© 2017

Scott Asher William Barnard

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



ACTORS AND CONSPIRATORS: CIVIC ANXIETY IN LATE ATTIC TRAGEDY
By
SCOTT ASHER WILLIAM BARNARD
A dissertation submitted to the
Graduate School-New Brunswick
Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey
In partial fulfillment of the requirements
For the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
Graduate Program in Classics
Written under the direction of
James F. McGlew

And approved by

New Brunswick, New Jersey

May, 2017



ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
ACTORS AND CONSPIRATORS: CIVIC ANXIETY IN LATE ATTIC TRAGEDY
By
SCOTT ASHER WILLIAM BARNARD

Dissertation Director:

James F. McGlew

In the year 411 BC, Athens endured a brief but violent political revolution at a moment
when the city’s fortunes were declining in the late stage of the Peloponnesian War. This “coup of
411” was driven by a relatively small number of oligarchic sympathizers who conspired in secret
to overthrow the democratic Athenian government and install themselves at the head of a new
oligarchic regime, that, they believed, would secure desperately needed aid from the Persian
Empire against their Spartan enemies. For all of the civic turbulence these oligarchic conspirators
caused, their government collapsed after only a few months and Athenian citizens were left to

reinstall their fragile democracy.

In the aftermath of the coup of 411 (and other conspiracies that preceded it) the citizens
of Athens were particularly agitated by the possibility that other conspiracies may have been
active in the city, and there is evidence that a sense of mutual suspicion was pervasive. And yet,
in spite of the political upheaval many of Athens’ civic and cultural institutions remained active
— including the annual celebration of the City Dionysia, the festival that served as the venue for
the production of Greek tragedy. As a genre, Greek tragedy is keenly sensitive to the civic
experiences of its audience, and symbiotically it is informed by and helps its audience process



the political realities in existence outside of the theater. As it happens, three tragedies —
Euripides’ Phoenissae (410 BC), Sophocles’ Philoctetes (409 BC), and Euripides’ Orestes (408
BC) — survive from these apprehensive years in Athens, and each depicts the formation and
implementation of a conspiracy alongside all of the ethical complexities conspirators raise. After
closely examining the languge at critical moments in all three plays, I conclude that these dramas
helped Athenian citizens contemplate the answers to questions still lingerieng in the city:
namely, how co-conspirators or political allies can make distinctions between trustworthy and
untrustworthy citizens, and the efficacy for those engaged in conspiracies to provide safety for

those under their protection.
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CHAPTER 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this dissertation is to provide a thorough and comprehensive study
of Sophocles’ and Euripides’ depiction of mythological figures engaged in conspiracies
and secret plots, the civic and political context surrounding the presentation of these
figures, and the ways in which tragic poetry articulates and explores the civic anxieties
conspiracies create. Tragic poetry, the occasion of the City Dionysia as a whole, and the
mythological material contained therein provided an important vehicle for their audiences
to reflect upon a variety of tensions arising from life in the néic.! Indeed, at different
points tragic poetry investigates and complicates virtually all of the major points of “civic
ideology,” and it invites an audience to view them as dynamic and intricate issues:
citizenship, aristocracy, rhetoric, education, and beyond. As an expensive, publicly
funded, and competitive festival the City Dionysia was an occasion when the Athenian
moMg in its collective unity assesed through mythological exempla the many divisive and

polarizing points that contribute to thier civic identity.?

Of all the civic anxieties Athenian tragic playwrights treat in their dramas,
perhaps the ones best suited for exploration through dramatic plays are those concerned
with false speech, deception, and clandestine actions. At its most basic, theatrical level
drama as a genre asks its audience to accept actors purposefully misrepresenting
themselves as the characters operating within the action on stage, and the quality of an

actor or a production is judged by the degree to which he is able to divorce his true self

1 On the relationship between the performance of tragic poetry and its audience comprised of Athenian
citizens, see Goldhill (1990) 97-115, Griffith (2011) 1-7, and the abundant bibliography contained therein.
2 On tragedy’s use of mythological figures to probe their experiences in civic life, cf. Gould (1995) vii-ix,
Goldhill (1986) 57-80, Zeitlin (1996) 1-11, and Allan (2008) 5-7.



from the one appearing before the audience.? In this sense, a dramatic production
functions like a conspiracy: a group of individuals work together to plot in secret a way to
achieve an objective through a series of scripted actions or speech acts. In both cases,
actors/conspirators play the parts and speak the words assigned to them by a
playwright/mastermind before an audience that is at least partially blind to the group’s
backstage/internal machinations. Of course, the fundamental difference between a
conspiracy and a stage production is that the audience of a play expects and takes
pleasure in an actor’s deceptions; the target of a conspiracy at best does not know that he
or she is being deceived until the plot is complete, and at worst lives in constant doubt

and dread that they could be victimized by invisible enemies.

It is for these reasons that actors engaged in tragic drama — and especially drama
depicting not just actors, but actors engaged in conspiracies who perform deceitful and
underhanded actions on stage — offer their audiences such a compelling opportunity to
think through and reflect on the great civic mistrust that conspiracies or the potential for
conspiracies create. This study focuses on three tragic dramas in particular, each of which
in its own way responds to both the real-world circumstances and sociopolitical mood of
the time of its production: Euripides’ Phoenissae (410 BC), Sophocles’ Philoctetes (409
BC), and Euripides’ Orestes (408 BC). All three of these dramas have been securely
dated to these extremely tumultuous years in Athens, in the immediate wake of the brief
but bloody oligarchic coup of 411 BC. All three engage in a unique manner with the

uncertainty and mistrust left in the aftermath of these events: each one depicts the

3 On tragedy’s use of “otherness” for exploring the psychological constructions of ancient Athens
(especially in regard to gendered power dynamics), cf. Zeitlin (1996) 2-5.



formation and operation of conspiracies designed to accomplish a covert objective, and
each deals with the language and ethics that make conspiracies effective (or ineffective)
as mutually protective and potent (or impotent) collaborations. As has been established,
these were sensitive and immediately relevant topics of civic discourse at the time these
dramas were produced, in the years during and after the turbulence caused by the
oligarchic conspirators described in vivid detail in Book 8 of Thucydides’ History of the
Peloponnesian War. This study’s goal at all points is to explore the characteristic ways
Sophocles’ and Euripides’ poetics reflect on, act out, and bring to the fore these very

civic undercurrents and apprehensions.

The Study of Civic and Dramatic Performance

At its most basic level, dramatic performance is deception. Actors dedicate years
of training and careful practice to developing the ability to cast a convincing illusion to
their audience that they are someone that they are not.* As modern spectators and
consumers of media, we accept this deception without hesitation; if anything, we are
more likely to take special notice when an actor or actress buys in wholesale to their own
deception through the practice of a number of dramatic techniques known as “method
acting.”® However, there are many instances wherein which we might imagine ancinet

Greeks interpreting such deception with a more critical eye. For the moment, two

4 For a summary of some prominent contemporary theories and methods of theater acting, see Elam (2001)
3-8.

5 “Method acting” is a practice pioneer by the Russian theater director Konstantin Stanislavsky, wherein an
actor attempts both internally and externally to diminish the deceptive elements of acting and to live the
“truth” of the role they have adopted, allowing them to build an intimate emotional and cognitive
understanding of their characters. To take a well-known example, the actor Daniel Day-Lewis widely
acclaimed for the depth to which he internalizes the characters he plays on stand and on screen. For
instance, to lend authenticity to his performance as Nathaniel Hawkeye in Last of the Mohicans (1992)
Day-Lewis spent months learning to sustain himself in the only ways available to American Indians of the
films dramatic period: hunting, gathering, fishing, skinning, and trapping.



examples must suffice. The first comes from Hector in Homer’s Iliad, when he
reproaches his brother Paris for the “deception” (Wnepomevta, 3.39) of his appearance: as
his brother dons his armor and prepares to duel Menelaus in Book 3, he presents himself
as a Homeric warrior, but Hector knows that the duel will only reveal Paris’ inability to
perform like one, and he takes notice of an incongruity between Paris’ outward
appearance and a martial impotence it masks. In a second instance, Plutarch relates a
story in which Solon, in response to witnessing a performance delivered by the original
actor, Thespis, issued the stern warning that to hold such dramatic “play” (moudid) in high
esteem runs the risk that its deceptive elements will seep into the more serious political
business of running a woéA1g (‘toyd pévror v moddy’ e ‘tad TV Erovodvieg oVT® Kol
TIU®VTEG EVpHoouEV &V Toig omovdaiots,” Sol. 29.7). Duncan has suggested that,
somewhat counterintuitively, the recognition of the deception inherent in acting lends
insight into the Athenian’s deep love of the theater and the immense role it played in
civic life, as the exercise of apprehending dramatic spectacle can lead witnesses to

contemplate and evaluate the verity of the figures the theater imitates.®

It was not until the middle of the 20" century when scholars once again turned a
critical eye to the many elements involved in dramatic performance. As a field of study,
the discipline of Performance Studies is relatively young. In the mid-1960s
entrepreneurial scholars such as Wallace Bacon, Victor Turner, and Richard Schechner
sought to study the nature and mechanics of performance in a broad spectrum of contexts

— including drama, play, sports, everyday life, ritual, and beyond — that are inextricably

6 Duncan (2006) 12. Plato disagrees on this point; in book 2 of the Republic (378e-379d) Socrates warns
that men should be on their guard against the seductive power of poetry, which is not a fit vehicle for
articulating truth (especially concerning the divine).



bound with and influenced by outside social, gender, racial, and class pressures.
Schechner writes, “When texts, architecture, visual arts, or anything else are looked at by
performance studies, they are studies ‘as’ performances. That is, they are regarded as
practices, events, and behaviors, not as ‘objects’ or things.”’ He goes on to note two
primary fundamentals of the field of performance studies. First, performance studies is a
necessarily relational, dynamic, and processual discipline, so an important first step in
using the critical tools performance studies have to offer is coming to terms with its
indeterminate and open nature. Second, based upon this very openness and elasticity,
performance studies draws upon and synthesizes a wide array of critical approaches:
social sciences, gender studies, history, psychoanalysis, semiotics, and popular culture
theory are but a few. The result, he concludes, is a field of study that resists any kind of

universal theories or comprehensive critical approaches.®

One critical lens from the performance studies toolset that will be particularly
useful for this study is the concept of “sociosemiotics,” a term coined by Alter.
Sociosemotics examines “the impact of social factors on those features of the theater that
involve semiotics: production of fixed verbal signs, transition between text and stage,
production of stage signs, codes and references of signs, actors as signs, receptions of
signs by the audience, and so on.”® Following the work of Freud, Alter continues, we
know that art in general and fiction in particular has the power to unlock latent,

subconscious phantasms and to help us formulate and solve unconscious problems.*°

7 Schechner (2002) 10.

8 Schechner (2002) 12.

° Alter (1991) 13.

10 For recent work on the ability of physical props on stage to function as a signifier unconscious thought in
Greek tragedy, see Mueller (2016) 4-8 and 38-41.



Attic Tragedy as a genre might be said to be especially imbued with the ability to help its
audience process and articulate the many sociosemiotics elements that combine to form
their civic experience, given that the language, rhetorical practices, and varieties of
rhetoricians familiar from life in the w61 appear on stage. Throughout this study, |
examine points in tragic performances where codes and signs from the sociopolitical life
of Athens — be they specific words with malleable definitions such as yevvaiotng
(“nobility”), or broader modes of communication such as sophistic rhetorical practices —
have entered into the Theater of Dionysus and the extent to which these instances allow
the members of the audience to reflect on the turbulence of their recent history and the

disquiet surrounding their unknown future.

The theme of conspiracy is a useful heuristic tool to use in a study such as this
one, which is concerned with how cospirators establish trust with one another and strive
toward their clandestine objectives, not only because conspiracies were such a point of
consternation in the years leading up to and immediately following the coup of 411 BC,
but also because the actions of conspiracies require a number of performative elements
that have much in common with the production of tragic poetry. Hence, they serve as
revealing intermediaries between the fiction of the stage and the reality of civic life.
Conspiracies are political theater in the most literal sense.!! Rosenbloom notes that
oligarchic revolutionaries in the late fifth century follow a kind of dramatic template in
their civic performances: “organized groups (étaupeior) devoted to the subversion of the
democracy eliminated demagogues and terrified the population, orators articulated a

rationale for oligarchy that included grievances and a plan to improve the moral quality

11 Cf. Ober (1998) 3-13; Rosenbloom (2011) 405-6.



both of the dfjnog and its leadership as well as promises to write laws and institute an
‘ancestral constitution.”””*? To Rosenbloom’s definition of this template for £toipsiot, one
might add that in most cases the revolutionary groups depicted in the annals of Greek
rhetoricians and historiographers are far more than political advantage seekers: they are
calculating strategists with internal leaders who script a series of words and actions for

civic performances designed to achieve their ends.

There are some performance theorists who take notions of civic performances to
an extreme, pointing out that at a very basic level all actions undertaken or words spoken
in public view constitute a kind of performance.*® Such a model requires two
fundamental features of theatricality: first, that all people consciously or unconsciously
play roles distinct from their natural, “pre-social” personality, and second that they make
this performance before a public audience that, in stable social conditions, approves (even
if it does not actively acknowledge) their acting.'* In the broadest sense there may be
some value in viewing social life from this perspective — one where everyone performs
constantly for a public audience that is simultaneously performing as well — but here |
wish to draw a sharp and critical distinction between the kind of everyday performances
that bring order and structure to a society and the elements of performance undertaken by

conspirators: while they may take place in public view, everyday social performances

12 Rosenbloom (2011) 406.

13 For example, in the 1940s Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of “bad faith” roleplaying, which holds that most
people adopt certain socially determined models of behavior instead of displaying their more “authentic”
nature; the social realm offers prefabricated “bad” roles (e.g., “criminal,” “cheater,” “deadbeat,” etc.) that
provide models for what such people’s behavior should and should not look like; for similar conceptions of
social performance in a Homeric framework, see Scodel (2008) 7-12.

14 Alter (1991) 45.



acted out in real life are not typically directed at any specific group of spectators.® If
anything, most everyday social performances are the opposite of theatrical performance,
inasmuch as they are undertaken for the purpose of “fitting in” and conforming to the
behavioral expectations of one’s peers, thereby not “making a scene.” However, as soon
as a person engages in such social performance with the goal of manipulating his
audience or advancing an unspoken agenda one might speculate that the performative

aspects of the encounter become more pronounced.

In order to avoid detection, conspirators rely heavily upon ordinary and unmarked
behaviors. Since all public behavior is in large part driven by the context in which it takes
place — an Athenian citizen speaking before a law court or a modern executive addressing
a board of trustees makes use of an assemblage of postures, diction, tone, and gestures
quite different from those he might use at home or in a more intimate setting —
conspirators are often able to operate in secret until they are poised to strike, provided
that they do not raise suspicion by acting out of the ordinary. Leading up to the moment
when Julius Caesar’s assassins struck him down, it was essential that they mask their
anxious anticipation and violent intentions with a dramatic performance of bland,
unremarkable senatorial behavior, lest the Imperator sense something amiss and foil their
plot.1® Additionally, when the critical moment came and the assassins sprung the trap,
they did so according to a plan orchestrated beforehand by the conspiracy’s leaders,
possibly Brutus and Cassius; in other words, they acted out the script composed by the

plot’s masterminds before an audience of stunned onlookers — all dramatic elements that

15 Allter (1991) 44 calls these performances “inner-oriented,” inasmuch as their purpose is to perform
conformity.

16 On the assassination of Julius Caesar, see Plutarch Vita Caesaris 66.12-3, Vita Bruti 17, Suetonius Divus
lulius 82, Appian Civil Wars 2.16, and Cassius Dio Historia Romana 44.19. Cf. Smith (1957) 58-70.



could only have been intensified by virtue of the fact that the performance played out in

the shadow of the Theater of Pompey.'’

The conspiracy to assassinate Julius Caesar perfectly illustrates two kinds of
dramatic performances conspiracies frequently undertake. The first requires that they
“act” normally, without any hint of their violent or revolutionary intentions, as they
interact with their targets and fellow citizens. Second, when the time comes to launch the
conspiracy into action the conspirators follow a predetermined plan that, if properly
executed, will achieve the outcome the group seeks. In other words, both theatrical
performances and conspiracies make use of actors. In the case of theatrical performance
these actors follow the direction of a playwright, who is the source of their every word
and movement. As | will demonstrate below in Chapter 2, a number of conspiracies
active in the late fifth century BC operate by a similar structure: a leading conspirator (or
a handful of them), out of view from the public eye, devises a scheme to be acted out by
his compatriots in order to accomplish a covert objective. Likewise, in the remaining
chapters I explore the functions of precisely the same structure in the Phoenissae,
Philoctetes, and Orestes: in the conspiracies on display in all three there are leaders and

agents, and both are required to contribute to the schemes they undertake.

Another fundamental characteristic shared by conspirators and actors is their use
of language as a method of disguise masking something they wish to remain unrevealed.
In 1934 Buhler produced a detailed study on a variety of critical approaches to the theory

of language. Two of his observations are worth noting at the outset of this study. First, in

17 Plutarch Vita Caesaris 66.4 relates that Tillius signaled that the attack was to begin by seizing Caesar’s
toga with both hands pulling it down to expose his throat, a point which further suggests a scripted plan of
action; on the location of the attack, see 66.1.
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the case of an actor on the dramatic stage and the language he utters, he simultaneously is
and is not the figure he portrays.'® For example, when Kenneth Branagh steps out on
stage in a modern production of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, he is the Prince of Denmark in
the dramtic context of the play, but at the same time he has not ceased to be the renowned
Shakespearian actor Kenneth Branagh. Much of the pleasure an Athenian audience
derives from a drama is born from their suspension of disbelief that the figure before
them is not only a fellow citizen whom they have seen in the agora or with whom they
might have shared wine at a symposium, but is simultaneously Oedipus come fully alive
and suffering real anguish before them. So too, | propose, with the language of Greek
tragedy: many of the words found on the lips of figures portrayed in the Theater of
Dionysus are familiar to their audience from a number of other civic settings, but in the
tragic context they are imbued with undertones that multiply their meanings, causing
them simultaneously to retain their ordinary semantics but also to take on far different
ones. For instance, in Euripides” Hecuba, Odysseus replies to Hecuba’s plea for
recompense for the ydapig she offered to him when she saw him lurking within the walls
of Troy, that, yes, he will offer yapig in return — the favor of offering her daughter
Polyxena for sacrifice instead of Hecuba herself.X® In a typical social context, yapig refers
the gratitude one feels toward a benefactor or perhaps even to a recipricol favor to be
offered in return for a good deed; but in a tragic context, Odysseus has turned the concept

on its head and completely reoriented the term’s typically positive connotation.

18 Biihler (2011) 49.
19 Cf. Hec. 273-8 and 299-305, where Odysseus expands the term yapig into personal and civic types and
claims to have satisfied both (on which see Buxton [1982] 174 and Conacher [1998] 62-3).
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A second important point for our present purposes that Bihler raises is the
necessity of recognizing the audience’s orientation toward dramatic actors and
conspirators. He notes that the real talent an actor possesses is the ability to make
something or someone who is absent from the stage present, and to allow the audience to
interpret the figures presented to them as a mimesis for someone else.? In this case, the
audience is fully aware that what they are witnessing is actually a mimesis, even if they
have suspended their disbelief so that they can take pleasure in the spectacle.?! However,
in the case of a conspiracy the orientation to the audience is entirely different: even
though conspirators perform in many of the same ways actors do, the entire purpose of
the performance is to ensure that the audience does not recognize that they are witnessing
a performance until it is too late and the objective of the conspiracy is achieved. This
study will pay careful attention throughout to the relationship between actors and
audiences — both internal and external to a stage production or conspiracy — especially at

points where actors perform for multiple audiences simultaneously.

Once again, we might take a final example of the malleable boundaries between
dramatic and social performance from the Roman world. From sources such as Tacitus in
the Annales, Suetonius’ Life of Nero, and from Dio Cassius we hear of Nero’s penchant
for performing in several different genres before an audience of his citizen subjects.
However, given Nero’s status and the tremendous disparity of power between the
performer and his audience, it was impossible for his audiences’ responses to be based on

their evaluation of aesthetic criteria alone. Rather, in a reversal of the regular model of

20 Bihler (2011) 142. On pipnoig see Aristot. Poet. 1447a-1462b, as well as Halliwell (2002) 37-118.

2L Cf. Zarrilli (2002) 146-7 and the notion that the practice of dramatic performance “implies both the
performer’s as well as the spectators’ active engagement in the process of performing and or/spectating.”
The emphasis is his.
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artistic performance, once Nero stroked his lyre or sang a line of poetry the impetus fell
upon the audience to perform — or even exaggerate — approval for their imperator’s
artistry.?? In other words, the moment Nero stepped on stage ostensibly to perform he in
reality posits himself as audience to his audience, from whose cheers (authentic or not) he
could interpret the grandeur of his art. Nero’s audience proved themselves to be adept
performers in their own right. For instance, Dio Cassius describes one revealing instance
at the Panhellenic games in which Nero entered the competition as an actor and
citharoedus (63.15.2-3). He notes how keenly watchful Nero remained of the responses
of his audience — and the higher ranking members in particular — and the great praise and
honor he conferred upon those who cheered the loudest. Those who failed to perform
adequately their approval for the emperor were disgraced and punished; those who could
endure no more, Dio tells us, provided the most convincing performance of all, as they
pretended to faint and played dead (rtpoomoicicOai te ékOviiokev Kol vekp@dv diknv £k
TV Oedtpov ekpépecbat, 63.15.3). Furthermore, Nero ensured that his audience-
performers would act appropriately awestruck by appointing directors charged with
managing their performance. At the Juvenalia of 59 A.D. Nero assembled a body of men
he named the Augustiani.?® These men were scattered throughout the audience and were
appointed with two tasks. First, Suetonius (Nero 20.3) tells us that they served as
professional clappers who directed the volume and type of applause the audience should

perform, and Dio (61.20.3-5) adds that they performed exaggerated gestures of joy that

22 Bartsch (1994) 3.

23 Cf. Bartsch (1994) 209. On the date of the institution of the Augustiani, see Tacitus Ann. 14.15.5 and Dio
61.20.3, though Suetonius offers the year 64 A.D. instead (Nero 20.3, 25.1). It is not known how many men
this troupe may have included at first, but later their number was increased to 5,000. There is some
confusion in the sources over what citizens were eligible to join the Augustiani, though all agree that at
least a portion of the body was comprised of soldiers.
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fellow audience members were to mime. Second, Tacitus (Ann. 16.5.1) tells us that the
Augustiani punished those who failed to display adequate enthusiasm and clobbered

anyone who disturbed the rhythm of cheers.?*

Even though there is some disagreement in our sources over how the audience
and the Augustiani functioned at Nero’s performances, these accounts provide us with a
fascinating model for civic performance. Here, a group of actors — in this case quite a
large one, Nero’s entire audience — have been provided with words to cheer and dramatic
gestures to perform by stage directors, the Augustiani, and like a chorus are expected to
perform in cadence with their fellow audience-performers lest they be beaten by their
overseers. All the while, from the stage Nero simultaneously performs his song and basks
in the fictional ecstasy he witnesses in his subjects. While indeed the function of the
Augustiani must be treated with some level of skepticism — afterall, our historical sources
are eager to portray these as perversions of civic performances befitting a transgressive
and tyrannical figure — these accounts provide at least some notion of how ancient

authors conceived of the structures of dramatic performance.

The elements of civic performance involved in Roman citizens’ response to
Nero’s recitals and conspirators operating in fifth-century Athens differ in the critical
respect that the former is recognized and acknowledged as a performance, while the latter
seeks to avoid detection. That point notwithstanding, throughout this study I highlight
ways in which their common elements call forth structural similarities for the production

of dramatic performance: actions are orchestrated by leading conspirators (or in Nero’s

24 The scholarship on Nero as an artist and showman is vast, but a recent work that serves as a good starting
place is Barrett (2016) 231-64. See also Fantham (2013) 17-28, and on Nero’s relationship with his subjects
more generally see Yawetz (1969).
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case, the Augustiani) the co-conspirators or actors under his direction with words to speak
and actions to perform. When conspiracies are undertaken on the tragic stage there are
numerous instances where precisely this model is employed, and the result is a miniature
play-within-the-play wherein conspirators engage in the performance of a fiction in order

to protect the secrecy of their objectives.

owia and Conspiracy: Aristotle’s Rhetoric

In addition to being performative, conspiracies are by definition interpersonal. In
this inquiry into both historical and tragic conspiracies it will be crucial to examine
carefully the nature of the relationships conspirators form with one another. Afterall, a
conspiracy is predicated upon the ability of a group of people with some kind of affinity —
be it personal, political, or merely of convenience — to place trust in one another to keep
their operations a secret until their objectives are completed. Writing two generations
after the coup of 411 and the angst provoked by the conspirators who orchestrated this
revolution and others, Aristotle in book two of the Rhetoric offers a meticulous and
systematic examination of questions that are, as we will see, central to the Phoenissae,
Philoctetes, and Orestes: namely, what are the obligations that come along with personal
or political friendship and what happens when these obligations fail to be satisfied?
Aristotle offers several observations on the nature of friendship that serve as useful
starting points for answering these questions, but three of them are particularly applicable
to the plays under discussion in this study. First, Aristotle remarks that we should resist
the temptation to make a distinction between personal (oikelotng), familial (cvyyévewn),

and political (¢toupeio) friendships because they are all different species of the same
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thing (sin 8¢ pihiag £tonpeia oikeldTg cvyyévetla kai oo Towodta, 1381b.34).2° In the
context of democratic Athens, where interpersonal relationships developed within a
family or between £taipot and étarpeion and could easily translate into political alliances,
this seems an attractive (if somewhat idealized) notion. As I will examine below,
however, each of these kinds of friendship endures tremendous strain in the political
turbulence of the late fifth century, and the tragic stage emerges as a crucial venue for

contemplating and questioning the uniformity Aristotle posits.

Second, Aristotle suggests two key and interrelated components involved in
establishing friendships. On the one hand, friends must use the same set of values in
determining what ideas or people are good or bad, thereby forming an accord wherein
what is good for one is good for the other, or for all who enjoy the benefits of the
friendship (koi oig &M ToTa dryaldd kai Kakd, kai oi Toic adToic eilot kol oi Toig oToic
&xOpol: Tavtda yap tovtolg fodriesOon dvaykn, dote dmep TR Kol GAAD BovAopevog
to0Te eaiveton gikog ivar, 1381a.7-10). But on the other hand, the opposite is true as
well: those who enjoy a unity of mind in determining what is good draw an explicit
distinction between themselves and those who do not agree, which necessarily locates

dissenters outside the boundaries of the friendship (1381a.13-9):

Kol ToVG TV iV @ilovg Kol eriodvtag 0Dg avTol PIADGLY. Kol ToOVG PIAOVUEVOLE VIO TAV
PIAOVUEVAOV ODTOIC. KOl TOVG TOTG aTolg £x0povg kal poodvtag odg avtol Hicodoty, Kal Tovg
HGOVUEVOVC VIO TAV ADTOIC GOVUEVOV” TGV Yip TOVTOLS T odTdl Gyofd poiveTan stvar kol
avtoic, dote PovlecOou To oToig dyadd, dmep fv Tod @idov.

[They are friendly] also to the friends of their friends and those kindly disposed to those they
themselves like and those liked by those they themselves like. And [they are friendly to] those
who have the same enemies they have and who hate those they themselves hate and who are hated

%5 On the distinction between personal, familial, and political friendships see also Nic. Eth. 1161b 12-6 and
cf. Grimaldi (1988) 80 and Konstan (1997) 67-72. All textual citations of the Rhetoric are from W.D. Ross
(1959). Aristotelis ars rhetorica. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
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by those they hate; for the same things seem good to all these as to themselves, so that they wish
the same things as they do, which was the characteristic of a friend.?®

A crucial step toward establishing conspiratorial friendship, then, is coming to an
agreement on the criteria used to determine whom one may count as his ¢iiotr and who
must remain his €&x0poi — a process far more complicated in practice than in theory,

whose complications we see dramatized in Sophocles’ and Euripides’ late dramas alike.?’

Finally (and this is the most pertinent point to the present study), Aristotle
comments on the motivating force that compels people to enter into friendships or
political alliances. Once a person has found a likeminded person or group with whom he
can build a friendship, he may then invest the trust that their comrades will provide
personal and political safety to them by protecting their mutual interests: “Further, [men
are friendly to those] who are disposed to do good to others regarding their wealth or
safety; therefore, they honor free, brave, and just men” (£11 T00¢g gdmOMTIKOVG €1G
ypLoTo Kol gic cmtnpiov: 810 ToVg Ehevbepiovg kal avopeiong TILDGOL KOl TOVG S1KAIOVG,
1381a.19-21). As Aristotle observes, personal and political friendships are predicated on
the notion that giio entails not only an exchange of warm sentiments or a sense of
belonging to a group, but it also comes with the obligation that people actively work for
the physical and financial safety of their pilot (and, implicitly, against the interests of
their £x0poi). Furthermore, those who have the ability to better their interests and live up

to these obligations are viewed as free, brave, and just — virtues which several of the

26 Trans. Kennedy (2007) 125.

27 Cf. Konstan (1997) 72-5 on Aristotle’s emphasis on mutual respect for virtue and character as a crucial
premise for building a friendship. On the complex role yapig (gratitude) plays in formulating and
maintaining friendships, see Konstan (2006) 156-68.
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tragic figures in the plays under discussion profess as a claim to their aristocratic status

(yevwoudtng).

The elements of friendship that Aristotle examines in the Rhetoric are useful for
articulating this study’s definition of what constitutes a conspiracy: namely, a group of
two or more people who, based on the trust they have invested in one another, seek to
advance a mutually beneficial agenda against an enemy by means of some clandestine
action.?® At some points in the plays under discussion (such as the accord between
Eteocles and Polynices in the Phoenissae), the components of friendship that Aristotle
investigates are conspicuous only in their abject failure to satisfy the requirements of this
definition. At other points (such as Orestes’ and Pylades’ assassination plot in the
Orestes), the attempted homocide is treated overtly as a conspiracy seeking safety for its
sworn conspirators. But whether explicit or implicit, if personal or political friendship is
to provide the benefits Aristotle outlines, it requires an unshakable trust between its
members; the Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes all explore the civic repercussions

when such trust is breached.

Terminology and Methodology

This project is predicated upon the notion that a production of Greek tragedy and
the immediate history and civic context of its production cannot be understood separately

from one another, and that coming to terms with this interdependence is a necessary first

28 For comparison, the modern legal definition of a conspiracy provided by the Cornell Law Dictionary is:
“An agreement by two or more people to commit and illegal act, along with an intent to achieve the
agreement’s goal. Most U.S. jurisdictions also require an overt act toward furthering the agreement...See
Whitfield v. United States, 453 U.S. 209 (2005).”
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step for studying a drama’s significance to its original audience. This is a point most

recently articulated by Wohl, who writes that,

“[Tragic drama] is neither swallowed by history nor alienated from it, but instead is actively
engaged with and in it. Helen and Trojan Women propose, and Orestes illustrates, the active force
of tragedy’s mimesis: that far from merely recreating a historical reality that exists prior and
exterior to it, tragedy creates that reality by producing the cognitive and affective conditions
necessary for its realization. Its plotlines furnish the meaning of history’s narrative arc, providing a
structure for understanding and recording historical experience. But they also articulate that
experience itself — not after the fact as an object of mimetic re-presentation, but in the lived
moment of the performance.?

With an eye to the cognitive and affective conditions Wohl references, this study begins
by considering in chapter two the civic context within which the Phoenissae, Philoctetes,
and Orestes were produced. | survey this context in large part by examining the treatment
of and the language used to describe the rise and fall of the coup of 411 BC in the two
best surviving literary sources on the political atmosphere and specifics of the movement
— Thucydides 8.48-98 and Aristotle’s Athenaion Politeia 29.1-32.1 — as well as
additional fragmentary and epigraphical evidence.*® One moment worthy of particularly
close attention and discussion will be the Oath of Demophantos,®! not only for the insight
it offers into the contemporary apprehensions of Athenian citizens, but also the intimate
connections this public speech act shares with Sophocles’ Philoctetes, Euripides’ Orestes,

and the occasion of the City Dionysia as a whole.

29 Wohl (2015) 131; the emphasis is hers. Cf. Williams (1977) 129-34, who considers the cognitive
frameworks for understanding history that tragedy provides in terms of “structures of feeling” containing
“all the known complexities, the experienced tensions, shifts, and uncertainties, the intricate forms of
unevenness and confusion” of its civic context.

30 See Shear (2011) 42-3 for a survey of the fragmentary evidence for the contemporary turbulent mood in
Athens coming from Thrasymachus 85 B1, alongside the more general atmosphere in Greece as described
at Thucydides 3.82-4. Epigraphical evidence will be useful for determining what political and logistical
steps were taken to restore order after the revolution.

31 Our most complete text of the oath comes from its quotation by Andocides’ On the Mysteries 1.96-8, but
it is treated also by Demosthenes at 20.159 and Lycurgus Leok. 124 and 126.
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A crucial premise upon which this study rests is that a significant portion of the
civic discourse and apprehension surrounding real and potential conspiracies in these
years was concerned with two points in particular: 1) the terminology that defines the
boundaries used to designate civic sameness and difference and to determine the criteria
for inclusion and exclusion from partisan groups, and 2) the language used to validate
and justify the actions such groups undertake. The figures on stage in all of the dramas
under discussion are frequently at pains to draw distinct boundaries between their allies
(pilor) and enemies (€x0por), primarily through the application of a number of select
terms which, | will demonstrate, were both contemporarily prominent and open to
multifarious interpretations. Two of these terms in particular are of central concern in the
three dramas in question, so their definition and application in each of the texts under
consideration will be a key element to this study. The first term in question is the
adjective yevvaiog and its cognates. The definition and semantic field of this term offered

by the Liddell-Scott-Jones (LSJ) is as follows:

yevv-aiog, a, ov: -- true to one's birth or descent; hence

l. 1) of persons: high-born; 2) noble in mind, high-minded; of actions: noble; 3) as a form
of polite speech: yevvaiog &1, you are very good.

Il. 1) of things: good of their kind, excellent; genuine, intense.

However, on the tragic stage we find that this term is quite a bit more elastic in
its usage than the above definition might indicate, as mythological figures’ fundamental
qualities (whether inherited by birth or fixed by civic station) determine whether they
find themselves welcomed into a conspiracy or the target of clandestine action on stage.
In addition to yevvaiog, | examine a number of synonymous terms (e.g. evyévetoc,
xpNoTog, kaddg, etc.) which at certain points carry idiosyncratic nuances as tragic heroes

seek to define their own nobility against that of their enemies.
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The second term that is key to this study is cotpia and its cognates, which the
LSJ defines as follows:
comp-io:--

l. 1) deliverance, preservation; 2) a way or means of safety; 3) safe return; 4) salvation;

Il. I1. of things: 1) keeping safe, preservation; 2) security, guarantee for safety or
safekeeping of; 3) security, safety; 4) security against; 5) bodily health, well-being.

This is a term of crucial importance for this study, as the promise of compia
acquired from the support of Tissaphernes is precisely the way that Pisander, Phrynichus,
and Antiphon are able to persuade the Athenian civic body to alter their democracy
significantly and attempt to establish an oligarchic regime.®? Of course, the irony that
soon became apparent was that by seeking “security” the Athenian 6fjpog only further
destabilized their city and incurred further drastic political upheaval. Both Sophocles and
Euripides show sensitivity to this irony, and this study finds instances in the work of each

where the terminology of cwtpia requires careful consideration.

By studying the language that occurs at significant junctures in the Phoenissae,
Philoctetes, and Orestes as well as in our historical source material, | hope to trace some
of the many ethical points with which each engages regarding notions of nobility,
protection, and the elements that qualify a person to claim them. I have chosen these
terms in particular because they form part of a question that classical Athens struggled
with for virtually all of its history, from Draco to Demosthenes: namely, who, either by

trained acumen or by inherent noble quality (yevvaiog), is best suited to guide and

%2 E.g., Thucydides 8.54.1: 6 8¢ Sfjpog O pEv TpdTOV dKoVMY YAAETDS EPepe TO TEPL Thi OAryapyioc:
cap®C 8¢ d18ackopevog vTd Tod Iecdvdpov ui sivar AV swTypiav, Ssicag kol Gpa EreAmilov m¢ ko
petofodeitar, Evédwkev. In addition to the instances in which the term cotnpia actually occurs, I also
examine contexts in which this term is obviously a central consideration, even if it is not explicitly
mentioned.
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preserve the safety and prosperity (cotpia) of the civic body? As several figures in the
three dramas in question will clearly articulate, the answers to this question are

complicated, disparate, and often politically determined.

A crucial methodological note should be made at this point: while this study
attempts to tease out the particular nature of the depiction of mythological figures on
stage in these dramas, at no point will | suggest that any tragic figure was intended to be
or should be interpreted as representative of a specific, contemporary Athenian in any
one-to-one way. Instead, I consider how an Athenian audience’s experience with certain
kinds of rhetoricians and political figures would likely have conditioned their viewing of
the figures on stage. Here | follow the methodology advanced by Ann Suter in her
treatment of possible connections between the Trojan Women and the suppression of
Melos; she concludes that, even if there is no direct connection to be found, the play
engages and contemplates the same issues Melos raised.® For example, 1 do not suggest
that either the Odysseus of Sophocles’ Philoctetes or the Tyndareus of Euripides’ Orestes
is constructed as a direct reference to the shadowy and dexterous rhetorician Antiphon.
Rather, I investigate the ways in which the Athenian audience’s living memory of the
fear and mistrust sown by an arch-sophist and reticent mastermind such as Antiphon
(Thuc. 8.68.2) must have added a dramatic tension not immediately apparent in the text.
In other words, while I rely on historical sources like Thucydides and the Oath of

Demophantos to establish civic context, I stress at all points that, as literary works, tragic

33 Suter (2003) 18-22; cf. Mendelsohn (2002).
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dramas are productions that explicate all the elements that combine to form

“Athenianness,”3* not just ones which are created by them.

On a related note, when engaging with the context within which the three plays
were performed | frequently propose ways in which the actions on stage engage with the
audiences and the social and civic concerns they brought to the theater. However, at these
points I tread with caution; assumptions concerning the audiences’ response can be
misleading if they presume a singular, uniform, and constant reaction to a drama, when in
reality every audience is a dynamic and heterogeneous collection of individuals, each
capable of multiple and not necessarily consistent responses to the on-stage action. As

Simon Goldhill writes:

The multiform make-up of a theater audience (on the one hand), especially coupled with the
audience’s ability to develop its views in discussion after a play as much as in the performance
time of a play, create complex and temporally extended tensions which will only be oversimplified
by such naive and univocal idealization of the audience as a single and instant body. %

Indeed, even though an audience’s response cannot be relied upon to be
unanimous (and much less, identical to our own), there are pieces of internal evidence
which can be relied upon to lend insight into moments in a play that treat topics of keen
contemporary interest. For this study in particular, internal assessments of the

conspiracies and conspirators appearing on stage is of vital importance.

Context and Scope

34 A term | borrow from Griffith (2011) 5.

3 Goldhill (2012) 40-1 (emphasis his). Cf. Easterling (1997) 24 on the “vagueness” between the
contemporary and heroic worlds in tragic performance and the multiple avenues of interpretation that it
opens to the audience. Cf. Allan (2008) 5-7 for the notion that this “vagueness” simultaneously questions
civic ideology and also reinforces it.
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One challenge that will limit this study is the lack of a complete account of the
rise and fall of the oligarchic coup of 411 BC that offers multiple perspectives on the
major advocates and goals of the movement, as well as its impact upon the war-wearied
Athenian civic body. As noted above, our primary sources on the years in question are
Thucydides 8.48-98, Pseudo-Xenophon’s Athenaion Politeia, Aristotle’s Athenaion
Politeia 29.1-32.2, and less directly Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and Thesmophoriazusae,
and the Oath of Demophantos. However, each of these texts comes with its own
challenges and limitations. For instance, while Thucydides paints a vivid picture of the
coup in broad strokes, he speaks only vaguely of the experience of individual members of
the Athenian ofjpog, while Aristotle offers keen insight into the methods and goals of the
coup but has much less to say about the circumstances leading up to it. Moreover, an
additional challenge is presented by the vastly different portraits of the movement that
these sources depict, as is largely colored by the political orientation of its author.®® The
Athenaion Politeia of Pseudo-Xenophon, for instance, remains a valuable resource for the
political and legal procedures in Athens, but it is limited by doubts among modern
readers arising from both its questionable dating and the strong anti-democratic bias of its

author, and as such will need to be handled with caution.

The contemporary productions of Aristophanes and the Oath of Demophantos will
need to be treated carefully as well. While each offers a more direct commentary upon
specific people and anxieties of their contemporary Athens, all three have objectives

quite apart from a historiographical transmission of events. The Lysistrata and the

3 Cf. Shear (2011) 40, though we need not select either as more accurately representative of the time, and
as often the truth likely rests somewhere in the middle.
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Thesmophoriazusae offer caricatures of popular contemporary people or archetypes that
may be useful for imaging figures in a broad sense, but taking them at face value as direct
sources would be misguided. Likewise, the Oath of Demophantos offers a picture of pro-
democratic, ever-vigilant, and homogenous citizen body, but there is little indication of
the extent to which the oath accurately reflects the democratic zeal of individual

citizens.®’

By necessity, this study also takes as an accepted premise correctly stressed by
Mark Griffith among others that the influence of the many real-world institutions of
Athens can be felt on the stage and in the text of the Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and
Orestes.3® However, there is also the danger that this perspective can be taken too far. For
instance, Vickers has written extensively on the degree to which Sophocles was
engrossed in Athenian politics and used the tragic stage to deploy hidden messages and
commentaries on contemporary people and events, often with the goal of boosting the
popularity of his work among the politically savvy Athenian audience.® It is perhaps
safer and more fruitful to view the dramas not as expressions of a singular voice speaking
programmatically, but as multiplicitous collections of voices reflecting on the
complexities of the age that produced them. By grounding my study in the language
common to both the playwrights and other contemporaneous Athenians, it is my goal to
achieve a clearer understanding of the very real civic, social, and political anxieties of the

years in question and the ways in which they find expression in tragic poetry.

37 As opposed to, say, citizens still favoring oligarchy but pressured to adhere to the victorious democratic
ethos.

% Cf. note 16 above.

39 Vickers (2008), esp. 82-94.
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There are several considerations that led me to focus on the period of the coup of
411 BC and the years immediately following. The first of these is practical: since there
are simply few other periods where we can securely date a group of dramas — and fewer
still which contain at least one play from Sophocles and another from Euripides — the
dramas performed in these years offer us a rare opportunity to witness the evolution of
the disquiet they express over time. It is advantageous to examine the poetry of both
authors so that | may gauge both the different ways in which they work within their civic
context, and also, perhaps, ways in which they may have influenced and responded to one
another.*® Moreover, it is fortuitous that these plays in particular — and the codes of
conduct they treat and problematize — have been dated to the years of the coup. As noted
above, the coup is treated quite differently by our two historical sources; however, while
some may find this discrepancy to be an impediment to a clear understanding of the
period, it may actually help disentangle what must have been a complex and confusing
situation, even for those who experienced it firsthand. It is my hope that, just as the civic
context surrounding these dramas can add a useful dimension for modern readers, these
tragedies and the conflicts contained therein can open a new avenue for understanding the
tumultuous years of their production. Moreover, a study of the key terms and ethics that |
investigate over the entirety of surviving Greek tragedy (or even that of the Sophoclean
and Euripidean corpora) would be too broad for a project of this scope; instead, by
targeting a period when we know these points and others were a source of discussion and

consternation, | shall be better able to investigate their presence on the tragic stage.

