet, L . , 1 48 
Girard, R . , 2 5 ,  49-56 ,  5 7-63 , 99- 1 0 1 .  

1 3 3 .  1 5 8-60, 2 3 7- 3 8  
gnome, 2 1  
Gods i n  Euripides, 1 8-20, 22-2 3 ,  3 9, 

44-46. 5 5-56 ,  5 8-59 ,  6 1 ,  64, 9 1 ,  
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Gods in Euripides (continued) 
1 00, 1 09, I I I ,  1 28 ,  1 3 3 ,  1 3 6 ,  
1 44-45 ,  1 47, 1 49-5 1 ,  1 5 6, 1 5 8 ,  
1 6 1 -67, 1 7 5-77, 1 8 5-87, 1 9 3 , 
1 97, 20 1 -2 ;  Dionysus, 205- 5 8  
passim 

Goossens,  R . ,  1 46 
Gorgias, 200 (frag. 23 DK) 
Green, A . ,  2 36- 3 7, 2 57  
Griffiths, F . , 56  
Grube, G.  M.  A . ,  1 07 
Guepin, J -P . , 2 5 ,  5 2- 5 3 ,  57 ,  59  

Hades , 69 ,  76 ,  8 8 ,  1 5 2 ,  1 5 5 ,  1 84 ,  1 87, 
1 94 

Haimon: in Phoen issae, 73 , 1 06, 1 1 0, 
1 24, 142; in Sophocles ' Antigone, 
88 

hamartia, 54,  2 1 0, 2 1 7, 2 5 7  
Harrison, J ,  5 2  
Hecate, 1 1 7 
Hector :  in Iliad, 1 1 7, 1 2 1 ,  2 1 4  
Hecuba: i n  Trojan Women, 1 96 
hedusma, 2 1 9  
Helen: i n  Helen, 1 9 ,  64, 8 8 ,  2 2 5 ;  in 

lA, 65- 105  passim; in Iliad, I I 6-
1 8 ;  in Orestes, 10 5  

Henrichs ,  A. ,  86 
Hera, 27, 43-44, 59 ,  1 47-204 passim 
Heracles, 64 

in Heracles, 1 7, 22 ,  1 47-204 passim, 
2 39  

in  Iliad, 1 77, 1 8 8  
in Odyssey, 1 7 1-73 , 1 8 8  
in Sophocles ' Trachiniae, 5 2 ,  8 5 ,  

1 59 ,  1 6 1  
tradition o f,  1 7- 1 8 ,  1 50, 1 6 1 ,  1 75-

92, 1 9 8  
Heraclitus, 5 8  (frag. 5 3 ) 
Hermes, 27, 8 8 ,  2 1  I 
hero cult in Euripides, 22 ,  64, 66, 77, 

79, 1 0 1 ,  1 4 1 ,  1 5 1 , 1 6 5 ,  1 66-68 ,  
1 72-74, 1 76, 1 94-9 5 ,  1 97-200 

Herodotus,  1 4 5 ,  1 74 (9 . 71 ) ,  1 75 (6. 1 08 
and 1 1 6) 

Hesiod, 3 7- 3 8 ,  46; Theogony, 1 77-78 ;  
Works and  Days, 26, 27 

hesuch ia, 222 
Hippolytus, 22 ,  87 ,  227,  249 

Hippomedon, I 2 8  
Homer, I I 3 ,  1 29 

Iliad, 3 6  (23, 22 . 159-61 ) ,  79 (2 · 493-
96) , 82 ( 1 8), I I 6- 1 8  (]) ,  I I 7 (6) ,  
1 2 1  (6) , 1 48 (23) , 1 70-73 , 1 8 1  (2) , 
1 88 ( 1 8 . 1 15-2 1 ) ,  1 90, 1 96 (6 '355-
58) ,  2 1 4  (22 . 1 59-61 ) ,  2 5 1 ( 1 , 2 1 ) ;  
Odyssey, 27 (5 . 1 01 -2 ,  3 . 1 78-79, 
3 . 1 59-60) , 29 (] . 449-55) , 3 6 ,  40 
(4 .535 , 1 1 . 4 1 1 ) ,  8 8 ,  1 5 5-56 ,  1 70-
73 

Homeric Hymn to Demeter, 27 (]1 O-
13) 

Homeric Hymn to Dionysus, 229 
Homeric Hymn to Heracles, 1 9 1  
hoplite, 1 69 ,  1 73-75 ,  1 8 1 ,  1 94, 2 1 4  
human sacrifice, 3 8-39 ,  46, 4 8 ,  5 8 ,  

1 46 .  See also Scapegoat and 
scapegoat rituals ;  Surrogate vic­
tim; Voluntary sacrifice in 
Euripides 

Hyacinthus , 2 1 2  
Hydra, 1 27-28  
Hyllus: in  Sophocles ' Trach iniae, 8 5 ,  

1 60 
Hyperbius, I 2 8  

initiation ritual, 3 6, 64, 2 1 4- 1 6 ,  254 ,  
255  

Iole: in  Sophocles ' Trachiniae, 8 5 ,  
1 59-60 

Iphigenia, 93 ; in Euripides , 40; in lA , 
1 9, 64, 65- 105  passim; in IT, 5 8 ,  
64, 1 3 5 ;  i n  Oresteia , 40, 5 6 ,  1 60 