401 only make such comparisons when the dates of plays can be relatively certain, and even when direct
influence cannot be established with certainty points of direct comparison are often still enlightening.
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A Brief History of Tragic Scholarship

This section briefly locates the present study within the contributions scholars
have made in the past century and beyond, and also gives an (inevitably simplified and
overly succinct) overview of the trends and evolutions in scholarly approaches to tragic
poetry which have made our contemporary perspectives possible. The contributions made
by these scholars are familiar, and | recapitulate them here not to provide the history for
its own sake, but rather to orient the premises and conclusions this study draws in regard
to them. In the early part of the 20" century Greek tragedy was studied in mostly
aesthetic terms, and while some emphasis was placed on the plays’ political implications,
little attention was given to the specific contexts within which the dramas were produced.
Moreover, little emphasis was placed on the stylistic interactions between multiple plays
or sub-genres of plays, or the social context within which their performances took place.
Even more recent scholars such as Jasper Griffin have been strongly averse to reading too
close a connection between what happens on the tragic stage and the real-life civic
experiences of its audience, for fear that any attempt to do so risks reducing tragic poetry
to a mere instrument of propaganda.*! However, the study of Greek tragedy underwent
important developments in the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s. The first was the
emergence of the “Paris School” after landmark studies by the movement’s founders,
Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet. These and many scholars following them
sought an understanding of tragic poetry not as isolated literary texts, but as avenues for
articulating, questioning, and reinforcing the many components that combine to form the

intellectual self-conception of 5" century Athens, both at the moMg level and at that of the

4 Griffin (1998) 39-50.
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individual citizen. The advances offered by the Paris School have made it possible for
modern scholars to explore not only the civic, political, social, legal, and ethical domains
that make up the context in which tragic poetry was performed, but also the ways in

which this performance transmutes or galvanizes the elements it assimilates.*?

Other important advances have been made, for instance by Simon Goldhill, who
urges modern critics to view the City Dionysia and the performances staged therein as
venues for communicating Athens’ “civic ideologies.” These ideologies, however, are
rarely straightforward and are constantly in flux.** More than moral tales warning against
the dangers of ethical or religious transgressions, tragic poetry deliberately complicates
and questions a variety of social institutions.** Seminal contributions from scholars such
as John J. Winkler, Froma Zeitlin, Nicole Loraux, Justina Gregory, and many others
assimilated the new perspectives offered by the Paris School and the early works of
Simon Goldhill to form what has come to be known as the “Collectivist School.” These
scholars suggest that we see tragic performance not as a static, isolated spectacle or text,
but instead as a performance to be experienced at a particular moment and venue that
celebrates the collective unity of the Athenian moAig. This perspective has opened a
variety of critical avenues that allow scholars to approach the texts in new ways, from
questions surrounding a performance’s ritual context®® to the audience’s reception of the

mythological material on display*® and beyond. In addition to sources of cultural data

42 \Vernant (1988) 29-32.

43 Goldhill (1986) 77-8.

44 Goldhill (1986) 74-5; cf. Blundell (1989).

45 Goldhill (1990) 97-129 describes in detail the many rituals performed in the theater of Dionysus
immediately preceding a tragic performance and argues that a form of collective ideology was an important
component of each.

46 Easterling (1993) 24-5; Allen (2008) 4-8.
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themselves, the dramas have come to be seen as opportunities to “look behind the masks
and under the costumes and peer out into the audience, and investigate the various

elements that went into a finished performance.”*’

Recent contributions by Mark Griffith have broadened our modern perspectives of
Attic tragedy in its civic context, and he posits the close study of tragic poetry as an
outstanding point of entry for exploring the copious cultural data encoded into it. In his
summary of the scholarship produced on Greek tragedy in roughly the past twenty-five

years, Griffith writes:

A high proportion of the critics who have written in English...have based their interpretations
(implicitly or explicitly) on the principle that these plays are centrally concerned with issues of
democracy and civic identity: Athenianness (origins, institutions, imperialist policies, etc.), the
validation and/or interrogation of democratic values and institutions (as against the ‘old” values of
aristocracy and tyranny), and the gender politics of Athenian public and private life in general.*

In response to these critics, Griffith identifies twelve principles for modern critics to keep
in mind while reading Greek tragedy. While on the surface each of these twelve
principles appears self-contradictory or even mutually exclusive, at their core all twelve
expose the intricacies that make tragedy such a complex and dynamic genre, one that
reflects on the multifarious culture that produced it. All twelve of Griffith’s principles are
valuable for any study dealing with Greek tragedy and its relationship to its political and
historical context. Two in particular are worth mentioning at the outset and will serve as a

guide throughout this study:

11. Athenian tragedy is BOTH (a) extremely ‘political’ <i.e. all about the polis and the problems
of living in a polis> AND (b) highly ‘apolitical’ <in that it often deals with the mythological,
divine, or universally human issues that antedate or ignore polis-formation in Greece and seem to
have little overt political content>.

47 Winkler (1990) 4.
% Griffith (2011) 5.
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12: The “politics’ of the surviving tragedies <i.e. the explicit and implicit ideologies running
through these plays> can appear at times BOTH (a) highly ‘democratic’ AND (b) markedly ‘non-
democratic’ (even within the same play).*°

In other words, all Greek tragedy is naturally embedded in Athenian culture and the lived
experiences of its authors and audiences, even when it is not overtly political; when it is
overtly political it is not dogmatically democratic, but instead presents us with characters
who weigh the merits of a variety of real or potential civic institutions. On this basis, it is
possible and necessary to study the political elements of a Greek tragedy without
pursuing and misguided attempt at identifying its author’s doctrine(s) or partisan

objectives.

With the groundwork laid by these and other scholars, a variety of aspects of
Athenian political, social, and intellectual life in the late 5" century and the ways in
which the tragic stage reflects upon them have come under investigation. Studies such as
these have offered new insight into both broad cultural features and more subtle under-
currents that span the years of the Peloponnesian War. For example, several scholars
have investigated the presence and increasingly hostile treatment of sophists and
sophistic language on the tragic stage.*° Several mythological figures — and Odysseus in
particular — are depicted as using language and strike ethical postures that would have
been familiar to the audience from their participation in Athens’ many civic institutions.>
In those cases when dramas can be securely dated, it is possible to a degree to hone in on

specific points of anxiety or topics of civic discussion at a particular moment or moments

in time. For example, Ruth Scodel has recently studied several plays (and those coming

49 Griffith (2011) 3; the emphasis and formatting are his.

0 E.g. Rose (1976); Lloyd (1992) 13-7; Conacher (1998) 50-8.

51 Stanford (1954) 102-17; on the varied characterization of Odysseus in democratic Athens, see Suksi
(1999); see Montiglio (2011) 2-12 for a summary of the depictions of Odysseus in all extant plays.
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during and after the Sicilian disaster in particular) as instances of a “politics of nostalgia.”
She argues that tragic poetry provides a vehicle to the audience, by which they can
engage with the difficulties of their present world by invoking figures from the
mythological past, and that “if the difference between the miserable present and the
glorious past is defined by specific individuals rather than by institutions or practices, it

can be reformed.”>?

This study is of the latter type. After establishing (to the extent that the surviving
sources will allow) some of the specific and prominent sources of apprehension forming
the context within which Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes were performed, | conduct
a philological investigation into each text that elucidates the ways in which Sophocles
and Euripides articulated these points in their dramas, through a close examination of the
language each used to address them. Conspiracies and the conspirators who plot them
offer a particularly sharp lens through which we can view the rise and fall of the coup of
411 BC, the dread and suspicion to which it gave rise, and the vacuum of civic
uncertainty and mistrust it left in its wake.*® In discussing these three dramas in the
context of their real-world backdrop, my goal is not to seek to pinpoint ways in which
Sophocles and Euripides comment upon these political events or the historical conditions
they create. Rather, | explore the ways in which the expresions of anxiety treated in these
dramas can and must be understood with an eye toward contemporary events and toward
certain figures whose ethical stances were open to individual interpretation. A

fundamental hallmark of the tragic genre is the polyphony of voices that espouse

52 Scodel (2011) 4.
%3 As described in particularly vivid terms at Thucydides 8.66.2-5.
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disparate and often conflicting ethical viewpoints, inviting the audience to synthesize
them through their own lived experience and respond to the topics and tensions enacted
before them. A close examination of the conspirators who appeared on stage in the
Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes will illuminate our understanding of the response on
the part of the Athenian é1juog to the conspiracies they endured in their own civic

experience.



32

CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Chapter Synopsis: The purpose of the chapter is to establish the political conditions and
cultural context within which the Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes were performed,
with emphasis on instances when real or perceived conspiracies incited a high level of
anxiety and mistrust among the Athenian civic body. This inquiry begins with
Thucydides’ conception of how conspiracies formed and defined themselves in his
“otdoic Model” (3.82-4). | next examine the response of Athenian citizens to two factions
feared to be working covertly against the interests of the city shortly before the coup of
411: the desecration of the Eleusinian Mysteries (with emphasis on the accusations
leveled against Alcibiades) and the mutilation of the herms on the eve of the departure of
the disasterous Sicilian Expedition. The account of Andocides of the latter conspiracy
lends particular insight into the ways secret associations were organized, operated, and —
most importantly — were perceived by the Athenian dfjuog, so that | discuss it in depth. |
then turn to our two primary but wildly divergent sources for the constitutional
revolution of 411 BC: Book 8 of Thucydides’ Histories and Aristotles’ Athenaion
Politeia. In my discussion of Thucydides’ treatment of the coup of 411 | am keenly
interested in moments where both the oligarchic conspiritors and the citizens they
manipulated were engaged in political theater similar to the kind that emerges on the
tragic stage in the plays this study examines, and | suggest that (according to
Thucydides) the 410s saw a new link between drama and politics because of the
performative characteristics of the political culture of this turbulent period. Finally, |
compare this to the far more measured reformations we find in Aristotle, wherein the
events of 411 are driven by less by upheaval of a coup and more by moderate oligarchs
seeking to curb the excesses of a war-torn democracy. In spite of the vastly different
pictures these two accounts of 411 BC provide, | conclude that at their core they both
explore precisely the same questions as the tragedies | examine in this study: namely, in
an age of protracted war how can a citizen body best provide for their own safety
(cwtnpia), and what kind of “noble” (yevvaiog) men are best equipped to determine what
such safety entails?

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to locate the productions of the Phoenissae (410
BC), Philoctetes (409 BC), and Orestes (408 BC) in their historical contexts with
particular emphasis on a number of conspiracies active in the years leading up to and

including the oligarchic coup of 411 BC in Athens. Of these conspiracies some were
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more successful in achieving their goals than others.>* However, they all share a number
of common elements, not the least of which is a reliance upon different kinds of public
performance to mask the number of participating members and their subversive
intentions. At times, such public performances are formulated upon a structure quite like
that of a Greek drama: authors/leading conspirators organize a troop of actors/co-
conspirators that, under their direction, speak the words and perform the actions they has
scripted. In a number of the instances to be discussed, the distinctions between the
dramatic elements involved in the public performance of a conspiracy and the ones more
proper to the stage at a festival become obscured, and a number of points of contact
between conspiring and acting emerge. As is the case with a dramatic production, these
public spectacles require an audience; however, in the case of conspiracies active the fifth
century BC there is also a second, internal audience to whom all members must perform
complicitly in all clandestine or illegal actions with the goal of creating and maintaining
the bonds of trust between participants. Furthermore, as | will demonstrate, either
explicitly or implicitly all members of each of the conspiracies under discussion must
come to agreement on two basic principles in order for their plots to proceed: first, what
qualities or worthiness (terminology of yevvaioc) determine who will be allowed into the
conspiracy’s circle of trust, and second, what steps they should take together in order to
promote their vision of safety (cmtnpia) and well-being for themselves or their city. In
following the chapters | shall examine the ways in which these same questions are

addressed on the tragic stage.

54 On the pervasiveness of conspiracies in Athens, cf. Roisman (2006) 5-6: “It is hard to imagine that
conspirational charges could yield these and other benefits unless there was in Athens an a priori readiness
to believe in the pervasiveness of conspiracies in human affairs, and that both individuals and states had
few inhibitions in resorting to them to obtain their goals.”
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Thucydides 3.82-84: The “ctdcic Model”

In the most general terms, Thucydides’ account of the conflicts endured
throughout Greece over the grueling years of the Peloponnesian War is a story intimately
concerned with otdoic, or, more accurately, a series of episodes of internal stife as
continued instability in all corners of the region led to evermore extreme factionalism.
The sheer depth of this instability gripping all of Greece in the late 5" century is truly
staggering, especially as it far exceeded the boundaries of explicit politics and tainted
virtually every aspect of life. According to Thucydides, even the most basic terms of the
Greek moral and civic spheres became fundamentally unstable, and the actions associated
with these virtues were converted to their very opposites. Indeed, long before the level of
anxiety reached its climax in Athens, at 3.82 in connection with the ctéoig on Corcyra,
Thucydides describes the wave of revolutions spreading from city to city in Greece in the
early years of the Peloponnesian War, and what is particularly revealing are the

breakdowns occurring at the linguistic level:*®

gotacialé Te 0OV T8 TV TOAE®V, Kol T8 EQUOTEPILOVTE MOV THGTEL TV TPOYEVOUEVOV TOAD
Enépepe TNV VrepPornv T0d kavodobat Tag davoiag TOV T EMYEPNCEDY TEPLTEYVNGEL KO TAV
TIOPLHV Kal v elodviay aEiocy @V dvopdtmv &G ta Epya avinAragoy Tf] Skaldoel. TOALO eV
YOp dAOYIoTOG AVvopeia PAéTalpog Evopictn, wElnotg 8¢ mpounbng dethia edmpenig, 1O O
S®dPPoV ToD AvAvOpoL TPOSYNLA, Kol TO TPOG Gmav Euvetdv &l mav Apyov: 10 &' EumAnKtog 65y
avopoOg Hoipg mpooetedn, dopodeia 8¢ 1O EmPovievcactal ATOTPOTG TPOPAGLS EDA0YOS. Kol O
HEV yaAemaivev ToTOG aiel, 0 &' AvTIAéymV adTd VonTog. EMPovievoag 0 TIS TVYMV EVVETOG
Kol VTOVo60c £T1 0€IVOTEPOS” TPOPOVAEVOOS 0 OTMS PNOLEY AVTAV O 6EL, TiG TE ETOLPiag
O1oAVTI|G Kal TOVG EvavTiong EKTEMANYREVOS. ATADG O¢ 0 POAcOS TOV HEAAOVTO KAKOV TL dpavV
EMNVETTO0, KOl O EMKEAELGOG TOV 1] SLOVOOVLEVOV. KOl IV Kol TO EuYyeveg ToD £TOLpKod
BAAOTPIOTEPOV EYEVETO G101 TO ETOYLOTEPOV EIVOL ATPOPAGIOTMS TOMIEY" 0D V&P HETR TRV
KeWEVOVY vOpmV deeriog al towadtat EHvodot, G Topd TV Kabeotdtag mieovelia. kol Tag £G
Gpac avToVE TOTELS 0V T Oei® vOou® pdAlov icpatdvovto i 76 Kowii Tt apavopfioon. 5

Stasis [internal strife] thus ran its course from city to city, and places where it arrived at most
recently, from having heard what had been done before, carried to a still greater excess the

55 Cf. Plato Republic 8.560d-61a on the inversion of values taking place within the soul of the democratic
man (“license” becomes “liberty,” “extravagance” becomes “generosity,” “shamelessness” becomes
“courage,” etc.).

%6 All textual citations from Thucydides are from Jones, H. S. and J. E. Powell (1970). Thucydidis
Historiae. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

EENT3
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refinement of their inventions, as manifested in the cunning of their enterprises and the atrocity of
their reprisals. Words had to change their ordinary meaning and to take that which was now given
them. Reckless audacity came to be considered the courage of a loyal supporter; prudent
hesitation, specious cowardice; moderation was held to be a cloak for unmanliness; ability to see
all sides of a question incapacity to act on any. Frantic violence became the attribute of manliness;
cautious plotting a justifiable means of self-defense. The advocate of extreme measures was
always trustworthy; his opponent a man to be suspected. To succeed in a plot was to have a
shrewd head, to divine a plot still shrewder; but to try to provide against having to do either
was to break up your party and to be afraid of your adversaries. In short, to forestall an
intending criminal, or to suggest the idea of a crime where it was formerly lacking was equally
commended, until even blood became a weaker tie than party, from the superior readiness of those
united by the latter to dare everything without reserve; for such associations sought not the
blessings derivable from established institutions, but were formed by ambition to overthrow them;
and the confidence of their members in each other rested less on any religious sanction than upon
complicity in crime.

Thucydides 3.82.3-6

Thucydides’ vision of what was happening in the civil conflicts underway
throughout Greece (3.82.1) is clear:®’ there was widespread descent into factional
infighting as individual citizens were attracted into polarized and opposing £tarpsion.>®
Particularly noteworthy in this passage is the emphasis Thucydides places not only on the
shifting terminology for acceptable and unacceptable public behavior, but also on how
compliance with the new values was a prerequisite for admission into a etaupeio. With
the conventional uses of even basic moral terminology so radically shifted, those
unwilling to embrace the new ethics in such terms and endorse the deeds they describe
likely found themselves at a serious disadvantage. For Loraux, disagreements over the

semantics of terms such as these and the pursuit of like-minded allies who might be

organized to dominate opponents are the first steps toward full-blown otdoic. She writes,

57 A number of scholarly approaches to these chapters explore notions of ctéoig as an “illness” infecting
the “body politic” and note an abundance of medical vocabulary and parallels. Cf. Hornblower (1991) 480
and the relevant bibliography therein.

%8 See Cartwright (1997) 158 on the danger of inserting any modern notions of a political party. These
étaupeion would have had a much less formal structure, no elected leaders, and no published platforms and
policies. Instead, they operated in a much more fluid manner. On the instability of language Thucydides
describes in this passage, he writes, “The misuse of language is a manifestation of the distortion of those
fundamental values on which human social structures are founded. Language is seen to have no moral
force; as part of a disintegrating society, it too disintegrates.” On the origins and basic internal structures of
étoupeian, see Calhoun (1913) 27-39.
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“stasis refers etymologically only to a position; that the position should become a party,
that a party should be constituted for the purpose of sedition, that one faction should
always call forth another, and that civil war should then rage is a semantic evolution
whose interpretation should be sought not in philology, but in Greek society itself.”>® She
goes on to note that, far more than mere civil war, the truly destabilizing element of
oTAo1G is its erosion of “reassuring certitudes” and unsettling of “established models:” in

short, the collapse of the fundamental principles holding a moAg together.

At the same time, Loraux and others point out an important, subtle qualification
for interpreting this critical passage. The point to which Thucydides alludes is not that the
actual words themselves changed in meaning, but rather that the actions to which the
words refer are attached changed.®® This is certainly true, as we do not detect a violent
and jarring vocabulary shift in all surviving Greek literature before 427 BC and after.
Rather, what Thucydides describes is a conscious, deliberate shift in the values attached
to specific actions by both the performers of such actions and by those witnessing them.
In other words, there is a performative element at the very heart of this shift that requires
a political actor to perform an ordinary action in a way that challenges his civic audience
to accept or reject the ethics attached to it. Naturally, as with all audiences, the response
may be polymorphous: some will accept and endorse the actor’s interpretation of the
action performed, thereby accepting the valuation upon which it is predicated; others will
find the performance unconvincing and reject it. The ubiquity and severity of exactly the

epidemic of otdoig Thucydides here describes offers persuasive evidence that the

%9 Loraux (2002) 24, following closely Finley (1981) 94; for a summary of historical inquiry into stasis, cf.
25-31.
80 Cartwright (1997) 158; Hornblower (2008) 481.
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performance of actions with these new values attached to them swiftly divided many
cities into factions, and in fact these performances delineate at least a clear boundary that

can be drawn between rival segments of a city’s population.®

Alcibiades in Public and Private Life

The seeds of civic tension that eventually gave rise to the coup of 411 BC are
easily detected in several episodes in the years leading up to this moment of Athens’
constitutional crisis.®? The most prominent of these episodes comes in Thucydides’
narration of the Sicilian debate (6.9-23) and the role of the Athenian aristocrat Alcibiades
in shaping the most crucial decision of the Peloponessian War. It is here that after heated
discussion the Athenians vote in favor of sending a massive force in order gain control of
the major cities in Sicily and the copious resources the island produces. Abundantly clear
in this passage is a rift in the citizen body between opposing sides for and against the
aggressive action proposed. One of the ways Thucydides frames this rift is between the
older citizens — perhaps those all-too experienced in the many horrors of war that made
the Peace of Nicias necessary — and young, ambitious citizens seeking an opportunity to
prove their valor. However, while the factions in conflict may break down in a general

way according to age, there are certainly other complex contributing factors as well.

81 That the polarization into extreme factions was more than mere political squabbling and represented a
very serious and deeply held civic anxiety is evidenced by Thracymachus’ discussion of the civic mood in
Athens in the time leading up to the coup of 411 BC in fr. 85 B1.38-50. Here he describes attempts by
rivals to define the exact nature of the mdtplog moMteia in order to propose constitutional reforms
politically advantageous to themselves.

%2 For example, at 6.46.3-5 Thucydides details a conspiracy undertaken by the elite citizens of the Sicilian
city of Egesta. In his description of this conspiracy Thucydides describes what is perhaps the most overt
use of wide-scale public performance by a conspiracy in his entire history: the aristocrats collude to give a
greatly exaggerated sense of the city’s overall wealth to a handful of Athenian envoys, who report back to
Athens the rich reward they will win if they vote to intercede in local affairs on Egesta’s behalf.
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Shortly thereafter and before the expedition to Sicily is able to depart, these
tensions between competing segments of the Athenian civic body are complicated and
exacerbated by religious scandals. First, on a single night in late May the majority of the
herms — stone distance markers on the roads featuring the head and phallus of Hermes
— were vandalized (6.27-9, 53, 60-1). It is important to note that this vandalization was
no mere drunken prank, as it has frequently been treated by scholars in the past;% rather,
it was a calculated attack by an ambitious conspiracy. At this moment, with the mood in
Athens already tense and uncertain, the violation of these religious statues gave rise to a
two-fold fear: some interpreted the incident as an extremely unfavorable omen on the eve
of an incredibly large and dangerous military operation, a fear that for retrospective
historians is perfectly valid. Others, however, feared that the statues were damaged by an
unknown group of conspirators plotting against the democratic constitution. The sheer
depth of the anxiety over even the possibility that men were conspiring against
democratic institutions is a strong suggestion that not only were such plots a real
possibility, but also that a growing segment of the population was dissatisfied with the

status quo.

It was exactly this anxiety over potential antidemocratic conspiracies that
prompted the establishment of an inquiry into the private practices of suspicious Athenian
citizens, including Alcibiades. Generous public rewards were offered to anyone —
citizen, alien, or slave— who provided information leading to the vandals; additionally, it

was voted that anyone who knew of any other act of impiety should come forward and

8 Dover (1945) 285-6 makes some suggestion the mutilation was the work of drunken young hoodlums,
but far more widely accepted is the position taken by McGlew (2002) 114-5: “The destruction of the herms
seems to have required too much planning and organization to have been the work of high-spirited or
drunken youth.” Cf. also Furley (1996) 28.
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testify without fear of punishment (6.27.2-3).54 While Thucudides is able to offer the
suggestion in retrospect that the witchhunt itself and the anti-democratc conspiracy it
sought to root out was the real destabilizing danger, such an immediate and extreme
response to the mutilation of the herms indicats at least some awareness among the voting
bodies of Athenian citizens that something nefarious is at hand in the city, even if it is not

yet clear what is being whispered and by whom.

Immediately after suggesting that these activities were undertaken by a potential
conspiracy, Thucydides describes in much more concrete terms the agenda of Alcibiades’
enemies aimed at channeling Athens’ fears of antidemocratic activities toward a specific

group of citizens, and Alcibiades in particular:

GOV Kol TOV AAKIPEdNY EmTidvro. kai adTé DToAaUPavovTeC ol udMoto 6 AAKIPLadn dyfopsvor
Eumodmv Gvtl oict U odtoig Tod dNpov PePaime TpoesTaval, Kol VOUIoaVTES, €1 DTOV
gEehdiosiay, TpdTOL dv sival, ueydAvvoy kol EBomv O &l SHIOV KATAADGEL T6 TE LVOTIKY Kai 1)
1@V Epudv meptomnt) yévorto Kol ovdev &in ant@v 6t 00 pet’ Ekelvov Enpdydn, EmAéyovteg
TEKUNPLO TV BAANV 0DTOD £G TG EMTNOEV AT OV SNUOTIKTV TOPOVOLLIOY.

Among them Alcibiades was implicated in the charge. Those bringing the accusation against
Alcibiades were those men especially hostile toward him, as he stood in the way of their own firm
leadership of the people, thinking that if they removed him then they themselves would be the first
citizens. So they exaggerated his involvement, loudly proclaiming that both the mysteries and the
mutilation of the herms were done so as to overthrow the democracy, and that none of the actions
had been done without Alcibiades, adding as proof the rest of his habits and undemocratic
lawlessness.

Thucydides 6.28.2

Thucydides does not yet name specific members of this agitation,®® but their strategy for
procecuting Alcibiades hinges upon their ability to make a spectacle of his un-Athenian

(and thus anti-democratic) nature: Thucydides relates that they “magnified” or

8 Roisman (2006) 69-70 notes that Thucydides openly refers to these activities as conspiracies
(cvvepocia, 6.27.3), whereas Andocides carefully avoids the language of conspiracy in order to distance
himself from the perpetrators.

8 Thucydides refrains for the time being from naming any of Alcibiades’ accusers specifically, but notes
later at 8.65.2 that the demagogue Androkles was among them.
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“exaggerated” (éueydivvov) his involvement and “loudly proclaimed” (éB6wv) that both
the mockery and the hitherto unassociated mutilation of the herms were performed at his
direction with the specific intention of undermining the democracy. Thucydides’
skepticism over the truth behind these charges — or at least the motivations of those
bringing them — is also fairly clear, and readers may well sense the political theater
involved in this campaign. However, even more relevant to the present study is the notion
implicit in the final clause of this passage. As the ultimate proof of Alcibiades’
involvement these crimes, the procecutors reference Alcibiades” manifestations of, as
they call them, anti-democratic and transgressive habits of life (tekpnpia v dGAANV
aOTOD £¢ T £mTNOHHOTO OV SNUOTIKNV TTapavopiay), an accusation similar to the one
Nicias issued in the preceding debate.®® While Thucydides does not frame it in quite the
same way that Sophocles and Euripides do in the dramas to be discussed below, here the
enemies of Alcibiades imply not only that such a thing as proper Athenian personal
excellence exists, but also that the failure to meet its expectations publically opens
suspicion as to one’s political sentiments. As will be discussed in greater detail in the
following chapters, the notion that the behavior a person exhibits in public can be taken
as a barometer for their true character and motivations is ripe for exploration and

interrogation on the tragic stage.

Questions concering the political value of personal excellence and nobility arise
once again in a subsequent passage, although once again in slightly different language.
The departure of Alcibiades and the fleet to Sicily did nothing to calm the nerves of the

citizens remaining in Athens, and Thucydides describes the litigious frenzy undertaken to

8 Cf. 6.12.2 and Thucydides’ interpretation of public opinion at 6.15.4.
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identify anyone who could justifiably stand trial for violating the herms and mocking the

Eleusinian mysteries:

ol yap ABnvaiot, £meldn 1 oTpaTIdl AMETAEVGEY, OVOEV Tiooov (ATNOtY £m010DVT0 TMV TEPL TAL
poothpla Kol tdv Tepl Tovg Eppdg dpactiviov, kai ob dokipndlovteg Tovg unvoutds, GALe Tavto
VIONTOG ATOSEYOUEVOL, St TOVNPDV AVOPOTOV TGTV TAVL XPNGTOVG TAV TOATDV
EvMopBévovTeg Katédouy, ¥pNGIUGTEPOY TyovevOL elval Bacavical o mpdypa kol 0pelv §| S
unvotod movnpiay Tvel kad xpnoTov Sokobvia ivor aitiadivto dvéLeyKTOV S1aQUYETV.

The Athenians, after the army departed, no less continued the investigation into the matters
concerning the mysteries and the things done to the herms, and rather than scrutinizing the
informers but instead accepting them all in their suspicious temper, they seized and imprisoned
some of the most respectable citizens on the evidence of scoundrels, thinking it better to cross
examine a more respectable citizen in the matter than on account of some rascality of the informer
to allow one accused to escape unquestioned for thinking him respectable.

Thucydides 6.53.2

Perhaps counterintuitively, the suspicious temper (bndéntwc) that had taken hold in
Athens served not to increase the level of judicial scrutiny and prompt thorough
investigations of accusations, but instead cast a shadow of doubt over citizens who under
normal circumstances might have been above suspicion — here, the ypnotoi.®” Trust in the
narratives put forth by men considered by these investigators to be “rascals” (movnp@®v
avOponov miotv) came to be more persuasive than the well-established good character
of nable citizens (ypnotovg t@v moAt®dv). In other words, unscrupulous men were able to
obscure the standards for evaluating judicial evidence and citizen value, and familiar
standards for establishing credibility become blurred, if not outright inverted. Thucydides
gives no indication in this passage that these mtovnpoi were organized into any kind of
conspiracy or that there was any conscious effort for one faction of citizens to frame
another for these crimes. However, the mass confusion, willingness to take legal action

based on unsubstantial evidence, and breakdown of long-established bonds of good faith

57 As will be discussed below, the use of the term ypnotdg to refer to the same values referenced by
yevvoudtng figures into all three of the tragic productions under discussion in this study and it is featured
quite heavily in Euripides Orestes (chapter 4) in particular.
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are all good indications of the gloomy atmosphere of mutual mistrust that, over the next
four years, will condense to the point of constitutional revolution.

Criminal Complicity Establishes Trust: Andocides and the Hermokopidai

At this point Thucydides has little more to say on the continued accusations and
the specific proceedings of the subsequent trials.®® Fortunately, however, the account is
continued in a speech delivered by our other major resource for these crimes, the orator
Andocides. As a witness to the formation of the conspiracy accused of violating the
herms, he offers in his speech of self-defense On the Mysteries a vivid account of the
major protagonists and their criminal actions. He paints a picture of Athens as a city in
the grip of a profound inner turmoil that, as Thucydides also describes above, is burdened
constantly with accusation after accusation with little certainty as to the validity of the
charges, to the point that prominent men avoided the public eye entirely on days when the
council met for fear of arrest (de Myst. 36.6-10).%° For scholars such as Murray, the
accusations of and anxieties over illicit conspirational activity at work in the mutilation of
the herms set the stage for furtive dealings of the oligarchs in the coup of 411, so our
investigation of the civic mood in Athens at the time of the production of the plays under

discussion must begin here.™

8 On Thucydides’ general reticence on the role of the ovlr in the investigations, cf. Hornblower (1991)
23.

% The most comprehensive scholarly treatment of both the dedication and mutilation of the herms is that of
Osborne (1985), in particular 64-7. He concludes that “[t]he mutilation of the Herms could not but
embarrass Athenian democratic self-confidence and take the wind from the sails of their war efforts...It was
bound to cause Athenians’ relations with one another to go out of control.”

"0 Murray (1990) 151 (emphasis his): “(Andocides’) account establishes the bridge from aristocratic
drunken sacrilege to revolution, by alleging that the mutilation was the work of a group of hetaireiai, a
wider synomosia...It has a prophetic plausibility, since it was precisely such a synomosia of hetaireiai
which organized the street murders four years later, and set up the oligarchy of the four hundred.” Cf. Thuc.
8.48.2 and 8.54.4.
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One of the most striking aspects to Andocides’ narratives of these crimes is the
near omnipresence of conspirators and conspiracies, and in his account Andocides
touches upon an important issue that Sophocles and Euripides address subsequently in
drama: namely, the difficulty of establishing enough trust in someone that will allow
them to be absorbed into a conspiracy. He describes the testimony of a man named
Diocleides to a special commission of inquiry chaired by the democratic champions
(sdvovotator sivor @ dMpw, 36.3),’t Charicles and Peisander.”? Diocleides claims to be
able to identify a large portion of those responsible for violating the herms, whose
number he puts at roughly 300 participants. He substantiates this claim with the following
evidence. On the night in question, he says, he woke early and set out to collect the
earnings of one of his slaves working at a silver mine in Laureion. As he passed the
gateway of the Theater of Dionysus (10 mpomviaiov T0d Atovicov, 38.4)" —a not
incidental location, as discussed below — he saw a large group of men coming down into
the orchestra from the Odeum™ (amd Tod GSsiov karaPaivovtag ig TV dpyHoTPaVY, 38.5-

6). They stood in groups of five, ten, and in some cases twenty, and by the light of the

L All textual citations from Andocides are from MacDowell, D. M. (1962). Andokides: On the Mysteries.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

2 Even if both of these men truly are strong proponents of the democratic institutions at this time, their
commitment to democracy did not prove to be permanent and both eventually turned coat and joined
oligarchic factions. Charicles was an active participant in the war, and commanded 30 ships in a raid of the
Peloponnesian coast in 413 (Th. 7.20.26). No records survive on his participation in the coup of 411,
though MacDowell (1962) 87 suggests that he sided with Peisander and the 400 because he was exiled
(Isocrates 16.32) after their fall. Either way, Lysias 12.55 tells us that he later returned and was one of the
harsher members of the Thirty Tyrants. Peisander’s antidemocratic activities subsequent to chairing this
inquiry are discussed in detail below.

8 MacDowell (1962) 89 notes that the gateway in question is not known and that it may refer not to the
gateway to the theater itself, but rather to the gateway to the whole precinct of Dionysus. However, this
suggestion seems difficult to reconcile with Diocleides’ claim that he spied on the conspirators from behind
a bronze statue in the theater (38.8) and that he was close enough to make out individual faces in the
moonlight (38.4).

4 Maidment (1968) 371 notes that the Odeum of Pericles is a large auditorium adjacent to the orchestra
intended for musical performances, but also used occasionally as law courts and for other auxiliary
purposes.
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moon he was able to recognize many of their faces.” Upon his return to the city the
following day, he learned immediately of the mutilation of the herms and the
appointment of the commission to investigate. He quickly concluded that the men he
witnessed gathering on the previous night must be the culprits, and after consulting with
his friend and confidant Euphemus he sought an audience with Andocides himself, whom
he identifies as the conspiracy’s leader. Here, he was presented with an interesting
dilemma: Diocleides claims that in exchange for pledges of trust (nictiv 8¢ TovT®V
Sodvai e kai d¢EacBa, 41.10) Andocides offered him two talents of silver’® and the
opportunity to join their faction if their revolutionary efforts proved successful (v o0&
KaThoyopey NUEIG & Povrdueda, Eva adtov UMV sivou, 41.8-9). MacDowell offers two
possible interpretations of this second offer: either “if Diocleides kept our secret, he
should become a member of our group,” or “if we established an oligarchy, Diocleides
should be a member of the oligarchic government.”’’ Either way, this is clearly an
attempt to absorb Diocleides into the conspiracy; indeed, Diocleides was willing to keep
the secret and would have joined the faction if, for reasons that are not offered, at the last
minute the conspirators renege on the deal and withhold the money, prompting
Diocleides to come forward with his testimony (42.5-8).

Such is the account of Diocleides, and in treating it scholars must deal with a
difficult question: how much (if any) of Diocleides’ testimony is reliably true, and how

much is pure fiction? Given the sources we possess, there is no certain answer to this

75 Plutarch at Alc. 20.8 cites this claim as proof that Diocleides’ testimony is fictional, since the mutilation
of the herms occurred on the last night of the month when there would have been little or no moonlight.

6 As opposed to the bounty of 100 minae offered by Peisander and Charicles, cf. 41.6-8.

" MacDowell (1962) 91; here he suggests that at the time the speech was delivered Andocides would more
likely avoid even an indirect reference to his alleged oligarchic leanings.
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guestion. There are several reasons why it should be accepted and several others why it
might be rejected, but the safest and most likely view is that Diocleides’ narrative is not
entirely untrue, but that Andocides does not confess the whole truth either.”® Each man
has an agenda of his own, to which readers must remain sensitive. However, one point
that cannot be denied is that Diocleides gave a performance convincing enough to ignite a
panic. Andocides describes the city’s extreme and distressed response to the exposure of
the conspirators: the whole city made preparations to defend itself against an armed
assault and guards were placed on high alert throughout Athens and at the Piraeus. Even
the Council itself took precautions and spent the night under guard on the Acropolis (44-
5).” The 42 conspirators specifically identified (including Andocides, twelve of his
relatives, and two members of the Council present at that very meeting) out of the 300

men involved were immediately arrested (43).

Since this is after all a speech in self-defense Andocides is keen to point out that
he was in fact innocent and only coerced to confess to the crime by the severity of his
situation (51). Now fifteen years later, it is Andocides’ present goal to remove as much
suspicion of guilt from himself as possible, and it is noteworthy that one of Andocides’

primary strategies for doing so is to point out a number of performative elements of

78 Cf. Furley (1996) 61-4; briefly, evidence against accepting the testimony as true includes 1) Phrynichus
fr. 58 makes it clear that Diocleides was a well-known rogue; 2) The likelihood that Thucydides had
Andocides and Diocleides respectively in mind when he notes that in 415 respectable citizens were arrested
on the accusation of scoundrels (6.53.2, discussed above); 3) Plutarch’s assertion that there was no
moonlight on the night in question (Alc. 20.5). Points in favor of accepting the testimony as true include 1)
Circumstantial detail perhaps difficult to take as pure fiction, such as the encounter with Andocides’ father
(40-1); and, 2) the severe reaction to the narrative (45) and the hero’s reception Diocleides enjoyed at the
Prytaneion.

® Thucydides notes at 6.61.2 that these fears were strongly intensified by the presence of a small Spartan
force near the isthmus, which was ostensibly there to negotiate with the Boeotians. However, under the
circumstances it was feared that instead the army had come on Alcibiades’ instigation and was poised
assault the city.



46

Diocleides’ narrative of these events that suggest the account is not true. First, he asks his
listeners to consider why Diocleides constructed his narrative the way he did. Andocides
suggests that the primary reason Diocleides posits himself as an unobserved onlooker to
the conspirators is so that he can name virtually anyone he wishes as complicit in the
conspiracy (39.1-4). In other words, as the singular audience member to the conspirators’
presence in the Theater of Dionysus, his interpretation is the only one available. Second,
Andocides urges the jurors to see Diocleides’ testimony for the performance it was,
delivered by a liar (gimeilv Ta yevopeva wg téyioto Kol EAEYE AoKAEIdNY yevuaauevoy,
60.3-4) and an informer paid by Alcibiades of Phegous® and his associate Amiantus
(e0BVg OpoAOYEL Wevdeahat, kal £6€ito omlechal pacag Tovg TelcavTag aVTOV ALyEwy

tadta eivar 8¢ AAkiBradny tov dnyovotov kol Apiovrov tov €€ Alyivng, 65.4-7).

In addition to the performative elements of Diocleides’ false testimony which
Andocides references in his defense, there is another aspect upon which he does not
dwell but is particularly relevant to the present study: namely, the conspirators’ choice to
hold their secret meeting in the Theater of Dionysus itself. One the one hand, the theater
makes some sense as a safe place for a group the size of the one described to meet in the
middle of the night without attraching much attention. However, on the other hand |
suggest quite a different reason why the conspirators chose this location — or, more
accurately, why meeting secretly in the theater made sense to Diocleides in contriving the
narrative and proved persuasive to the jury. The interworking of the conspiracy
Diocleides describes bears striking resemblance to the ones appearing on Sophocles’ and

Euripides’ tragic stage (the details of which I investigate in chapters 3, 4, and 5 below): a

80 The cousin and fellow exile of the more famous Alcibiades, cf. Xen. Hell. 1.2.13.
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ringleader (Andocides, in this case) determines a course of furtive action to be undertaken
by his trusted co-conspirators for the purpose of giving the impression that something
false is actually true (here, that Athens is under an imminent threat of an oligarchic coup).
Moreover, from Diocleides’ vantage point the conspiritors literally take the tragic stage
as they make their way from the Odeion and down into the orchestra (émd T00 ®dgiov
katafaivovtog ig v opynotpav, 38.5-6), thereby occupying the same physical space as
actors in a drama. False though Diocleides’ conspiracy may be, I suggest that the avid
spectation and appreciation of tragic performance informed the civic conception of how
conspiracies operate to such an extent that an imaginary conspiracy would naturally hatch
its scheme in the Theater of Dionysus, as if it had leapt from the mythological realm into

the real lives of Athenian citizens.

This is the defense offered by Andocides for his false admission of guilt in the
affair of the herms, and his strategy of highlighting the performative elements of
Diocleides accusations is effective: understanding that the game is up, Diocleides readily
confesses the truth in the hope that his cooperation will win him leniency from the
council. It does not, and he is immediately handed over to the court for execution,
allowing for the release and return from exile of Andocides’ friends and family.
However, before proceeding there are two final performative aspects of the conspiracy
charged with the mutilation that are worthy of discussion because they can be
extrapolated to offer insight into how conspiracies operate in general. First, the penchant
for étaipot to undertake some sort of subversive or criminal action in order to establish
trust among one another is well established. Thucydides’ consideration of this point at

3.82.6 (discussed above) is particularly revealing, especially as he highlights the forced
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allegiance imposed on members of these political clubs by shared complicity in criminal
activities.8* Andocides himself puts quite a fine rhetorical point on it when he calls
Euphiletus’ proposal to perform the mass mutilation a “mictiv T@v v dvOpmmOIg
amototamVv” (67.5), “one of the most treacherous pledges that men could make,”® here
showing sensitivity to the paradox involved in swearing fealty to a cause whose sole
purpose is to sew mistrust throughout the city. An interesting question arises when one
views such binding crimes as acts of public performance: for what audience exactly are
the conspirators performing? One answer must be that the conspirators as a collective
body serves as an audience for each individual conspirator. This internal audience
simultaneously witnesses and is witnessed by the others committing a crime in which
they have equal stake. Indeed, the good faith enjoyed by many conspirators is backed
primarily by mutually assured destruction if the conspiracy is exposed.

Andocides makes use of the notion that complicity in criminal activity produces
trust in an effort to prove his innocence of the crime he was forced to confess falsely.
Shortly before the mutilation took place, he says, he was tossed from a horse and
bedridden by a broken collar bone and skull injury (61.5-8); undeterred, Euphiletus
deceives the rest of the conspirators and assures them that Andocides remains willing and
able to take part in the mutilation; however, when the one herm in the city that remains
intact is the one assigned to Andocides to destroy, it is clear that Andocides did not make

the required performance and does not belong to the conspiracy’s circle of trust (62). The

81 Furley (1996) 29 points out two other instances where crimes are committed to perform party loyalty.
First, the oligarchic coup on Samos in 411 (on which see below) chose as its pledge the assassination of the
ostracized democrat Hyperbolos (Thuc. 8.73.3) — a convenient target, since his exile left him largely
defenseless and his murder would serve as at least a symbolic blow to democratic stability. Second, he
notes Critias’ insistence that his fellow oligarchs condemn to death the Eleusinian democrats so that they
“will have the same hopes and fear as us,” i.e., the Thirty Tyrants (Xen. Hel. 2.4.9).

8 Trans. MacDowell.
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response of the rest of the conspirators is revealing; they are extremely angry (dewa
émoiovv, 63.1) at what they consider to be a breach of trust by a man who is now a
potential informant, underscoring the necessity that every conspirator perform for the
internal audience of fellow co-conspirators. The fact that he did not make the
performance necessary to hold the trust of the conspirators is precisely the fulcrum he
uses to shift blame away from himself and toward Euphiletus in his defense (64.1-4).

All told, these religious crimes committed in Athens in the spring of 415 proved
to be a crucial turning point in Athenian history, not only for the gloom it cast upon the
immense expedition preparing to launch and the defection of Alcibiades, but even more
so for the ever-increasing level of mistrust and factional strife the subsequent
prosecutions exposed and exacerbated.®® Alcibiades’ true degree of complicity in the
mutilation and in the mockery of the mysteries will likely never be known with certainty,
and it remains quite likely that he had little to do with them at all.®* However, the
downfall of Athens’ most prominent citizen from celebrated otpatnyog to disgraced exile
and traitor is a strong indication of the depth of the mutual mistrust infecting the city and

the nervousness over clandestine conspiracies.® Citizens must have been keenly aware of

8 McGlew (2002) 114 writes that, “the discovery of attacks against Athenian civic religion on the eve of
the Athenian expedition to Sicily signaled new and alarming levels of civic discord. Alarm was certainly
evident in the reaction of the Athenian assembly, which investigated and prosecuted the two actions with
such intensity that, in Thucydides’ account of the affair, it became distracted from pressing military
business.” On the perception of the mutilation of the herms as a bad omen looming over the campaign, see
Thuc. 6.27.3, and Nicias’ downplaying of his troops’ suspicion that their ill fortune is the result of divine
anger at 7.77.3.

8 MacDowell (1962) 192 concludes that the mutilation had the dual purpose of performing loyalty to the
oligarchic conspiracy and preventing the departure of the fleet, as the oligarchs (among other Athenians)
preferred that the Peace of Nicias remain intact. Especially considering the latter point, he suggest that
Alcibiades had nothing to do with the plot. Rhodes (2011) 48-9 finds it more likely that the mutilation of
the herms served as enough of a shock to ignite long-held suspicions and accusations against Alcibiades
and others into action.

8 MacDowell (1962) 193 asks rhetorically why democrats such as Peisander, Charikles (on whom see
above), and Androkles (cf. de Mys. 27, Plu. Alk. 19.1) would attack Alcibiades in 415 when he is not doing
anything openly undemocratic (aside from perhaps some of his more flamboyant lifestyle choices). He
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the need for some means for identifying trustworthy men if the city was to stave off
constitutional revolution, especially after the failure of the Sicilian expedition and
Athens’ declining fortunes in the war. Indeed, in these intermittent years the topic of trust
— why it is good and necessary, and how it can be established and maintained — was an
important and recurring topic of conversation.®

The Coup of 411 BC, Part I: Violent Upheaval in Thucydides

In this section and in the one that follows it will be my task to track the ways in
which Athenian citizens experienced and perceived the efforts of a relatively small
political faction of oligarchic sympathizers to undermine the democratic government in
411 BC and to install a new, more restricted regime. The result of this coup of 411 BC
was the brief but extremely disruptive rule of the Four Hundred oligarchs, which after
being in place for only a few months fell to a far more moderate and inclusive polity
known as the Five Thousand. Scholars face a number of challenges in investigating the
events and conditions that made possible the rise to power of the Four Hundred and the
Five Thousand, perhaps the most conspicuous of which is not only a stark contrast in the
way our two primary sources handle these events, but also the extent to which each is
colored by later events and by its author’s biases.®” On the one hand, Thucydides paints

the revolution as a violent upheaval driven by unscrupulous men seeking power for their

answers that, in short, they were jealous of him and his ever-increasing influence and popularity (especially
among the Athenian sailors). But even if this was their true motivation, they could not have succeeded in so
thoroughly altering public opinion about him at a more stable moment in Athenian history. They must have
relied on the power of citizens’ fears of oligarchic conspirators already in place in order to have slandered
him so thoroughly.

8 Cf. Thrasymachus’ fragment 85 B1.38-50, notes above.

87 On the epigraphic evidence for the 400, see IG I° 311.35-51, 335.30-2, 357.54-82, and 373; on the 5,000,
see [Plut.] X orat. 833E-FC, FGrH 324 F5b, IG I® 312.52-68, 336.44-57, and 374; on both the 400 and the
5,000, see IG I3 98. Cf also Shear (2011) 32-5; 40.
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own ends (8.45-97). In his account, a small number of conspirators work behind the
scenes to create an atmosphere of uncertainty and mistrust within the city. Meanwhile,
the most publically visual proponent of the movement is Phrynichus,® who in time
suffered a violent death much in the tradition of the tyrant Hipparchus at the hands of
Harmodius and Aristogeiton.® But on the other hand, Aristotole’s Athenaion Politeia
provides almost the opposite sense: namely, that the oligarchs and the constitutional
renovations they sought were an orderly attempt to curb the excesses of a democracy that
had become dangerously radical. Here the critical figure is Kleitophon, a moderate
oligarch who sought to return to the reforms of Cleisthenes and to find ways that
democratic and oligarchic practices and institutions might be blended (Ath. Pol. 29.3).
While there are significant discrepancies between these two critical sources that offer a
number of interpretative difficulties, taken together they offer a sense of just how
complex and entangled were the agendas of individuals and factions within the city in
this turbulent period. Though in many ways divergent, taken together, they can offer a

more complete understanding of the competing individuals and interests at hand.

The coup of 411 BC is the major moment of civic upheaval that looms large in all
three of the tragedies to be studied in the following chapters, and, with an eye toward

illuminating the points of civic consternation the coup raised and the plays contemplate, |

8 Cf. Bowie (1993) 98-9: some scholars hold that Phrynichus’ political postures prior to his participation in
the coup of 411 would have been closely aligned with Kleon’s based on a reference in Aristophanes’ Wasps
(1301-2), and there is little to suggest that he would have held oligarchic leanings at the time of the play’s
production in 422 BC. Six years after the events of 411 in Aristophanes’ Frogs Phrynichus is referenced
once again as the lead organizer and political manipulator of the oligarchs (686-91). On this reference and
the demand of the play’s chorus that those suspected of oligarchic sympathies be pardoned, cf. MacDowell
(1995) 284-8.

8 Thuc. 8.92.2. On the associations between the assassinations of Hipparchos and Phrynichus and the
language of the Oath of Demophantos, cf. Shear (2011) 137-41. On the assassination as a therapeutic act of
violence, cf. Ober (2003) 215.
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use the following examination of Thucydides’ version of the events to explore two
questions: first, how (at least in Thucydides’ conception of it) did the internal operations
of the oligarchic conspiracy allow its members to build and maintain the trust that made
the conspiracy successful, and, second, how did those outside of the conspiracy deal with
the knowledge that unseen forces were shaping their city’s government without their
consent? In Thucydides’ account of the coup of 411, the revolutionary oligarchic
movement has its origins not in Athens itself; rather, it began with an attempt to
overthrow the democratic government of the island of Samos by a segment of the
Athenian forces.? The aim of this faction was to gain favor with the exiled Alcibiades
and, by way of his favor with the satrap Tissaphernes (8.45.1-47.1), to win Persian aid in
defeating Sparta. A handful of Athenians sailed to Alcibiades to discuss what steps
should follow; Alcibiades stated in no uncertain terms what the faction must do in order

to obtain Persian support:

¢ 18 AAiPradn SraPévteg Tvig k thig Zépov &g Adyovg Abov, kai droteivovtog oTod
Tiocapépvny pev Tpdrov, Emerta 8¢ kal factién pilov TomoeLy, €l pun dnpokpatoivio (obT® yap
v motedoo pdAkov Baciréa), moAdc EAmidag eiyov avtoi ' £antoig oi SuvardtaTol TdY TOAMTGY
T4 TPAYLOTA, OITEP Kol TOAUT®PODVTAL HAALOTO, £G E0VTOVG TEPIMOCELY Kol TOV TOAEUI®V
EMKPATNOELY.

Then setting out from Samos some men went to confer with Alcibiades, and he proposed that he
will make first Tissaphernes and then also the king their friend, if they would abandon the
democracy (for the king would trust them more), and those most powerful individuals (on whom
the heaviest burdens are apt to fall) had great hopes for themselves personally of getting the
government into their hands, and also of overcoming the enemy. %

Thucydides 8.48.1-2

% On what some have called a “problematic” shift in the style of Thucydides’ narrative in the second half
of book 8, cf. Gomme (1981) 94-5 and Hornblower (2008) 884-6. One explanation offered by Wiliamowitz
KI. Schr. 3.307-10 and Delebecque (1965) 77-8 is that this section of the history was written long after the
sections immediately preceding it, perhaps even following an interview with Alcibiades. Whatever the
cause for the shift, it forms one component of an overall more literary treatment of the coup of 411 to be
discussed below, a treatment that emphasizes the deceptive performances of the movement.

% Translated with aid from Hornblower (1991) 894-5, who discusses the difficulties involved in the
manuscript reading of duvatdrtartotl and in determining exactly to whom the term applies. Hornblower
follows Rood (1998) 270 in detecting the political savvy Alcibiades employs in taking a role in the
formation of the oligarchic coup but carefully circumscribing culpability for the coup’s actions later on.



53

It is revealing that from the outset of the oligarchs’ project not only is earning and
maintaining the trust of the Persian king (obt® yap dv motedoot padriov Paciiéa) the
critical objective for their success, but also that the way this trust must be demonstrated is
by actively undermining a common enemy: in this case, the Athenian democracy (gi un
dnuokparoivto). While it true that macro-level diplomatic confidence building such as
this involves a slightly different kind of wiotic than does the interpersonal trust
conspiracies require, in both cases a demonstration of good faith comes in the form of
action to be undertaken and a shared stake in the consequences (much like in the case of
the hermokopidai discussed above).

Upon the return of the envoys to Samos Phrynichus first distinguished himself
and his capacity for anticipating the long-term consequences of the actions that the
oligarchs were preparing, and in doing so he demonstrated many of the dangers involved
in establishing the trust that makes conspiracies possible. He attempted to dissuade his
étaipot from overestimating the impact their revolution would have on Athens and its
allies and speculated — correctly, Thucydides suggests — that Alcibiades and
Tissaphernes cared very little what form of government was installed in Athens, so long
as each man achieves his ends (8.48.4-7).%2 In spite of Phrynichus’ intense opposition, the
oligarchs voted to proceed with the plot to undermine the democratic government and
install themselves in its place by means of the promise of Persian support in the war. At
this point, Phrynichus found himself in a precarious position because his opposition

(sensible as it may have been) exposed him to an accusation of disloyalty to his taipot

9 Hornblower (1991) 895-6 notes that Phrynichus’ speech is particularly valuable to historians because it
provides a rather frank perspective on the Athenian Empire from the point of view of an elite Athenian
citizen. He draws a comparison between this speech and Nikias’ at 7.6.3 (though cautions that we remain
sensitive to the rhetorical function of both).
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and their goals; even if he had the best interests of his fellows at heart, his failure to
demonstrate loyalty called into question the bond of trust he shared with his associates —
precisely the same problemed facing several mythological figures in Sophocles’ and
Euripides’ dramas. Sensing that he will be seen as an opponent to Alcibiades if the
oligarchs are successful in their schemes and would likely be made an example of and
executed, he attempted to enter independently into a conspiracy with the Spartan admiral
Astyochus (8.50.1), and his inability to do so in spite of the fact that the two men shared
some common goals demonstrates yet again the difficulties of establishing trust among
adversaries and the delicacy with which such a task must be approached — a central
concern of the conspiracies appearing in the tragic dramas performed in the immediately
subsequent years. Thucydides describes a series of politically theatrical chess moves that
follow:%® Astyochus betrayed Phrynichus to Alcibiades and Tissaphernes (8.50.3);
Alcibiades denounced Phrynichus to the Athenian force at Samos and ordered his
execution (8.50.4); Phrynichus offered to Astyochus the opportunity to destroy the
soldiers on Samos, and then finally sensing that Astyochus was playing him false he
ordered the soldiers to fortify their position on this island (8.51.1).%* It is perhaps by this
final action — by demonstrating his concern for the soldier’s safety and fortifying the
island — that Phrynichus fended off Alcibiades’ denunciation and remained alive for the

time being, though Thucydides offers no comment on this point.

9 The historicity of Phrynichus’ maneuvers in the following sequence is difficult to establish owing in
large part to the tendentiousness of Thucydides’ sources. However, factual or not Hornblower (1991) 903
characterizes whatever gamesmanship ensued as “a chess-match between two grandmasters.” If nothing
else we might take Thucydides use of the formula at 8.51.1 tpéneton £ri to16vde Tt (“he had recourse to the
following device” — cf. 5.45.2 and 8.56.2) as evidence that he is sensitive to the dramatic subterfuge such
political theater requires.

% For a comparison between this episode and Sophocles’ depiction of Odysseus’ deceptions in the
Philoctetes, see Greenwood (2006) 92 and chapter 4 below.
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As the aforementioned events were unfolding on Samos, the man selected to take
the lead in the oligarchic revolution, Peisander, arrived in Athens with some fellow
envoys and put their plot to topple the Athenian democracy into action.®® The operative
element of the oligarchic operation was the promise of cotmpia in the ongoing conflict
with Sparta. Peisander began by addressing the éfjpog and detailing the aid Tissaphernes
promised and the terms for obtaining it (8.53.1). Peisander’s proposals faced stiff
resistance by a number of citizens who found the proposition preposterous and were
eager to rebuke Peisander for suggesting the recall.®® To attempt to persuade these critics
Peisander undertook a different stratagem: instead of addressing the Athenian citizens en
masse, he approached his critics individually and reframed his proposal into a simple
question: how can there be any hope of safety for Athens (i Tiva éAnida &xel cotnpiog i
noie, 8.53.2) when Sparta now has a comparable naval force, a greater number of allies,
and the financial security of Persian gold?®” The answer offered in reply by all was that
there is no hope in the face of such odds, to which Peisander provided the following

summary and justification:

‘1010 Toivuy 00K EoTv UV YevésOa, el un Toltedoopey T COPPOVESTEPOV Kai &G OAIYOVG
HAALOV TAG Gpy G TOMoOoUEY, Tva moTedn MUV PAcIAens, Kal U mepl moAtLtelog TO TALOV

% On the dispute over the chronology of Peisander’s arrival in Athens with reference to the events on
Samos, cf. Hornblower (1991) 911. Some, such as Lang (1967) 180-3, propose that Thucydides narrates
events out of order, such that Peisander’s journey to Athens took place after the events of 8.51-2.
Andrewes, on the other hand, argues that Peisander must have left Samos before the “letter” episode of
8.50.4, and thus the lobbying suggested at 8.54.4 spanned several months. While Andrewes’ reconstruction
more closely preserves Thucydides’ narration, Avery (1999) 138 objects on the basis that it would have
been impossible for the sailors manning the ship bringing Peisander to Athens to keep a secret for two or
three months.

% In particular Thucydides mentions the opposition of the Eumolpidae and Ceryces (8.53.2), the only two
families from whom officials overseeing the rites performed Eleusis could be selected. The reference hints
at the intensity of the lingering enmity against Alcibiades for his presumed role in the violation of the
Mysteries. Cf. Ath. Pol. 57.1, below. Cf. Gomme (1981) 124 on these two unlikely allies in their
opposition to Alcibiades.

9 Cf. Gomme (1981) 125 on Peisander’s strong emphasis on cwnpio, and see also below on Ath. Pol.
29.2.
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Bovievoopey &v T® mapdvtt §j mepl cmtnpiag (Votepov yap EEEotat UiV Kol petabécbar, fv un T
dpéokn), AdkiBradny e xkotaopev, g Pévog TV vV 01dg e TodTo Katepydoacor.’

“This we cannot have unless we have a more moderate form of government, and put the offices
into fewer hands, and so gain the King’s confidence, and forthwith restore Alcibiades, who is the
only man living that can bring this about. The safety of the state, not the form of government, is
for the moment the most pressing question, as we can always change afterwards whatever we do
not like.”%

Thucydides 8.53.3

Here Peisander’s persuasion is operating in two ways. First, by using the term cotnpia to
identify the goal universally sought by all Athenian citizens and demonstrating that it
cannot exist without the favor of Tissaphernes, he has implicitly absorbed his potential
opponents into the faction he represents; even if they do not approve of the means, they
surely approve of their common goal.*® With such a common element established,
Peisander is able to reshape what cwtnpia for the city actually entails: installing oligarchs
in key offices and thereby establishing a more moderate (cogpovéctepov)i? form of
government. Second, since he sensed that such a conception of cwtnpio might be
extremely unpalatable to some, he was quick to stress that when the war is over and
Persian support is no longer required it will be a simple matter to reestablish the
traditional democratic government if something no longer pleases them (Votepov yop
gE€oTon UiV kol petadéodon, {v un Tt dpéoxn).%t Even if it is unlikely that Peisander had
any genuine intentions of reinstalling the pre-existing democracy at a later point, in a
very real sense he is suggesting that Athens supress its democracy at least long enough to

earn Tissaphernes’ trust. He suggests that whether or not such a capitulation is a true

% Trans. Strassler (1996) 512. It is noteworthy that this is the only piece of direct speech in the entirety of
book 8; on its jarring effect, see Rood (1998) 271 n. 64.

9 Cf. below on Ath. Pol. 29.2.4, where again the stated, overarching goal is cotpio.

100 On the difficulty of determining Thucydides’ attitude toward the political moderation being proposed,
see Gomme (1981) 159-60, who suggests that Thucydides here invokes a notion of co@pocivn with some
irony.

101 See below on the similarities between Peisander’s argument for uncomfortably extreme measures to be
temporarily undertaken until safety is secured and Odysseus’ proposal that Neoptolemus temporarily
behave ignobly in order to obtain long-term benefits and praise at Phil. 79-85.
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reflection of the ideal or preferred form that the Athenian government should take is
currently much less important than its continued existence in any form whatsoever.1%?
Such was the message Peisander delivered as he made the rounds to drum up support
from both individual citizens and from the political factions already in place
(Evotpagévec),t® all of whom he exhorted to unite in their efforts to overthrow the
democracy (andcog EneAbdv Kol TapaKeAEVGAUEVOG OTMG EVGTPAPEVTES KOl KOV
Bovievsdpevol katoAvcsovst Tov Sijpov, 8.54.4),1% while he and ten companions set off
to confer with Alcibiades and Tissaphernes.

The arrival of the envoys in the court of Tissaphernes placed Alcibiades in a
predicament, and, as will be explored at numerous points in the tragedies under
discussion in the following chapters, the difficulty of establishing and maintaining trust
looms large in the ensuing episode. Alcibiades sensed, correctly, that he was losing the
ability to deliver on the guarantees he offered to Peisander and the oligarchs. Once he
realized that Tissaphernes no longer had an advantage to gain from negotiating with the
Athenians, Thucydides tells us that Alcibiades had recourse to the following deception

(tpémeton £mi To16vSe €180¢, 8.56.2):1% rather than being exposed for making promises on

102 Finley (1975) 35 notes that a contributing factor to Peisander’s success in his persuasion was the fact
that he was addressing a receptive audience: its ostensibly democratic composition was distorted and
skewed by the absence of the large segment of poorer citizens on active naval service or lost in Sicily.

103 Cf. the comprehensive note on Evotpagpéveg at Hornblower (2008) 916-21, where he treats the
numerous difficulties involved in correctly rendering the term and determining their possible size and
scope. Most significantly, he notes (following Gomme [1981] 128) that for the most part Euotpagpévteg
may be taken as equivalent to étoupeian, citing parallels at Aris. Ath. Pol. 34.3, Dem. 21.20, and (somewhat
anachronistically) the language of Cleisthenes at Hdt. 5.66.2. On £taipeion generally, see Cartwright (1997)
287 and Rhodes (2004) 197.

104 1t is noteworthy in this language that, with the benefit of hindsight, Thucydides decodes Peisander’s
deceitful rhetoric and gets to the heart of the oligarch’s project: namely, dissolving the existing democracy
(xoTtoAboovst TOV STipoV).

105 A scholiast on this line says, “s16oc’ tomov, pnyaviv,” underscoring the duplicity of Alcibiades in this
negotiation. Hornblower (1991) 932 notes that the use in this passage of the word pwpadf] (which is
cognate with the Latin word fur, thief) is found only here in Thucydides.
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which Tissaphernes would never deliver, speaking for Tissaphernes he instead demanded
greater and greater concessions from the Athenians, to the point that the Athenians had
no choice but to break off the negotiations themselves.1% Additionally, Thucydides offers
one small but noteworthy detail: Tissaphernes was present for these negotiations (0
Alk1P1adng, Aéymv antog vEp mapovtog Tod Tiocapépvoug, 8.56.4), but it is not
reported that he raised any objections to the increasingly exorbitant terms Alcibiades
offered. If indeed Tissaphernes were as determined not to strike a deal with the oligarchs
as Thucydides tells us in 8.56.3,1%” one might speculate that the two men plotted together
to sabotage the negotiations by acting as if an alliance was still possible but setting it at
an unaffordable price.® This plan would have had the advantage of forcing Athens back
to the diplomatic drawing board (and ultimately keeping them preoccupied with internal
politics) while Tissaphernes proceeded with negotiations to secure a treaty with the
Peloponnesians, which he successfully completed in the very same winter and received
vast concessions (8.57-8).

When their negotiations with Alcibiades and Tissaphernes did not produce the
alliance they had hoped, Peisander and the oligarchs — like Odysseus in the Philoctetes or

Orestes and Pylades in the Orestes — are forced to resort to even more drastic and violent

106 Cf, 8.56.4: when (seemingly to Alcibiades’ surprise) the oligarchs concede to the demand that they
surrender all of lonia and the adjacent islands to Persia without argument, Alcibiades finds the point
beyond which they will yield no further when he tells them Tissaphernes demands that Persian ships have
free reign over the lonian coastline. Hornblower (2008) 922 likens Alcibiades’ performance in this chapter
to a three-handed poker game, in which he holds very low cards yet bluffs the oligarchs into folding.

197 For another perspective on Tissaphernes’ reluctance to accept an alliance with Athens, see Lewis (1977)
101, who suggests that Athens’ previous refusal to accept his friendship and their backing of the rebel
Amorges would have made the prospect of an alliance at this point an extremely difficult sell.

18 Alternatively, one might speculate that Alcibiades took responsibility for translating the parley and did
so unfaithfully, such that Alcibiades was able to heavily edit any offers to his advantage. If this is the case,
it would highlight the deceptive or even performative aspects of Alcibiades’ betrayal and perhaps track a
comedic plot line.
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actions: Peisander and half of his entourage returned to Athens to continue the work of
establishing the oligarchy, while the other half set off to do the same in some of the allied
cities (8.64.1-5). Peisander arrived in Athens to find that his co-conspirators (toig
étaipoig, 8.65.2) had been extremely busy in his absence, and Thucydides describes their
activities in vivid detail. First, they have assassinated in secret (Suotdvteg TIVEG TOV
VEOTEPOVY kpOPa dmokTeivovoty, 8.65.2)1%° a number of obnoxious opponents, including
the democratic leader Androkles,'° whom they singled out not only for his staunch
defense of democracy in Athens but also for his past enmity toward Alcibiades.
Committing these murders in secret had the double effect of allowing the oligarchic
conspirators to remove their opponents safely (though illegally), and also of
demonstrating the consequences of resistance to their activities. Meanwhile, their more
publicly visible conduct had an even stronger component of political theater as they
manipulated their fellow citizens into installing the political machinery that would allow

them to seize power:

AOY0G e €K TOD PavepoD TPoElpyaoTo aTolg MG ovTe pioBopopntéoy €l GALOVS 1| TOVG
GTPATEVOLEVOLG 0UTE LeBEKTEOV TV TTPaYUATOV TALOGV T| TEVTOKIOYIAMOLG, KOl TOVTOLS 01 v
HEMGTO TOIG TE YPTILAGL KOd TOIC SOUACY GEELETV 0101 T Doy. Tiv 88 ToDT0 EVTPENE] TPOC TOVE
mAglovg, €mel €Eev ye TNV TOAY oinep Kai pebictacay ELeAlov. dTHog LévTol OpmG ETL kol POVAT
1M @mod 10D Kudpov Euveréyeto: €BovAEVOV 08 0VOEV Tt un) Toig EuvesTdot dokoin, GAAL Kai ol
Léyovieg 8k TOVTOV NGOV Koi T8 PNONGOUEVA TPOTEPOV ADTOIG TPOVCKETTO.

The public position they had plotted out beforehand among themselves was that no one is to be
paid except those engaged in military service, and that not more than five thousand should have a
share in the government, along with those who were best able to help the state with their money
and with their bodies. But this was a pretext for the multitude, since they themselves were going to
possess and change the city. But the assembly and the ‘council from the bean’ still met; however,
they discussed nothing that was not approved by the conspirators; rather, they considered carefully
beforehand both who among them was going to speak and the things to be said.

Thucydides 8.65.3-66.1

109 On the double and ambiguous use of the term vewtépav, see Hornblower (2008) 943-4. Here he notes
the sense it conveys of something “new/revolutionary” and also the “youth” of the participants. He also
points out the word’s presence in the context of the mutilation of the herms at 6.27-8, which he calls, “an

anticipation, in symbolic and less threatening form, of the present ‘new things’ or stasis.”
110 On the possible identities of Androkles, cf. Andoc. 1.27 and Gomme (1981) 161.
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Here Thucydides offers a glimpse of the contrast between the reforms the oligarchs
offered in public and the machinations at work behind the scenes.!*! While the stated
program was to limit pay to those performing active military service and to limit
participation in government to the five thousand men best able to serve the state (plus
those few men wealthy and influential enough to bolster the state coffers, i.e., the
conspirators themselves), this was in reality a pretext (evmpenec) allowing the oligarchs to
continue acting in secret and without oversight. In order to ensure a smooth transfer of
power from the democratic government to the oligarchic regime the conspirators sought
to install there must be a heavily stage-managed appearance of acquiescence within the
established institutions; to decrease volatility, the oligarchs allowed the BovAn to
continue meeting, though they themselves were in control of any business discussed
there.

The oligarchs’ control over the BovAn and the scripted performances of the
speakers therein offers a clear demonstration of the strong link between conspiring and
acting, as both require performative structure discussed above in the Introduction section:
masterminds (here, the oligarchic conspirators Peisander left behind in Athens) provide
the language (ta pnonoodpueva) to be delivered to an audience (the dfjpog). Indeed, shortly

thereafter Thucydides describes the extent to which this structure governed not only the

11 At this point it is prudent to reiterate a point of caution: a number of scholars, such as Gomme (1981)
163, point out that one of the serious problems with Thucydides’ depiction of the conspirators’ actions is
that it gives an impression of oligarchs and democrats as two extreme, monolithic groups. In reality, there
must have been more moderate voices present as well, as the subsequent actions of Theramenes suggest.
Hornblower (2008) 946 finds the issue less severe and suggests that is be considered alongside the rhetoric
of the chapter as a whole and Thucydides’ determination to draw parallels between the coup in Athens and
the description of otdoig 3.82.2 and 6.24.3-4: “(T)his involves some temporary elision of political nuances,
and some simplifications for dramatic effect.”
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conspirators’ work within the fovAn, but also provided the organizing principle for the
coup as a whole:

fv 8¢ 6 pv v yvouny tavty sinov Melsavdpoc, kai tdila ¢k T0d Tpogavods tpodvpdtata
Euykatadboag Tov STjpov: 6 pévrol drav to mpdype Euvieig St TpOTE KATEGTN £G TODTO KOl €K
nheiotov dmpeAnfeic Aviipdv fiv dviyp Adnvaiov tédv ko' ovtdv dpetfi e 00devdc Dotepog kai
KkpaTioTog EvBvundijvar yevopevog kai d yvoin einely, kai &g pev dfjpov ov Tapidv ovd' &g dAAoV
ay®vo £K0VG10G 0VOEVA, AAL DTTOTTMG TG TANOEL 510 SOV JEWVOTNTOG OLOKEILEVOCS, TOVG LEVTOL
dyovifopévong kol év Sucactnpin koi v SMue mielota gl avip, dotic EvpuPoviedoartd T,
SuvapEVOC MPEAETY. Kol aDTOG TE, EMELON T HETEGTN 1) OnpoKpatia Kol £ Ay@dvog Katéot T 10 TV
TETPAKOGI®MV &V VOTEPM PETAMTEGOVTA VIO TOD dNpoL €kakoto T, dplota eaivetal TV péypt EHod
VIEP ADT®V TOLTOV aitlobels, dg EuyKoTéotnoe, Bavatov diknv AmoA0YNGAUEVOC. TopEcyE OE Kol
0 DpYVIYoG E0VTOV TAVT®V dapePOVTMG TpobupdtaTov £G TNV OAryapyiov, dedidg TOV AAKIPLAdTV
Kol ETETAUEVOS £180TAL AVTOV Hoa €v Tf] LA mpog OV Actvo)ov Enpase, vopilmv ok dv mote
a0TOV KT TO €1KOG VT dAyopyiog KoTeEAOETY: TOAD T€ TPOG TO Sevd, Emednmep VIESTY,
PEPEYYLAOTATOG EPAVN. Kol Onpapévnco Tod Ayvovog €v Toig EuykataAbovot TdV dfjHLov TpdTog
v, vip obte eimelv obte yvidvar ddvvatoc.

It was Peisander who proposed the measure, and to the public eye he was the one most zealously
abolishing the democracy. But the real mastermind and architect of the whole affair, who had long
been interested in it, was Antiphon, the man among the Athenians both second to none of his
contemporaries in excellence; who, with a head to contrive measures and a tongue to recommend
them, did not willingly come forward in the Assembly or in any other public scene, but rather he
was viewed with suspicion by most people due to his reputation for cleverness.'*? He was the one
man most able to help those brought to trial either in the law court or before the assembly,
whoever he might offer council on a matter. And when later the decisions of the Four Hundred
were reversed and were being savaged by the people, he himself was accused of helping to set up
this regime, and he delivered the best defense on a capital charge of anyone up to my time.*?
Phrynichus also above all others showed himself to be most zealous for oligarchy; he feared
Alcibiades and knew that Alcibiades had knowledge of the things that he did on Samos with
Astyochus, but he thought that it was unlikely that he would return under the oligarchy. Once the
dangers were very much present, after the coup had been launched, he was considered very
dependable. Also Theramenes, the son of Hagnon, was foremost among those toppling the
democracy, a man not without ability in speech and thought.

Thucydides 8.68.1-4

Just as in the production of a tragic drama, individual members of the coup had
specific roles to play in unfolding the narrative and each was essential to the successful
completion of the conspiracy. Thucydides credits Antiphon, like a tragic playwright, as
the primary organizer of when and how the coup was to perform and perhaps even the
specific language to be spoken; moreover, it is essential that as the mastermind of the

performed action he remained safely out of sight and mind, lest the dramatic illusion be

112 This sentence translated with aid from Dent (1910).
113 This sentence is Hornblower’s translation (1991 957); the text of this section is, in his words, “a mess.”
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shattered.'** Further, just as we would expect in a tragic drama Thucydides here presents
three actors in addition to Antiphon, each of whom is motivated by their individual,
internal ethics and goals: Peisander is the energetic, strategic prime mover of the coup
and the public face of the operation; Phrynichus is the zealous revolutionary eager to
inspire others to follow his renunciation of democracy; Theramenes is articulate and
moderate, but neither enough to save him from being inculpated for a cause he may not

have wholeheartedly endorsed.*®

There are, however, two problems with assigning such prominence in the
revolution to these four men. First, to suggest that only four men were the driving force
behind such abrupt constitutional upheaval must be somewhat of an exaggeration.
Ostwald, for one, suggests that the revolution was only possible after widespread and
prolonged discussion on the relative merits and shortcomings of democracy and oligarchy
(as the debates in Ath. Pol. 30-1, on which see below); it is far more likely, he continues,
that in an atmosphere of uncertain allegiances it would have been easy for public
perception to identify Antiphon, Peisander, Phrynichus, and Theramenes as the
movement’s “theoreticians” and exaggerate their contributions.'® Second, there remains

the very old question of Antiphon’s identity: is Thucydides’ Antiphon one and the same

114 Fittingly, after the emphasis Thucydides places on Antiphon’s contribution here one expects to find him
figuring prominently in the action to come, yet he recedes into the background even in the historical
account and is mentioned again only briefly at 8.90.1. Hornblower (2008) 1037 suggests the possibility that
Thucydides may have had more to say on Antiphon in the unfinished portion of the book, but even if this is
true Antiphon’s absence from the narrative account of the coup of 411 is conspicuous. On the somewhat
unexpected praise Thucydides professes for this subverter of the constitution, see Gomme (1981) 171-2.

115 On Theramenes and his father, the proboulos Hagnon (on whom see n.100 below), cf. Hornblower
(1991) 958-9, who suggests that Thucydides’ relative reticence on Hagnon may be an effort to avoid
detracting Theramenes’ important role in this revolution and in the one to come: Theramenes remained a
prominent voice under the Thirty and played a noteworthy role in the trial following the defeat at
Arginousai in 406 BC (cf. Diodorus 13.101.1).

116 Ostwald (1986) 359-60.



63

as Antiphon the prominent sophist?*'” If the two men are the same, there is the possibility
that his reputation as a slippery rhetorician would have made it a simple matter to credit
him with a greater contribution to the oligarchic movement than he actually made. These
two difficulties notwithstanding, the perhaps exaggerated hand in the revolution that
Thucydides awards to Antiphon in 8.68.1 exposes the historian’s impulse to image the
organization of the conspiracy taking a dramatic structure: like the playwright, Antiphon
scripts the actions to be undertaken in achieving the desired end and watches his actors

unfold the drama in which he has no visible part.

Whatever their actual numbers of its leaders and the true leadership structure of
the conspiracy, like the conspiracies Sophocles and Euripides bring to the tragic stage the
organization of the Four Hundred reveals the oligarchs’ reliance upon bonds of personal
trust to help ensure the safety of all its members. As soon as Peisander and his colleagues
returned to Athens, they called a meeting of the dfjpoc and proposed the election of ten
autonomous lawmakers (Evyypagpéac avtokpdtopoc, 8.67.1)18 responsible for
restructuring the Athenian government. Soon thereafter at a meeting of the ekklesia at
Kolonos the ten men made two propositions: first, that any citizen should be able to bring
a proposal up for discussion without penalty, and second that the usual prohibition

against proposing any illegal action should be abolished (8.67.2). With these obstacles

17 Dover (1950) 56-60 sheds some light on the problem of Antiphon’s identity by examining the possible
dates for his Tetralogies (if indeed he wrote them), but concludes that Antiphon the Sophists’ works are too
fragmentary to positively identify him with Thucydides’ Antiphon. On the history of the debate, see
Gomme (1981) 170-1 and Avery (1982) 146-57. Cf. Xenophon Memorabilia 1.6, in which “Antiphon the
Sophist,” the author of On Truth and On Concord, argues with Socrates. Cf. Gagarin (1997) 5-7.

118 Gomme (1981) 165 contemplates exactly what such “autonomy” actually entails, considering that
Thucydides offers no indication of what restrictions are being lifted. He suggests that it does not refer to
much more than the authority to bring proposals before the assembly without first submitting them to the
Council.
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cleared the conspirators were free to install their oligarchy, participation in which was
based mostly on existing personal alliances among the pool of oligarchic sympathizers:
five of their members were selected to elect one hundred men, each of whom in turn were
to elect three apiece for a total of 400 members.!*® This body then had the power to enter
the Bouleuterion whenever they wished to govern with full powers in whatever ways they
found best, and at their discretion they had the authority to convene the larger body of
five thousand citizens for debate (6vtag &g t0 BovAevtiplov Gpyety 6mn av Gpiota
YIYVOGK®OGIY 0OTOKPATOPAG, KOl TOVG TEVTUKIOYIAIOVS 08 ELVAAEYELY OTOTOV OOTOIG OOKT),

8.67.3).1%

However, as Thucydides describes in vivid detail, the conspirators did not owe
their swift success to the merits of their antidemocratic arguments and certainly not to an
overwhelming majority of their numbers; rather, it was the failure of resolve among the
citizen body to offer any resistance within the atmosphere of terror and mistrust created

by their rhetoric and secret assassinations:?*

avtédeyé te 00delg ETL TV GAL®V, ed1MG Kol OpdV TOAD T0 EuveaTnKOG: €l 08 TIg Kal dvteimot,
€00V¢ €k Tpomov TVOC Emrmdeiov €teBvikel, Kai T@V dpacdviev ovte {ftnoig ot &l
VTONTELOVTO SIKAIOGIC &yiyveTo, AL fovyiav elyev 6 Sfipog kai katdmAnéw TolvTy HoTe
KEPOOG O N maoy®V Tt Ploov, &l kol oty®d, Evopiley. kai 0 EuveoTnKOg TOAD TAEOV 1YoV UEVOL
givan §| 6oov EThyyavev dv oc®VTO Taig Yvdpmg, Kol ££gvpelv antd ddvvaTol dveg Sid O
uéyedog tiic MOAemg kod S1é TV GAMALOV dyvorsiay ovk eiyov [odTol Ecvpeiv]. koTd 8¢ TanTd
10910 Kol TPocoro@vpachai TV dyavakticavto, Gote dudvacol émPovievcavta, aSHVATOV Hv*
7 yép dyvdTa &v ndpev @ £pel fj yvodpipov Emcetov. BAAMA0IG Yap Bravieg DdmTmg Tpocficay ol
oD OMUOV, MG HETEXOVTIA TV TV YIYVOUEVAV. Evijoay Yap Kol 0DG OVK &V TOTE TIC HETO £G
dhyopyioy TpomécBor Kol TO AMeTOV 0VTOL PEYIGTOV TPOC TOVS TOAAOVE £moincay Kol mAsioTa &¢

119 This represents a major point of divergence between the accounts of the constitutional reforms of 411
BC offered by Thucydides and Aristotle (cf. Ath. Pol. 29.5, below). Cf. Gomme (1981) 169.

120 Cf. Lys. 20.13, which also cites the meeting at Kolonos and the passing of these measures. One of the
most troubling discrepancies between Thucydides’ and Aristotle’s accounts is whether the Five Thousand
was a real body (as in the Ath. Pol., on which see below) or merely an imaginary public relations tool (as
here).

121 On the secret removal of the oligarchs’ political enemies, cf. and 8.65.2 and 8.70.2. Gomme (1981) 164
comments on the somber solemnity of Thucydides’ description of Athens at this moment: “In spite of its
unfinished look in some places, 65-66 gives us one of Thucydides’ most powerful pieces of political
description.”
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TV 1@V OAly®V dopdieiov aeéAncay, BéBalov Ty dmotiav 1@ SNUG TPOg E0VTOV
KOTOGTCOVTES.

None of the other citizens spoke out against them, being afraid and seeing that the conspirators
were many; or if any ventured to rise in opposition, he was promptly put to death in some
convenient way, and there was neither search for the murderers or justice to be had against them if
suspected; but the People held their silence, being so thoroughly cowed that men thought
themselves lucky to escape violence, even when they held their tongues. An exaggerated belief in
the numbers of the conspirators also demoralized the People, rendered helpless by the magnitude
of the city, and by their being uncertain about each other, and being without means of finding out
what those numbers really were. For the same reason it was impossible for anyone showing
outward signs of grief to vent their feelings to someone and to concert measures to defend himself,
as he would have had to speak either to one he did not know, or whom he knew but did not trust.
Indeed, all the popular party approached each other with suspicion, each thinking his neighbor
involved in what was going on, the conspirators having in their ranks persons whom no one could
ever have believed capable of joining an oligarchy; and these it was that made the many so
suspicious, and so helped to procure impunity for the few, by confirming the commons in their
mistrust for one another.1?2

Thucydides 8.66.2-5

In the tense civic atmosphere Thucydides here describes there are two ways in which the
oligarchs instilled a destabilizing uncertainty into those Athenian citizens not absorbed
into the conspiracy. First, as he notes, no small part of the conspirators’ success lay in
their ability to hide their numbers, leaving the remainder of the fjuog to struggle to sort
out who may potentially be involved versus who was actually involved. One of the ways
the oligarchs transformed this uncertainty into aquiescent fear was by way of the secret
assassinations, and the threat that unknown agents might take violent action against any
one man perceived to be a political obstacle; that the dfjpoc was witness not to the murder
itself but only to the slaughtered corpse such that no individual perpetrator could be
accused of murder is exactly the source of the anxiety that Thucydides describes.
However, as conspirators on the tragic stage only in one case undertake an assassination
plot — in the Orestes — more immediately relevant for this study is the inability for
Athenian citizens not participating in the conspiracy to know whom to trust. As

Thucydides describes, it had become impossible for anyone to speak their mind to a

122 Translated with aid from Strassler (1996) 518-9.
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neighbor in safety (kotd 6€ To0TO ToDTO Kol TPOGOAOPVPaGHal TIVL AyovaKTHCAVTO, DOTE
auovacshot mPovievsavta, addvatov fv, 8.66.4)1% without potentially revealing
themselves as an opponent to the oligarchs. The result is a need for individual members
of the ofpog to demonstrate publicly either neutrality or compliance with the oligarchs,
regardless of their true political leanings and especially if they can be accused of
excessively democratic sympathies (as was Androkles). In other words, as long as the
oligarchs were in power, the ability to act — to make a visible display of complicity
before one’s fellow citizens — was the best means for creating personal cotpia. This
impulse to costume one’s real intentions as a method for providing safety for oneself and
one’s political allies finds strong expression in the venues where acting is most
appropriate (namely, the tragic and comic stages); as such, it forms one of the organizing

principles of this study and will be discussed at length in the following chapters.

For all of its meticulous planning and the gloom of anxiety the coup of 411
brought upon the city, the men behind it were not able to retain power for long. One part
of the reason the oligarchic model the conspirators imposed proved unsustainable is that
it failed to achieve the results upon which it is predicated. First, the oligarchs fail to settle
a peace accord with Sparta’s King Agis (8.70.1-2), who shortly thereafter camped his
army just outside the walls of Athens (8.71.1-3) — a development that could only have
exacerbated the citizens’ dread. Next, envoys sent by the 400 to allay the fears of the
army on Samos found that a counter-revolution had preempted the oligarchy there
(8.72.1-73.6). Shortly thereafter, when the oligarch Chaereas suddenly and through no

fault of his own found himself outside of the étoupeia’s circle of trust (8.74.1-2), he

123 Cf. 3.82.5.



67

evaded capture and returned to the soldiers on Samos where he greatly exaggerated the
harsh conditions imposed by the Four Hundred and the sufferings of the éfjpog (émi 0
peiov mavta detvioac To £k TV Adnvadv, 8.74.3),124 including the invented intention of
the oligarchs to round up and execute the soldiers” families.'?® The effect that these false
claims had upon the soldiers stationed on Samos was intense and immediate: were it not
for the intervention of Alcibiades and other moderating leaders the fleet would have
sailed against the city at once. Still, Chaereas’ performance successfully convinced the
soldiers on Samos to cut diplomatic ties with the Four Hundred and prompted them to
swear oaths to restore the democracy in Athens and continue the war with Sparta (8.75.1-

3).126

Shortly thereafter Thucydides details an episode that displays Alcibiades’ own
acumen for political theater. Once the democracy on Samos was restored, the army votes
to recall Alcibiades in the hope that offering amnesty to him would encourage
Tissaphernes to break his alliance with Sparta and join them. Upon his arrival on the
island, Thucydides relates that with specific claims and wily promises Alcibiades
addressed his new allies, and the key to his success was acting as if he held greater

influence over Tissaphernes than he actually did (VepBdriov Eueydivve TV £0vTODd

124 Hornblower (1991) 975 notes that this is the only instance of the verb dgwd{w and reads it as an

expression of the author’s true feelings on the matter: “...although he does not conceal his aversion to the

Four Hundred oligarchs and their methods, he censures Chaireas’ (inflammatory) exaggerations.”
Gomme (1981) 267 notes that the threat that the soldiers’ wives are being violated is standard anti-

tyrannical rhetoric, citing Herodotus 3.80.5.

125 Gomme (1981) 267 notes that the threat that the soldiers’ wives are being violated is standard anti-

tyrannical rhetoric, citing Herodotus 3.80.5.