Iphitus ,  1 59, 1 7 1  
Iris, 1 5 7, 1 59 ,  1 9 1 ,  1 97, 200 
irony in Euripides, 1 7, 1 9 ,  62-64, 67-

70, 72, 77-78,  89-90, 92, 1 00, 
1 07, I I 8 ,  1 24, 1 54, 1 76 ,  1 97, 200, 
224, 243 , 248 ,  2 5 3  

isotes, 1 22 
Ixion, 1 9 8  

Jocasta: i n  Phoenissae, 1 06-46 passim 
Jones, J :  On Aristotle and Greek Trag­

edy, 248 

kakos, 1 9 8  
kallinikos, 2 10, 2 1 2 , 2 1 6  

[ 2 8 0  ] 



Kamerbeek, J. c. , 1 60 
katharsia, 1 52 
katharsis, 54 ,  60 
Kirk, G . , 5 1  
kledonomanteia, 1 22  
kleos, 76, 80 ,  1 4 1 ,  1 4 5 ,  1 50-5 1 ,  1 72 ,  

1 74 ,  1 78 ,  1 8 1 ,  1 90 
Knox, B. M. W. , 1 02-4 
koina, 1 24 
koinoniai, 1 67 
komoidia , 2 I 2 
komos, 208- 1 7, 2 30-3 1 
Kore myth, 87  
Kratos :  in Aeschylus ' Prometheus 

Bound, 1 5 7  
krokotos, 250 
kurios, 73 

Labdacids, 1 3 8  
Laius, I I 6 ,  1 43 ;  house of, 1 08 ,  I I 3 ,  

I I 4 
language, in Euripides , 1 22-23 , I 26 ,  

I 28 ,  1 3 2 ,  1 4 3 ,  245-46 
laudandi, 1 82 ;  laudandus: 1 84 
laudatores, 1 84 
lebes, 4 1  
Leda, 8 1  
Lenaia, 2 1 6  
Lesches:  Little Iliad, 1 70 
Lichas : in Sophocl<;s '  Trach in iae, 8 5  
Linus, 1 9 1  
logos, 1 2 3 ,  1 3 2 ,  1 79 ,  200, 203-4 
Lorenz, K . , 25 ,  47 
Ludwig, W. , 108 ,  1 3 3  
luk-, 1 8 1  (Lycambes, Lycurgus, 

Lycaeon, Zeus Lykeios) , 1 92 
(Lyssa) 

lussonta, 1 74 
Lycurgus : 228 .  See also Luk­
Lycus, 1 7, 59, 147-204 passim 
Lyssa, 1 54- 5 5 ,  1 57 ,  1 6 1 ,  1 6 5 ,  1 74 ,  

1 9 1 ,  1 92 ,  1 97,  200, 20 1 

Macaria: in Heracleidae, 6 5 ,  76 
madness in Euripides, 1 60-62,  1 64 ,  

1 74, 1 90-9 1 ,  200-2,  245 ,  2 58  
Margites, 1 50 
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and death, 8 5 - 86,  8 8-90 
as rite of transition and incorpora­

tion, 7 1 ,  8 5-87, 89, 1 00,  1 02 
and sacrifice, 65- I 02 
and war, 89-90 

masking in the Bacchae, 2 1 9, 2 3 1 ,  24 1 ,  
246- 5 3 .  See a lso Costume in the 
Bacchae 

mechane, 1 3 3 .  See also Deus ex machina 
Medea, 22 ,  52, 60, 87, 1 0 5 , 220 
meden agan, 2 3 9  
Megara : i n  Heracles, 147-204 passim 
Meleager, 1 8 8  
Menelaus: i n  Helen : 8 8 ,  22 5 ;  i n  fA : 

67-68,  80, 95-98 ,  1 04 
Menoeceus, 1 9, 6 5 ,  1 06-46 passim, 

2 56  
metagraphO, 94  
metatheater in Euripides : in Bacchae, 

205 - 5 8  passim; in lA, 94 
Meuli, K . , 2 5 ,  46, 47, 5 1 ,  1 4 8  
miasma, 1 5 1 ,  1 62 ,  1 6 8 ,  1 73 .  See also 

Pollution 
mimetic rivalry, 49, 5 3 ,  5 5 ,  59, 99, 

1 00,  1 3 3 ,  1 3 8 ,  207. See also 
Girard, R .  

mind change in Euripides , 94-99. See 
also Characterization 

mitra, 250 
molpe, 1 47,  1 49 
morphe, 246 
Murray, G . ,  52 
Muses, 1 62 ,  1 84,  1 9 5-97, 207. See also 

Sacrifice, to the Muses 
muthos, 1 1 3 ,  1 79 
Myrmidons, 78 
Myrsilus, 1 8 5  
myth in Euripides , 1 8- 1 9 , 2 1 ,  42-4 3 ,  

45-46, 5 9 ,  62-64, 73 , 79, 8 1 ,  8 3 -
84, 90, 94-95 ,  97-99, 1 0 3 ,  1 1 0-
1 2 , I I 5 , I l 9 ,  1 2 3 ,  1 26 ,  1 3 5-36 ,  
1 3 9 ,  1 44-46, 1 50, 1 79 ,  1 90,  1 92 ,  
1 98-200, 203-4, 208 , 22 1 -22 ,  
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