126 Cf, 8.86.3, in which a second envoy from the 400 arrives in Samos attempting to undo the damage

caused by Chaereas’ slander.
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Sovapy mopd 1@ Tiocapépvet, 8.81.2).127 Particularly striking in this political
maneuvering is the vastness of his intended audience, that, if Thucydides has correctly
guessed Alcibiades’ political calculations, included a number of listeners not in

attendance:

tvo of te ofiot TV dAryapyiov Exovieg @oPoivio antdv kol pdilov ai Evvoposion Staivdeiev?® kol
ol &v Tf] Zau® TYHIMTEPOV TE aOTOV dyotev kol avtol &l TAéov Bapooiev, of te ToAEpIo T)
Ticoapépvel dg pdiota dafdrrotvto kai [and] TdvV Hrapyovc®dv ATV EKTinTolEY.

(Alcibiades did this) in order that the men at home handling the oligarchy would fear him, and the
sworn associations would fall apart; also, in order that the men on Samos would both hold him
more honorable and be more courageous; finally, in order the enemies be predjudiced as strongly
as possible against Tissaphernes and that he could dash their existing hopes.

Thucydides 8.81.2

To achieve all of these objectives, Alcibiades promised falsely that Tissaphernes was
willing to support the Athenians to his very last coin, and that a Phoenician fleet would
sail to reinforce their own, if Athens will but recall him and guarantee his safety. The act
proved to be extremely persuasive for all of Alcibiades’ intended audiences, as he was
immediately elected general and was successful in striking fear into all parties (ZuvéBatve
0¢ 1@ AhkPraom t@ pev Tiooaeépvel tovg ABnvaiovg poPeiv, €xeivolg o0& TOV
Tioocapépvny, 8.82.3). The authority and access to resources he boasted — or more
accurately, the perception of them — allowed Alcibiades to offer what Thucydides refers

to as his one and only beneficial service to Athens (8.86.4):1%° reacting to his soldiers’

127 Rood (1998) 269 takes a different perspective on Alcibiades’ political calculations in this address,
suggesting that Alcibiades is acting out of desperation and is “reduced to trying to seem to have influence
with Tissaphernes.”

128 Gomme (1981) 276 proposes that these must refer to the oligarchic clubs Peisander encouraged before
he departed to treat with Tissaphernes and that they be seen as the basis of the conspirators’ power. In an
ironic twist, these Euvopociol were now a major obstacle to Alcibiades’ return to Athens even though their
assassination of Androcles was undertaken due in part to his opposition to Alcibiades. Gomme accounts for
Alcibiades’ hostility toward the Euvopooion here by noting the favorable opinion his present audience of
sailors would have held of Androcles.

129 On textual problems with this notion, see Hornblower (2008) 1001: the word np&tov appears only in
MS B and Delebecque established mpdtoc as the majority reading. However, as Hornblower argues
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impulse to sail immediately to the Piraeus to attack their countrymen, Alcibiades tempers
their anger and instead demands that the 400 oligarchs step down immediately and that

the Council of 500 be reinstated (8.86.6).

Alcibiades’ bluffs proved to be extremely effective, and the envoys returning
from Samos found that the message they delivered was the beginning of the end for their
already fracturing revolution, and the process of the collapse of the Four Hundred
provoked an atmosphere of confusion, betrayal, and panic that lingered well into the
years in which the Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes were produced. While they were
away, Thucydides reports that the majority of the oligarchs grew discontent and were
actively seeking a way to abandon the party as safely (dopaidc, 8.89.1) as they could.
Upon hearing Alcibiades’ demands, these malcontents banded together and united under
the leadership of Theramenes son of Hagnon (one of the central founders of the
movement, according to Thucydides) and of Aristocrates in vocal opposition to the
oligarchy they helped create. Now, for fear of Alcibiades and the army under his
command, these men demanded that the Five Thousand must wield real (and not merely
theoretical, as before) political authority in the city and that power must be redistributed
on a fairer basis (tnv molrteiav icartépav kabiotdvar, 8.89.2). These demands and the
conspirators’ collapsing Euvopocio prompt Thucydides to offer a critical assessment of
oligarchy as a political ethos, in which he notes that it is precisely oligarchy’s penchant
for acting and for the public performance of untruth that proves to be its inevitably fatal

flaw:

following Brunt, there is little historical reason to assume Alcibiades never at least appeared to have
rendered some positive service for Athens — for instance, cf. 82.2 where Alcibiades retrained the army on
Samos from immediately attacking Athens in their anger.
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v 8¢ Todto pév oyfipa moltikdv Tod Adyov ovtoic, kat' idiag 8¢ prrotiniact™® oi woAlol avTdv TG
TO100T( TPOGEKEWTO, &V Qmep Kol LdAoTa OAryapyia ék Snuokpatiog yevouévn dmdrivtar
névTeg Yap addnuepov ooty ody dmog icot, dALY Kai ToAD Tp@Tog adTdg EKacTog Evar &k 88
dnpokpatiog apécems yryvouévng paov Ta drofaivovio ®g ovk 4md TdV OpoinV EAAcCoVIEVOS
TG QEPEL.

This was the political pretense of their discourse, but many of them were devoted to their personal
ambitions, which is especially destructive to an oligarchy born out of democracy. For they all at
the very same time think themselves not only to be not equals, but also each one very much
desires that he himself be first in rank; while under a democracy a disappointed candidate bears
defeat more easily because they feel it does not come from equals.*3!

Thucydides 8.89.3

Thucydides here suggests that all oligarchs share a fundamental structural weakness
whereby the governments they install are in constant danger of collapse owing to the
unquenchable ambitions of the men who comprise it.*3? Indeed, it seems that the
conspirators were not immune to the same doubts surrounding the creation and
maintenance of trust and mutual protection their regime imposed upon their fellow
citizens.

The betrayal by their once-trusted political allies left the more hardline oligarchs
(at least, in the current situation) —Thucydides names Phrynichus, Aristarchus,
Peisander, and Antiphon in particular — in a precarious position; immediately they sent
an embassy to Sparta to sue for peace, and when this failed they attempted to complete
the construction of an oligarchic stronghold at Eetioneia in the Piraeus.!** Meanwhile, a

faction hostile to the remainder of the Four Hundred found an opportunity to act and

130 On @ulotiia as an explicitly anti-democratic trait, see Euripides’ treatment of it in the Phoenissae in
chapter 3 below.

131 Both Hornblower (1991) 1011 and Rood (1998) 293 point out the somewhat limited number of instances
to which Thucydides’ criticism is applicable: that is, to oligarchies that topple democracies (of which there
are historically few).

132 Cartwright (1997) 297 connects Thucydides’ remarks on personal ambition here with those offered at
2.65.10, on why Pericles’ vision of Athens turned out to be untenable after his death.

133 Cf. 8.90.3 and 8.91.3, where Thucydides notes that according to Theramenes the purpose of the
stronghold was not to defend against an attack by Alcibiades and the army on Samos, but rather to serve as
an entry point for the enemy army and fleet in the event that the oligarchs felt the need to betray the city.
On the politics of physical space in Athens—the Colonos, the Pnyx, the Agora, and the Peireus in
particular—cf. Shear (2011) 38-40, 263-85.
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commits a secret assassination of its own: Phrynichus is assassinated in the agora by a
member of the peripoloi, a special military unit of frontier guardsmen comprised
primarily of young recruits.'®* Shear discusses in some detail a number of important

implications involved in Thucydides’ treatment of the assassination:

This episode is not merely the death of a prominent oligarch because, through his description,
Thucydides suggests a parallel between Phrynichus and another Athenian assassinated by two men
near the Agora, Hipparchos, the brother of the tyrant Hippias, an event that had already been
described in detail earlier in the work... Thucydides’ description of Phrynichus’ death,
accordingly, casts him as a tyrant, the exact opposite of a democrat and a much worse state than
being an oligarch...His overall career emphasizes his negative qualities and he very much stands
as the ultimate example of the bad oligarch.1®

While the loss of a prominent member from their ranks itself was not a fatal blow
to the Four Hundred, the assassination served to embolden Theramenes, Aristocrates, and
some of their associates to organize a force of hoplites stationed in the Piraeus in
opposition to the Four Hundred (8.92.2); the need to act urgently was amplified by
Theramenes’ growing suspicion that a Peloponnesian fleet known to be sailing in the
direction of Athens had been invited into the city by the Four Hundred (8.92.3). Amid a
general panic and confusion throughout the city (v 8& 06pvBog moADG Kai EkmANKTIKOC,
8.92.7), Theramenes encouraged the hoplites to tear down the fortress at Eetioneia, and at
this point Thucydides references a different kind of confusion concerning the existence of

the Five Thousand:

M 88 Tpdg TOV EYAoV 1) ToPAKANGIC MC YPT|, HOTIC TG TEVTaKIc)IAiovg BovAeton Epyey AvTi T6V
TETPOKOGI®V, iEvat &nl TO Epyov. EnekpOTTOVTO VAP UG ETL TAV TEVTAKIGYIM®V T@ OVOLATL, LN
dvtiicpug Sfipov dotic BovAstan dpystv Ovoudlsty, poBodpevol pr 1@ vt Aot Kod TpoC TvoL v
Tic T dyvoig oQald. kol ol TeTpokdsiol S1i TodTO 0VK iBehoV TOVE TEVTOKIoYIAOV 0DTE sTvan

134 Cf. Demosthenes’ use of peripoloi in his surprise assault against Megara at 4.67.2 and also their garrison
in Munychia at the Piraeus at 8.92.5, from where they are able to offer support to the force of hoplites
opposing the Four Hundred. On conflicting accounts of Phrynichus’ assassination in Lysias 13.70-2 and
Plut. Alc. 25, see Cartwright (1997) 298.

135 Shear (2011) 28-9; she elaborates on the conflation between Phrynichus and the image of tyrant at a
number of other points in the book (cf. 39-40, 60, 66-7) and notes a number of ways his death is a useful
symbol for the reestablished democracy. In (2007) 151, she notes the way this assassination helped
establish tyranny as the absolute antithesis to democracy and thus why it — and not oligarchy — is
denounced in the Oath of Demophantos (on which see below). Cf. Raaflaub (2003) 59.



72

obTE R dvtag SMAOVG Elval, TO LEV KOTAGTHGAL LETOXOVS TOGOVTOVE HVTIKPULG v Sfipov
Nyoduevor, 10 8' o Apaves EOPov £g AAAAOVG ToPEEELY.

The exhortation to the multitude was that it was necessary for whoever wished that the Five
Thousand to rule instead of the Four Hundred, to come to the effort. For they still concealed
themselves under the name of the Five Thousand, and did not openly wish to call themselves
“whoever wants the People to rule,” fearing that someone in this group might actually exist and
that someone speaking in ignorance to someone else might get in trouble. Indeed, on for this
reason the Four Hundred wished for the Five Thousand neither to exist nor to be openly known to
not exist, thinking on the one hand that so many co-conspirators would be outright democracy, and
on the other hand that the mystery would make the people fear one another.

Thucydides 8.92.11

As commentators are quick to point out, there is at least one serious problem with this
passage, inasmuch as it must have been largely inferred by Thucydides and it is unlikely
he could have known the thought of everyone involved or could have interviewed them
all.13® However, even if we take it simply as the general mood of the opponents of the
Four Hundred, here we find a kind of mass duplicity operating on two levels. First, since
the multitude sensed the lingering danger involved in expressing publicly their support
for democracy, they disguised their cry for a return to the rule of the dfjuog as support for
the Five Thousand; their true objective, Thucydides insinuates, was the restoration of
radical democracy, but for the time being in the interest of public safety (compia seems
to be the unstated goal) they were forced to act as if they seek a more moderate solution.
Second, what the Four Hundred knew and what the hoplites do not yet know is that the
Five Thousand did not actually exist. The oligarchs have only acted as if such a body
existed, and in doing so they have given a false impression of a counterbalance to their
extremism and at the same time sown mutual mistrust and fear (poBov €g aAAAovc)

among the éfjpoc.

136 Gomme (1981) 314-4; Hornblower (2008) 1023; both reference the importance of this passage to de St.
Croix (1981) 606, in which he stresses the strong distaste among the hoplites for oligarchy.
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The day following the destruction of fort at Eetioneia two assemblies were held
— one by the Four Hundred in the Bouleuterion and another by the hoplites in the theater
of Dionysus, close to Munychia (8.93.1) — and once cooler heads quelled tempers in
both parties they agreed to hold an assembly on an appointed day in the theater of
Dionysus where a compromise could be sought and concord (opovoiag, 8.93.3) be
reestablished. When this day came and an agreement was on the verge of finally being
struck, Theramenes’ fears seemed very real: the Peloponnesian fleet appeared off the
coast of Salamis that, had they not destroyed Eetioneia, would have had an easy point of
entry into the city. With little other option the Athenians assembled a hastily organized,
improvised fleet to oppose the enemy navy (8.95.2); when the two fleets engaged in
combat off the coast of Eretria, the poorly prepared Athenians were eventually routed and
forced onto the shore, where some of the survivors were betrayed by the inhabitants of
Eretria and butchered (8.95.5-6). Thucydides tells us that once news of the defeat reached
Athens a panic ensued that was greater than any the city had suffered before, one even
greater than the one following the defeat in Sicily (8.96.1). Fortunately for the Athenians,
the Spartans showed their characteristic sluggishness and failed to press their
advantage.®” Amid this panic any notions of compromise between the rival constitutional
factions in the city vaporized and immediately an assembly was summoned to meet at the
Pnyx, where citizens had been accustomed to gather under the previous democracy; here
the Four Hundred were formally and legally deposed and power was transferred to the
Five Thousand, whose membership was to include all of the soldiers who furnished their

own armor (8.97.1-2). Here Thucydides reports that in a series of subsequent assemblies

137 Thucydides has much to say on this aspect of the Spartan national character at 8.96.5, calling them for
Athens (quite ironically) “the most convenient people of all” (§vppopdtator).
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the new constitution was completed, lawmakers were elected, and a number of proposals
were approved — including one recalling Alcibiades and reabsorbing the soldiers on
Samos into the Athenian army (8.97.3). The result of these sweeping constitutional
adjustments moderately blending the few and the many (petpia yop 7 te £ T0VC OATyOLG
Kol TOVG TOAAOVG EVYKpaCLS &yéveto, 8.97.2) was, in Thucydides’ opinion, the best form
of government the city ever would in his lifetime (kai o0y fikiota 61 TOV TPDTOV YPOVOV

émi ye uod ABnvaiot paivovtar ) moAtevcavteg. 8.97.2).18

The Coup of 411 Part I1: Orderly Reform in Aristotles’ Atheneion Politeia

As discussed above, in Aristotle’s Atheneion Politeia we find a starkly different
take on the oligarchic coup of 411 BC than the one offered by Thucydides in his
Histories. Where the picture painted by Thucydides is one of violent political upheaval
shrouded in civic anxiety and political theater, the movement as depicted by Aristotle is a
calmer and more thoughtful effort to restrain a democracy that had become too radical.**°

The text of the Aristotle’s Atheneion Politeia is difficult to date with precision, but

138 The exact meaning of 8.97.2 has been rigorously debated among scholars and a number of opposing
interpretations have emerged. One part of the disagreement arises from tov Tpdtov ¥pdvov. Scholars such
as Jowett and Andrewes argued that it must mean “in its early days,” citing a parallel at Xen. Hell. 2.3.15.
However, Ostwald (1986) 395 n. 199 notes that this view critically ignores éni ye €uo®d, which makes the
observation much more sweeping; he suggests that at the very least Thucydides is comparing the rule of the
Five Thousand with the regime of Pericles. Others still, such as Finley and Goodhart, suggest that he adds
the note “in my lifetime” in order to make an exception of Solon’s constitution. The other major point of
disagreement is over the interpretation of the Five Thousand’s constitutional philosophy: with so many
members, are they to be considered a limited democracy or an extremely large oligarchy? For some, such
as de St. Croix, in practice there is very little difference between the Five Thousand and full democracy.
For others, such as Rhodes, the fact that the constitution denies participation to the thetes gives it a
lingering oligarchic flavor. For complete arguments and bibliography, cf. lengthy notes in Hornblower
(1991) 1033-6.

139 Aristotle’s emphasis on the democratic aspects of the constitutional reform is noteworthy; he only uses
the term “oligarchy” once in the entire account (31.1). Also conspicuously absent is Alcibiades and the
force on Samos, and Shear (2011) 36 suggests their omission is intentional, as “they are the kind of radical
democrats whose mismanagement led to the need for constitutional change.”



75

Rhodes offers as a terminus post quem the description of a compulsory two year £pnpeia
instituted in 335/4 BC.2% The papyri containing the text were discovered in two parts.
The first — the Berlin Papyrus — was found on two leaves of a codex and was first
published by Blass in 1880,%*! and the surviving text ranges from a lost beginning up to
chapter 41. The second discovery is known as the London Papyrus and it was purchased
for the British Museum by A. T. W. Budge in 1888. This papyrus consists of four rolls
and contains the complete known text, ranging from the fragmentary beginning of
chapter 1 through chapter 69.1%2 The first part of the text shows a keen interest in the
evolution of the Athenian constitution from (in the surviving text) the murky details of
the constitution in place before Draco’s reforms up through the restoration of democracy
after the reign of the Thirty Tyrants, whereas the second part offers a detailed analysis of
the Athenian government at Aristotle’s time.**® In some concluding remarks on the first
part of his study (41.2), Aristotle explains his intentions in writing the Athenaion
Politieia: to trace the many (he lists eleven) major reforms undergone by the Athenian
constitution leading to its contemporary state. In spite of the many differences between
Aristotle’s and Thucydides’ account of the constitutional reforms, one of the elements
they have in common is crucial for the present study: namely, the stated objective of
obtaining cotnpio (Ath. Pol. 29.2) in both sources by the reformers seeking sweeping

constitutional change in 411 BC.

140 Rhodes (1993) 51-2, where he notes some less certain evidence suggesting a date in the mid-330s,
alongside some interpolations that should be treated with caution.

141 Cf. Blass (1880) 366-82. The authorship of the fragment was securely attributed to Aristotle by Bergk
(1881) 87-115.

142 For a detailed account of the discovery and publication of the Ath. Pol., cf Rhodes (1993) 2-5.

143 Rhodes (1993) 5-37.
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Aristotle’s treatment of the events relevant to the present study comes in chapters
29 through 34. Following the series of disasters in Sicily, he begins by citing the alliance
between the Spartans and the Persian king*#* as the impetus for an unspecified group of
Athenian citizens to overthrow the democracy and establish the politeia of the Four
Hundred (29.1). Just as in Thucydides’ account, the motivating force, organizing

principle, and indeed legitimizing slogan is cotnpio:14°

R 8¢ 10 yhieopa 1 TTvhoddpov T016vde TOV Sfjlov EAEcHon peTd TdY TPoHTAPYOVTOV SéKa
npofodrwv EALoVG £lkoct &k TAV VIEP TETTOPAKOVTA ET1 YEYOVOTOV, OTTIVEC OUOGAVTES T LTV
cuyypayew 8 av ydvion Bértiota glvan Tf] mOAEL, GUYYPAYOLGL TIEPL THG GmTnpiog: 46

The proposal of Pythodoros was as follows: that along with the ten existing probouloi the people
choose twenty others from those over forty years of age, and that these men after taking a solemn

oath to draft what measures they think best for the city write legislation for public safety.
Aristotle Ath. Pol. 29.2

In order to obtain the Persian aid and the safety it affords, Pythodoros offered two
proposals: first, that twenty sungrapheis be elected in addition to the ten probouloi
already in place,**’ and that these men draft measures for the constitutional reform;
second, that any citizen who so desires may also bring up proposals for consideration
(29.2). To these reforms, Cleitophon proposed an addendum further defining what the
sungrapheis are expected to do. In order to return to a more moderate form of democracy,

)148

he moved that they investigate (mpocavalntijcat)™* the ancestral laws (matpiovg vopovg)

144 Cf. Thuc. 8.58.1-7.

145 Gomme (1981) 214 reads cotnpia in this passage as closely akin to Ar. Ecc. 396-7: &50&e Toig
TPLTAVESL TEPL cOTNPiag| Yvouag kabeivor tig moAemg (“It seemed good to the Prytanes to set forth their
opinions concerning the safety of the city.”). Yet, the reference to calm deliberation with cwtnpia as its
goal stands in sharp contrast to the desperate, panicked striving for safety which we find in Thucydides’
account.

146 Al textual citations from the Athenaion Politeia are from Chambers (1986).

147 Cf. Thuc. 8.67.1. Sandys (1971) 124 suggests the opposite — that the probouloi are identical with the
ten sungrapheis noted by Thucydides.

148 On the dispute over how this verb is best understood, see Rhodes (1993) 375-6: some question the
likelihood that Cleisthenes’ laws existed in any written form in 411 BC, while others are confident they
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established by Cleisthenes when enacting his own democratic reforms, as his notion of
democracy was more closely aligned with Solon’s constitution than with the present one
(29.3).149

Once elected, the sungrapheis issued a proposal aimed at establishing the
procedure for proposing reforms to the Athenian polity, and in doing so they took steps to

limit the ability for ambitious men to seize this occasion for taking power for themselves:

ol 8' aipebivteg mpdToV pev Eypayav EmEvoyKeg vl TOVG TPLTAVELS GmavTo Té Aeyoueva mepi
g cotnpiag Enymoeilew, Enerta T0G TAV TAPAVOLLMOV YPUPAS Kol TAG ElayyeMas Kol TOG
TPOCKANCELS AveIlov, dntmg dv ol £B8éAoviec ABnvainv cuBoLAEDMGL TEPL TOV TPOKEPEVEOV. £V
8¢ Tic TovTOV Yap { {nuiol i Tpookalfitan ) sicéyn sic Sikactipiov, Evieiév adtod stvar kod
Aoy @YV TPOG TOVG GTPATYOVS, TOVG 0& GTPOTYOVG mapadodval Toig Evdeka Bavato (nudcat.

First, those men elected wrote that it be compulsory that the chief magistrates put up for a vote all
proposals made for public safety, and then they removed the rules against proposing illegal
legislation, impeachment, and summons, so that any one of the Athenians who so desired may
propose legislation concerning the questions at hand. And if any anyone on account of this should
fine, summon, or bring them to court, he should be indicted and arrested by the generals, who
should hand him over to the Eleven to be punished by death.

Aristotle Ath. Pol. 29.4

Once again, Aristotle reiterates that the immediate goal of the reforms is cotpia.
However, we find in the use of the term here an important difference in sense from its
treatment in Thucydides’ accounts. Whereas in Thucydides there is a notion that
canceling penalties against proposing extreme legislation is a calculated step by the
oligarchs for removing a constitutional obstacle, here there is little to suggest this is
anything other than a genuine attempt on the part of the sungrapheis to offer to all

citizens equal access to the reshaping of the constitution.*>® The opportunity for all

would have been well documented and archived. Given the legal confusion leading up to and in the
aftermath of the coup of 411, Rhodes finds the former more likely.

149 Cf. Shear (2001) 33-5, who notes that the invocation of Athens’ ancestral lawgivers has a great
legitimizing effect on the oligarchs’ program, since connecting themselves with the city’s political past
firmly legitimizes them in the present.

150 Sandys (1971) 125 calls it at the very least a “necessary step” in order for there to be any radical
constitutional change. Cf. Dem. Timocr. 24.154.
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citizens to participate in the process may in large part explain the lack of the widespread
atmosphere of fear and mistrust in Aristotle’s account that is so pervasive in
Thucydides’. ™

For all the many ways that the Athenaion Politeia differs from Thucydides’
account, the fact that in both cases safety is the ultimate goal of these constitutional
reforms demonstrates what a sensitive and central issue cotnpio was at the time. In an
effort to maintain as much stability as possible, the sungrapheis proposed the following
immediate measures: 1) The city’s expenditures are only to be spent on the war effort; 2)
pay for all office holders is to be abolished, except for the archons and the prutaneis; 3)
until the conclusion of the war the rest of the government is to be handled by the citizens
best able to serve the city with their bodies and wealth,*? numbering five thousand at the
very least; 4) the Five Thousand are granted the power to sign treaties; and 5) the Five
Thousand are to be enrolled by ten katalogeis, one of whom is to be elected by each tribe.
Although differing in a number of significant aspects, there is one very important point of
contact between the Athenaion Politeia and Thucydides’ account encapsulated in number
3 above: in both cases, the constitutional reforms are predicated on the assurance that the
proposed alterations are impermanent. Their agreement on this point reinforces the notion
that the revolution was not driven solely on an ideological basis, but in large part rather
by an urgent need to secure compia by the most expedient means possible.

With the Five Thousand established, their first act was to elect one hundred of

their members to draw up two constitutions. The first of these was crafted with an eye to

151 For a detailed discussion comparing the accounts found in Ath. Pol. 29.4 and Thuc. 67.2-3, cf. Rhodes
(1993) 380-1 and relative bibliography therein.
152 Cf. Thuc. 8.65.3.
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the future (gig Tov péAhovta xpovov avéypayav v moiteiav, 31.1): it detailed a number
of official positions and granted the Council a large degree of autonomy to enact
measures necessary for ensuring safety for the state (6mog v odo 7 kai €ig TO déov
avaricknron, 30.4).1°3 The second constitution that the Five Thousand drew was intended
to alleviate the more present crisis (&v 6& T® wapovTL kap®d Tvoe, 31.1) by nominating
four hundred citizens (forty from each tribe) tasked with appointing officials to these
positions and crafting the oaths they were to swear.'>* It seems that these four hundred
men held a significant amount of power — enough that they were the de facto rulers of
the city — and just as in Thucydides where the Five Thousand existed more in theory
than in practice (o1 pév mevtakioyilot Adym povov pébncav 32.3). However, there is not
the same sense that the Four Hundred were an organized faction of conspirators
deliberately counterfeiting or impersonating a body of the Five Thousand with no
intentions of establishing it.

Still, a body of four hundred citizens with such great authority certainly required
some internal structure and set of organized agendas, and in describing the movement’s
primary advocates, Aristotle emphasizes the yevvaiotng of its leaders. At 32.2 Aristotle
provides a list featuring names the familiar dramatis personae offered by Thucydides at

8.68:

aitiov pdhota yevopévav Ietodvdpov kol Aviipdvtog kal Onpopévous, avopdv Kol
YEYEVNLEV®V €V Kol GUVEGEL Kol YVOUT S0KOOVTOV SLOPEPELY.

Those men primarily responsible (for the revolution) being Peisander, Antiphon, and Thramenes,
men both of good birth and reputed for their distinction in intelligence and judgement.
Aris. Ath. Pol. 32.2

153 Rhodes (1991) 395 notes that cda appears as a neuter plural alternative form of compia in a number of
Athenian inscriptions.
154 Cf. Sandys (1971) 132-3.
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These are three of the four men noted by Thucydides, and the absence of Phrynichus
should come as little surprise given that Aristotle has omitted him from his account of the
revolution entirely.?> Even though Avristotle has not used the term and its relatives, here
he attributes to these men distinctions that elsewhere are encapsulated in the word
yevvoiog. He notes that all three come from noble families (yeyevnuévov €0, a point upon
which Thucydides does not touch), and that the visible expression of the good heritage
these men have inherited is their extraordinary capacity for thought. The notion that
Avristotle has in mind is something roughly equivalent to what is expressed in Sophoclean
and Euripidean tragedy as yevvoiog — a combination of noble birth and the intelligently
virtuous behavior becoming of that station — and not merely that the three hail from old
aristocratic families seems confirmed by the fact that among them only Theramenes was
born from a particularly noteworthy father (i.e., the general, oecist, and proboulos
Hagnon).

Writing in the neighborhood of eighty years after the fact, Aristotle’s reference to
public safety as the goal of the drastic constitutional reforms he is about to describe
perhaps supports the notion that in 411 BC cwtnpia was an issue of immediate concern
and that Athenian citizens saw the necessity for undertaking radical measures to secure it.
While Aristotle’s account does share some points with the narrative offered by
Thucydides — notably, several of the same men primarily responsible for establishing
the oligarchy — for the most part they offer contrasting illustrations of the oligarchic

reforms of 411 BC. The fear in Athens arising from the clandestine actions of the

155 On the omission see Rhodes (1993) 408, who suggests that the omission of Phrynichus and that of
Critias from his role in the Thirty may be owed to a copyist’s error. Gomme (1981) 237 proposes a
preferable (in my view) theory: that Aristotle had jettisoned Phrynichus along with all other individual
politicians jostling for their own profit — including Alcibiades.
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shadowy conspiracy that weighs so heavily in Thucydides is absent in the Athenaion
Politeia, where instead the shift toward oligarchy is presented as an attempt to recreate a
more moderate ancestral polity. As often, the reality likely resides somewhere in the
middle, because both accounts are incomplete.>® The debaters and debates involved must
have been more numerous and complex than Aristotle or Thucydides could have
reconstructed in retrospect and from the outside of the conspiracy looking in; however,
taken together the two works offer a sense of how desperately serious the situation in
Athens was and the extent to which urgent questions surrounding cotmpia and the
qualifications of those claiming to be able to provide it inevitably seep into other
platforms for public discourse, including the tragic and comic stages.
Conclusion

These are the experiences endured by Athenian citizens at the hands of
conspirators in the later years of the Peloponnesian War. With the advantage of hindsight,
Thucydides looked back over the actions of conspirators in Athens and elsewhere in
Greece and sought to deduce the common elements that enabled them and the otdoig they
sow to spread like a plague. Later, in Book 6 he moves to smaller but even more anxiety-
provoking conspiracies active in Athens, as subversive elements within bodies of citizens
(perhaps including Alcibiades, perhaps not) participated in the profanation of the
Eleusinian Mysteries and sought to make their presence felt by vandalizing the herms.
Their efforts to breed fear were extremely successful, as is evidenced by the subsequent
trials and convictions of men accused of participating, on which both Thucydides and

Andocides provide valuable insight. Andocides in particular sheds some light on how

156 Rhodes (1993) 380-1.
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these conspiracies may have operated, even if the exact truth of his testimony remains
difficult to determine.

If we follow Thucydides account of the coup of 411, it was a summer of intense
mutual mistrust within the city, where the threat of secret assassinations by unknown
assailants forced virtually all citizens to acquiesce in the oligarchic reforms; though brief,
the terror preceding the 400 lingered in the city even after the democracy was
reestablished in spite of the citizens’ best efforts to assuage it.">’ However, from Aristotle
we receive a tremendously different sense of this constitutional revolution: he presents
the change in polity as a calm, orderly, and organized effort to curb the powers of an
extremely radical democracy by reestablishing limits inspired by the more moderate
models of the city’s ancestors (motpiovg vopovcg). As discussed above, the true level of
anxiety in the city in these years most likely resides somewhere in the middle of these
two accounts and individual citizens surely would have experienced these events in wide
variety of ways. And yet, as vastly divergent as these two sources are, there is a common
thread running through both which gives a strong indication of a major civic conundrum
hanging over all Athenian citizens: after such a devastating loss in Sicily and with the
tide of the war turning ever more against them, what kind of elite men (gennaioi) are in a
position to provide the city with the safety (soteria) it requires, and how can citizens ever
be sure that those claiming such an ability can be trusted? In Thucydides’ version,
Pisander insists that Alcibiades — and the aid of Tissaphernes that he will bring — is the
man who can deliver Athens from destruction; in Aristotle’s version, prudent and

thoughtful men urge the city to turn to their moderate democratic forebearers. For

157 The first attempt to ease lingering civic tensions was the Oath of Demophantos, one which see chapter 3
below.
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Sophocles and Euripides, however, this question is so complicated that it defies a singular
answer, and both poets in their dramas explore its many complexities — and the

consequences for getting it wrong.
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CHAPTER 3: EURIPIDES’ PHOENISSAE

Chapter Synopsis: Euripides’ Phoenissae was performed during the first celebration of
the City Dionysia following the political turbulence of the summer of 411 BC. Given
Athens’ recent experience with the oligarchic regime and the delicate state of its restored
democratic government, I argue in this chapter that Euripides’ dramatic representation
of debates over the responsible distribution of civic authority and the fracturing of
personal and political alliances would have resonated strongly with his contemporary
audience. After a brief introduction and synopsis of the play’s plot, I examine closely the
sources and consequences of the quarrel between Polynices and Eteocles, with emphasis
on the questions the play raises concerning the nature of yevvaudrng. As | examine in this
text and as becomes more pronounced still in the Philoctetes and Orestes, competing
notions of what characteristics distinguish people as “noble” are used to validate actions
undertaken by political factions against their adversaries. Next, | study the lengthy and
vitriolic aywv between Polynices and Eteocles, in which each man offers a diametrically
opposed (and in their own way, fundamentally flawed) perspective on the ethics and
obligations of leadership. The dywv (and Jocasta’s unsuccessful attempts to broker a
reasonable compromise) contemplates the value and dangers of several concepts relevant
to the maintenance of political safety with which the contemporary audience had
experience, including the right to uninhibited free speech (zappnoia), the willful
forgetting of past civic conflicts (u uvnoikaxeiv), and the dangers of excessive ambition
(prhomiuiar) in political leaders. Finally, | discuss Creon’s failed attempt to establish a
conspiracy with his son, Menoeceus. As | do in my examination of the subsequent dramas
in this study, | use certain key terms as focus points around which | articulate my inquiry:
appeals to swtypia feature prominently in Creon’s propositions that Menoeceus
prioritize the safety of their family over that of their fellow citizens, but it is ultimately a
course of action that Menoeceus’ more ethical yevvaiotng cannot allow. Throughout the
play, failures of trust either prohibit or abrogate confederacies which, on their surface,
have the appearance of stability.

Introduction

Euripides Phoenissae was first produced in 410 BC.%® It was an extremely

popular play in antiquity and was included among Euripides’ “select” plays (alongside

158 There is a small amount of controversy surrounding the date of Euripides’ Phoenissae, but virtually all
scholars are in agreement that the production date falls sometime between 411 and 408 BC. For the
purposes of this project | follow Mastronarde (1994) 11-4, who posits a possible date of 411 but a more
likely date of 410. For a complete bibliography on the controversy cf. Papadopoulou (2014) 454.
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the Hecuba and Orestes) handed down in the “Byzantine Triad,”**® and the fact that it
was parodied by Aristophanes (Ran. 1185-6)1%° and Strattis (Ath. 160b., Austin-Kassel
46-53),'%1 and also quoted by Plato (Phdr. 244d)*°? are indicative of the play’s early
popularity and broad appeal. The play was restaged on a number of occasions in the
decades and centuries after Euripides’ death, resulting in considerable doubt over the
authenticity of passages ranging from single lines to entire scenes in the surviving text.
For example, critics as far back as the author of the play’s hypothesis have suspected that
Electra’s “teichoscopia scene” (104-201) is entirely interpolated. Therefore, as my
analysis of this play proceeds | shall bear in mind the questions critics have expressed
over the authenticity of each particular section of the text, and I shall cite their misgivings

where necessary.

In spite of the problems surrounding the surviving text, the Phoenissae deals with
several issues that, | argue, must have resonated with the audience’s recent experience
with conspirators in the coup of 411 and the decades of war preceding it. As both the
citizens responsible for participating in the politics of the city and the soldiers charged
with its defense were present, the dramatization of war, the formation and fracturing of
civic alliances, and the debates over the most suitable form of government holds a strong
contemporary resonance. Moreover, the play also pointedly dramatizes the effect of civil

war on families — and on women in particular — alongside the miseries suffered by those

159 Cf. Craik (1988) 52. On the manuscript tradition of Euripides’ plays in general, see Barrett (1964) 44-84
and Michelini (1987) 3-5.

160 Cf. the opening of Oedipus’ departure speech at Phoe. 1595-9.

161 Strattis quotes Phoe. 460 verbatim in his fragmentary Phoenician Women, the longest surviving section
of which is a series of jokes aimed at the Theban dialect. Cf. Austin (1973) 216.

162 Cf. Phoe. 934, unvipdrov.

183 For a full chronology of the known reproductions of the Phoenissae, see Papadopoulou (2008) 153-6.
See also Diggle (1991).
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enduring long-lasting exile and their loved ones at home. In addition to the play’s
treatment of these contemporary themes, some critics have detected the influence of
sophistic ideas and modes of expression throughout the Phoenissae. Wordplay abounds
and comes in a variety of forms: punning, near-synonyms, alliteration, assonance, and
other linguistic flourishes add to the drama’s contemporary flavor.1®* As such, the play
provides an important point of entry for this study’s considerations of the lingering civic

mistrust among the audience and its manifestation on the tragic stage.

Before | begin my analysis of individual passages in the Phoenissae, a brief
review of the play’s major plot points is in order, and in tracing this narrative I emphasize
points in the text where notions of yevvaidtng and cmtnpio are prominent. The
Phoenissae dramatizes a narrative depicted twice in post-Homeric epic — the Oedipodea
and Thebaid, both lost — and in a fragmentary choral ode attributed to Stesichorus.® As
is typical for Euripidean drama, the play features numerous innovations in departure from
its tragic predecessors, Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes (467 BC) and Sophocles
Antigone (late 440s BC).1%¢ Unlike the narrative that Aeschylus and Sophocles offer in
their Theban plays, in Euripides’ version Jocasta has not committed suicide and delivers
the prologue. She begins by recalling the history of Thebes’ royal family, beginning with

Cadmus’ departure from Tyre and his founding of the city. She then outlines the

164 E.g. 55-8, 528-59, 718-9, 931-59, 1161. Craik (1985) 45 notes also a pervasive punning on the title of
the play: Phoinix, Cadmus’ brother and founder of the Phoenician city of Tyre, sounds remarkable like
powikeog (red, crimson), and it is invoked at points in the play in reference to slaughter, murder, or carnage
(e.g. 41-2; 1487).

165 On the mythology of Thebes and the House of Oedipus, cf. RE 1423-1552; LIMC V1 26-38 and VII 6-
15; Graves (1988) 67.1, 69.1, 105-6; Gantz (1993) 467-530 (and on Polynices and Eteocles in particular,
see 502-6).

166 There is some scholarly debate over the date of Sophocles’ Antigone, but most are in favor of 441 or 440
BC following a reference in the play’s hypothesis that Sophocles served as a general in the Samian
expedition shortly before its production. Cf. Fletcher (2015) 1264.
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vicissitudes of the fate of Oedipus — his birth and exposure, his patricide and incest, his
discovery of the truth and self-mutilation — culminating in the curse he laid upon Eteocles
and Polynices and their present impasse. To avert the curse, she explains, the brothers
agreed that each should rule Thebes for one year and then yield to the other cyclically,
lest they “divide their house with whetted sword” (ntdt c1onpmt ddHa Stadayeiv TOE,
68). However, upon the completion of Eteocles’ year on the throne he refuses to
relinquish the kingship and instead banishes Polynices to Argos. There, Polynices is
welcomed by King Adrastus, who provides him with his daughter’s hand in marriage and
an army with which to reclaim the throne (77-80). Presently, Jocasta has arranged for a
temporary truce that will allow Polynices entry into the city so that the brothers can

attempt to parley a ceasefire (81-4).

In the following (likely interpolated) scene, Antigone and a servant appear atop
the skéné to survey the army camped outside the walls (88-201). With their departure the
Chorus enters and explains that they are a contingent of women from Phoenician Tyre on
their way to serve in the temple of Apollo (203-13). They now find themselves stymied
within the walls of their sister city of Thebes by the siege of Polynices (239-49), whom
they favor in the conflict (291-300). Following the Chorus’ ode, Polynices enters with his
sword drawn in fear of an ambush (261-5). After Polynices’ dolorous reunion with
Jocasta (301-442) Eteocles enters and, in a speech laden with sophistic undertones (on
which, see page 108), praises tyranny (503-6) and refuses to negotiate an end to the
conflict (588-635). The Chorus then returns and sings a more optimistic version of the

founding and future of Thebes (638-80) than the one Jocasta offered in the prologue.
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Next, Eteocles and Creon meet on stage to discuss both public and private
business of the land (Aéymv 168", dg oikein Kol Kowva ¥0ovog| 0EA® Tpog avToV GupPaelv
Bovievpota, 692-3) — that is, matters of state to be determined both in public view and in
secret — which will be undertaken to save the city. First, Eteocles (following Creon’s
counsel) determines that he will select seven captains to defend the seven gates of Thebes
against Polynices’ champions (748-52), an action clearly visible to all residents of the
city. But additionally they add another means for securing the stability of their claim to
the throne of Thebes in a second agreement that the public does not witness: in the event
of Eteocles’ death, Creon is to see to the marriage of Antigone to his son, Haemon (757-
65), thereby ensuring a smooth transfer of power to a legitimate heir. As the audience is
aware, the first decision will result in the mutual slaying of the brothers and the end of the
cursed house of Laius, in favor of the other, nobler strand of Thebes’ heritage.'®” The
second decision will provide safety and divine favor for the city (tfjt 8' EvAofeion,
ypNooTaTNt OedV,| Tpocevyduesba Tvde dtouodoat mOAY, 782-3) (in spite of Creon’s
later efforts to subvert them). Finally, before engaging the enemy Eteocles decides that it
would be prudent to consult the prophet Tiresias, but insists that Creon deal with him

because Tiresias begrudges Eteocles’ previous criticisms of his prophecies (766-73).

After the choral ode, Tiresias enters and reveals to Creon that if he wishes to save
(cotmpiav, 898) the city it will require the sacrifice of his own son, Menoeceus (911-4):
the killing of the dragon from whose teeth the pure-bred Spartoi, “Sown Men,” of Thebes

were sprung has angered Ares, and only the sacrifice of one of those men will appease

187 The contrast between these two strands of Thebes’ noble family are contemplated in the following
choral ode (1018-66), and it lays the ultimate blame for the city” woes at the feet of Apollo (1042-6).
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him (931-42). While his father is present Menoeceus shares Creon’s shocked disbelief
and refusal to comply (919), and Creon insists that Menoeceus flee the city for his own
safety (cotnpia, 975) before the public has the opportunity to learn of the prophesy (mpiv
nobeiv maoav moAv, 970). Like other real and dramatic conspiracies familiar to the
Athenian audience in the late stage of the Peloponnesian War, Creon desires a course of
action that will result in cotpia for an individual (i.e., Menoeceus), to the detriment of
the oA he claims to serve. Upon Creon’s departure, however, Menoeceus reveals to the
Chorus his far different intentions: he will save the city (coow oAy, 997) by offering
himself as the noble sacrifice which his fellow citizens require but which his father lacks

the fortitude to provide.

After a choral ode praising Menoeceus’ selflessness (1018-66), a Messenger
enters to announce to Jocasta the sacrifice of Menoeceus for the safety of Thebes (tfjioe
yiit cotnpiav, 1092) and the clash of the seven Theban captains against their Argive
counterparts (1114-99). The Messenger tells Jocasta that to this point she is fortunate and
her sons remain alive (1209); but her sons intend to separate from their armies and settle
the conflict in single combat (1217-20). Jocasta summons Antigone from the house and
the two rush to attempt to put a stop to the duel (1270-83); however, a second Messenger
enters to reveal that Jocasta and Antigone arrived too late (1335). Eteocles and Polynices
have killed one another, he says, and in her grief Jocasta has slain herself atop their
corpses (1356-1450). At this point Antigone appears on stage with the bodies of her
brothers and mother, and she sings a lamentation beside Oedipus for the fate of their
house (1480-1581). Their song is interrupted by Creon, who now claims the throne of

Thebes for himself by virtue of Haemon’s betrothal to Antigone and immediately exiles
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Oedipus (1584-94). Moreover, in punishment for betraying his city, the corpse of
Polynices is to be left unburied and cast outside the country’s borders; anyone caught
attempting to offer funerary rites to the corpse, he adds, will be executed (1627-34). In
spite of Antigone’s supplication and attempts to reason with him, Creon refuses to yield
(1639-80), but does grant her leave to accompany her father. Oedipus foresees that he

will wander in exile until he dies in Colonus,'® near Athens.

As noted above, there is much in the ending of the play that gives commentators
and critics pause. The text that has been handed down in the manuscript tradition contains
a plot redundancy (Antigone desires both to remain in Thebes to bury her brother and to
accompany her father), and there are noteworthy grammatical and stylistic points that
suggest a hand other than Euripides’.1%® Mastronarde, for one, argues that line 1736 (in
which Antigone laments the loss of her city) is the last line of the play that could possibly
be genuine.’® While such interpolations provide an obstacle for textual critics and
editors, their presence is suggestive that the central themes of the play — the difficulty of
establishing and maintaining trust and the inability of those lacking a noble moral fiber to
provide cotnpio for those under their protection, for instance — were relevant and

compelling.

As is made clear in this brief overview of the plot, the Phoenissae is a play deeply
concerned with broken bonds of trust and fractured allegiances. In the remainder of this

chapter | examine closely each of these failures of allies to live up to the obligations their

168 Cf. Chapter 2 above on the contemporary importance of Colonus as the locale for the fateful assembly
authorizing the 400 in 411 BC.

169 Cf. Mastronarde (1982) 20-31 and Craik (1988) 245-9.

170 Mastronarde (1980) 19.
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counterparts expect and the resulting factional strife. A major contributing factor to the
crises playing out on stage, | argue, is a willingness on the part of several figures — and
Eteocles in particular — to adopt a sophistic rationale and justification for taking actions
that benefit themselves at the expense of harming those they have built a trusting
relationship. Whereas some of the play’s figures adhere to a more traditional faith in the
ability of language to cement trust between people, others take advantage of them by
adopting an ethical standpoint that denies the connections between words and the reality
that language claims to represent. The mutual destruction of Polynices and Eteocles --
standard bearers for quite irreconcilable ethical standpoints -- suggests that the inflexible
principles they represent would have been untenable in the Athenian political context of

410 BC.

Sources of Fraternal Strife

The central conflict of the Phoenissae — the civil war between the brothers
Polynices and Eteocles over the throne of Thebes — is a direct result of the breakdown of
an alliance that had the outward appearance of stability. To begin, by virtue of the fact
that the brothers were born into the same accursed family and were forced to endure the
same shame when the truth of their parentage was revealed, one expects that they would
enjoy from the outset a level of intimacy and shared sympathy that other men entering
into pacts (&raav, 71) cannot.1’* Additionally, one might expect that the bond of trust
they share is reinforced by their mutual complicity in a conspiracy aimed at dissolving

what remains of Oedipus’ grip on the throne of Thebes:

171 Craik (1988) 172 suggest that Jocasta’s use of the dual (69, 71, 74) in the lines describing her sons’
actions following the revelation of their parentage is indicative of their shared plight and common purpose.



92

€mel 6& TEKVV YEVUG U@V okaleTal,
KAMBpo1g Ekpoyav matép', Iv' Apviumy Toyn
YEVOLTO TOAAGDV dEOLEVT COPIOUATOV.
{dv &' €ot' &v oikolg” TPOg O¢ Tiig TOYNG VOGS DY
apag GpdTol TGV AVOCIOTATOG,

AT o137 Pt ddpa Srokayelv 6.1

But when the chins of my sons were darkened by beards
they hid their father behind locked doors, so that his fate
would be forgotten, though it was done with sly artifice.
Now, he lives in the palace. Made sick by this fate,
he calls down unholy curses on his sons,
that they divide this house with the whetted sword.
Phoenissae 63-8

As | examined in chapter 2 in discussion of Thucydides’ description of the steps
conspirators take in order to establish trust, here too Polynices and Eteocles undertake a
complex, deceptive operation (moALdv deopévn copioudtov, 65)173 to accomplish an
objective that benefits both. Moreover, their decision merely to hide (8kpoyav, 64)
Oedipus rather than to send him into exile has a two-fold advantage.*’ First, there is
always the possibility that an exiled Oedipus may one day return, thereby recalling the
shameful circumstances of his exile and the brothers’ polluted heredity. Second, locking
Oedipus away in the house clears the way for their ascendance to the throne, but it also
leaves open the option of returning Oedipus to public view if their legitimacy for
claiming the kingship should ever come into question.!’

In addition to their shared complicity in securing the incarceration of their father,

| argue that there is an additional component to Polynices’ and Eteocles’ consanguinity

172 All textual citation of the Phoenissae are from J. Diggle, Euripidis fabulae, vol. 3, Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1994: 83-179.

173 On the use of céiopa to indicate deceptive or underhanded contrivances in Euripides’ later plays, cf.
Phoe. 1408 (on which, see below), IT 1031, and Ba. 30, 489.

174 Diod. 4.65.1 claims that Polynices and Eteocles incarcerated Oedipus out of shame alone (tov pév
Oidimovv VO TAV VGV Evov pévely avaykacOijval o1 v aicybvnv), but here I argue that Euripides’
emphasis on the way their actions will be perceived (65) suggests a political motivation as well.

175 E.g. Soph. Ant. 164-74, where Creon first references the loyalty the citizens of Thebes held for the
Oedipus and his sons, and then claims legitimate absorption of that loyalty by way of Antigone’s betrothal
to Haemon.
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that should — but ultimately fails to — add an additional layer of trust between the
brothers: namely, their mutual condemnation by the curse of Oedipus dooming them to
divide their house with whetted sword (Onktdt cidnpwt dd o Stahoyelv T0de, 68). By
virtue of the fact that the curse offers no provisions or conditions for bringing on the
foretold destruction, I argue that the curse carries the implicit charge that Polynices and
Eteocles take an equal stake in forestalling the inevitable disaster they are fated to share.
Such cooperation, though, proves to be impossible; the brothers’ mutual destruction is
inevitable, and in the pages that follow | examine why the sons of Oedipus fail to broker
a lasting trust.

However, before turning to these points, it is worth noting the contemporary
resonance of the language Euripides uses to compose Oedipus’ curse, because in a sense
it functions as a decree governing the subsequent plot of the play. At the most basic level,
the language closely follows that of Aeschylus in his depiction of this narrative in the
Seven Against Thebes: his chorus also shudders at the sword-wielding hands that will
divide the property of Oedipus (kai ocpe cidapovoum| o1 xepi mote Aoyeiv| ktnuata, 788-
90),17® which in turn is thought to be a reference to Stesichorus’ attribution of the curse to
Polynices’ and Eteocles’ failure to apportion the finest cuts of sacrificial meat in the
Thebaid.!’” However, | argue that the reference to the once glorious house of Oedipus
being divided (diaAaygiv) into rival factions would have carried a politically charged
resonance for the Athenian audience of 410 BC. Having so recently endured the division

of their city into factions of oligarchs and democrats and being presently in the process of

176 Cf. Baldock (1989) 70.
177 Cf. Papadopoulou (2008) 34-5; later in the Phoenissae, Tiresias makes reference to Oedipus’ “denied
prerogatives” (yépa matpilodt E€odov, 874-5) as a factor contributing to his anger with his sons.
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restoring political stability that will culminate with the swearing of the Oath of
Demophantos, the disquiet provoked by the depiction of broken allegiances within a
fractured city must have struck a raw nerve in the psyche of Athenian citizens.
Following the lengthy and likely interpolated “teichosokpia scene” (88-201),
Polynices enters the stage with extreme caution, sensing that in spite of his mother’s
promise of truce he is still beset by unseen enemies. With sword drawn and eyes darting
in all directions in anticipation of a trap (265-8), Polynices professes with some
ambivalence that he simultaneously trusts and mistrusts the safety Jocasta has promised
(mémoBor pévtor unepi kKoo wéEno' dua,| fitig p' Eneloe 6dp' VTOGTOVOOV LOAELY, 272-
3).17® In these words there is the first hint of the crux that will lie at the center of the
impasse between Polynices and Eteocles in the coming agon: namely, an inability to
come to an agreement on the capacity of language to express truth and not merely be a
vehicle for deception.!’”® Even before the parlay with Eteocles has begun, Polynices’
uneasy confidence in the truce promised by his mother — whom he has no ostensible
reason to mistrust'®® — is evidenced by his cautious entrance. The necessity that all parties
entering a treaty be in accord with the terms agreed upon and the language in which they
are expressed is found in the very word Jocasta uses to describe the brothers’ failed pact:
she relates that they came together in an agreement (Evpupavt' €taav, 71) over how the

kingship was to be shared, when in reality their expectations were not as congruent as the

178 Cf. Jocasta’s own reference to truce at 81-2: éye &' Eptv ADovs' vrdcmovdov LoAelv| Enelca wondi moida
wpiv yadoot dopog. Craik (1988) 173 notes in particular the grim note of foreboding in the alliterative
effects of line 82.

179 For a brief summary of earlier scholarship on elements of sophistry in the plays of Euripides, cf.
Conacher (1998) 13-7. For a more recent treatment, see Gibert (2015) 607-10.

180 Cf. Polynices’ expression for his deep trust of his mother at 364-5 (&v 8¢ p' deelel, [onovdai Te kai o
nioTic), and also Jocasta’s sincere joy in her reunion with her long exiled son in her speech from 310-54.
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&bv- prepositional prefix implies. It is a small wonder, then, why Polynices approaches
Jocasta’s truce with skepticism.

However, as the reunion scene proceeds, it becomes clear that Polynices’ mistrust
of language has a deeper philosophical source closely related to notions of yevvoidtng
than that aggravated by his brother’s deceptive annexation of the Theban throne. To lay
the groundwork for her upcoming appeal to Polynices’ patriotism and sense of alienation
in an effort to broker a ceasefire, Jocasta inquires what Polynices has experienced as an

exile:

{lo.} [xai 81 ¢' &pwtd TpdTOV OV YPHIL® TUYETV']
11 10 61épecon TaTpidog; T KoKV péya;
{[To.} péywotov' Epymi &' €oti peilov §j Adyot.
{Io.} tic 0 TpOTOG O TOV; Ti PUYACIY TO JLOYEPES;
{[To.} &v pév péylotov: ook &yel mappnoiay.
{Io.} Sovrov 168" elmag, Ui Aéysw & Tic Povei.
{ITo.} 10 T®V KPUTOVVTI®V Gpabiog PEPEY YPEDV.
{Io.} kol TodTo ATPHV, GUVAGOPELV TOIG LT GOPOIC.
{[To.} &AL &g 10 KEPSOG TOPA VGV SOVAELTEOV.
{lo.} ai &' éAmideg Pookovot puyddag, g Adyog.

Jo: And now I ask you the first of the things I desire to know:
What is it like to lose your fatherland? Is it a great evil?
Po: The greatest: in practice it is far worse than in description.
Jo: What is its manner? What is difficult for exiles?

Po: One thing is the most: there is no free speech.

Jo: This is the speech of slaves, not to say that which one thinks.
Po: It is necessary to endure the follies of those in power.
Jo: This also is painful: to join fools in their foolishness.
Po: Yes, in order to attain profit one must enslave his spirit.
Jo: Hopes nourish exiles, as they say.

Phoenissae 388-96

Of all the tribulations Polynices has endured in exile, he says that the greatest one of all is
the loss of free speech (ovk &yel mappnoiav, 391), or more specifically the inability for a
man of his aristocratic standing to interact with other people of his rank on a level
commensurate with his noble quality. An Athenian audience would have strong sympathy
for Polynices’ loss of mappnoio and the unimpeded self-expression it allows because they

claimed it as a virtue and a privilege enjoyed by Athenian citizens to a far higher degree
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than other Greeks.'®! Here it is important to draw a sharp distinction between twenty-first
century notions of “free speech” (which in most modern societies is considered a basic
human right) and the kinds of limitations Polynices’ exile has imposed upon him. In the
introduction to a recent study on mappnoia, editors Baltussen and Davis note that the
terms refers more specifically to “frank speech,” the ability “to say what you think.”8
As Polynices notes in line 393 (tac td@v kpatovvtov aupadiog pépety ypedv), the loss of
nappnoia denies a citizen the ability to speak out in safety against the follies of their
rulers without the threat of retaliation.

| propose that, in the passage cited above, Polynices and Jocasta both conceive of
nappnoia as a significant component of yevvarotng. First, Jocasta says that one of the
burdens of slavery is to be forbidden to give unfettered voice to one’s thoughts (392),
which suggests implicitly that legal freedom carries also the benefit of a freedom of self-
expression. In response, Polynices remarks on the political implications of nappnoia:
those living under a tyrant (or, | argue, under a group of secretive oligarchs such as the
ones Thucydides describes as the driving force behind the coup of 411) have no voice
with which they can admonish their ruler (393), which again offers implicit support and
approval for the polyphony of democracy. For those lacking nappnoia, Polynices insists,
the only option available for advancing their interests is to suppress their true nature and
act as if they were slaves to the potentates above them (&AL £c 10 KE€pdog Tapa pHoY

dovlevtéov, 395). In the context of tyranny, Polynices implies that those unable to mask

181 Notions of mappnoio appear in a number of Euripides’ works, perhaps most prominently at Hipp. 422:
ghevbepor Tappnoia BdAlovTeg oikoiev molv kKhewvdv Abnvav. Cf. also lon 672, Ba. 668, Ph. 391, and for
non-Euripidean treatments see Aristophanes Th. 541, Isocrates 2.28 and 8.14, and Plato Rep. 557b. Cf.
Mastronarde (1994) 259 and Baltussen & Davis (2015) 4-8.

182 Baltussen & Davis (2015) 1.
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their genuine thoughts and act in ways which placate their sovereigns risk facing the
same political exclusion he has. Further, the thought that there is a direct correlation
between political efficacy and noble birth is articulated in the lines that follow: Jocasta is
dismayed that Polynices’ nobility was not an asset in his exile and he remarks that his
linage failed to provide access even to the basic resources necessary for survival ({Io.}
008" NOYEveld o' fpev eic Byog puéyav; {I1o.} koxdv 1O | "yewv 10 Yévog ok EPocks e,
404-5).183 In other words, a central component of Polynices’ predicament is the failed
expectation that his gvyéveio on its own will lead to inclusion in the ruling faction of
Thebes and the political safety it provides — a theme which offers something of a polemic
against the Athenians’ use of exile as the conflict between Polynices and Eteloces comes

to a head.

The Fractured Alliance of Polynices and Eteocles

How, then, does the play account for the failure of Polynices’ evyéveia to provide
him with the political security he relied on in negotiating the shared kingship of Thebes
with his brother? When Eteocles arrives on stage and the brothers’ acerbic agon ensues,
there emerges a clear and fundamental disagreement over the ethical use of language as a
vehicle for articulating and masking truth. Like most tragic agon scenes, this one (443-
637) serves less to allow its interlocutors to find reconciliation between two diametrically
opposed points of view and more to entrench Polynices and Eteocles in their obstinate

positions, thereby locating the headwaters of their eventual mutual destruction in an

183 polynices repeats this sentiment shortly thereafter when he remarks upon the incongruity between
aristocracy and nobility, saying that nobility has no value for those in poverty (wévng yap o0&V 0yevig
avnp, 442). However, this section of the text is highly suspicious to textual critics. On similar explanatory
gnomic conclusions to a rhesis in Euripides, see Johansen (1959) 151-9 and Mastronarde (1993) 270.
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ethical discord. Specifically and as noted above, here Polynices enters into a debate one
might imagine brewing between conservative Athenian rhetoricians and more progressive
ones who enjoy the benefits of a sophistic education. In the past scholars such as
Untersteiner, Nestle, and Decharme have studied the many instances of sophistic
language and rhetorical practice on the lips of Euripidean figures, and they conclude in
general that the playwright took a hostile perspective on the Sophists (as do Aristophanes,
Plato, Aristotle, and others). However, in the following analysis of the agon between
Polynices and Eteocles and the ethical standpoints contained therein | propose a more
neutral perspective: | suggest that Euripides makes use of these two stridently antithetical
points of view not with an eye toward promoting one over the other, but rather because
they resonate poignantly with the civic experience of his audience.

Before the brothers’ dy®v begins in earnest, Jocasta offers a piece of gnomic
wisdom aimed at producing an amicable negotiation, and it is advice that would have
served any Greek nolig well and Athens in particular as it is in the process of recovering

from the coup of 411:

TapavEcat 0& ceOY Tt fovAopal GOEOV
Otav eihog TG avdpi BupmBbeig eidmt
¢ &v ovveABav Sppat dpupacty S1ddt,
' ol TjKet, TadTO YPT| LOVOV GKOTETV,
Kak@®V 0& TV piv undevog pveiav Exewv.

I desire to advise something wise to both of you:
When one friend is made angry at another friend,
when going to see him face to face, once he’s come
to this person, it is necessary to discuss (on) this matter
and to make no mention at all of evils (in the) past.
Phoenissae 460-4

Here Jocasta invokes the political principle of un pvnowoxeiy, the decision of a city to

collectively and deliberately forget past civic strife in the hope of passing amnesty and
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recovering from otdoic.® Mastronarde suggests that pm pvnoucaxsiv would have
become increasingly important throughout Greece in the years leading up to the
production of the Phoenissae, following the widespread outbreak civil strife.!®® To this |
add that with the coup of 411 so recently suppressed, and Athens still in the process of
restoring constitutional order, Jocasta’s appeal for absolution from past strife must have
held a strong contemporary, local resonance. Indeed, in staging this scene Euripides
shows a keen sensitivity to the difficulty involved in restoring peace between the
politically disenfranchised and their usurpers: throughout the scene that follows,
Polynices and Eteocles look at one another only askance and with bitter anger (455-9),
and in addressing each other they use only the third person (474, 477, 478, 481, 511), just
as is the standard practice for opponents in forensic speeches.'8® The kind of pm
uvnowokeiv Jocasta urges her sons to accept will remain out of reach because their
mutual resentment prohibits them from the direct communication that would make
amnesty possible.

Polynices is the first to speak in the aydv, and in the opening lines he posits a

connection between clear, straightforward language, truth, and the justice he seeks:

amhodg 6 puobog tig aAndeiag Epv,
KOV TOKiA®V el Thvoty' Epunvevpdatmv:
ExeLyoap odta Koupdv: 0 &' &dukog Adyog
VOOV &V aVTML POPLAK®Y SETTOL GOQDV.

The argument of truth is by nature simple,
and justice does not need intricate explanations:
for on its own it has the proper measure. But an unjust
argument, being diseased in itself, requires shrewd medicines.
Phoenissae 469-73

184 The concept of ) pvnotkakeiv is most famously employed seven years after the production of the
Phoenissae in the wake of the expulsion of the Thirty (cf. Andoc. Myst. 81, Xen. Hell. 2.4.43, Arist. Clouds
999, Lys. 590, and Wealth 1146).

185 Mastronarde (1994) 279.

186 Cf. Craik (1988) 196 and Papadopoulou (2008) 96.
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As Mastronarde observes, Polynices’ language throughout this passage exemplifies
precisely the kind of simplicity (amlodc, 469) he praises in these lines, thereby
simultaneously expressing and utilizing the assertion he is attempting to make: namely,
that clearly articulated truth is the only antidote for sophistic rhetoric.'® Polynices’
comparison of unjust argument to a physical disease (voc®v, 73) seems very much in the
same vein as Thucydides’ similar analogy in his description of the “plague” of 6tdoig
that swept across Greece.'8 Here, Polynices puts his case succinctly and to the point: he
held up his end of the accord he struck with his brother and departed Thebes of his own
volition (473-7), but Eteocles refuses to abide by the oath they swore before the gods
(482-3). He adds that he has no desire to exact a penalty from Eteocles and will send his
army away if the original contract is restored. To frame this concise statement of the facts

of his case, he reiterates his call for plane, simple rhetoric:

TodT avf' Ekaota, pijtep, ovyl TEPUTAOKAS
Loyov dOpoicag elmov GALY Kol GoQoig
Kol Toiot PavAoLS EvOty', G €nol doKeT.
I have spoken the precise facts, plain and simple, Mother,
not stringing together intricacies of words but saying what

is just to the wise and to the simple, as it seems to me.
Phoenissae 494-6

Once again, Polynices makes a claim to truth based on his use of wise, frank speech (kai
00(oi¢ Kai Toiot pavioig, 495-6) and not by mustering ornate rhetoric (obyi tepuhoxadg|
Loy adpoicag eimov, 494-5). In other words, simple language is an inherently better

vehicle for examining whether statements are true or false because it does not make any

187 Mastronarde (1993) 280; cf. Conacher (1998) 14.

188 Thucydides 3.82.3-6; on the comparison between otéoic and a contagious disease, cf. Hornblower
(1991) 480. Mastronarde (1993) 281 points out that tragedians use metaphors of illness somewhat
regularly, but only here is Adyog itself diseased.
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attempt to mask untruth in rhetorical flourish. Indeed, here he posits “simple” (pavro1g,
496) rhetoricians as a desirable foil for more clever (cogoic, 495) ones. Polynices
intimates that unnecessarily ornate or meticulously woven language so muddles a line of
argumentation that it becomes an easy task to blur the line between truth and fiction. One
suspects that such markedly anti-sophistic sentiments as these would have had much
appeal to an Athenian audience who had so recently endured the consequences of silver-
tongued oligarchs such as Peisander.18

Like Polynices, Eteocles exemplifies the very rhetorical ethics he espouses in his
reply. His response is opaque, lacking any clear internal logic or identifiable formal
structure, and seems composed for the sole purpose of obscuring the fact that he is the
one who has broken the oath. He begins with a four-line gnomic statement that references

several sophistic hallmarks:

€l Taot TLTOV KOAOV EQv Gopdv ' dpa,

ok v &v dueilextoc avOpodmolg Epic:
viv 8' 000’ Spotov ovdev ovT icov Ppotoig
TV OVOpaoLY* TO ' Epyov ovK EGTIV TOOE.

If to all men what is fine and at the same time wise were the same
thing, there would be no quarreling strife among men.
But in actual fact there is nothing that is like or equal among men
Except their use of like words: the reality is not that.
Phoenissae 499-502

As Mastronarde notes, Etecoles’ effort to destabilize the foundations that serve as
predicates for establishing standards for moral and ethical behavior is reminiscent of
Protagorean relativism, Gorgianic skepticism, and sophistic considerations of the
vouoc/pvoic dichotomy (i.e., the disunity between name [6vouacv] and reality

[€pyov]).1*° These words, though, are far more than sophistic rhetorical flourish: by

189 Cf. Thucydides 8.53.2-3.
19 Mastronarde (1993) 288, where he notes a handful of other parallels between Eteocles’ speech, and
Protagoras’ Kataballontes and the Dissoi Logoi of Gorgias.
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reducing the ethical basis of the oath he swore with his brother to mere semantics open to
individual interpretation, Eteocles not only absolves himself of guilt for violating the

oath, but also offers justification for his unabashed longing for tyranny:

EY® Yap 00OV, pitep, AmokpOYas Ep@”
Gotpov av EMo' THAlovT Tpog dvtorag
Kol yiig Evepbe, duvatdg dv dpdoat Tdde,
v Bedv peyiomv dot' Exev Tvpavvida.

70T 0BV 10 YpNoTOV, pfjTEP, OVYL PovAopon

Aot Tapeival paiiov 1 cdle époi

avavdpia yap, 0 TAEov B0TIC ATOAEGOG

ToVA0GoOV EAOfE.

elmep yap AdKeV xp1|, TVPAVVISOC TTEPL
KAAAMOTOV ASIKETY, TaALL &' €DoEPELV YpedV.
I will speak, Mother, concealing nothing.
I would go to where the sky’s stars rise
and beneath the earth, were it in my power to do this,
in order to possess Tyranny, the greatest of the gods.
Therefore, 1 do not wish to yield this benefit
to another man, but rather to preserve it for myself.
For it is unmanly for someone to give up the greater thing
and take the lesser.

If it is necessary to be unjust, it is best to be unjust
for the sake of tyranny, being reverent in all other matters.

Phoenissae 503-10; 524-5
Eteocles has turned the tables on the argument Polynices put forth, claiming that it would
be unmanly (&vavdpia, 509), cowardly (i Muknvaiov 60poc| eoPmt mapeiny okijmtpo
Tapd Td' Eyetv, 513-4), and shameful (aioydvopat, 510; dvedog, 513) for him to
acquiesce to his brother and voluntarily hand over a portion of his autocracy. It is
noteworthy that in embracing his personified Tyranny (506) in the most superlative of
terms he references perhaps a two-fold safety (cm1lewv, 508): he will preserve authority
for himself, but he will also use that authority to protect himself from his enemies (i.e,
Polynices). More than his merely keeping Tyranny for his own possession and

enjoyment, here | argue that Eteocles gestures toward the same notions of safety that
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Euripides treats in the Orestes and Sophocles in the Philoctetes: namely, that by necessity
political safety is likely to be achieved only when one group consciously chooses to
include certain individuals and to exclude others. The benefit of tyranny, Eteocles
implies, is that true safety is exclusive to a party with his exclusive membership.

Having heard the arguments put forth by both her sons, Jocasta makes one final
effort to arbitrate a peaceful solution in one of the longest surviving ayov speeches of
tragedy. Her piioig combines the same rational and lucid call for justice as Polynices
proposed, but she adopts Eteocles’ rhetorical strategy of invoking a divine personification
of the virtues she encourages her sons to adopt. To begin, she warns Eteocles that the
Tyranny he praises is in fact something else entirely: an unquenchable Ambition
(Dotuia, 532):

i Tfig Kakiong dapdveV Epiecat
dotipiag, Tod; pur oo ¥ dducog 1 Bedc
TOAOVG O' £€¢ 01KOVG Kkal TOAELS £DSATpLOVAG
€oM\Oe KAENAD' én' OAEDpmL TOV YpOUEVOV"
£¢' fL o0 paivi.

Why do you long for the worst of the divinities,
Ambition, my child? Do not do this: she is an unjust goddess.
She enters into many houses and prosperous cities
and has departed upon the destruction of those associated with her.
For her you are going mad.

Phoenissae 531-5

The language and imagery of Jocasta’s remarks are suggestive not only of an increasingly
pejorative sense of ulotipia at the time of the play’s production, but also of the
destabilizing effects on a civic body of such ambition in the hearts of aspiring oligarchs.
Whereas @uhotipia is treated in a far more favorable light in Aeschylus’ Supplices (655-
61) and Eumenides (1032-5), authors of the later fifth century view ambition men with
far greater suspicion. Pindar, for instance, warns of the propensity for ambitious men to

fracture a city into otdoig (dyav erlotipiav| pvopevot &v moresty Gvdpeg| fj otdoy dAyog
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gueavée, fr. 210),1%t and Herodotus relates that the daughter of Periander, when sent to
parley with his son Lycophron the tyrant of Corcyra, calls ambition for power an “ill-
omened possession” (®loTiin Ktipo okadv, 3.53.4).

More immediately relevant, however, are two references to pilotipio in
Thucydides. First, Thucydides explains that after the death of Pericles numerous
disastrous projects were undertaken to satisfy the personal ambitions (tag idiog
euotiag, 2.65.7) of self-serving political leaders, who were eager to increase their
prestige by exposing their countrymen to danger. It is precisely this notion of the
competitive component of guhotyio that, as Jocasta conceives of it, upends the
equilibrium of power in a city and drives those with less access to authority into conflict
with those who have more: 10 yap icov voppov avOpdnolc Epu,| Tdt TAéovi ' aiel
noléuiov kobiotota| todAaccov £x0pac 0' nuépag katdpyetar, 538-40. Second, as
discussed in chapter 2 above (on the historical context in which the Phoenissae is
grounded), Thucydides in book 8 conceives of pilotipio as a component of oligarchy
which is simultaneously essential and fatal, one which is at the heart of the impulse for
elite citizens to lay claim to authority over the &fjuog, but which also fuels a private,
competitive drive for each individual oligarch to rise slightly higher than his peers (kart'
idiog 6& erioTipiag ol TOALOL DTGV TG TOOVT® TPOGEKEIVTO. .. TAVTES YOP aONUEPOV
a&odotv ovy dmwg foot, GALA Koi oA TpdTOG 0TOg EKacTog eivar, 8.89.3). Likewise,
Jocasta urges Eteocles to consider precisely the same self-destructive nature of piiotipia,

when she asks:

ay', v o' Epopat dvo Adoy® tpobeic’ dua,
TOTEPO. TVPOVVETY 1| TOAY cddoal OEAELS,

191 pindar fr. 210 is a subject of debate among textual critics; these are the lines as rendered by Page and
Rouse (1915) 608, which follows Plutarch’s citation of the lines at de cohib. 457b.
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£pElg Tupavvely; fiv 8€ viknont o' 6d¢
Apyeid T £yym 60pv 10 Kadpeiov Eny
[6ymt dopacHev Gotv Onpaiov T6ds,
Oymt 8¢ ToALAG aiyLaAmTIONG KOPOG
Biot Tpdg avop@dv Tolepimv mopBovpévag,. |
Samovnpdg dp' 6 mhodtog OV (nTeig Exstv
[yevioeton ORBoict, poTIog 8¢ 61].1%2

Come, if I ask a question setting two arguments forth at once,
whether you desire to be tyrant or to save the city,
would you say ‘to be tyrant?” But if this man overcomes you,
and the Argive sword overpowers the Cadmeian spear,
[you will see this city of Thebes defeated]
you will see many captive women forcibly
carried off as booty by the enemy.]

The wealth that you seek to have
will be costly for Thebes, since you are ambitious.
Phoenissae 559-67

Here, Jocasta posits tyranny (tvpavveiv, 561) — the result in the city of unchecked
euotwia, if not an outright synonym for it'%*— as diametrically opposed to and mutually
exclusive with the cwtmpia of a citizen body (ré6Av oo, 561). To choose tyranny over
the safety of peace, as she anticipates Eteocles will, not only would brand him as
euotog (567) but would also make him as culpable for the destruction of Thebes as his
brother would be. Combining Euripides’ treatment of gilotwuia here, in the year

following the coup, with Thucydides’ treatment of the term (along with the negative

192 There is some disagreement among textual critics over the authenticity of this section of Jocasta’s pficic.
Kovacs (2003) 62-7, for one, feels that the whole central section of the speech (552-8) is interpolated and
should be deleted. Part of Kovacs’ objection is based on, “the irrelevant pathos of the captive maidens and
the lameness of the concluding couplet.” Others, such as Dindorf and Valckenaer, are more conservative
and delete only a handful of couplets throughout the passage. While almost all critics delete the line 567
(which contains the word @iAotyog), I maintain that considerations of @iAotwuia lay at the heart of
Jocasta’s line of questioning in the passage following the prominence of the term in the earlier, more
textually sound section of the pfioig.

193 On the equivalence of guotipio and Topavvic, cf. IA 342 and 385 where each might be taken to mean
“supreme power.” On the political expediency of substituting the word “tyranny” for “oligarchy” in efforts
to restore democratic stability following the coup of 411, see chapter 3 below.
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comments from Pindar and Herodotus noted above) leaves the sense that immediately
after 411 BC and for some time later, the term recalled the anxieties of fractional strife.1%*
In spite of Jocasta’s efforts to diffuse the enmity between her sons with
reasonable political compromise, the distrust and disdain resulting from their fractured
agreement makes acquiescence from either party impossible. The brothers continue to
trade insults (e.g. 594-600), accuse one another of hubris (620), and are eager to slay one
another (621-2). Finally, Polynices’ previous readiness to stand down and send away his
forces in exchange for Eteocles’ restoration of their accord evaporates; he condemns the
House of Oedipus to ruin (éppétm mpomag dopog, 624), and lays the blame for the coming
destruction squarely on his brother’s intractability (kdv ti cot, TOAG, yévnTot, ur| 'Ué,

TOVvoeE &' aitid, 629).

Creon and Menoeceus: When Conspiracies Fail

When Creon comes to the stage midway through the play, there is a notable shift
in tone, as the audience’s attention zooms away from the uncompromising interpersonal
conflict between Polynices and Eteocles and turns toward the devastating implications
the fraternal strife will have on Thebes and its citizens. As the brother of Jocasta and
thereby simultaneously uncle and great-uncle to Polynices and Eteocles, Creon is in a
unique position to do a service to Thebes: by his connection to the royal family, he can
legitimately claim authority to act on behalf of the woéAig, but he is also not subject to the

maladies of the House of Oedipus. Eteocles references Creon’s political and personal

194 Cf. Hornblower (1987) 119, where notes the re-evaluation by Jocasta of the words @ulotipio (532) and
‘Tootnta (equality, 536). He suggests that the whole section is about ntieove&ia (greed), and is decidedly
Thucydidean, especially regarding the “stasis model” of 3.82.8.
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standing the moment the latter arrives on stage, saying that he must speak with him about
matters both private and public (Aéywv tdd', d¢ oikela Kai Kowva x0ovoc| 0EAm Tpog avTov
ovpPaieiv Bovievpata, 692-3), presumably because rule of Thebes will fall to Creon if
Eteocles should fall in battle. Indeed, Creon relates that he was actively working for the
defense of the city during the brief truce and has even captured an enemy combatant in
the meantime, from whom he has learned of Polynices’ plan to encircle and lay siege to
the city (707-12).

Creon’s impulse to protect Thebes’ smaller force by taking up a defensive
position within the city walls is noteworthy in the ensuing stichomythia, and his prudent
calls for careful deliberation counterbalance Eteocles’ bloodlust. Creon warns that victory
can only be won by way of good council (kai unv 16 vikay <y"™> €oti mév gvffovAiog,
721), that every option should be explored before taking action ({Et.} fooAnt tpdmmpot
oMo' 0dov¢ dAlac Tvac| {Kp.} mhoag ye, mpiv kivovvov eicdmaé poiely, 722-3), and
finally that it is best to be on guard against dangers instead of taking them head-on (érov
Kakiov 1o puAdooectar kaAdc, 731). Ultimately Creon prevails upon Eteocles not to
sally forth into battle, but rather to station troops at all seven gates of Thebes, each of
which is to be led by a captain of Eteocles’ choosing, and in doing so he encapsulates the
source of the entire crisis in a simple gnomic statement: “You must share command: one
man cannot see all (koi Evotpatiyovg <y gic &' avip ov mavd' dpd, 745).” Indeed,
Eteocles’ inability to share authority is the literal source of the present conflict — though
Polynices culpability can hardly be ignored, as he is the aggressor in the present military

standoff. However, Creon’s statement and the recommendation that Eteocles select six



108

men whom he trusts to lead in his place (évotpatiyouc)!® suggests a political philosophy
that fundamentally mistrusts tyranny. A tyrant, he suggests, is restrained by his own
ability and ethical limitations, whereas a group of men with shared authority can combine
their strength and wisdom to protect a greater number of people. Euripides’ captious
presentation of a political philosophy that tacitly endorses oligarchy so soon after the
turbulence of the coup of 411 would likely have been unsettling to his audience, and this
presentation is an instance of rhetoric that will recur again in the late fifth century%
wherein Athenians use the term “tyranny” as a byword for any antidemocratic
behavior.1%

And yet, for all the virtue of Creon’s calls for caution and prudent deliberation,
scholars such as Papadopoulou detect a critical flaw in his character: namely, a lack of
moral wisdom necessary to guide his resolve to protect Thebes.'®® This deficiency rises to
the surface first in Creon’s encounter with Teiresias, whom Eteocles has summoned to
ask how the city might be saved. The term cotpio (and its cognates) is central to the
ensuing conversation, occurring 8 times over the course of 79 lines:!%® Creon is desperate
to know how cotnpio might be obtained (e.g. 898), and Teiresias is cautious to maintain
ocotpio for himself as he delivers a prophecy he knows Creon will despair to hear (e.g.
891):

{Te.} ticove oM vov Becpatmv Eudv 660V
[6 dpdvteg Gv choote Kaduegiov o]
o@a&ar Mevoikéa t0vde del 6' vmEp maTpag,
o0V TTodd', £mE1dn TV TOYMV adTOC KAAETS.

195 Cf. Mastronarde (1993) 358: the term refers to a board of generals and this is a hapax in tragedy.
Euripides’ choice of a term far outside of the tragic register may suggest his sensitivity to the possibility
that this topic remained relevant to his audience so soon after the civic strife caused by the oligarchs.

1% Most notably in the swearing of the Oath of Demophantos, on which see chapter 3 below.

197 Cf. Raaflaub (2003) 59-60.

198 papadopoulou (2008) 63.

199 Cf. 890, 893, 898, 900, 910, 912, 918, and 952.
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{Kp.} Tl pfig; Tiv' elmag 1ovde ndbov, & yépov;
{Te.} dnep mEPnVe, TODTO KAVAYKT GE dpav.
{Kp.} & modd MéEag &v Bpoysl Aoyot koxd.

{Te.} ool y', GALO ToTpidt peydra Kol GOTAPLOL.
{Kp.} ovk &khvov, o0k Kovea” YoUpET® TOAG.
{Te.} avnp 68' ouKéD' avTdS EKvedEL TOALY.

{Kp.} xaipov 16" o yap cdV pe O LOVTEVUATOV.
{Te.} andlwiev aAnbet, €mel 6L SLOTVYEIS;

Te.: Hear now the path of my prophesies
[by enacting which you might save the city]:
it is necessary to slaughter Menoeceus, your son,
on behalf of the city. You yourself called for your fate.
Cr.: What are you saying? What tale do you speak, old man?
Te.: The one that has appeared. This you need to do.
Cr.: Oh, how many woes you spoke in a brief word.
Te.: Yes, for you, but also great safety for your country.
Cr.: I’ve not heard it, I’'m not listening. City be damned!
Te.: This man is no longer the same. He’s turned aside a bit.
Cr.: Farewell then! I have no need for your prophesies.
Te.: Has the truth been destroyed, since you are suffering?
Phoenissae 911-22

Teiresias’ observation that Creon is no longer the same man he was when their
conversation began is certainly true, and | would suggest that the drastic change follows
directly from his lack of moral wisdom that can make a distinction between personal and
public cotpia, which, as Tiresias summarizes succinctly, are in this instance
diametrically opposed options (fj yap moida odoov 1j Toiwv, 953). In this sense,
Papadopoulou has made the observation that Creon’s response to the prophecy draws him
into an ethical parallel with Eteocles (though, |1 would add, Creon remains the far more
rational figure): “Like Eteocles earlier (560), so here Creon faces a dilemma between his
private concern and the civic interest, and in the end he chooses the former at the expense
of the latter...Creon’s phrase, ‘let the city go’ (919) echoes Eteocles’ very similar, ‘let the
whole house be damned.”?® Indeed, at its most basic level, Creon’s refusal to sacrifice

Menoeceus stems from a lack of ethical courage and foresight: if the boy is not sacrificed

200 papadopoulou (2008) 63.
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and Thebes falls to Polynices’ army, one thinks it well within the realm of possibility that
Menoeceus may still be killed in the process.

To an audience of Athenian citizens still dealing with the political fallout from a
group of oligarchic conspirators who faced precisely the same dilemma — work in secret
toward achieving cwtpia for themselves as individuals at the expense of their
countrymen, or seek an equitable cowtmpia for all Athenian citizens — the choice Creon
makes must have powerfully recalled the apprehension and ire the unravelling of the
coup of 411 provoked. Without a heartbeat’s hesitation Creon chooses cwtmpio for
Menoeceus and condemns the citizens of Thebes to destruction. In doing so, | argue, he
attempts to form a conspiracy with Menoeceus that, like all other conspiracies on the

tragic stage, promises safety through secrecy:

G elo, Tékvov, Tpiv padelv Ticoy oMY,
axoAaoT' édoag pavteny Beonicparoa,
0edy' d¢ TayloTa Thod' draiiaybeig xBovag.
[Aé€er yap apyaic kai oTpatnAdTolg Téoe
TOAOG €' EMTOL KO AOYAYETOG LOADV. |
Kav pev pBdompey, €0t cot cmtnpia:
fiv ' VotepNoNIc, oiyduecha, Kathavijt.

But come, my son, before the whole city learns this,
do not heed the unbridled prophecies of seers,
escape from this country having fled as fast as you can.
[For he will tell these things to the authorities and generals
going to the seven gates and their captains.]
If you are quick, there will be safety for you;
if you delay, we are ruined, you will be killed.
Phoenissae 970-6

As Creon makes clear, this plot to save Menoeceus’ life is predicated on swift, secret

action; once Tiresias relates his oracle to the rest of the city (973-4),2%! it will be too late

201 Willink deletes 973-4, following Valckenaer and Wecklein, and a scholiast points out that, were
Menoeceus to escape the city he would have to pass by the captains guarding the gates anyway (on which,
cf. Reeve [1972] 250). If the lines are interpolated then the strong sense of urgency Creon feels can be
gleaned from elsewhere in the passage (e.g. 970, 990); if they are genuine, they perhaps underscore the
thoughtlessness with which Creon has decided to save Menoeceus.
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to prevent the citizens from saving themselves by sacrificing the boy. Indeed, it may be
this sense of urgency that allows Menoeceus to persuade Creon to allow a third
conspirator into the plot: before departing from the city, Menoeceus insists on saying
goodbye to Jocasta, who breastfed him as an infant following the death of his mother
(986-9).

Commentators have offered a few suggestions as to the curious and unique detail
in this play that Menoeceus’ mother died in his infancy, when she is more typically alive
to witness the war between Polynices and Eteocles (e.g. Statius Theb. 10.793): perhaps
the adoption by Jocasta draws her into a closer alliance with Creon and Menoeceus, one
that in the House of Oedipus may even hint at an unnatural, incestuous relationship;2%?
perhaps it serves the dual function of reinforcing the kinship-theme at play throughout the
drama while also performing the dramatic function of ending the conversation with
Creon.?® To these suggestions, 1 will add another as to why Creon so easily (990) allows
Menoeceus to reveal the escape plan to Jocasta: in addition to a sense of shared
yevvarotng stemming from Jocasta’s and Creon’s genetic connection as siblings, Jocasta
also faces the prospect of losing one (or, as it will happen, two) of her children in the
coming battle and has done everything in her power to prevent it. Creon, | argue, trusts
that Jocasta will recognize and sympathize with his paternal impulse to protect his child
at all costs, and by virtue of this sameness can be depended upon to protect their secret.
In other words, Creon responds implicitly here to what will be expressed more explicitly
(often in terms of yevvaiog and its cognates) in plays in subsequent years: namely, that

identifying points of uniformity and unanimity — be they biological, ethical, or political —

202 Crajk (1988) 225.
203 Mastronarde (1993) 426.
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is the crucial first step conspirators must undertake if they are to establish a bond of
trust.2%4

And yet, even if Creon’s instinct to trust Jocasta might have proven justifiable and
safe, his faith in Menoeceus to carry out the plot proves severely miscalculated. The
depth to which Creon trusts his son is demonstrated first in his refusal to send Menoeceus
away so as not to hear the prophecy of Tiresias. Here, Creon expresses his confidence
that Menoecus can be trusted to keep a secret specifically by virtue of their kinship (éuog
TeEQLKMG oG & Ol orynoetat, 908). Immediately after, Creon insists again that
Menoeceus will strive for what both men desire: namely, cotpio (KAOoV yap v
tépmotto Tii¢ cwmpiag, 910). Since Creon readily claims both a uniformity of mind with
Menoeceus based on their familial relationship and a common goal they must work
together toward achieving, | suggest that his words point to the fact that he conceives of
the secret project, that of engineering Menoeceus’ escape, as a conspiracy. This formula
for forming a conspiracy — recognizing uniformity, establishing mutual trust, and
working in partnership toward a secret objective that is indifferent or hostile to the public
good — is one that figured prominently in Thucydides’ treatment of contemporary
conspiracies and is exhibited even more explicitly in the Philoctetes and Orestes.

The failure of Creon’s plot to save Menoeceus’ life, then, can be traced to a defect
he implicitly followed in his conception of the conspiracy: while he is indeed closely
related to Menoeceus, we find that they are in fact diametrically opposed in a critical

way. Whereas Creon suffers from the ethical deficiency noted above, Menoecus shares

204 On the formation of conspiracies or political alliances on the basis of shared “noble” qualities, see e.g.
Sophocles’ Philoctetes 49-53, 79-85, and 468-83 (cf. chapter 4 below) and Euripides’ Orestes 449-55 and
807-18 (cf. chapter 5 below).
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his willingness to sacrifice himself for the greater good and the shame his father’s plot

would have brought upon him:

YVVOAKeg, Mg £V motpdg EEETAov pOPov,
KAéyog Adyotowv, (oB' & fovlopan Tuyelv:
6c ' ékkopilet, mOMv dmootep®dV TONG,
Kot dghian Sidmaot. Kol cVYYVMOOTH PEV
Y€POVTL, TOOLOV O’ oYl GVYYVOUNY EYEL,
TPoddTV vevécBat Tatpidog 1 W' éyeivaro.
@O o0V 8 eldfT!, el kol chow TOAMY
yoynv te dwom TNed' vrepBavav yBovoc.
aioypov yap- ol pev Becpdtov Ehevbepot
KOUK €1g avayknv Sapdoveov aerypévol
otévteg Top' AoTid' 0K dKVAGOoLoLY Bavely,
mHpymv Tapods poyduevol TaTpag mep,
€y® 0¢, matépa Kol Kaciyvntov Tpodovg
TOMV T' €PavToD, 610G G EEm ¥BovOg
Gme', dmov &' dv {® KoKOG povicopaL;

Women, how well I took away my father’s fear,
stealing it with words so that the things | desire will happen.
He sends me away, robbing the city of its fortune,
and delivering me to cowardice. For an old man
these things are pardonable, but there is no excuse for me
if 1 should betray the country that gave life to me.

So know this: I am going to save the city,
and I will give up my life, dying on its behalf.

It would be shameful (not to): (on the one hand,) men free from divine decree
and not confronted with a fate ordained by the gods
do not hesitate to die, standing by their shields,
fighting for their fathers before the city walls.

And (on the other hand), having betrayed my father,
brother, and city, will I leave this country as a coward,
and be revealed as a wretch wherever | might live?
Phoenissae 991-1005

The contrast between the noble spirit Menoeceus expresses here and the less altruistic
one of his father is never starker than at the moment of Creon’s anagnorsis, wherein he
acknowledges that his son possessed a degree of yevvaiog that he himself did not: “My
son is dead, perished for his city, having taken a noble name, but a painful one for me.
(noc te yap maig yng OAmA' vepbavav| Tobvoua Aapav yevvaiov, aviapov &' Eupoi, 1313-

4).”205

205 Cf. Tiresias formulation of the prophecy at 918, which directly references cotpia: cot y', ALY TaTpidt
peyéAo Kol cOTNPLO.
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More immediately, however, in the above passage Menoeceus confesses to the
chorus that the shame that would be born from cowardice and his failure to save (coocw,
1005) his city is more than his conscience would be able to bear. He seems to be the only
figure in the play willing to put the interests of the city above his own. It is significant
that he references the Theban warriors preparing to take up the defense of the city (999-
1002), as he conceives of his self-sacrifice as a part of the same effort: one that is in
direct contrast to the self-advancing predilection for political and military conflict
exhibited by Polynices and Eteocles. Indeed, Menoeceus’ suicide and the public safety it
will (allegedly) provide is a strikingly democratic action, inasmuch as it promotes the
well-being of his fellow citizens over his own. This is perfectly in keeping with the
political discourse surrounding the juxtaposition between public and private interests that
was prominent in late fifth century political discourse and is treated numerous times in
Thucydides — most notably in the Funeral Oration (2.60.2-3).2% To the Athenian
audience still recovering from the shock of the coup of 411, Menoeceus is perhaps
striking as an idealized democratic citizen who serves as a foil to the recently defeated
oligarchs.

Conclusion

As the first tragedy to be produced in the aftermath of the coup of 411, the
Phoenissae provides a glimpse into the still-simmering civic anxieties that Athenian
citizens were forced to endure as they began the process of restoring their fragile
democracy. The mythological Thebes of the play is under siege by enemies just as

Athens was beset by both external and internal ones, and taken altogether the play posits

206 Cf. Papadopoulou (2008) 66; Wilkins (1990) 180-1. The closing lines of Menoeceus’ speech (1013-8)
are quite explicitly pro-democratic, but they are almost certainly interpolated.
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several sources for the consternation both cities suffer. One of these sources is an
intellectual crisis that in part takes the form of questioning the value and dangers of
Sophistic rhetoric specifically, but is more generally concerned with determining which
qualities are essential for effective, stable leadership. Just as we find in the oligarchs’
claims to provide cotpia as a means toward annexing the Athenian government, so too
the play contemplates the dangers of self-promoting leadership: Polynices and Eteocles
would rather see their city destroyed than to see the other on the throne, and Creon is
willing to sacrifice countless Theban lives in order to spare himself the emotional trauma
of losing Menoeceus. From another perspective, Euripides treats the widespread anguish
of war weariness and all that comes with it. Like the Athenian widows and mothers who
have lost loved ones in the war, Jocasta begs her sons in vain to yield to prudent wisdom,
but can only watch them destroy one another for naught. Likewise, Polynices decries the
burdens of those imposed in exile that were currently being endured by a number of
prominent Athenians — including Andocides, as discussed in chapter 2 — implicated in the
mutilation of the herms. However, most relevant to the present study is the Phoenissae’s
depiction of the difficulties citizens face in trusting one another. Polynices’ and Eteocles’
sworn oath to share power and create stability in the wake of their father’s downfall is
shattered by the seductive allure of true monarchy, and like the democrats and oligarchs
in Athens, the brothers spearhead a conflict between those who would share
responsibility for the city’s government and those who would horde it for themselves.
Finally, in Creon’s attempt to initiate a secret plot with Menoeceus we find the first in a
series of ineffective conspiracies that will continue to feature prominently into

Sophocles’ Philoctetes and Euripides” Orestes. As each of the three plays under study
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explores with increasing scrutiny, the crucial first step toward organizing any conspiracy
IS recognizing those in whom trust can be safely invested; as we will see, when such a

recognition cannot be made a conspiracy is doomed to fail.
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CHAPTER 4: SOPHOCLES’ PHILOCTETES

Chapter Synopsis: Sophocles’ Philoctetes was performed in 409 BC, as Athens was still
in the process of restoring its democratic institutions and the civic trust that allowed them
to function. After giving a brief summary of the play’s major plot points and a
comparison between Sophocles’ depiction of the Philoctetes mythology and productions
of the same narrative staged by Aeschylus and Euripides, | contextualize the civic
atmosphere in which the play was performed by discussing the Oath of Demophantos.
This compulsory oath was sworn by all Athenian citizens shortly before the City Dionysia
in which the Philoctetes was performed, and it addressed some of the same problems and
anxieties as arise in the play: how can one recognize a trustworthy citizen and what
extreme measures against those who threaten the civic body should be allowed? After
this discussion, | compare the two bonds of friendship — in the Aristotelian sense —
Sophocles presents in the play, both of which are formulated based on their participants’
shared sense of yevwaudrnc and operate strictly for the purpose of achieving cwypia for
those who fall under their auspices. And yet, for all of their surface similarities, the
internal ethics of the partnerships Odysseus and Philoctetes forge with Neoptolemus are
quite different: Odysseus strikes the posture of a sophistic commanding office with the
authority to coerce Neoptolemus’ mind and body, whereas Philoctetes seeks a more
equitable and reciprocal alliance — but one that will bring much suffering to their fellow
Greeks at Troy. With these two alliances established, | next discuss several elements of
metatheater that the play takes on as Neoptolemus attempts to navigate the obligations
Odysseus and Philoctetes impose, and the ways in which the resulting mise-en-scene
complicate the boundaries between the actors, chorus, and audience. Finally, | examine
the minority but provocative hypothesis that the ex machina appearance of Heracles at
the play’s end may be understood to be Odysseus in disguise finally completing his
subterfuge: while there is much to speak against such a reading, | argue that the mere
possibility that ancient and modern audiences might understand the end of the play in
this way underscores the deep-seated mistrust that shrouds the figures on stage and
lingered in contemporary Athens.

Introduction

Sophocles’ Philoctetes was produced in 409 BC, shortly after the restoration of
Athens’ democratic government following the failure of the oligarchic coup of 411 BC.
This was a crucial moment of self-reflection for the citizen body as a whole and indeed
for each individual citizen of the dfjpog, as the city was forced to reconcile in the wake of
the recent turmoil and seek a way forward in collective unity. There were a number of

ways in which this reconciliation and unity were sought. Some of these are subtle, as the
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very elements that define “Athenianness” and civic responsibility are questioned and
explored.?%” Others are more conspicuous, as individual citizens are compelled to
“perform” civic unity, either in the resumption of their normal and expected civic
participation or, even more overtly, in the swearing of the compulsory Oath of
Demophantos.?® While all tragic performance superimposes mythological archetypes on
the contemporary experience of its Athenian audience, here I argue that Sophocles’
Philoctetes invites its audience to sift these issues on a level even closer to the surface
than is typical of tragic drama and thereby provides modern readers with an abundance of

clues as to what issues it invited its fifth-century audience to explore.

Although Sophocles’ drama is our main surviving source for the Philoctetes
mythology, the narrative was quite familiar to the play’s original audience in 409 BC and
there are elements of the mythological tradition that Sophocles likely would have
expected his audience to bring to the theater; as discussed below, the details that
Sophocles added and modified gave the play its true contemporary resonance. A brief
summary of the play is in order. The plot focuses on the mission to retrieve Philoctetes
and the bow of Heracles that he possesses, following a prophecy given by the seer
Helenus that the Achaeans will never take Troy without them.?%® The Atreidae sent
Odysseus and Neoptolemus, the young son of the recently slain Achilles, to complete the
task. Once the pair arrives on Lemnos, Odysseus convinces Neoptolemus that because of

the hero’s bitter anger over being abandoned and the overwhelming force of his weapon,

207 A term | borrow from Griffith (2011) 5.

208 Cf, And. de Mys. 1.96-8. See below on the context and civic significance of the oath, as well as the
possible impact the oath and the civic anxieties that made it necessary may have had on the audience’s
viewing of Sophocles’ staging of the Philoctetes just days later.

209 See below on Odysseus’ (intentional?) misremembering of the requirement that both the man and the
bow return.
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it will not be possible to persuade Philoctetes by resorting to truthful persuasion (100-5).
Despite Neoptolemus’ initial objections to this underhanded approach (108), Odysseus
persuades him to offer Philoctetes a false account of the events at Troy and presents him
with a fabricated reason for being on the island, both intended to facilitate Neoptolemus’
obtaining the bow (54-85). Odysseus is to remain behind the scenes, as it were, until the
task is complete (124-5). When Philoctetes appears (220) Neoptolemus and the chorus of
his fellow sailors are struck by the depth of his decrepitude (215-7), and first the chorus
and later Neoptolemus are moved in pity to the point of experiencing an ethical crisis:
can they forsake once again their fellow warrior and Greek, even if it comes at great cost
to the Achaean war effort? These questions come to a climax when, in a fit of agony that
renders him unconscious, Philoctetes willingly entrusts the bow to Neoptolemus (763).2%°
Even though his objective is ostensibly complete, Neoptolemus cannot bring himself to
leave Philoctetes on the island yet again, in spite of Odysseus’ attempt to intervene
toward that end (1055-62). For much of the remainder of the play Neoptolemus implores
Philoctetes to come with him to Troy, where his wounds can be healed, and he can play
his destined role in bringing an end to the war (1329-42). However, Philoctetes staunchly
refuses to aid the people who discarded him in his hour of need and insists that
Neoptolemus take him home instead (1367-9). Just as Neoptolemus is about to capitulate

(1395-407), the deified Heracles descends upon the island and commands Philoctetes and

210 Cf. Mueller (2016) 38-41 on the significance of the Bow of Herakles, both to the internal plot of the
drama and as a physical prop on stage. Like a handful of other stage props integral to the plots of other
surviving tragedies (such as the sword of Hector in Sophocles’ Ajax) she designates the bow as a haptic
actor — “an artifact whose primary mode of communication is through the medium of touch (39)”” — which
has a cognitive corollary in the minds of the figures on stage.
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Neoptolemus to return together to Troy and perform their divinely mandated roles in the

sack of Troy (1408-70).

We are not in possession of many primary sources dealing with the mythology of
Philoctetes, which is treated in passing by a few crucial witnesses that predate the
appearance of Philoctetes on the tragic stage.?!! However, from these we are able to
discern the most important elements that appear in Sophocles’ drama. The first of these
pre-Sophoclean sources is the Iliad, in which Homer reveals in the Catalogue of Ships
(2.718-24) the conspicuous absence of Philoctetes; here he gives a brief reference to the
significance of Philoctetes’ bow, his wounding, his abandonment by the Greeks, and their
need for him that will only become apparent later and thus is narrated in the epic tradition
outside of the Iliad proper. While all of these elements appear in Sophocles’ version,
Homer makes no mention of the Greeks’ motivation for abandoning the hero on Lemnos.
Second, Homer also provides two even briefer references in the Odyssey: at Odyssey
3.190, Nestor relates that Philoctetes returned home safely, and, at 8.219, Odysseus
admits that Philoctetes is his superior in archery. Additionally, some details of the events
leading up to the narrative of Sophocles’ drama and those following it survive in
references in the Epic Cycle: a passage from the Kypria described the wound Philoctetes
received from the water snake, the foul smell emitted by his wound, and his abandonment
by the Greek army on Lemnos (Argumentum 41), and the Little Iliad spoke of
Philoctetes’ martial exploits at Troy after his foot is cured (Argumentum 2).212 A fifth

reference survives in Pindar: to praise the tyrant Hieron for going to war in spite of a

211 On the Philoctetes mythology, see RE 2500-2509; LIMC V11 376-85; Graves (1988) 92.10, 145g, 159a,
166a-e, 169m-n; Gantz (1993) 588-90.
212 Cf. Bernabé (1996) 81; Davies (2001) 63; West (2003) 120-2.
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serious illness, the poet compares him to Philoctetes (Pyth. 1.50-1) and stresses the hero’s
key role in the destruction of Troy. Finally, Proclus’ description of the Little Iliad in his
Chrestomathia (206-36) relates that once Odysseus captured the Trojan seer Helenus and
learned that only Philoctetes with his bow will capture Troy, Diomedes travels alone to

Lemnos to retrieve the marooned warrior.?2

In addition to this mythological background that would have been familiar to a
fifth-century audience, it is also important to recall that Sophocles’ depiction of
Philoctetes’ isolation and Odysseus’ maneuvers for retrieving the bow were not the first
appearance of this subject matter in the theater of Dionysus; at least six other tragedies
focus either on Philoctetes’ wounding, isolation, or cure at Troy.?** Both Aeschylus and
Euripides produced plays depicting the capture of Philoctetes’ bow by Odysseus, leading
Dio Chrysostom to compare them to Sophocles’ version and critique all three at length in
his fifty-second Discourse.?™ It is difficult to know exactly how much previous tragic

versions of the Philoctetes mythology may have influenced Sophocles’ production,

213 Cf, 212-3 in particular. On the crucial change in cast in the works of fifth-century tragedians — from
Diomedes to Odysseus — see below.

214 In addition to Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ versions, these include another by Sophocles in his Philoctetes
at Troy (TrGF 4 frr. 697-703); Achaios of Eretria in another Philoctetes (TrGF 1 fr. 37) depicted the hero’s
healing and slaying of Paris; from an unknown author there survives what may have been another
Philoctetes at Troy (TrGF 2 Adesp. fr. 10 = P.Oxy. 3216). Nothing more than the title remains from the
Philoctetes of the fifth-century tragedian Philokles (TrGF 1.24 fr. 1). Finally, the comic playwrights
Epicharmos (PCG 1 frr. 131, 132), Strattis (PCG 7 frr. 44, 45) and Antiphanes (PCG 2 fr. 218) all treat the
Philoctetes mythology, though it is unclear how (if at all) they relate to Sophocles’ tragedy. Later, the
fourth century tragedian Phaselis (TrGF 1 72 fr. 5b) produced a Philoctetes play as well.

215 Cf. Aeschylus (TrGF 3 frr. 249-57) and Euripides (TrGF 5.27 3 frr. 787-803), both of whom treat the
same part of the myth as Sophocles. In his critique, Dio compares all three plays as if they were presented
in the same year and at the same City Dionysia, even though he says that he knows such a competition
(featuring three playwrights dramatizing the same narrative) would not have been possible (52.3-4). Hunter
(2009) 39-48 demonstrates that Dio’s criticism follows a “classical” trajectory going back to Aristophanes’
Frogs that finds Sophocles to be a midpoint between the “simple” poetry of Aeschylus and the “complex”
poetry of Euripides (cf. Dio 52.15).
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especially considering the number of years that passed between them.?!® However, as
Roisman points out, lacking evidence to the contrary we cannot rule out the possibility
that theatergoers would have been well aware of Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ depictions of
precisely the same sequence of events, and would have been sensitive to or even
surprised by several of Sophocles’ innovations.?!” Very few details are known of
Aeschylus’ version, but from what can be reconstructed of this production it seems that
Aeschylus depicted the Philoctetes mythology in two innovative ways. First, Aeschylus
placed great emphasis on Philoctetes’ intense physical pain and emotional anguish, a
model upon which both Euripides and Sophocles drew later. Second, and perhaps even
more significantly, Aeschylus made a major change to the narrative offered by the Little
Iliad by depicting Odysseus instead of Diomedes as the representative of the Achaean
army sent to retrieve Philoctetes and the bow.?!8 This is an innovation that Euripides and
Sophocles later adopt as well, leading scholars to consider the elements of Odysseus’
character that may have resonated more authentically with a contemporary, fifth-century

audience.

Far more is known of Euripides’ Philoctetes, which was produced in 431 BC in
the same tetralogy as his Medea, Diktys, and the satyr play Theristai.?!® In Euripides’

version, Odysseus and Diomedes come together to Lemnos and Philoctetes is only

216 Schein (2013) 5 suggests that Aeschylus’ Philoctetes would have been produced in the first third of the
fifth century; on the secure dating of 431 BC for Euripides’ Philoctetes, see below.

217 Roisman (2005) 25-6. On the production dates of Aeschylus and Euripides’ versions, see Schein (2013)
4-5.

218 Cf. Proclus’ Chrestomathia 212-3; on what can be reconstructed of Aeschylus’ Philoctetes, see Muiller
(2000) 38-64.

219 Cf. Miller (2000) 23, 65, and 143, where he cites as evidence the hypothesis of Aristophanes of
Byzantium (H 1a), that locates the play in the same tetralogy as Euripides’ Medea, Diktys, and the satyr
play Theristai.
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compelled to return to the Achaean army after the theft of his bow when he falls
unconscious after a paroxysm of pain. From what can be gleaned from the surviving
fragments and from Dio Chrysostom’s summary, the main focus of Euripides’ narrative
seems to have been more on Odysseus’ stratagem and less on Philoctetes’ suffering or the
heroic ethos bound up in his abandonment or staunch refusal to reconcile and
cooperate.??Y One particularly noteworthy plot point attributable to Euripides’ version is
that early in the play Athena alters Odysseus’ appearance so that he may approach
Philoctetes in relative safety, thereby removing the primary obstacle Odysseus faces in
Sophocles’ version. This underscores not only the divine endorsement Odysseus enjoys
in Euripides’ production, but also the lack of an overt authorization in Sophocles’
version. Here, the only divine aid Odysseus seeks comes in the form of a two-line prayer

to Athena and Nike:

‘Eppiig &' 6 méunwv AdAog 1yncatto vv
Nikn ' ABdva [ToAdg, i} olet |' det.

May the one sending us, Hermes the Deceiver, lead us on,
and Victory, and Athena Polias, who protects me always.

Philoctetes 133-422

These differences between the Philoctetes narratives depicted by Sophocles and
those offered by his predecessors foregrounds important points of civic tensions that
speak to both ancient and modern audiences and are discussed below. One of these is
worth mentioning at the outset because in addition to being the most important departure

from earlier productions it signals, (perhaps more than any other element in the tragedy)

220 For analysis of the fragments and Dio’s summary of Euripides’ Philoctetes, see Collard and Cropp
(2008) 368-403 and relevant bibliography therein.

221 All textual citations from the Philoctetes are from Dain (1958) volume 3. All translations are my own
unless otherwise noted.
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the higher ethical charge of Sophocles’ play. This is the absence of Diomedes and the
presence of the young and ambitious Neoptolemus in his stead, a figure who is imbued
with his father’s iconic heroic disposition, but whose moral fortitude remains untested.?%?
In choosing to replace Diomedes with an impressionable Neoptolemus, Sophocles turns
the island of Lemnos on stage into a kind of testing ground for some of the ethical duties
and obligations necessary for creating and maintaining stability in the polis at a moment
of widespread uncertainty. Jameson famously read a close connection between the
models of leadership Sophocles depicts on stage and his audience’s experience of public
figures over the course of the Peloponnesian War. In particular, Jameson proposes that
Neoptolemus — the son of a great man who perished in the prime of his life — would have
called to mind the younger Pericles and would have filled the audience with hope that,

like Neoptolemus in the drama, the young man might resist the corrupting temptations

that plagued leaders who rose in his father’s place.??

There are, however, a number of challenges that come with Sophocles’ choice to
insert Neoptolemus in place of Diomedes. While some critics point out both the necessity
that Odysseus’ companion be impressionable enough to adopt his scheme and allow for
the ultimate incompatibility between their personal ethics, it is also worth recalling a
number of violent atrocities Neoptolemus commits elsewhere in the epic cycle —
including the sacrilegious murder of Priam.??* Even though he never appears on stage in

Euripides’ plays, chilling reports of Neoptolemus’ cruelty exemplify the Achaeans’ harsh

222 Fulkerson (2006) 49-61 and (2013) 66-79.

223 Jameson (1956) 221-4. On the younger Pericles, cf. Xen. Hell 1.7.16-33 and Mem. 3.5; he likely would
have been new to public life at the time of the drama’s staging in 409 BC, but by 406 BC he was one of the
victorious generals at Arginusae who was subsequently recalled and executed (Plut. Per. 37.5).

224 Cf. Pindar Paean 6.104-10, that recalls Neoptolemus’ slaughter of Priam and subsequent death;
Herakles offers a mindful warning against such impiety at the end of the play (1442-4).
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treatment of the surviving Trojans after the fall of their city.?® From surviving fragments
we know that Sophocles treated Neoptolemus in at least six and possibly seven previous
6

dramas, including likely representatives from every stage of Sophocles’ literary career.??

As Fuqua writes,

This abundance of material, incomplete and abundant as it may be, indicates the author’s
fascination with this character. Perhaps he was attracted by the paradoxical turn in the hero’s life,
the way in which the glorious young hero, so splendidly described by Odysseus in the Nekyia
became increasingly associated with tales of violence and finally was ‘vindicated’ by becoming a
cult hero at the most important shrine to the Greeks.

At the very least, the shift in Neoptolemus’ character Fuqua which describes and the

sacrilegious actions that he later commits make him an apt and captivating figure for

treatment in tragic poetry. Moreover, given Sophocles’ predilection for cult heroes, it
should perhaps come as little surprise that he showed such great interest in one so

important and complex.??’

One of the classic ways in which Neoptolemus has been interpreted in Sophocles’
Philoctetes is essentially as a student sent along with Odysseus to earn some much
needed field experience on what is ostensibly a straightforward mission.?? That at the
outset Neoptolemus shares this perspective on the task seems clear from the surprise he
expresses when he learns that they will achieve their objectives through 66Xog and not
through simple Bia.??® Odysseus has good cause for choosing this course — as he

explains, surely Philoctetes will slaughter him with unerring arrows the moment he

225 Cf. Polydorus’ account of Priam’s death (Hec. 21-7); Talthybius’ description of Neoptolemus’ hesitant
sacrifice of Polyxena (Hec. 518-82); Neoptolemus’ selection of Andromache as a war prize (Tro. 273, 657-
60) and refusal to allow her to perform burial rites for Astyanax before departing for home (Tro. 1123-55);
the more complex account of Neoptolemus death at the hands of Orestes (Andr. 1085-1165).

226 For a complete survey of Neoptolemus’ appearances or references on the tragic stage and relevant
bibliography see Fuqua (1976) 41-8.

227 Harrison (1989) 173-5.

228 E g. Stanford (1954) 108; White (1985) 9-10; Gagarin (2002) 65-8; Schein (2013) 23-4.

229 Cf. Phil. 100-5.
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catches sight of him. In explaining his reasoning to Neoptolemus a number of critics have
noted both subtle and overt ways that Odysseus would have struck the audience as a
sophist. For example, Gagarin notes points throughout the play where questions
surrounding the balance of power between nomos and physis similar to those treated by
the sophist Antiphon are explored.?® Vernant suggests that Odysseus is painted as a
sophist both in the language used to describe him throughout the play (sophisma, 14;
sophisthénai, TT; technasthai, 80) and also in his preference for techné over aretée. !
White explores Odysseus’ manipulation of language to use Neoptolemus as a “means to
an end,” the goal of any sophistic exercise.?*? In the radical democracy of Athens, where
rhetorical power so easily evolved into political power, such training offered obvious
advantages; but it also invited suspicion from those not benefiting from a sophist’s
instruction. Unsurprisingly, then, these perspectives on the sophistry of Odysseus have
led to some understandably negative readings of his character; however, with an eye
toward the numerous and complex impressions Sophocles’ depiction of Odysseus may
have made upon his audience, here | propose that we temper the impulse to read
Odysseus as a “scoundrel” or as a “sage villain”?% and instead take a slightly different

and more neutral perspective on his actions and ethics in the Philoctetes.

The Oath of Demophantos: A Call for Vigilance

As discussed in Chapter 2 above, from the “ctdoig model” section of Thucydides’

History (3.82-4) there is a sense that, one by one, Greek poleis became infected as if by a

230 Cf. Gagarin (2002) 65-8 on Antiphon’s On Truth fr. 44B.
231 Vernant (1988) 171, cf. 460 n. 97.

232 \White (1985) 11-4.

233 Stanford (1968) 108-11.
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plague of crippling civic strife. In the early years of the Peloponnesian War this was a
phenomenon taking place safely outside of Athens; in fact, civic turmoil of the kind
suffered in Corcyra seemed far enough away that Aristophanes felt inclined to turn
Cleon’s warnings of growing anti-democratic conspiracies into material ripe for treatment
on the comic stage.?3* However, after the events leading up to and in the aftermath of the
Sicilian campaign — many of which, as noted above, were produced by the performative
actions of either sworn or de facto conspiracies — it was predictable that Athens would
endure its own otdoig. The preceding chapter in this study dealt in part with the many
difficulties facing ancient commentators in disentangling the network of factional and
personal ambitions at play in the summer of 411 BC, and the challenges modern scholars
face in interpreting the starkly contrasting accounts of the oligarchic revolution offered
by Book 8 of Thucydides and Aristotle’s Athenaion Politeia. Now, it is time to turn to the
more immediate question facing the audience of Sophocles’ Philoctetes in 409 BC: how
can Athens possibly be reconciled from a city fractured through the infighting amid

conspiracies into a reunited body of citizens prepared to combat its external enemies?

One prerequisite for the formation and execution of any conspiracy is determining
what qualities people initiated into the group should possess and, implicitly or explicitly,
how these qualities set the members apart from the people or institutions destined to be
the target of the group’s actions. In the years following the oligarchic coup of 411, when
the newly restored democracy was perhaps in its most fragile state, these were topics of

immediate relevance as anxiety toward and vigilance for covert factions was extreme.?%

234 Cf. Knights 257 (Evvopotdv), 451-2 (Evvopodtar), 475-9 (tag Evveposiag. .. kai Tag EvvOdovg Tig
VOKTEPVAG €V Tf] TOAEL), 626-29 (Euvoudtog), 860-3 (Evvopotas...Euviotapevov); Wasps 488-9 (tupavvig
€0t kol EuVoOpOTAL).

235 Cf. Thrasymachus fr. 85, discussed above in Chapter 2.
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Little is known about the process by which democracy was restored or even at what point
in 410 the dfjpog regained power.?*® However, as Shear notes, this process could not have
been as simple as a single vote and “the restoration of democracy was not simply a matter
of throwing out the oligarchs: the community’s trust, ruptured when the 61juog voted
itself out of existence, needed to be restored and the stability of the democracy had to be
demonstrated.”? For the purpose of this study, here | place particular emphasis on the
final word of Shear’s pronouncement: the only antidote against secret conspiracies bound
by oaths is an even greater oath, one sworn at the polis-level, where every citizen
governed by the oath witnesses and is witnessed by everyone else accepting the bonds of
mutual protection.?® As in the case of men engaged in conspiracies, the oath establishes
specific parameters for determining who is to benefit from the protection that the oath
pledges and who is not. However, as will be explored below, this city-wide attempt to
identify and root out covert antidemocratic sentiments comes with dangers of its own—

many of which may be provoked by inadequate public performance.

The Oath of Demophantos, a sungrapheus, is the first recorded attempt of the
newly restored democratic government to demonstrate the reestablishment of its
stability.%° This oath was passed by the boule in the first prytany of Glaukippos in the
spring of 409 and required the entire citizen body — gathered by demes and tribes, their

visibly democratic organization—to swear to it as collective whole just a few days before

236 Hignett (1952) 279-80; Ostwald (1986) 397-8; Munn (2000) 159-60; Shear (2011) 71.

237 Shear (2007) 148; the emphasis is my own. Cf. also MacDowell (1962) 135: the oath “was intended to
ensure that the democracy was not overthrown again.”

238 Cf. Teegarden (2014) 30-5 and relevant bibliography contained therein.

23 For a brief survey of scholarship on the Oath of Demophantos, see Teegarden (2012) 447.
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the City Dionysia of that year.?*® The text of the oath survives only in Andocides’ speech
On the Mysteries (1.96-8), though in the years following 409 it was at points reiterated

and was inscribed on a highly visible stele:?4

KTEV® Kol A0y kol Epym Kol Yoo Kol T Epontod yeipi, dv Suvatdg @, d¢ av kataldor T
dnpoxpoatiov v ABRvnot. kol £av Tig dpEn Tv' apynv KotaAehvpévng Tiig dnpokpatiog to Aoov,
Kol €0V TIC TVPAVVELY EmavaoTti] ] TOV TOpavvov cuykatactor. Kol £av tig dAlog droxteivy,
b610v 0dTOV Voud eivor kod Tpog 0edv kai Sapdvav, dg modépov ktetvavto tov Adnvaiov, kol
TO KTNROTo T0D Amrobovovtog mdvto droddpevog arodmcm To Nuicea 1@ drokteivavty, Kol 00K
dmootephiom ovdév. Bav 84 Ti¢ ktetvav Tive TovTov dmoddvn 1 émxelp®v, £0 TomMon adTdv Te Kai
oG Taidag Todg Ekeivov kaddmep Apuddiov e Kai ApioToysitova Koi Tov dmoydvovg ontdv. 242

I will kill by word, deed, vote, and by my own hand, if I should be able, whoever dissolves the
democracy in Athens. And if someone enters a civic office when the democracy has been
dissolved in the future, and if someone should establish a tyranny or conspire to establish a tyrant.
And if someone else kills him, I will consider him without sin before the gods and divinities, as
one killing an enemy of the Athenians, and having sold all of the property of that man I will give
half to his killer, and I will withhold nothing. If anyone should die while killing some man of this

sort or attempting to do so, | will honor him and his children just as Harmodius and Aristogeiton
and the descendants of these men.

By swearing this oath, citizens were bound to stop anyone from attempting to
overthrow the democracy by any means necessary, and the oath conferred the same
benefits enjoyed by Harmodius and Aristogeiton upon anyone who slays a would-be
tyrant. In citing the actions and awards of these historical (though perhaps somewhat
misremembered)?*® tyrannicides, the oath conspicuously equates tyranny with any non-
democratic regime change®** and offers a clear picture of what absolute fealty to the

reestablished democracy actually entails. One compelling question that leaps to the fore

240 The dating for the promulgation of the oath is based on IG I° 375 1-3, which states that Klegenes was
secretary while Glauippos was archon (i.e. 410/409), and that the Aiantis tribe held the prytany under
which the oath was administered. On the oath and its important ramifications, see Shear (2007) 148-60,
who quotes the oath in full. On the sense of collectivity the oath provided to the fragile dfjpog , see Loraux
(2002) 142.

241 This stele was erected in the Agora just in front of the Bouleuterion, where presumably it would have
served as a visual reminder of a citizen’s obligations to the democracy as he was on his way to conduct
public business. On the strong message against tyranny created by this stele and the nearby statues of the
Tyrannicides (95 meters away), see McGlew (1993) 185-7, Shear (2007) 152, and Teegarden (2012) 448.
22 Dalmeyda (1966) 17-63.

23 Cf. Thucydides 6.54.1.

244 Ostwald (1955) 113-4; on the extent to which the oath legitimizes contemporary and future prosecutions
of suspected oligarchs, see Shear (2007) 151.
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is why the oath makes explicit reference to tyranny as the ethos to be actively rooted out,
when the civic upheaval and mistrust the oath seeks to assuage actually arose from an
oligarchic coup. Raaflaub offers one explanation: he argues that the concept of tyranny
helped the city conceive a definition of what Athens is and what it is not, thereby
providing a means for political cohesiveness (or in his terms, an ideological “glue”).
Moreover, based on its more broadly negative connotations the term “tyranny” was
particularly useful for politicians in consolidating Athenian public opinion upon a rare
point on which virtually all could agree (an ideological “stick™).?*® In other words, since
the goal of the oath is to maintain unity among citizens with both more and less
democratic or populist political preferences, tyranny provides a convenient third term

upon which can fall the ire of both political tendencies.

Two aspects of the Oath of Demophantos in particular reveal acutely the civic
mistrust that made it necessary. The first is the call for vigilance not only for those who
would hubristically seek to seize power for themselves, but also for anyone who might
consort with them to do so (£av tig Tupavvelv Enavaotii j TOV TOPAVVOV GLYKATOGTHOT),
1.97.7-8). As Athenian citizens learned all too well in the coup of 411, just as dangerous
as those who seek sovereignty for themselves are those who make it possible for
ambitious men to promote their collective interests above those of their fellow citizens,
all the more so if plots to do so are hatched in secret because they could be underway
anywhere and at any time. The only possible deterrent for potential conspiracies such as

these is the constant threat that plots are being actively sought out and exposed.

245 Raaflaub (2003) 59-60. Here he departs from the view held by many (most notably Connor) that fifth-
century Athenians held a more ambivalent view on tyranny.
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The second aspect is stated explicitly in the first line of the oath, “I will kill by
word, vote, and by my own hand...whoever dissolves the democracy in Athens,” and
lingers implicitly throughout the rest: namely that Athenian citizens in all aspects of
public life should actively promote — even to the point of violence, and ostensibly
without a trial — the needs of the démos as a whole over the partisanship of any smaller
segment of the population and much less a single person. More so than ever before in
Athens’ history, in addition to raising the stakes for performing any public actions that
even run the risk of being perceived as undemocratic, the oath places an extra impetus
upon citizens to demonstrate constantly and to reiterate their commitment to the
democratic institutions, lest they fall victim to those on a high state of alert for
conspiracies and looking to advance themselves on the rewards the oath promises.4
Further, by opening multiple avenues for prosecuting anyone accused of antidemocratic
behavior, the oath lays a heavy responsibility upon all citizens to remain vigilantly
dedicated to the definitions in the oath of “good” and “bad” citizens: “good” citizens are
thoroughly democratic, to the point that they are ever-vigilant and prepared to take
immediate action against any “bad” citizen caught working to promote his own interests
over that of the éfjuog. In the acutely watchful atmosphere that the oath established, it

became more important than ever to “act” like an Athenian.

In addition to the parameters the oath establishes for the proper behavior involved
in acting like a democrat, it should be noted that the act of swearing the oath is itself a
public performance. The script of the oath is provided by Demophantos, but the language

directs each participant to speak in the first person singular before an audience comprised

246 Cf. McGlew (2012) 93.
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of every other Athenian citizen.?*” Meanwhile, as everyone speaks identical words and is
bound by identical, mutually-protective obligations, the performance of the oath
underscores the equality that it is intended to create in a way that would have been less
meaningful if it had been sworn individually.?*® Moreover, it is important also to keep in
mind that the swearing of the oath was but one of several rituals to be performed in the
days before the City Dionysia. In each of these rituals, both explicit and implicit
democratic elements sought to reinforce a sense of trust and unity that had been lost in

the tumultuous years preceding 409 BC.

It is amid this atmosphere of apprehension, extreme vigilance, and in the case of
oligarchic sympathizers, reluctant cooperation that Sophocles’ Philoctetes made its debut.
In the remainder of this chapter | explore the ways that the performance of this drama
serves as a locus for the expression of underlying, vivid tensions — and, possibly, their
resolution — and the mistrust born from the presence of real or potential conspiracies
active in the city. To accomplish this, the play stages inquiries around a few important
prerequisites for the formation of any conspiracy: namely, how do conspirators define the
boundaries between those invited into their plots and trusted with their secrets and those
who are not? Based on what authority do conspirators justify enacting in secret actions

that cannot be performed in public? And, perhaps most significantly, what qualities are

247 Though it may have been logistically difficult to administer the oath to all Athenians and it remains
unclear how it may have been done, the fact that the decree twice explicitly states that it applies to all
Athenians (Abnvaiovg dmavtog, 97.1; Abnvaiol tavteg 98.7) indicates that it should be taken literally.

248 Cf. Loraux (2002) 142. On the other hand, Teegarden (2012) 450 finds it extremely unlikely that the
oath could have been sworn by all citizens simultaneously, owing to the logistics involved and length of
time that would have been required. However, even if his objections are valid and the oath was sworn on a
more local level (he suggests that perhaps demes administered the oath on their own), the knowledge that
all citizens performed the same words before an audience of their peers could easily have provided the
same sense of unity as a single, unanimous swearing would have, if not to the same degree.
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used to determine whether a citizen qualifies for inclusion in clandestine action, and what

qualities mark others as targets of that action?

The Boundaries of Trust: Competing Notions of yevvaioc and cotnpia

Sophocles’ Philoctetes provides us with a particularly keen lens for thinking
about the presence and operations of secret conspiracies in the tumultuous years before
and after the oligarchic coup of 411. An integral element of the on-stage action is the
formation of a pair of alliances, both of which seek to justify their existence and initiate
the young Neoptolemus. Both of these affiliations have personal and political (i.e.,
concerns which impact the well-being of the larger Greek host) components, and both are
presented in ways that invite the audience to weigh the merits and pitfalls of each. In
typically Sophoclean fashion, neither one of these groups is inherently better than the
other, as neither can provide the positive outcome sought by the participants without
injuring some portion of the Greek army they seek to serve. Moreover, by exhibiting
these two alliances virtually side by side and exploring their many incompatibilities,
Sophocles offers to his audience the implicit notion that all bonds of civic trust are not cut

from the same cloth, and thus all civic alliances are worthy of close scrutiny.

And yet, upon examining the personal and political bonds Odysseus and
Philoctetes establish with Neoptolemus there can be found fundamental differences
which complicate our understanding of each. The first difficulty which arises in
considering these two alliances is that the term &taipoc nor its cognates appear at any
point in the text. The absence of this term is striking, given the prominent role étaipeion
play in Thucydides’ account of the years leading up to the play’s production and in

Euripides’ Orestes (discussed at length in chapter five below). Thus Sophocles is not
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focusing on the comradeship of the étoupeia of leaders and a group of followers, but on
the mentorship of an older exemplar with a younger protégée. Second, while the personal
and political friendships Odysseus and Philoctetes attempt to establish with Neoptolemus
have certain elements in common — their efforts to build trust with Neoptolemus based on
appeals to the ethics he inherited from Achilles, for example — each has a far different
internal hierarchy which determines the course of action its members will take. In
considering these differences, it is useful to recall Aristotle’s contemplation of the
complicated boundaries between familial, personal, and political friendships in book two
of the Rhetoric (1381a.7-b.34, as discussed in the Introduction above): like the
friendships he describes there, the particular kinds of alliances Neoptolemus enters into in
the play are difficult to categorize neatly, and thus require close examination. In
comparing the two, key passages (40-134, 468-506) depict the attempts, first by
Odysseus and next by Philoctetes, to initiate Neoptolemus into their own alliance, each of
which is defined both by internal ethics and against external £x0poi that are inherently at
odds with them. In each passage the speaker seeks to persuade Neoptolemus to adopt
their preferred course of action first by demonstrating that he is indeed a natural or
inevitable member of his own alliance, next by defining the treatment proper to those
inside and those outside their protective group, and finally by enticing him with the
rewards that he will receive for his cooperation. In both passages, the operative term is
yevvaiog: to be yevvaioc is to possess the core attributes/ideals of the sought political
friendship and to act accordingly. In addition to this, several points of contact between
the two passages should indicate to us that they are crafted in a way that highlights their

differences.
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In a critical passage early in the Philoctetes (40-134), Odysseus successfully
persuades Neoptolemus to adopt his preferred strategy for obtaining the bow and
completing the task that has brought them to Lemnos. Before Odysseus can persuade
Neoptolemus to “give himself” (84) to him, Odysseus must define the boundaries of the
political friendship he is offering. He does this with typically Odyssean rhetorical skill

and subtlety, first by contrasting what kind of men Philoctetes and Neoptolemus are:

{OA.} Aviip KoToKeT T0VGOE TOVG TOTOVG GOPAC,
KEOT' 00y £KAC TOV" TAG YAP AV VOGDV Avip
K®Aov ool knpi TtpocPain pakpdav;
AN 7 'l popPiig vooTov £Eehnivbey,

7} @OALOV &l TL VOSVVOV KATOWOE TTOL.
Tov 0bv mOpOVTO TEPYOV €1C KOTOGKOTNY,
un Kol AGOn pe Tpocmec®mv: Mg LoAlov Gv
g\otto W' 1) Tovg mavtag Apyeiovg AaPeiv.
{NE.} AAN' €pyerai te kai puAGEeTat otifog
oV &' &l T ypnlets, epale devTépm AOY®.
{OA.} Ay éog mod, 8¢ 6' 89’ oig AnAvOag
yevvodov etvar, Ui povov @ chuatt,
GAA' v T KovOY GV TTPLV 0K GKNKOOC
KAONG, dmovpyelv, MG LINPETNG TaPEL.

Od.: Clearly that man dwells in this place
and he is not far away; for how could a man
plagued by an old wound on his foot walk very far?
He perhaps has gone in search of food,
or has gone in search of some soothing plant.
Send the man here with us as a scout
so that when he comes back he does not see me;
for by far he would rather capture me than all the other Argives.
Ne.: The guard is setting out and he will watch the path.

If you desire anything else, indicate it with another command.
Od: Son of Achilles, you must be yevvaiog for the business
on which you’ve come, not only in body,
but if you should hear something strange
that you have not heard before, you must give assistance,
since you are here as my attendant.

Philoctetes 40-53
Odysseus has drawn a subtle but significant distinction between Philoctetes and
Neoptolemus. Philoctetes is alluded to as an unmarked and even unremarkable avnp (40,

41; cf. 90) that is not given a patronymic, not oriented within the larger body of the
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Achaean host (i.e., not included among the group they are on a mission to benefit), and he
is defined only by his sickness (41, 42, 43).2° Moreover, as Schein notes, Odysseus’
reference to Philoctetes’ food as oppiig (43), a term reserved for animal fodder, inserts
the implication that his illness has rendered him something less than human.?° By
contrast, as the “son of Achilles”®! Neoptolemus is an especially remarkable man (or is
on his way to becoming one) and is marked as more inherently predisposed to the kind of

noble attributes his father epitomized.

With this distinction made, Odysseus shifts to a second, more ethical definition
for the alliance he seeks with Neoptolemus. He says that Neoptolemus must show himself
to be yevvaiog (51), not only in his body, but also in the event that he should hear
something new, unconventional, or outside of his self-conception (tt kaivov, 52) he must
remain obedient (iAvng, 53)%°2 and keep the interests of their present mission at heart.
That is, a man who is yevvaiog is under obligation to use his body (and mind, though this
is only implied)?® to benefit (bmovpyeiv, 53) the body of people whose interests he
serves. In this call to service, Odysseus’ notion of a yevvoiog person implicitly privileges
serving the needs of the community as a whole over those of oneself or any individual

member of it (cf. 52-3), and, as Mills notes, what is morally correct is not based on fixed,

249 Schein (2013) 126: “The use of keri for Phil.’s disease contributes to the sense that his abandonment and
isolation on Lemnos constitute a virtual death.”

250 Schein (2013) 126; on the term phorbé cf. fodder for horses (11. 5.202), asses (1. 11.562), or birds of
prey (Ajax 1065, Ar. Av. 348)

21 The play reiterates time and time again Neoptolemus’ lineage: Cf. Phil. 4, 50, 240-2, 260, 542, and
1237.

252 pycci (2003) 164 notes the notions of obedience embedded in the verb klua: “Anche Klueis (‘se ascolti’),
omerico e poetico, ¢ eufemistico per ‘se ti ordino.’"

253 Pycci (2003) 164 suggests that Odysseus’ emphasis on Neoptolemus physical obedience puts a positive
spin on the deceitful ti kainon he is about to suggest: “ll termine opposto a toi somati avrebbe dovuto essere
gnomei o logois ("devi essere coraggioso non solo con il corpo, ma anche con l'intelligenza delle cose™ o
""con le parole"), ma questa opposizione non ¢ espressa ed ¢ I'infinito "obbedire" che, diventando parallelo a
"(devi) essere coraggioso con il tuo corpo," ne assume la connotazione positive.”
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rigid ideology but is malleable enough to conform to the circumstances of any crisis (cf.
1049-52).%>* This flexibility is perhaps most explicit in Odysseus’ insistence that
Neoptolemus consider what is at stake in their endeavor and weigh the tremendous prizes

that can be won by deceit, unbecoming as that tactic may be:

"E&o1da Kai pUCEL G€ 1] TEPLKOTO
towdta eoVelv unde teyvacHot Kakd-
GAA’ MOV yap Tot KTijpa T1ig vikng AaPelv.
O Mo Sticarot §” avdig dxpavoduedo-
viv 0’ €ig avadeg NUEpag HEPOg Ppayd
86¢ 101 GEONTOV, KATO TOV AOUTdV YPOVOV
KEKANGO TAVTOV evoePEcTaToc PPoT@V.

I know it is not part of your nature
to tell untruths or to devise evils.
But to gain victory is a pleasant achievement.
Bring yourself to do it. We shall prove our honesty later on.
Now, for a short time, in shame give
yourself over to me. Then, for the rest of time,
be called the most god-fearing of all mortals.

Philoctetes 79-85

Odysseus’ exhortation hinges on the subtle premise that not only is a person’s nature
(pvoet, 79) an adaptable entity, but also that it can be altered by will at any time as is
necessary or convenient. The point is not that Neoptolemus become immoral, only that he
act immorally or unnaturally to himself to achieve a specific goal. As Schein writes,
“Odysseus wants Neoptolemus to accept his own ethical position, that justice is not a
moral absolute but a name given to a particular kind of behavior or speech, which can
change from time to time, and that in the future our way of acting will be shown to be
just.”2% The character of a true yevvaiog for Odysseus, then, responds to dynamic ethical
protocols, not established, monolithic moral mandates. In Odysseus’ forcefully imposing

(albeit temporarily) his own ethics upon Neoptolemus and seizing an authority which

254 Mills (2012) 34. Cf. Nusshaum (1976) 32, Blundell (1989) 185.
255 Schein (2012) 134.
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allows him to take command of the young man’s body (51, above), Sophocles posits
Odysseus as something of a sophistic mentor who is misusing his seniority and
manipulating his protégé toward his own advantage — not unlike the machinations of the
leaders of the coup of 411. As noted by Newman, Odysseus speaks with noticeably
sophistic stylings throughout the play: the paucity of metrical resolutions — only 10 in 158
lines — offers the sense that his slick words have been carefully chosen and mindfully

wrought.?®

Neoptolemus’ response to Odysseus’ proposal that they approach Philoctetes
lends further insight into both the ethics of the alliance that Odysseus proposes and into
the heroic persona to which the young hero is heir. Neoptolemus’ reaction to this
exhortation is hostile specifically because it opposes what he considers to be yevvaiog.
That is, “he is a certain kind of person, in part by his birth, and it is his sense of who he is
that will be his ethical guide.”?’ Neoptolemus makes it clear that he finds deceit to be
below his station, and that he finds it preferable to fail at his task without compromising

his inherited morality than to achieve an underhanded victory:

NE. Ti odv W’ &varyag AAo ATV wevdij Aéyswy;
OA. Aéyw 6’ €yd 06hm DhokTrTnV AoPElv.
NE. Ti 8’ v 60 ® d&l pordov 1j meioavt’ dyestv;
OA. OV pf midnTar: Tpdg Piav 8 ovk Gv Adporc.?®

NE. ovk aicypov nyi] dfjta T0 ywevdi) Aéyetv;
OA. OVK, &i 10 cwbijvai ye 1O yeddog pépeL.
NE. TId¢ odv PAET®V TIC TODTO TOMIOEL AUKETV;
OA."Ortav 11 3pdc g KEPSOG, OVK OKVELV TPETEL.
NE. Képdog &’ €uoi ti todtov ¢ Tpolav HoAElY;

2% Newman (1991) 309; he notes further Philoctetes’ abundant use of resolutions in his speech (especially
at points of physical or emotional distress) and Neoptolemus’ increasing use of them as he comes more and
more under Philoctetes” influence.

257 White (1985) 9; the emphasis is his.

258 Some critics have read the opposition between dolos and peitho in these lines is a sign of the sophistic
undertones exhibited in Odysseus throughout the play. White (1985) 22, for one, says that the Odysseus of
this play represents an “especially destructive and empty version of himself.
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OA. Aipsl ta. to&a tadto v Tpoiay pova.
NE. Ovk dp’ 0 mépomv, B¢ EPAGKET’, Il £Y0;
OA. 0BT’ Gv oV keivov yopig obt’ ékeiva 6oD.

NE. Onpaté’ dpa yiyvorr’ &v, simep 08 Exet.
OA. Q¢ 10016 v’ EpEag 600 QEpN dwpnpata.
006G T’ Gv adTdg Kéryafog kekAf® dpa. 2>

Neo: What, then, do you order, nothing but telling lies?
Od: | say you must use deception to trap Philoctetes.
Neo: Why use deception and not persuasion?

Od: He will not be persuaded, nor can you take him by force.
Neo: Don’t you believe that telling lies is truly shameful?
Od: Not if a lie protects the endeavor.

Neo: But how could someone bear to look him in the eye?
Od: If you’re looking to gain, you can’t have qualms.
Neo: What gain to me is his coming to Troy?

Od: Only his bow can capture Troy.

Neo: You said that I am the man who’ll sack it.

Od: Not without them, or they without you.

Neo: If that’s the case let the hunt begin.

Od: Exactly. Do this and you would win two prizes...
They’ll call you clever, as well as noble.

Philoctetes 100-3; 108-19
Although we have little reason to doubt Neoptolemus’ claim that he would rather fail at
his task than achieve an underhanded victory (94-5), he gives in to Odysseus with
perhaps surprisingly little resistance. Ruth Scodel suggest that part of the reason for this
is Neoptolemus’ youth: while it is true that he is heir to all the grandeur, dignity, and
stubborn intransigence that combine to form his father’s heroic persona, at this point
young Neoptolemus mettle has yet to be tested.?®® However, an equally important reason
for Neoptolemus’ compliance is a result of Odysseus’ rhetorical virtuosity, as he
seamlessly fuses their two separate goals into a single one: success in retrieving the bow
will result in victory for the Achaean army (Odysseus’ goal), and Neoptolemus’

destruction of Troy will win him all the more glory (Neoptolemus’ goal) if it is

29 On Odysseus’ use of the flexible terms sophos and agathos see Blundell (1989) 191; she notes also that
Philoctetes later uses these same terms to describe Nestor, whom he considers to be his last remaining
friend among the Achaeans.

260 Scodel (2008) 245.
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compounded by cleverness (copog, 119). Here, Odysseus takes advantage of a
fundamental defect to Neoptolemus’ self-conception: he is equipped with no apparatus
with which he can resolve conflicts within the sense of character that functions as his
moral compass. That is, Neoptolemus is extremely vulnerable at the point where his self-
conception as “the sacker of Troy” might extend beyond the moral territory that his

yevvaiog character will allow him to tread.

Critical to our interpretation of this passage is Odysseus’ insistence that in matters
concerning safety (10 cwbfjvai, 109) any and all courses of action should be available, no
matter how shameful or drastic. It is possible that the use of this term in particular may
have perked the ears of the drama’s original audience in 409 BC, given Thucydides’
description of Peisander’s exhortation that the citizens of Athens abandon their
democratic government in a desperate attempt to seek safety in the protection of
Tissaphernes (8.54.1-4);?%! however, within this drama itself cotpio and its cognates
play a crucial role in defining the objectives each party seeks, as Odysseus and

Philoctetes vie to determine what “safety” actually entails. Schein writes:

By gaining ‘salvation’ (to sathenai), Odysseus means both gaining control of (Philoctetes and) the
bow and a Greek victory at Troy. His pragmatic use of soizo and its cognates clashes throughout
the play with the physical salvation for which Philoctetes struggles, in the face of his disease, on
the harsh terrain of Lemnos (e.g. 297, 737); with the salvation Philoctetes seeks in his effort to
leave the island (e.g. 311, 488, 496, 501); and with the salvation by the gods which Neoptolemus
urges on Philoctetes (e.g. 528, 919, 1391, 1396) and which the chorus, in the end (1471), seeks
from the sea nymphs. This competition, as it were, to control the meaning of a word is an
important feature of Sophoclean tragedy. Cf. the struggle between Kreon and Antigone over the
meaning of philos.?®2

In other words, control over the meaning of the term cwtpia and its cognates is

tantamount to controlling all the ideological appurtenances that accompanies it, including

261 Cf. Thucydides 8.54.2: “capdc 8¢ d18ackopevog vmd tod Ietcdvdpov i sivor EAANY cotpiay, Ssicag
kol Guaénednilov oc kol petafaleitar, EvEdmrey.”
262 Schein (2012) 140; the passages referenced are discussed in detail below.
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determining what measures are permissible to obtain it and what qualities a person must
possess to enjoy the many benefits safety offers. In the past, several scholars found the
ethical flexibility Odysseus espouses here reminiscent of a number of 5"-century
politicians and sophists familiar to Sophocles’ audience and suggest that in this passage
and throughout the play the term yevvaiog is used to make a distinction between innate,

noble quality and a new generation of citizens trained to challenge the aristocracy.23

It follows then that, to Odysseus (40-47), Philoctetes is not in possession of
yevvadtng which would qualify him to enjoy the protection of political friendship: he
implies that Philoctetes is not heir to any noteworthy excellence (though this is certainly
not true, given his special relationship with Herakles), but more importantly that he
cannot use his body to aid anyone; instead, in his decrepit state he can only serve his own
immediate interests (44-5). This means, of course, that Philoctetes cannot live up to
Odysseus’ requirement that those embodying yevvaudtng use their excellent qualities to
benefit (Vmovpyeiv, 53) the body of people they represent, and would be completely
useless to the Greek war effort were it not for the divinely enhanced bow in his
possession. It should come as little surprise, then, that to Odysseus Philoctetes is exactly

the kind of person whose interests should be trumped by those of the Greek host.

Having adopted this view, Neoptolemus adeptly initiates Odysseus’ deception
against Philoctetes, who is filled with joy to encounter his Greek peers after so many

years in solitude (219-38).2% It is noteworthy that while at first Neoptolemus dutifully

263 E.g. on Sophocles’ invocation through Odysseus of contemporary political figures (and especially
sophists) see Stanford (1954) 110; on Sophocles’ use of the term to express his “militant affirmation of
inherited excellence” Rose (1992) 320.

264 On the very real relief participation in this conversation brings to Philoctetes, cf. Worman (2000) 3-7.
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sticks to the script by telling Philoctetes that he is the son of Achilles (239-41) and that he
has just now sailed from Troy (245) — both of which happen to be true — he next
contrives a lie not specifically ordered by Odysseus: he pretends to have never heard of
Philoctetes or of his disastrous fate (247-53). On the theatrical level this improvisation
performs the important role of setting up the long rhésis Philoctetes speaks in reply, in
which he offers his own account of his abandonment on Lemnos (254-84), his trials while
on the island (285-99), and the few other humans he has encountered in the past decade,
all of whom refused to help him in spite of their pity (300-16). Furthermore, he frames
this account with his vehement hatred for Odysseus and the Atreidae (263-4;314-5) and
his strong desire that they suffer the same calamities he has (275/315-6). This insult to
Philoctetes’ heroic dignity is a powerful force throughout the remainder of the play and is
of course the reason why Odysseus cannot approach him directly in the first place.
However, in addition to this more technical dramatic function, Neoptolemus’ improvised
lie plays an important role in his deceptive plan and in the duplicitous relationship which
he establishes with Philoctetes: even though Neoptolemus is a téxvov (236)%%° and a maic
(240) and is, moreover, a Greek, it is not a foregone conclusion that Neoptolemus will
help offer his aid, and Philoctetes is not in a position to make any demands. This,
alongside his stench and agonizing cries (cf. 876-81),%%° make it necessary that

Philoctetes persuade Neoptolemus to enter with him into a mutually beneficial pact.

Like Odysseus, Philoctetes’ necessary first step in persuading Neoptolemus to

accept his friendship is defining the qualities which will allow the two heroes to trust one

265 On Philoctetes’ strategic use of this term, see below.

266 Note in these lines that Philoctetes appeals to Neoptolemus’ yevvoiog nature (though in slightly different
terms: €0yeVIg YOp 1) QUGG KAE eVyev@v, 874) and calls him tékvov three times (876, 878, 879) to smooth
over the reality of what will surely be an uncomfortable journey.
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another. He does so with just as much subtlety and artistry as Odysseus did earlier, and
while there is the important difference that Philoctetes must appeal to Neoptolemus’
sense of pity where Odysseus was able to invoke his position of authority, both acts of
neibw operate by offering a definition of yevvoiog and suggesting ways that Neoptolemus

matches this definition:

{®L.} TIpdc VOV G TOTPOC, TPOG TE PNTPOC, O TEKVOV,
npog T €1 Tl 6ot Kot 01KV £6TL TPOGPILLG,
iK€ng ikvodpan, pn Adeng ' obto pdvov,
£pnpov v Kakoiot toicd' oiotg 0pag
6ootol T é&nkovcag évvaiovtd e’

AN év mapépym Bod pe. Avoyépeta pév,
£Eo1da, ToAAT ToDdE TOD PopNaTOC
Oumg ¢ TATOL Tolot yevvaiolsi Tot
70 T' aicypov £x0pov Kai TO YPNOoTOV EVKAEES.
Y01 0', éxklMmdvtt TodT', HvEId0G 0V KAADY,
dpacavtt §', ® mod, TAsicTov sdrAeiac yépag,
gav LOA® 'yo LV pog Ottaiav x06va.

10", fjuépog Tot noyBog ody dAng Ldg,
tohunocov, éuparod p' énn BéleS dywv,
elg avtiav, gig Tpdpav, i Tpopvny, 6ot
fikiota pEAL® ToLG EuvOvToG GAYLVETV.

Nov &', gig 6€ yop TOUTOV TE KAOTOV dyyeAov
Ko, 60 6@oov, ol 1’ EAéncov, eicopdv
MG TAvVTa dEVA KATIKIVOLV®S BpoTolg
keiton Tadelv pév €0, mabsiv 88 Odtepa.
Xpn d' éktog dvto mpdtov T osiv' Opdv,
xdTav Tic &b Cfj, mvikadta 1oV Blov
OKOTEWY paAoTOo pny StapBapeig AdO.

Phil: By your father, oh child, and by your mother,
and if there is anything dear to you at home, by that too—
as a suppliant I implore you, do not leave me alone like this,
abandoned in the wretched state in which you see
and you’ve heard that I live.
Instead, stow me in an auxiliary part of the ship.
I know that the disgust of this burden is great:
bring yourself to do it just the same. For the gennaioi, you see,
what is shameful is hateful and what is noble is glorious.
For you, forsaking my pleas, there would be shameful rebuke;
however, for doing as | ask the greatest reward of glory is yours,
if 1 should arrive alive in the land of Oita.
Come, the hardship is not one of an entire day;
endure it, bringing me to the ship throw me wherever you wish,
in the hold, or in the prow, or in the stern,
wherever | am going to be least burdensome to your crew.
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But now — for in you | come across both guide and a messenger—
save me! Show pity on me, seeing that all things are full of terror
and dangerously disposed for mortals to fare well or fare the opposite way.
It is necessary to look out for miseries while still outside of trouble,
whenever someone is living well, and at that point in life especially to be vigilant,
lest when it is destroyed it escapes your notice.

Philoctetes 468-83, 500-6

In general, this speech has much in common with more traditional supplication
scenes and relies more on pity than more traditional neifw or clearly defined ideology.?®’
To begin, Philoctetes’ invocation of Neoptolemus’ father and mother (468) not only
underscores his particularly noble birth, but perhaps also offers a plea to Neoptolemus’
humanity or human decency. Moreover, Philoctetes further invokes the affections that
exist between parents and children by referring to Neoptolemus as “tékvov” three times
(466, 468, and 484). Next, whereas Odysseus oriented himself as Neoptolemus
superior/commanding officer in no uncertain terms (note line 53, and the imperatives in
following lines), Philoctetes stresses his position as a suppliant (470, 484-6, etc.) and
states clearly what he desires (470-3). The operative ideologically definition of being
yevvaiog here differs strikingly from the one offered by Odysseus: for those possessing
yevvaiog (475) what is shameful is to be hated/shunned and what is good/useful/honest is
glorious. Therefore, if Neoptolemus will be persuaded to help Philoctetes, he will show
himself to be yevvaiog and worthy of all the benefits contained therein, but if he does not
he will only prove himself to be shameful. Those who admit to be without the quality of a
yevvaiog disclose their inherent vileness and are free to commit any betrayals that benefit

them; but to declare oneself to be yevvaiog is also to lay claim to all the responsibilities

267 On this rather odd (or at least incomplete) supplication scene, see Kosak (1999) 117-8, Pucci (2003)
216-7, Shein (2012) 202-3, and further discussion below.
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that come with it. Philoctetes insinuates that one of these responsibilities is to yield to

suppliants.

In short, if the defining characteristic of Odysseus’ conception of a yevvaiog is to
be useful (53) and win glory (85) from a large body of fellow citizens, for Philoctetes it is
more adherent to universal notions of what is shameful and dutiful (475); a yevvaiog man
will save and show pity to those in pain (501), even if doing so is inconvenient or harmful
to others, and those without this quality will refuse to do so for the sake of their own self-
interest (499-500). In the internal logic of the play, these two conceptions of yevvaiog are
diametrically opposed and mutually exclusive, and the necessity that Neoptolemus
choose one over the other is the source of the drama’s ethical crisis. His choosing takes
time, and the internal conflict he endures as he weighs the merits and shortcoming of
each invites the audience to reflect on the similar questions lingering in the wake of their
own tumultuous civic experience. As the polarizing pressures on Neoptolemus build and
he attempts to navigate in an increasingly narrow neutral space, the play moves into a
phase of complex metatheater, where boundaries between truth and fiction—and indeed

between actor and audience—become dangerously blurry.

The Merchant Scene: Metatheater and the Poetics of Conspiracy

Sophocles’ Philoctetes shows a high degree of self-awareness qua drama at the
points where Odysseus and Philoctetes offer up diametrically opposite visions of how
properly organized conspiracies function. Additionally, there are several other points
where the drama displays a keen awareness that the figures on stage are being watched by
both internal and external audiences. As discussed in Chapter 2 above, the elements of

metatheatricality on the tragic stage appear to be more pronounced at the time of the
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play’s production, perhaps in connection with the fact that the audience so recently
witnessed firsthand a form of political stagecraft off stage, both in the oligarchic
conspirators’ performances leading up to the coup of 411 and their own performance of

the Oath of Demaphontos aimed at assuaging the fear left in the coup’s wake.

Metatheater is not a dramatic element isolated to Sophocles’ Philoctetes. In his
study of this complex device in Sophoclean drama Ringer identifies three operative
components useful for exploring metatheatrical moments.2%® First, he calls “role-playing-
within-the-role” those scenes in which a tragic figure consciously or unconsciously takes
on another role in addition to their main assignment, wherein a character transforms into
an “internal actor” performing a deceptive role as part of an actual role.?%® Examples of
internal actors are fairly common and can be found in the plots of all three major
surviving tragic playwrights. Orestes’ claim to be a lowly traveler bearing news of his
own death in Aeschylus’ Choéphoroi and Pentheus’ (initially reluctant) donning of the
maenadic garb in Euripides’ Bacchae come to mind as two such examples. In addition to
the revelations these double roles offer to specific figures in specific dramas, in general

such internal actors also comment upon all role-playing within the theater.

A second prominent metatheatrical phenomenon is the one in which Ringer
distinguishes a “playwright/director-within-the-play.” These figures also frequently shift
to a secondary, deceptive role in addition to their primary one, but they also assume a

position from which they manipulate or “script” the actions and words of their fellow

268 Ringer (1998) 8-22 is an excellent starting point for any study of ancient or modern metatheater, and in
addition explores metanarrative in other genres, including historiography. Cf. also Hornby (1986).

269 While deception itself is not inherently metatheatrical, “internal actors” are necessarily driven by an
impulse to deceive; without it, there would be no need to “act.”
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actors. It is when actors speak the lines and take the actions directed by this “internal
script” that audiences find a fully formed “play-within-the-play.” Once again Aeschylus’
Choréphoroi provides a revealing example: in his detailed explanation of the
assassination plot to the chorus of libation bearers, Orestes uses distinctly theatrical
language to describe what is about to unfold: it will be a “straightforward plot” (anAodg 6
uvbog, 554) that includes stage directions for the internal actors to perform as the action
unfolds (554, 561-8). Next, he will don the costume of a stranger and ally of the house,
and also disguise his voice with a convincing accent (£€vog e kol d0pOEevog dOUmV,|
auoeo o0& vy floouev Iapvnoida,| yAdoong autiv @okidog pipovpéve, 562-4).
Finally, he incorporates the chorus into the internal plot as he directs them not only to
keep secret his intentions (kpdmtely tdode cuvOnkog Eudg, 555), but be attentive to points
where they should be discreet or speak in his favor (Opiv 8' énavd YA®GGOV DM UOV
eépew,| orydv 0' 6mov el kai Aéyev ta kaipia, 581-2). This is just one of a number of
instances of such “internal scripts,” and I propose that it is within these that we find the

closest point of contact between dramatic and real-world conspiracies.

Before exploring instances of “internal scripts” in the Philoctetes, the third and
final operative component of tragic metatheater that Ringer identifies bears mentioning:
an audience-within-the-play, an “internal audience” to the “internal script” described
above. Far more than passive viewers of the internal actors, the internal audience is
frequently positioned in such a way that not only encourages the external, theatrical

audience to view the action on stage through their eyes, but also allows them to serve as a
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“barometer” for the external audience’s anticipated response.?’® Internal audiences in
general and in Sophocles’ Philoctetes in particular reveal a high degree of awareness that
they are participants in a multi-layered dramatic spectacle through their use of overtly
performative vocabulary (on which more below), which in turn alerts the external

audience to their metatheatrical role as citizen-dancers within the Theater of Dionysus.

Let us try to determine how the figures in the Philoctetes fit into Ringer’s scheme.
Certainly Odysseus (40-134) and to a lesser extent Philoctetes (468-506) in their own
ways act as internal directors as each attempts to guide Neoptolemus, the play’s most
prominent actor and occasional internal audience, and try to get him to act and speak in a
manner that is in keeping with their chosen plot line.2”* However, locating the exact
internal role of both Neoptolemus and his choral co-conspirators is a far more complex
matter, as they oscillate independently between active participants in Odysseus’ scheme
and more traditional passive witnesses to Philoctetes’ internal and external anguish and
doubt. At many times it is difficult to determine exactly which role the chorus is playing,
and there are no distinct boundaries that ever clearly separate their active and passive
roles. It is notoriously difficult to pinpoint exactly when Neoptolemus abandons

Odysseus’ plot and genuinely sympathizes with Philoctetes.

Perhaps nowhere else in the drama are elements of metatheater more central than
the scene in which the so-called “False Merchant” interacts with Neoptolemus, in which

the boundaries between actor and internal actor are blurred and much of the language

270 Ringer (1998) 9. Furthermore, he suggests that following their often direct involvement in the internal
scripts, we should resist the temptation to take internal audiences as the “ideal audiences” proposed by
Schlegel in the fifth of his Lectures of Dramatic Art and Literature; cf. Dukore (1974) 502-5.

271 On the alternation of Neoptolemus’ role as participant in the action and speaker in the play, see Allen-
Hornblower (2015) ch. 4.



149

simultaneously communicates multiple messages to different audiences.?’2 More so than
at any other point in the dramas under discussion, this scene overtly draws parallels
between the performative elements embedded in “conspiring” and “acting,” as the False
Merchant’s (internally) scripted speech and Neoptolemus’ response to it add complexity
to the deception plot already underway.?”® Though the terms “yevvoioc” and “cotnpio”
do not appear in this passage, | argue that the concepts they entail still clearly loom over
the scene. In his parting words to Neoptolemus as the plot to deceive Philoctetes is about
to begin (126-31), Odysseus tells him that, if the scheme takes too long or appears to
stall, he will send one of his sailors to intervene or offer further instructions. This sailor,
he says, will be disguised as a passing merchant in order to preserve the secrecy of the
plot (¢ 6v ayvoio mpociy, 129) and will tell a tale in which Neoptolemus is to find
encoded any information or new orders that Odysseus wishes to convey covertly (déyov
T0 CLUEEPOVTO TOV del Aoywv, 131). Later, when Neoptolemus does in fact hesitate and
there seems to be a danger that the plot is unraveling, this “False Merchant” appears on
stage (542) and the drama enters into a complex sequence in which several different

levels of performances are acted out simultaneously.?™

As do other points in the deception plot, the interaction with the False Merchant
forces Neoptolemus to perform under the guise of the persona Odysseus has convinced

him to adopt, providing another opportunity for the audience to sense the tension created

272 |_ada-Richards (2002) 397-8.

273 On Neoptolemus’ interaction with the merchant and participation on the internal play, cf. Goldhill
(2009) 68, emphasis his: “...Neoptolemus’ apparent sympathy for Philoctetes here needs to be read both
with regard to his willing continuation of the deception — that is, as false, feigned feeling — and as a
precursor of his change of heart — that is, as a sign of sincere emotion — and the clash of these two
trajectories produced a tension for the audience.”

274 The primary proponents of this view are Errandonea (1955) 122-164 and Lattimore (1964) 43-5, 92 n.
35.
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by the difference between his false and true selves, the same tension that earlier in the
drama Odysseus and Philoctetes both addressed in terms of yevvaiog terminology.?”
Meanwhile, as the harbinger of the imaginary dangers Philoctetes will soon face (604-
21), through the medium of the False Merchant Odysseus proposes a solution that will
make Neoptolemus and Philoctetes take action that is in keeping with his conception of
ocwtpio and what it entails: namely, a hasty departure from the island ("Topev: §j Tot
Kaiplog 6movdn, movov/ AMavtog, Hmvov kavamaviay fiyayev, 637-8) and a return to
Troy with the bow of Herakles.?”® As discussed in Chapter 1, these are two points that are
fundamental to the formation of any conspiracy: members must determine what qualities
one must possess in order to qualify for inclusion in or exclusion from the group (such as
being yevvaiog), and they must agree on the mutually beneficial outcome they seek to
achieve, which is often expressed in terms of cotpio (safety). Just as in the coup of 411
— where Peisander took aside each of his opponents and, group by group, confronted
them with the very real possibility that Sparta would soon overwhelm them unless the
Persian King interceded — the conspiracy aggravates a sense of dread in the target and

then its agents propose its preferred solution for returning to compio.?”’

The language of acting and the use of double entendre come into play shortly after

the False Merchant appears on stage at 542. Throughout the scene, the False Merchant

215 Cf. 50-3 and 475-80. On the multidimensional applications of this term ranging from “noble” to
“genuine,” see Chapter 1. Cf. also Heath (1987) 151: “...the complexity of the problems which face
Neoptolemus and Philoctetes is allowed to emerge, and must be allowed to emerge. Without some
awareness of the ethical complexities of the situation the audience will be unable to appreciate and respond
appropriately to the painful contradictions in which the characters find themselves entangled. The
emotional impact of the situation is inextricably bound up with its ethical complexity.”

276 Pycci (2003) 236: “Filotte incalza con un nuovo invite a salpare (cfr. 635), ma, invece di addurre un
motive proprio della situazione in atto, chiude con una massima generale, segnata da tot e dall’aoristo
gnomico. La metafora medica AM&avtog potrebbe alludere alla scena della malattia che segue (Webster).
277 Cf. Thuc. 8.53.2-3 and Chapter 2 above.
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shows keen awareness that with the same words he is addressing two audiences: one
composite audience, divided between Neoptolemus, the Chorus, and the external
spectators, is aware that the False Merchant is delivering a scripted, internal performance,
while the other (Philoctetes, who is the main addressee for whom this performance is
intended) is not. After claiming to be a solitary sailor returning from Troy who just so

happened to be passing by Lemnos, the False Merchant reports,

06V 60 mov kdtolsba TdV cavTod TEPL,
0 toiow Apyeioow apei cod véa
Bovigdpat' éoti, Kov poévov Poviedpata,
AN Epya dpdpev', oOKET' EEapyovuEva.
You know nothing of your own affairs, it seems,
the new plans which the Greek have concerning you,
and not only are they plans, but actions being performed

and no longer neglected.
Philoctetes 553-6

While at a glance the language the False Merchant chooses to describe the news that he is
about to deliver seems strikingly vague, 1 would like to suggest that his use of words
V)278

and scripted plots (BovAedpara)?’

associated specifically with stagecraft (5pmpev
calls attention to the very performance he is in the process of giving.?®° Philoctetes, for
one, can take these words and those that follow at face value because he has no reason to
think the merchant is being disingenuous, and he knows nothing of the deception at hand
(OVdev 60 mov KaTolsbo TdV cavtod mEPL, 553). However, Neoptolemus, the Chorus, and
the external audience are all aware that the news is false and that they are witnessing the

delivery of lines scripted by Odysseus. For them, these words take on a metatheatrical

double meaning: they understand that the thing Philoctetes does not know is that he is

278 Especially with reference to its cognate dpapo, used to indicate action specifically taking place on a
dramatic stage, cf. Ar. Ra. 920, 1021; Plat. Sym. 222d; Aristot. Poet. 1448a.28; 1460a.31.

219 Cf. Ar. Av. 993: “Ti Sai 0¥ Spaowv; Tic idéa Boviedpatoc;”

280 Cf. Easterling (1997) 169-73, who calls this an instance of “strong theatrical self-consciousness in the
use of a deception scene within a deception scene (169).”
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witnessing a performance, one that is itself the new plan (véo| Boviedpar', 554-5),28
following on the heels of an original one that is in danger of failing. Furthermore, the
merchant indicates to them that they are witnessing exactly what the véa Boviedpoata are:
namely, the internal drama he is presently performing (£pya dpdpev', o0kéT EEapyovueva
556).282 His referral to the new plan at 560 (vedtepov BovAevp') may be making use of
the both the negative (as in “strange,” to Philoctetes) and positive (as in “innovative,” to
everyone else) senses of the word vedtepov.

Once these words are spoken, Neoptolemus finds himself in a difficult position.
To avoid compromising the success of the mission, Neoptolemus must remain engaged in
his deception and act as if the merchant is telling the truth. The audience knows this, and
this knowledge adds a layer of meaning to his words for those audience members on and
off stage (i.e., everyone except for Philoctetes) who are aware of the performance
underway: when Neoptolemus mentions his gratitude for “the favor of your forethought”
(M xGp1g pev tijg Tpoundiog, 557), these words must sound quite polite to Philoctetes; but
to the rest there is a hint of sarcasm in Neoptolemus’ thanking the merchant (and
indirectly, Odysseus) for his “forethought/scheme,” in which Neoptolemus is an
increasingly reluctant participant.?®® In the lines that follow, Neoptolemus’ reluctance is
clearly shifting to something closer to disobedience, a point that once again remains
hidden to Philoctetes:

{NE.} 'Eyo eip' Atpeidaig Svopevig obtog 8é pot

281 Pycci (2003) 229: “Questa correzione potrebbe essere sostenuta da véo fovievpot' del v. 560, se lo si
intende, come mi sembra giusto, <<nuovo progetto>>, e non <<strano>> o0 addirittura <<quasi
“rivoluzionario”>> (come suggerisce Webster).

282 Easterling (1997) 170-1 comments on the pleasure audience members witnessing such a multilayered
performance may have felt. Cf. Artistot. Poet. 1425b33 and 1453a36.

283 pycci (2003) 229-30: “Odisseo aveva previsto questo intervento se le cose andavano a rilento (vv. 126-
9), e qui il mercante sembra confermare a Neotolemo e al pubblico che lo scopo della sua mascherata &
quello di far avanzare lo stratagemma.”
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@ihog uéylotog, ovvek' Atpeidog oTuyel.
€101 o', Epoty' ENOOVTA TPOGPIAT, Aoy®V
KpOWou Tpog UGS UNdEV' GV AKKOaG.
{EM.} "Opa. ti mot€ic, mod.

{NE.} Zxon® xdye® moot.

{EM.} X¢ Ofcopon T@dVS' aitiov.
{NE.} ITowod Aéywv.

{NE.} I am an enemy to the Atreidae, and this man
is my greatest friend because he hates the Atreidae also.

If you have come kindly disposed toward me, it is necessary
that you hide from us nothing of the things you’ve heard.
{EM.}Mind what you are doing, boy.

{NE.} I have long considered it.

{EM.} I will hold you accountable.

{NE.} Do so, but speak.

Philoctetes 585-90

For Philoctetes, Neoptolemus’ reference to him as his “greatest friend” (586) must
seem a gratifying and pleasant relief after so many years in isolation. However, for the
False Merchant, the Chorus, and the external audience, his words carry the latent threat
that they may actually be more truth than fiction and be a sign that he may be abandoning
Odysseus’ plot. This threat is underscored when Neoptolemus adds that the basis of their
new friendship is a mutual hatred of the Atreidae (585-6). Of course, Neoptolemus’
fictitious grievances against the Atreidae are the very premise of the deception narrative
(343-466); however, the False Merchant seems sensitive to Neoptolemus’ growing
sympathy toward Philoctetes and hostility toward Odysseus’ approach to the problem at
hand.

The layers of internal performances and audiences in this scene are complex.
Moreover, the unknown status of Neoptolemus’ allegiance at this point — the very thing
which prompted Odysseus to send the False Merchant in the first place — increases the
tension in the encounter, which comes to a head in the exchange of lines 588-90 quoted

above. Scholars have long argued about whether this is a coded exchange between co-
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conspirators or something more benign, such as a simple piece of theater intended to
impress and disarm Philoctetes.?8* Schein suggests that there are three levels of
communication at work, each of which delivers a different message to a different
audience.?® First, when the False Merchant tells Neoptolemus to “watch what he is
doing” (‘Opa ti moteic, mod, 589) he means not only that Neoptolemus should think
carefully about his actions and ethics, but also that he should remember that he is being
watched by an unseen audience — namely, Odysseus. Failure to perform the actions
Odysseus had dictated, the merchant implies, will locate Neoptolemus outside the
boundaries of Odysseus’ protection and leave him vulnerable to exactly the same kind of
covert action he is supposed to be applying to Philoctetes. When Philoctetes, a second
audience, hears the words “Opa ti Tot€ic, moi” and Neoptolemus’ affirmative reply, he
would interpret it as a true message warning of real dangers and understand that
Neoptolemus is willing to face them at his side, never suspecting Neoptolemus’ ongoing
inner conflict over his participation in Odysseus’ scheme. Finally, the external audience
might understand these words to mean that Neoptolemus must watch what he is doing
morally or ethically, lest his subsequent actions prove disastrous because of his
demonstrated lack of self-knowledge. To this implication the False Merchant adds a
subtle reminder that Neoptolemus is to consider himself a subordinate to Odysseus:?® mai
is exactly the term Odysseus uses throughout the play when addressing Neoptolemus,

which, as discussed above, stands in stark opposition to Philoctetes” more common and

284 This is the view of Jebb (1906) 100, for instance. Cf. Goldhill (2012) 68-9, who finds in Neoptolemus’
use of the term Aot (590) “the first telling indication of Neoptolemus’ pained self-analysis.”

285 Schein (2013) 217.

28 Cf. 54: “...0¢ vnmpétng Thper.”
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gentler use of the term téxvov.?8” Odysseus’ reiteration of his authority through the False
Merchant meets with an increasingly imposing response from Neoptolemus. He states in
no uncertain terms that he knows what he is doing (Zkon® kdy® wérot, 589), and the
confidence with which he addresses Odysseus’ surrogate may suggest to the external
audience that some of his uncertainties are vanishing concerning the nature of his own
true self (the possession of a yevvaiog nature, and what attributes define a nature as such)
— the very quality to which Odysseus appealed in persuading Neoptolemus to adopt the
ethics he prefers.?®® Furthermore, Neoptolemus’ reply holds different meanings for
Philoctetes and for the False Merchant: Schein suggests that Philoctetes would hear a
confident defiance to the authority the False Merchant claims, while the False Merchant
might hear an affirmation that Neoptolemus is adhering to the plan and role which
Odysseus crafted for him.

| earlier made mention of the tumultuous historical context and widespread civic
mistrust (discussed in chapter 2) that was reflected and codified in the Oath of
Demophantos. In light of this context, it is likely that such duplicitous encounters on the
tragic stage would have had a particular relevance for the spectators watching them play
out. The pervasiveness of the misgivings born from an inability to make distinctions

between trustworthy and deceptive public performances is revealed when the Chorus —

87 oi e.g. 53; Tékvov e.g. 466, 468, 484. Pucci (2003) 231: “<<Ragazzo, tu mi stai rovinando il gioco>>,
con un divertente appellativo diminutivo (na@) dopo quello solenne del v. 582.” Schein (2013) 217 notes
that, “the FM’s pretended emotion is intensified when he ends his words with the emphatic moi at position
6, rhetorically bisecting the trimeter, despite moieig at the caesura.” Such a careful choice of words suggests
that they were carefully crafted by their internal author — namely, Odysseus — for maximum effectiveness.
288 Cf. 806, 906, 913, and 966, all points where Neoptolemus more explicitly confesses that he has been
struggling with the pity he feels for Philoctetes “for a long time” (ndAat). Goldhill (2012) 69 notes that
such emphasis on méAot “opens a potential narrative of the past, Neoptolemus’ past and ongoing reflection
(skopo), that will become more and more important as he travels toward his change of heart.”
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the genre’s foundational and most institutionalized feature?®® — finds itself complicit in
Odysseus’ scheme and forced to reconcile with its consequences. In the following
section, | explore the ways the Chorus of the Philoctetes invites the audience further to
reflect upon civic mistrust.

The Chorus as Actor

An additional complicating factor in this scene and throughout the Philoctetes is
the voice of the chorus. As virtually every commentator on the play notes, the chorus of
this play is anything but typical. Far more than a neutral third party, this chorus
repeatedly shows itself to be a thoughtful, independent entity with a vested interest in the
outcome of Odysseus’ mission, one that, as Pucci notes, is striking in its willingness to
give voice to ethical or political differences with Neoptolemus.?®® The Chorus is
comprised of sailors sent in support of Odysseus’ mission; from the moment they appear
on stage in the parados it is clear that they are perfectly informed concerning the
requirements of the task Odysseus has assigned, and they express a willingness to say
whatever must be said to accomplish it. There is a particularly noteworthy metatheatrical
element to these lines, as if they are a troupe of actors preparing to perform before an
audience:

Tixp", Tl xpN e, déomoT, €v Eéva E€vov
otéyew, fj Tl Adyew mpog avop' vrdmTay;

What must I, what must | conceal, oh master,
Stranger in a strange land? Or what should | say to a suspicious man?

Philoctetes 135-6

289 Murnaghan (2012) 220-1.

290 Pycci (2003) 180: “Questo modo di esprimersi caratterizza, qui e in tutto il dramma, i marinai del Coro
non solo come personaggi popolari, ma anche come uomini totalmente privi delle esitazioni etiche, della
visione politica e degli ideali dei capi.” Cf. also Murnaghan (2012) 229-34.
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The enjambed verb otéyew in these lines places particular emphasis on v Eéva Eévov,
which, as Goldhill notes, functions as “a standard jingling polyptoton, recalling the
repeated language and type scenes of the Odyssey, where Odysseus so often needs
concealing language, as a guest before a suspicious host.”?*! Not only is this Chorus
ready and willing to take on the dramatic persona Odysseus’ scheme will require, but
they display a predilection for a particularly Odyssean style of dealing with strangers.

However, it would be misguided to read this chorus as unequivocally embracing
Odysseus’ ethics and plot. Quite the opposite: the chorus at several points struggles
alongside Neoptolemus with the dilemma at hand and, like the Athenian dfjpog itself,
faces the dual pressures of seeking compia?®? for themselves and their fellow Greeks —
in both cases, by seeking a way to end a seemingly endless war — while simultaneously
coping with the duplicitous and transgressive leaders and factions claiming to be able to
provide it. It is at points such as these that we can detect the closest links between the
processes of role-playing and Athenian citizens’ lingering anxieties surrounding factional
strife, wherein conspirators engage in one or more public performances that obscure their
true intention, always (at least allegedly) for the greater good of the community. One of
the complicating factors in viewing the chorus of the Philoctetes is a kind of performative
ambiguity that leaves both the internal and external audiences uncertain as to when they
are “acting” like good conspirators in Odysseus’ plot and when they are expressing

sincere pity (or faking it).

291 Goldhill (2012) 121.

292 Even if the Chorus does not make us of the term cotnpio itself, it is important to recall that the safety
and preservation of the Greek host is the primary object of the expedition. Cairns (1993) 1-26 takes as a
premise to his study of the term aidas itself can be taken as shorthand for the broader concepts such as
shame and reverence that the word itself entails; here I suggest that a study of “safety” may be undertaken
in a similar way.
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While it is true that in this play Sophocles presents us with a far more active and
involved chorus than is typical, he utilizes this chorus sparingly and with restraint. In
fact, in the long first scene of the drama (up to line 675) the chorus sings only two brief
but revealing stanzas. The first of these (391-402) takes the shape of an invocation to
Earth the mother of Zeus (I'a,| patep avtod Adg, 391-2) and like a standard prayer
recalls a time when they have invoked her previously — however, in this case, the
previous invocation the chorus references happens to be entirely fictional, as the hubris
on the part of the Atreidae which they describe seems designed solely to lend credibility
to the false narrative that Neoptolemus has just spun for Philoctetes. A number of
scholars have commented on the ethical implications of issuing a false prayer such as this
one, especially because it references another, earlier false prayer. Reinhardt finds the
prayer indicative of the depth of moral and religious perversion in Odysseus’ deceptive
world, where “what should be most holy has become a means of betrayal.”?®® Schein
notes that by stopping just short of swearing a false oath by the goddess they have
invoked, “they (barely) preserve their conventional authority to interpret the events of the
play in choral song, even while their attempt to provide for the present need (16 mopov
Bepomevety, 149) shows how such choral song can be manipulated and manipulative.”?%
Pucci calls the chorus’ deception an instance of “emotional violence.”?*® To all these
observations I would add one more: by participating so deeply in Neoptolemus’

dramatization of the hubris of the Atreidae and transforming a prayer into a vehicle for

293 Reinhardt (1979) 171, where he suggests that such corruption is a consequence of the social conditions
in Athens in the late years of the Peloponnesian War.

29 Schein (2013) 190.

2% Pucci (2003) 205: “Invece del pezzo lirico attesto, lo <<stasimo>>, il Coro canta ¢ danza un breve brano
giambo-docmiaco-- un metro lirico di grande violenza emotiva-- per dichiararsi testimone della scandalosa
consegna delle armi a Odisseo.”
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manipulation, the chorus makes it impossible for either the internal or external audiences
to ever know with certainty if their words are completely genuine. In other words, a
chorus comprising of such ruthless and sacrilegious actors make it difficult for both the
internal and external audiences to find the boundary between their truth and fiction,
making them extremely useful co-conspirators for Odysseus.

The Chorus’ demonstrated willingness to resort to extreme means of manipulation
and the ambiguity this adds to all of their words makes a later prayer difficult to interpret
as well. In the choral interlude following Philoctetes’ loss of consciousness, (827-64), the
Chorus sings a prayer to personified Sleep that in certain ways draws parallels to a
paean.??® On the one hand, their invocation of Sleep and the relief it will bring Philoctetes
here seems quite sincere, especially following the lines they sang just before Philoctetes
fell ill. In these lines (676-729), the Chorus finds itself alone on stage for the first and
only time in the play, and, as they contemplate the workings and implications of the
internal drama in which they are taking part, there seems little reason to doubt that the
sentiments they express are their true emotions. In these lines they sing of their surprise at
the depth of Philoctetes’ suffering (&Alov &' obtiv' Eyoy' 0ida kKAV@Y 008" 5180V poipy
000" £xBiovi cuvtuydvta Bvatdv, 680-2) which he has endured so undeservedly
(va&img, 685), and they express pity for the dual agonies of the pain that gnaws on
Philoctetes (BapvBpdrt', 695) and the absence of anyone to offer aid to him (701-3). The
vivid description of Philoctetes’ wound can only intensify their own and the audience’s

sympathies; finally, they anticipate optimistically that, owing to Neoptolemus’ yevvoiog

2% On the similarities between this hymn and a paean, see Haldane (1963) 53-6. He notes that Sophocles
was widely known to be an author of a number of hymns for the Cult of Asclepius: the Suda records
Paianes, and his paean to Asclepius was known at least into the second and third centuries A.D.
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character (which they express here in terms of his noble lineage: avdép@v dyaddv madog,
719), he will end Philoctetes’ torments and return him home. However, after witnessing
first-hand Philoctetes’ extreme agony—a spectacle that, if anything, should have fortified
their pity — they still urge Neoptolemus to seize the opportunity to abscond with the bow
and complete Odysseus’ deception plot:

Q téxvov, 8pa mod otdo,

7ol 8¢ Pdon, Tdg 6¢ pot Tavtedev
@povtidoc. Opdg 1om.
IIpdg ti pévopev mpdooetv;

Koaipdc tor mévtaov yvopoy ioyov
<mOAD Tr> TTOAD TTapd TOdO, KPATOG dpvuTaL.

Child, consider what position you take,
and where you will step, and how there should
be a care for me from this point on. You see him now.
Why do we hesitate to act?
The critical moment, the deciding judgment in all things,
Promptly wins many, many a victory.

Philoctetes 833-8

In reply, Neoptolemus answers emphatically that he will do no such thing. He repudiates
both Odysseus’ reading of the prophesy of Helenus, which Odysseus interprets as
requiring only the bow and not the man to be brought to Troy (840-1), and the victory-at-
all-costs ethics he espoused (Kopzeiv 6' £ot' dtedi] oLV yevdeotv aioypov dveldog,
842).2°" How are we to reconcile the Chorus’ urging here that Neoptolemus put their and
the Greeks’ needs above those of Philoctetes with the compassion and pity they express
at 676-729? Scholars offer a number of interpretations. Pucci urges caution because of
both textual and interpretative problems, but points out how much in these lines is

communicated by implication;®® such instances of non-verbal communication would

B

297 Whitman (1951) 176 calls this critical moment Neoptolemus’ “first moment of conscious moral action.’
2% Pycci (2003) 257: “Testo e senso sono dibattuti. Se si accetta I'idea che il Coro non approvi l'indugio di
Neottolemo e il proposito di portare Filottete a Troia (Jebb, Kamerbeek), allora si intendera: <<dio ci

pensera (a come avere Filottete a Troia); rispondendomi parla voce bassa: il sonno dei malati € insonne e ha
occhi. Suvvia, fai quella cosa (keivo) di nascosto, quella cosa (keivo: cio¢ prendiamo 'arco e andiamocene).
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seem to indicate the closeness they still feel with Neoptolemus, in spite of their current
difference of opinion. Schein detects a note of religious pragmatism, particularly in the
Chorus’ urging that they and Neoptolemus take what actions seem best for them and trust
in the gods to deliver salvation and justice for Philoctetes (AALG, tékvov, TGde pev 0g0g
dyeton, 843).2%° Goldhill posits a more subversive tone still, and notes a growing tension

as Neoptolemus’ authority over them is called into question. He writes,

Their sententiousness is not just a bit of characterization, but also plays a role in their performative
rhetoric; it’s a step toward their working to find a place from which to try to persuade
Neoptolemus of what they actually think he should do. Their language continues to be veiled and
cautious (“You know what/whom I am talking about; if you have the same opinion of this man,
it’s for the wise to foresee innumerable problems,” [852-4]). This is partly because they are
explicitly afraid Philoctetes will come to (‘speak quietly...” [845-6]), but also because they are
talking around their subordinate position and Neoptolemus’ strong expression in hexameters in
order to disagree with their leader.3%

| believe that Goldhill is correct to point out the kind of rhetorical posturing and
delicate choice of words in these lines, but | hesitate to read quite as much friction
between the Chorus and Neoptolemus as he suggests. Rather, | suggest that they
are wrestling aloud with the same dilemma that Neoptolemus has been internally,
and that what reads as insubordination could merely be an articulation of some
indecisiveness regarding the serious decision at hand. In addition to this, the
Chorus’ confidence in Neoptolemus’ leadership seems reaffirmed when they

twice turn to him to learn his orders on how to proceed: once at 963 (Ti dpdpev;)

Tu sai di chi parlo (di Filottete): se hai su di lui I'opinione che mi dici, si possono prevedere guai
inestricabili>>. Cio implica di leggere 6v al v. 852 (dove Avezzu leggere invece dv, seguendo il codice
laurenziano: <<tu capisci di che sto parlando>>), e Tadtov al v. 853, ma tadta di Dobree (<<se hai la
stessa opinione che lui ha>>) da lo stesso senso.”

299 Schein (2013) 252.

300 Goldhill (2012) 126; the emphasis is my own. On 127-8 he suggests that these points where the Chorus
looks to Neoptolemus for what are essentially stage directions reinforces their very dramatic role in the
drama as actors in their own right.
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and again at 1072-3 (‘08" dotiv HudV vavkpdtop 6 Taig 86" dv| ovtog Aéyn cot,
TODTA GOl YNUETG QOUEV).

However one chooses to interpret these lines and the unspoken nuances they
contain, with the memories of a number of conspiracies still looming over Athens and
especially with the recently sworn Oath of Demophantos fresh in the audience’s minds,
these lines must have sounded a hauntingly familiar. If nothing else, the play — and the
play within the play — offers an area for expressing, performing and watching suspicious
behaviors for which all Athenians present were sworn to be vigilant: men speaking in
cautious tones, selecting words that appear harmless on the surface but could hold
confidential meanings to listeners indoctrinated into secret factions. One result stemming
from the unusually autonomous chorus Sophocles included in the Philoctetes is that in
addition to all the traditional roles the group plays, this chorus actively participates in
disturbing and frightening ethical quandaries within the recent collective experience of

the audience.

Odysseus and Heracles or Odysseus as Heracles?

Before ending discussion on Sophocles’ Philoctetes, it is worth mentioning a
minority reading that has gained some traction concerning the play’s somewhat puzzling
conclusion. Many critics and commentators have expressed dissatisfaction with the
supposedly “tacked on” final 63 lines of the play, in which Heracles appears and provides
the only deus ex machina ending in extant Sophoclean drama.®** Heracles demands that

Philoctetes and Neoptolemus abandon their plan to return the wounded hero to his home

301 Goldhill (2012) 120 calls the debate concerning the moral issues raised by the double ending
“unresolved and probably unresolvable.”



163

in Oita and to go immediately to Troy (1421-30), where he will send none other than
Asclepius himself to heal Philoctetes” wound (1437-8). Once there, Philoctetes is
destined by the plan of Zeus (1415) to follow Heracles’ own example and make his life
famous (1422); to accomplish this the pair is to “guard one another, just as two lions that
feed together” (4AL' MC Aéovte GUVVOUMD PUAAGGETOV 0VTOG G& Koi oV TOvd', 1436-7). The
language Heracles uses in this statement is particularly revealing because he not only
underscores the necessity and advantage of the mutual protection into which the heroes
have entered, but also emphasizes through reference to the lion simile the caliber of the

deeds it will allow them to accomplish together.

While this final section of the play does eventuate somewhat suddenly and
unexpectedly, the individual elements that comprise it are familiar. Sophocles’ depiction
of a deity on stage should not give pause to any readers, as audiences would have been
well accustomed to the appearance of gods on stage throughout the dramatic corpus of
Aeschylus and Euripides; of course, Sophocles himself gave the opening lines of the Ajax
to Athena without any special contrivance. Furthermore, while the deus ex machina
staging mechanism is atypical for Sophocles, divine intervention and resolution to
otherwise intractable problems may have been present in at least two other fragmentary
plays: Athamas, once again featuring Heracles, and Peleus with Thetis as intervener.3?
Of course, readers should also take no issue with the choice of Heracles himself as the
god sent to intervene and articulate the plans of Zeus, especially given tradition that the

hero was initiated into the Eleusinian Mysteries and his status as a cult hero in Athens (as

302 Schein (2013) 334. Here Schein also notes that Heracles is the only god in extant tragedy who speaks ex
machina in anapests, making his appearance even more peculiar.
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Alexikakos) and elsewhere (as Sotér).2% In addition to the strong associations between
Heracles and Philoctetes encapsulated in the physical object of the bow and the act of
mercy that brought it into Philoctetes’ possession, as a previous sacker of Troy (1439-
40), Heracles suggests that his own labors and the immortal aréte that was his reward
(dre&erbarv ovoug abavartov apetny Eoyov, 1419-20) should serve as a model for
Philoctetes to follow in winning fame for himself by way of his own labors (1422). In
Heracles’ language in these lines Andrea Alessandri detects an unstated premise to both
the former and coming sack of Troy at the hands of Philoctetes and the rest of the Greek
army, namely that these are “cultural” victories akin to Heracles’ labors involving the

removal of public menaces such as monsters and antisocial malefactors.3*

The most jarring aspect of the appearance and intervention of Heracles, then,
seems to be the need for divine intervention at all.** In a sense, the appearance of the god
creates a sort of ethical neutrality following the failure of either the moral calculation
championed by Odysseus to claim superiority or that by Philoctetes to adhere to the epic
tradition. However, for the majority of readers and commenters, there simply is not any
other option.3%® Sophocles has taken all of the on-stage action and ethical questions to
their logical conclusions: there is no sense that in his bitter and ardent anger Philoctetes
could be persuaded by anyone to capitulate, and Neoptolemus’ demonstrated ethical

inconsistency suggests that he very well could act against the best interests of the civic

303 On Heracles’ reputation and cult status in Athens see Greengard (1987) 90-3; cf. Schein (2011) 335.

304 Alessandri (2009) 120-1.

305 Ringer (1998) 122 notes that, “Aristophanes’ parodies of Euripidean uses of the deus indicate that many
members of an ancient audience might have had as keen an awareness of dramatic absurdity as any of their
successors.”

308 Whitman (1951) 187 is a noteworthy exception; he suggests that the appearance of Heracles might be
interpreted as a dramaturgical expression of Philoctetes true, internal areté.
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body as a whole and keep his promise to take Philoctetes home. However, some outside
force is still required to put the narrative back on its mandated track. Roisman writes,
“Divine intervention not only returns the plot to its traditional course, but also establishes
the proper moral hierarchy when values collide. If the play has a message, it is that
human beings need the divine to know and to do what is right and to accept the fate that
has been given to them.”3%” Such a submission to the gods and recognition of their
necessary role in creating long-term stability for the world and for all who live in it would
certainly be in keeping with the occasion of the City Dionysia as a religious festival, as

well as with Sophocles’ reputation for piety and reverence.3®

However, as noted above, some scholars have reconsidered this view of the play’s
ending and have proposed an innovative — if somewhat controversial — hypothesis. These
scholars have proposed that, for a number of reasons, the divine figure speaking
appearing at the end of the play should be not be understood to be Heracles himself, but
instead Odysseus disguised as Heracles and finally achieving his goals by means of yet
another mise en abyme.%® Proponents of this reading draw their conclusions from several
pieces of evidence. First, at several points in the play where he senses that Neoptolemus’
resolve is wavering Odysseus intervenes into the action on stage. In addition to the
appearance of the merchant — a role that some critics also read as Odysseus in

disguise®'® — the hero twice emerges on stage to attempt to shift Neoptolemus’ ethical

307 Roisman (2005) 111.

308 On Sophocles as a reverent poet see Lesky (1983) 118. Plutarch tells us in Numa 4 that in about 420 BC
Sophocles was awarded the honor of safeguarding a statue of Asclepius in his home while a sanctuary was
being built, and as a result he himself was given a hero cult upon his death and received the name Dexion
(“the Receiver” or “the Welcomer”).

309 The primary proponents of this view are Errandonea (1955) 122-164; Lattimore (1964) 43-5, 92 n. 35.
310 This view is supported most favorably by Errandonea (1955), but this notion is disputed by Craik (1980)
19 n. 8 and O’Higgins (1991) 49 n. 8. Kittmer (1995) 25-6 offers a bit of middle ground between these
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momentum back in the direction he favors: this occurs first at 974-5 when Neoptolemus
finally gives expression to his dilemma, and then again even more forcefully when
Neoptolemus is about to return the bow to Philoctetes (1222-3). These outbursts leave the
sense that Odysseus lurks eavesdropping just offstage throughout the whole play, ready
to correct his plot where necessary.®!! Since this is the case and especially since his
previous interventions were not successful, it is not difficult to imagine Odysseus making
this desperate and drastic attempt to protect his endeavor — especially if the outcome

will now be even better, as the bow and Philoctetes will now go to Troy.3!2

Second, proponents of the view that a contemporary audience could have
understood Heracles to be Odysseus in disguise point out that, based on the three-actor
structure of Greek Tragedy, the actor who plays Odysseus must also play Heracles, as the
other two actors are already on stage as Neoptolemus and Philoctetes.®!3 In other words,
on a metatheatrical level the actor who played Odysseus is now literally playing Heracles,
and audience members very well may have been able to detect similarities in the vocal

tones or motions between the two figures.

Third, references to Odysseus, his wily tricks, or his role in abandoning
Philoctetes are conspicuously absent from Heracles’ speech. This would be in perfect

keeping with an Odysseus disguised as Heracles, given both Odysseus’ well known

views, suggesting that even if the Merchant is not Odysseus in disguise he is still one of Odysseus’ sailors
in disguise and that at the very least the Merchant is a sort of “palimpsest through which we are reminded
of Odysseus’ control over the plot.”

811 Cf. Taplin (1978) 131-3. Sophocles uses eavesdropping as a plot device in both his Electra and the Ajax;
Aeschylus uses it in the Libation Bearers, as does Euripides in his own Electra.

312 Cf. Odysseus’ assertion at 103 that Philoctetes can never be persuaded to come.

313 Errandonea (1955) takes this as evidence that the Merchant is also Odysseus in disguise; cf. n. XX
above.
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sensitivity to the impact his words will have upon his listeners,®* and also the risk of
exposure he might incur by bringing his name to mind. Moreover, there is a note of cold
practicality in Heracles’ words that have an particularly Odyssean flavor, as does the anti-
Achillean implication that past slights should be forgotten when there is a need for

service for the common good.3™

Innovative as the hypothesis that Odysseus metatheatrically plays the role of
Heracles at the end of the play, this position does need to overcome some basic but
critical considerations involved in staging the scene — for instance, does the
Heracles/Odysseus figure appear via the machina, and if he does not then how is his
authority as a divine being established? Determining the viability of this reading against
the more traditional (if somewhat ethically unsatisfying) divine intervention at the end of
the play lies outside the scope of the present study. However, the very notion that there
would be any doubt at all as to the veracity of a divine figure appearing on stage — and
indeed one conjured by Sophocles with his well-established reputation for piety — plays
well with the atmosphere of mistrust in contemporary Athens. For an audience keenly
sensitive to secret agendas and manipulations at the hands of unscrupulous politicians, it
is perhaps unsurprising that some may have viewed ordinarily trustworthy interpersonal,

civic, and even theatrical conventions with suspicion.

Conclusion

314 E.g. Odysseus’ careful editing out of Agamemnon’s final snub in the offer brought to Achilles by the
Embassy in book nine of the Iliad (1. 9.237-63.)
315 Roisman (2005) 110-11.
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At the time of the production of Sophocles’ Philoctetes in 409 BC, the nerves of
Athenian citizens remained extremely sensitive to any suspicion that conspirators
continued to undermine secretly the city’s democratic institutions. This anxiety is
evidenced in part by the swearing of the Oath of Demophantos in the days just before the
presentation of the play at the City Dionysia, wherein all Athenians pledged to remain
extremely vigilant for any potential subterfuge at work in the city. As discussed in the
pages above, the rich rewards the oath promised to anyone able to expose an active
conspiracy made it more important than ever that Athenian citizens make a public display
of support for the city’s democracy, lest they expose themselves to the accusation that

they are working to subvert it.

It was amid this atmosphere in which the audience was compelled to make sharp
distinctions between those who could be trusted to remain civic allies and those who
posed a threat as potential disruptors of the city’s stability that the Philoctetes was
performed. Likewise, in the play we also find a potent impulse among the dramatis
personae to draw lines carefully between their friends and their foes. First Odysseus
overtly and later Philoctetes somewhat more subtlety attempts to draw Neoptolemus into
an accord which will allow them to trust one another and accomplish a task which will
benefit them both — provided that Neoptolemus consent to the ethical stipulations both
men require. It is noteworthy that while there are several similarities in the approaches
Odysseus and Philoctetes take in their attempts to persuade Neoptolemus, there is also
one important difference: Odysseus is the leader of a bona fide conspiracy comprised of
himself, the chorus, the False Merchant (whatever his identity may be) and eventually

Neoptolemus, whereas Philoctetes merely attempts to establish the same level of trust
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with Neoptolemus which a more robust conspiracy would require. However, while both
Odysseus and Philoctetes appeal to Neoptolemus’ sense of yevvaidtng in their attempts to
persuade him, we find critical differences in the specifics of the friendship each man
promises. Odysseus is eager to persuade Neoptolemus that obedience to him will
eventually win them both glory, but also he does not shirk from invoking the authority he
wields as Neoptolemus’ elder and commanding officer. The manipulative and
unapologetically cavalier treatment Neoptolemus receives from Odysseus may have
recalled in the mind of the audience the machinations of the conspirators driving the coup
of 411, along with all the apprehension they inspired. The friendship Philoctetes
proposes, on the other hand, is one based on a more equitable sense of reciprocal
protection and promotion which has more in common with the gtaipeion to which many
audience members likely belonged. While the mutually beneficial pact Philoctetes offers
seems more appealing on the surface, Neoptolemus must wrestle with the knowledge that
aiding Philoctetes in his journey home will lead to greater suffering for his fellow Greeks
at Troy. As Neoptolemus navigates and wavers between fealty to Odysseus and to
Philoctetes, the play creates a sense of confused allegiances through the use of double
entendre and metatheatrical sequences which leaves some doubt in the mind of the
audience as to Neoptolemus’ trustworthiness. It is precisely this issue of trust — how it
can be established, what it takes to maintain it, what are the obligations which come with
it and what happens when those obligations fail to be met — that looms large in the
Philoctetes and is of central importance to Euripides’ Orestes performed the following

year, so it is clear these questions lingered among the Athenian civic body.
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CHAPTER S: EURIPIDES’ ORESTES

Chapter Synopsis: Of the three tragedies under examination in this study, the poetics of
conspiracy and the contemplation of the trust which makes conspiracies possible figures
most prominently into Euripides’ Orestes. This chapter begins with a brief synopsis of the
mythology surrounding the fall of the House of Atreus, with emphasis on the depiction in
several sources of the conspiracy Orestes, Pylades, and Electra devise in the plot to
assassinate Clytemnestra. Next, after a summary of the play’s major plot points I discuss
elements of metatheater at work in the text and I consider the ways in which Euripides’
presentation of internal actors and directors complicates our reading of the play as a
whole. With this groundwork established, I turn next to the play’s complex network of
interpersonal relationships. First | examine the bond of trust Orestes and Electra enjoy
based both on their shared noble heritage (yevvaidtng) and on their complicity in their
mother’s murder. Then, I discuss Menelaus’ refusal to lend support to his nephew and
niece in spite of their familial connection, in favor of a more politically expedient course
of action urged by Tyndareus. It is after this point in the text that conspiracies come
front-and-center on stage, and, in the remainder of the chapter, I explore the three which
emerge in depth. First, Orestes and Pylades concoct a plot which seeks to stave off their
execution by moving the assembly of Argos to pity for the woes of the House of Atreus.
Unfortunately, their efforts are counteracted by a second conspiracy undertaken by
Tyndareus: in the so-called “Courtroom Scene’ his henchman rises to condemn Orestes
by reciting a prosecution authored by Tyndareus himself. Finally, in a last desperate
effort to achieve owtnpia Orestes, Pylades, Electra, and the Chorus formulate a plot to
assassinate Helen and come very close to doing so, but for the deus ex machina
intervention of Apollo. In all three of these conspiracies | give close scrutiny to the ways
in which the participants establish trust among one another and seek cwtnpio. for
themselves and the people they deem worthy of their protection.

Introduction

Euripides’ Orestes was a popular play in antiquity. It was first staged in 408 BC,
shortly before Euripides’ departure from Athens.®!® However, following the poet’s death
in 406 BC, the play underwent a numerous revivals throughout the Mediterranean.'” The
widespread interest the play generated is evidenced by the broad library circulation of its

text in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds, which is documented in twenty-five papyri

316 On the “intellectual exodus” of Euripides, Agathon, Timotheus, Choerilus, and Zeuxis, cf. Aelian Varia
Historia 14.13. Gregory (2005) 253 follows Easterling (1994) 79-80 in taking this exodus as “indicative of
tragedy’s undiminished popularity and increasing geographical diffusion” in the late fifth and early fourth
centuries.

317 The possibility of later actors’ interpolations has been much debated by editors. For a summary see
Willink (1986) Ixii.
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dating from the third through sixth centuries AD, in addition to numerous quotations and
allusions in subsequent ancient literature.®!® The Orestes was included in a collection of
Euripidean works and accompanying scholia gathered at some point in the second
century AD, though the most complete manuscript is preserved as part of the five “old”
manuscripts dated prior to 1204 AD.3*® The other plays accompanying the Orestes in its
tetralogy are unknown, although Miller suggested the possibility that this play was a
proto-satyric production following Euripides’ staging of the Hypsipyle, Phoenissae, and
Antiope.®2° However, there is more widespread judgement that the play was staged as part
of a more traditional tetralogy in the City Dionysia of 408 BC, even if the other plays

accompanying it cannot be securely determined.

The plot of Euripides’ Orestes provides an innovative conclusion to the well-
established mythology surrounding the House of Atreus.®?! Let us note a common version
of the mythology that seems to serve as background to our play. Generations of religious
pollution begin with Tantalus, who attempted to test the omniscience of the gods by
serving them the flesh of his own son, Pelops, at a feast. For his impertinence the gods
cast Tantalus into Tartarus and blighted him with an eternally unquenchable hunger and
thirst. To Pelops and his wife Hippodamia were born Atreus and Thyestes, who came to
conflict over possession of a golden lamb and the sovereignty over Argos which the lamb
symbolized. Later, upon learning of an adulterous relationship between his wife, Aerope,

and Thyestes, Atreus murdered his brother’s children and tricked Thyestes into eating

318 Medda (2014) 447.

318 We know of manuscripts later than these as well, most notably the “Byzantine Triad” containing the
Orestes, Hecuba, and Phoenissae. See Diggle (1991) on the manuscript tradition.

320 Miller (1984) 67 makes this suggestion based on his reading of the scholiast at Ar. Ran. 53a.

321 On the mythology of the Orestes and the House of Atreus, cf. RE 2140-43; LIMC 111 17-28 and V11 68-
76; Graves (1988) 106.2, 111-114; Gantz (1993) 545-50.
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their cooked flesh. Another of Thyestes’ sons, Aegisthus, murdered Atreus in vengeance,
but not before Atreus and Aerope produced Agamemnon and Menelaus, who married the
daughters of Tyndareus, Clytemnestra and Helen respectively. Upon Helen’s abduction to
Troy, Agamemnon led the Achaean expedition to lay siege to the city; however, the army
became stranded at Aulis by unfavorable winds en route. Agamemnon tricked

Clytemnestra into bringing their daughter, Iphigeneia, to Aulis, whom he sacrificed to the

gods to secure their favor for a safe passage to Troy.

The immediate background of the plot of the Orestes is the familiar narrative of
Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon upon his return from Troy, eventually followed
by her own slaughter at the hands of her son Orestes. This mythological sequence —
Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon and Orestes’ murder of Clytemnestra — is fruitful
material for representation in tragic poetry, and is treated by all three of the surviving
major tragic playwrights.3?2 The action of the Orestes picks up at a point following the
events depicted by Euripides in his earlier work Electra,®? in which he treated Orestes’
return from Phocis with Pylades, his reunion with Electra, and the murder of Aegisthus
and Clytemnestra. Although the point of departure for the plot of the Orestes is this well-
established mythology, all of the events that follow in the play are a completely novel
invention by Euripides. In the remainder of this section, | will trace the play’s basic plot

points, which are treated in greater detail later in this chapter.

322 Cf. Allen-Hornblower (2015) 199-201 on the varying treatment of this mythological episode offered by
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides as a convenient point of departure for comparing and contrasting the
general style of the three poets. However, on the many difficulties involved in determining the definitions
of each author’s “style,” cf. Rutherford (2012) 4-16.

323 Cf. Luschnig (2014) 379-80. The dating of Euripides’ Electra remains a disputed matter, though
sometime between 422 and 413 BC is generally accepted and many find the years close to 415 BC most
likely.
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The action of the Orestes opens six days after the murder of Clytemnestra, and the
divine aid promised by Apollo has yet to materialize (39-45). Orestes lies unconscious on
stage as Electra watches over him, singing of his maladies and their family history; her
words inform the audience of the assembly to be held on that day to decide her and her
brother’s fate, and she hopes urgently that Menelaus will arrive and intervene on their
behalf (coBdpev, 70, on which see below). Helen soon arrives (71) and asks Electra to
take a lock of hair and a vessel containing funeral libations and offer them at her sister
Clytemnestra’s tomb. Helen offers persuasive reasons why she cannot go herself — each
of which is generated from the shame (aioydvopat, 98; aidac, 101) she feels for her role
in the Trojan War. Instead, Electra persuades her to send her own daughter, Hermione
(107).32* The parodos immediately follows, and the chorus of Argive women loudly
inquires of Orestes’ health as Electra beseeches them to let her brother sleep in peace

(145-6, 170-3).

When Orestes awakens (211) Electra informs him of Menelaus’ impending
arrival; however, this conversation is interrupted as Orestes succumbs to a fit of madness
induced by the Erinyes who appear to him (255-75), whom he drives off with a (real or
imaginary) bow.32° After the Chorus sings a prayer to the Erinyes in the First Stasimon
(316-47) the second scene opens with the arrival of Menelaus (348). Orestes rises from

his couch and supplicates him (382), and after a long stichomythia in which Orestes

324 On this characteristically Euripidean “second scene” of the prologue, see Willink (1989) 93-4 and
below.

325 On the textual and interpretive controversies surrounding Orestes’ use of the bow and whether the actor
would have had a physical prop or would have pantomimed the action, see Kovacs (2002) 278-82. Here he
offers fairly persuasive evidence that a physical prop would have been used, a point that makes the scene
all the more reminiscent of the one in the Philoctetes (cf. 730-81 in particular). Conversely, Mueller (2016)
85 suggests that “the bow remains of figment of Orestes’ diseased imagination.”
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describes his crime, his condition, and the upcoming vote to determine his punishment,
he attempts to persuade Menelaus to offer his support through repeated appeals to
obligations of @iAio (on which, see below). Orestes’ pleas might well have been
successful, but at this point Tyndareus enters (470) and accuses Orestes of sacrilege
(&voorov, 482). Tyndareus declares that it is best for the city if Orestes and Electra are
persecuted (apovd &' dcovrep duvatdg it TOL vOU®L,| TO ONpLdOEg TOVTO Kai Po@dvoy|
TV, 0 kal yijv kol moAelg dAAve' dei, 523-5), and warns Menelaus not to harm the city
for the sake of helping one man before the eyes of the gods (toicw 6goig| un npdca'
Evavti', deelelv todTov BélmV,| o &' O’ doTdV Katagovevbijval tétpotg, 534-6).
Menelaus claims that even though he should help Orestes (684-5), he does not have the
physical (691-2) or persuasive (693-704) ability to do so. Just as Menelaus leaves the
stage Pylades arrives, and Orestes quickly comprehends the advantages of combining
their efforts to save his and Electra’s lives by forming a conspiracy (e.g. {Op.} €lév- &g

Kowov Aéyewv ypn, 774) with his former accomplice.

Following the Third Stasimon in which Electra and the chorus lament the
sufferings of the house of Atreus, a Messenger arrives claiming to have witnessed the
proceedings in the assembly. The news he bears is not good: Tyndareus, by way of a co-
conspirator he has sent to speak in his stead (915), convinces the council that Orestes and
Electra must die, though they are granted the somewhat backhanded concession that they
be allowed to commit suicide (947). When Orestes and Pylades return, the brother and
sister are prepared to resign themselves to their fates (1035), but Pylades persuades them
to conspire in a plot aimed at taking what vengeance they can against Menelaus (g

Kowovg Adyovd/ EXbmpev, mg v Mevélemg ocvuvdvatuyijt, 1098-9). At first Orestes and
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Pylades hatch a plot to take vengeance by murdering Helen (1105), and later Electra —

sensing that she is being left of out the conspiracy — suggests that they add a measure of
security (cotnpiav, 1178) by kidnapping Hermione and holding her hostage. Orestes and
Pylades agree to the plan, and Electra incorporates the Chorus into the conspiracy as well

(1246-85).

As | shall discuss below, the formation of this conspiracy has much in common
with the performance of drama: Orestes and Pylades carefully script the assassination of
Helen, and Electra meticulously places members of the chorus in her preferred positions
around the stage, instructing what they must sing (1246-65, 1316-20). At an inopportune
moment Hermione returns from Clytemnestra’s tomb, and her unexpected arrival puts the
plan in jeopardy. To preserve the secrecy of the plot underway, Electra offers further
stage direction to the chorus members (1313-18) and describes the persona she will adopt
in addressing Hermione (1319-20). She persuades Hermione that the cries coming from
within the palace are laments for the council’s decision that Orestes must die, and
Hermione is instantly captured by Orestes and Pylades, as the Chorus sings and stomps
its feet (1353-65) to mask the shrieks coming from within. Menelaus returns, saying that
he has heard of the violence going on within the palace; when he threatens to force his
way inside, Orestes appears upon the roof holding a sword to Hermione’s throat (1575).
Menelaus attempts to negotiate the release of his daughter and the return of Helen’s body;
but when this effort fails owing to the inability of the two men to trust one another
(wevomg &pug, 1608), Orestes commands Electra to set fire to the palace (1618). At this
climactic moment Apollo and Helen appear ex machina, and the former orders that the

violence cease immediately. He explains that Helen is to be deified (1633-37), Orestes
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must go into exile for one year and then stand trial at the Areopagus in Athens, and (in an
attempt to put a decisive end to the conflict) Orestes is to marry Hermione®? while

Pylades is to marry Electra (1653-9).

The Metatheatrics of the Orestes

There are a handful of noteworthy interpretative approaches that scholars have
used in studying the Orestes. One avenue of critical approach to the study of the Orestes
has been a structural one, dividing it into three distinct movements, over the course of
which all of the characters (Orestes and Electra in particular) undergo drastic
transformations.?” Other scholars read the play as Euripides’ effort to question the value
of commonly held virtues (such as @iAia) by rendering Orestes as little more than an
antisocial maniac: once the action concocted by this conspiracy of three is underway,
there is a sense that the negativity which had been building reaches critical mass and
bursts upon the stage, and that the attempted murder of Helen is staged as something of a
poor reenactment of the murder of Clytemnestra, in this case undertaken without any

divine endorsement.? Others still have the sense that Euripides has, in an act of “heroic

326 The more traditional story was that Hermione had been offered to Orestes by Tyndareus prior to the start
of the Trojan War, but that while on the expedition Menelaus promised her to Neoptolemus instead.
However, once Neoptolemus is dead, Hermione is once again available to marry Orestes. On the variations
in the tradition, see Stevens (1984) 1-5. Willink (1986) 355 suggests that Neoptolemus is mentioned here
by name (1655) because, “the marriage of Hermione to Neoptolemus was perhaps too widely reported to be
ignored altogether; and the recent prominence of Neoptolemus in Sophocles’ Philoctetes (where he is
sympathetically treated) will have been extra reason for reasserting the usual tradition hostile to
Neoptolemus.”

327 Cf. Medda (2014) 449.

328 E.g. Debnar (2005) 19-20, Hartigan (1987) 130-2, Schein (1975) 54-5, and Parry (1969) 340. Cf. also
Greenberg (1962) 160: “[TThe murder of Clytemnestra is justified or rationalized solely on the grounds that
Apollo commanded it, and yet in the sequel the same trio of agents attempt another murder for which the
pointed absence of Apollo from 1098 to 1625 allows no such justification.”
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inversion,”3? grafted the world of contemporary Athens upon the world of mythology in

order to highlight the contrast between the two.

However, a particularly useful perspective for the present study is the one
articulated by critics who note the extent to which the Orestes is an extremely self-
conscious play which contemplates metatheatrical elements arising from the characters’
shifting identities.3*° Zeitlin, for one, writes that within the play “the repertory of tragedy
and epic provides, as it were, a closet of masks for the actors to raid at will, characters in
search of an identity, of a part to play.”3! She suggests further that, in the absence of
Apollo to guide the action of the narrative, Orestes himself becomes the de facto
playwright, determining what version of his story the audience will witness. To this
notion, | add that one should note the amount and specific kind of guidance Pylades
offers Orestes when he arrives on stage. Pylades is, after all, just as complicit by
association in the murder of Clytemnestra (thus his exile from Phocis at the hands of his
father, 765-7) as is Orestes and Apollo;3*? he promises to alleviate Orestes’ sickness if it
should overtake him in public (790-5), just as Apollo otherwise promises to do at

Delphi;®3 and when Orestes stands trial (such as it is, 866-955) Pylades stands by him,

329 This is a term coined by Allan in his Cambridge introduction to Euripides’ Helen. He writes at (2008) 7
that, “it would be more accurate [than Patricia Easterling’s notion of ‘heroic vagueness’] to speak of heroic
inversion, since in Orestes, as elsewhere in tragedy (and not only in Euripides), we are shown repeatedly
how fifth-century Athenian norms do not work in a heroic setting — yet the point is not that Athens is a
failure, but that the excessive and dangerous figures of heroic myth are the problem.”

330 E.g. Ringer (1998).

331 Zeitlin (1980) 69.

332 Cf. Aesch. Chor. 269-305, Eum. 579-80.

333 Cf. Aesch. Chor. Even without the specific language of healing in these lines, the emphasis it places on
the rehabilitating properties of physical touch between the sick and the healthy ({Op.} dvoyepéc yavewv
vocodvtog avdpog. {ITv.} ovk Epotye o, 791) is strongly reminiscent of the “sickness scene” (730-843)
between Neoptolemus and Philoctetes, and thus Pylades can be taken as a similar kind of healing partner
offering to Orestes a “therapeutic touch,” as explored in depth by Jennifer Clarke Kosak (cf. 1999 100 in
particular).
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just as Apollo does in the Eumenides.®3 The interpretation that Pylades and Orestes both
at certain points seem to have adopted a role in the drama more traditionally belonging to
the god only reinforces Zeitlin’s reading of the play as a staging of characters whose
identities are not rigidly bound to their mythological prototypes. The typically nurturing
and nourishing Electra of the play’s opening adopts an authority allowing her to marshal
the Chorus like a general on a battlefield once the plot she helped mastermind is
underway; Orestes abandons his diseased and tormented persona for one vigorous enough
to attack the palace of Argos, nearly slaughter Helen, and climb to the roof with
Hermione as his hostage; Pylades takes his traditional support of Orestes’ actions to a
sociopathic extreme, to the extent that he insists upon joining Orestes in death (1091). It
is as if these three in forming a conspiracy are simultaneously building a script and
casting themselves for a bizarre reproduction of their own Oresteia, the events of which
they have just recently experienced for themselves. As Greenberg writes, “The central
irony of the play, drawn with telling artistry, is that the same killers who claim that the
fault is solely Apollo’s can bring themselves to commit a most similar murder without

that excuse.”>%®

| argue that staging these figures in the act of conspiring to reenact their
murderous vengeance in this way invites members of the audience to find points of
similarity between the performances of actors in a drama and the civic contexts and
institutions within which conspiracies operate. As Wohl and others have suggested, the

political context of 408 BC has a crucial impact on the plot of the Orestes: just as civic

334 Aesch. Eum. 580-680.
335 Cf. Greenberg (1962) 162-3, who develops this notion as first proposed by Perrotta (1928) 89-138.
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institutions were eschewed in the turbulent chaos of the coup of 411 BC, in this play the
Argive assembly — populated by members eager to adopt the violent counsel of
Tyndareus’ puppet demagogue — performs the judiciary function more proper to the
Aeschylean Areopagus.®® The inadequacy of the dfjuoc to contemplate the complex
issues of culpability in the matricide responsibly is a theme that finds expression at a
number of points in the drama (on which, see below), as is their tendency to be persuaded
to extreme action by the performance of an orator speaking on behalf of a latent
conspiracy.®” And yet, Orestes, Pylades, and Electra are not merely victims of the
ineptitude of the ofpog — their own extremity and ethical inconsistency certainly
exacerbates the dire situation in which they find themselves. In the pages which follow, |
examine the ways in which precisely this predilection for zealotry — be that toward
violent outbursts or devotion to one another — which binds them to one another as

trustworthy co-conspirators.

Orestes and Electra: yevvaiétnc and Pity

Having contemplated some of the performative elements at work in the
conspiracies depicted in this play, I turn now to the ways in which the conspiracies are
formed (or, fail to be formed) and the elements of social performance this process
requires. From its very outset, Euripides’ Orestes is a play centered upon definitions of
nobility and the obligations which must be shouldered by those claiming to possess it. At

some points these questions are articulated in terms of yevvaidtng and its cognates (e.g.

336 Wohl (2015) 119, following Arrowsmith (1963) 47: “...the world of the Orestes is indistinguishable
from the culture in convulsion described by Thucydides [3.82-3]; point for point, Euripides and Thucydides
confirm each other...I am tempted to see in this play Euripides’ apocalyptic vision of the final destruction
of Athens and Hellas.” Cf. also Euben (1986) 222, Porter (1994) 1-44, and Medda (2015) 448.

337 Cf. Rosenbloom (2011) 431 on the challenge the play poses to both the political order of democracy and
the authoritative version of the Orestes mythology.
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784, 815, 954, 1060 — all discussed below) in precisely the same way in which Sophocles
rendered them in the Philoctetes; at other points they are considered through different
terms (such as strictly evyéveia)®3® or simply by way of reference to the tribulations of the
House of Atreus. However, there are some surprising elements as well: the first ten lines,
for instance, present a mixture of the traditional narrative strands of the mythology of the
house of Pelops alongside some of the innovations and topical language which will be
present throughout the rest of the play.®® It is revealing that the very first line, in which
Electra begins her contemplation on her noble lineage, contains the word dewvov because
the play does indeed have in store for the audience a number of “shocking” moments. 34
More revealing, however, is the language Electra uses to describe her ancestor Tantalus.
She tells us that, owing to the excellence with which Tantalus was engendered, he was
“godlike” (0 yap paxdplog (kovk oveldilm tHyoc)| Atdg Tepukadc, g Aéyovat, Tdvtarog,
4-5),%** and he was of an equal rank with the gods at their shared table (611 Ogoic
avOpwmog dv,| kowi|g tpanélng a&iop' Exwv ioov, 8-9). She turns then to their present
generation, and she draws a strong parallel between Tantalus and Orestes: like his

ancestor, wretched Orestes (TAjpov Opéotne, 35)3#2 has been infected with a savage

338 E.g. Or. 784, 954, 1676. The LSJ notes that ebyéveia and yevvandtng are virtually synonymous.

339 In typical Euripidean fashion, the opening lines of the play (1-70) serve a programmatic function of
identifying the premises upon which the remainder of the drama draw and articulating some of the themes
that are forthcoming. For a classic study of the formal elements of Euripides’ parodoi, cf. Grube (1941) 63-
8. For more recent treatments, cf. Allan (2008) 143-4 (who notes Aristophanes’ parody of Euripides’
typical parodos at Frogs 1117-1250 and Thesm. 855-68) and Rutherford (2012) 218-19. Cf. Willink (1985)
78.

340 The word detvov and its cognates occur 17 times over the course of the play. On the ambiguity the term
creates in lines 1-3, cf. Willink (1985) 78, and, on its applicability to each member of the House of Atreus,
cf. West (1987) 179.

341 On the forensic color of the parenthetical disclaimer (covk 6vedilm toyag) for one publically (cf. 26-7,
85) describing the transgressions of an ancestor, see Willink (1986) 81 and Eur. Helen 393. On the
somewhat peculiar use of the verb dveidiCw see West (1987) 180.

342 The term tAjuV is a fairly common adjective in tragic poetry, but its thematic force in this play is
noteworthy especially given the wide range of meanings it can carry — from “steadfast/stout-hearted” (e.g.
11.10.231) to “reckless” (e.g. Soph. El. 275) to “wretched” (e.g. Soph. Phil. 161). In this play it is applied
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disease (&ypion cvvtokeic voomt vooei, 34)%* in spite of his (from her perspective) noble

and dutiful character.®*

Nobility, the play suggests, does not absolve the noble from suffering — but it can
serve as a guideline for determining the points of common interest between people which
allow them to establish bonds of trust, a crucial step in the formation of any conspiracy.
The inherent nobility of Orestes and its incongruity with the misery he suffers (and the
actions he undertakes) in the play is a complicated issue. It is a paradox to which the
chorus gives voice in the second choral ode (807-43), as it contemplates both the

biological and civic components of nobility:

{Xo.} 0 péyac 6APog @ ' apeta
péya epovode' av' ‘EALGSa Kol
Tapa Z1povvtiolg dyeToig
ALY avijAD' €€ evtuyiog Atpeidalg
TAALWY TOAOLOG GO GLUPOPAS oUWV,
omote Ypuotag Epig ap-
vog tHAv0eT TovtaAidaig
oikTpdTOaTO Bowvapata Kol
COAYLO YEVVAIMV TEKEMV
60ev OVl TOVOC EEpel-

Bov &t aipotog ov TpoAei-
netL dtoooio Atpeidaig.

Ch: Great wealth and excellence,
thinking great thoughts throughout Hellas
and by the Simonian streams,
have been reversed from the good fortune for the Atreidae
from the age-old woes of the house,
when strife over a golden lamb
came to the Tantalids,
the most lamentable feasts and
slaughter of noble children,

to Orestes six times (35, 74, 293, 845, 947, 1334) and also to Electra (852), Troy (1391), Clytemnestra
(1493) and to Helen (1613). Cf. Pucci (1987) 46-9.

343 On a&ypio and its connotations of “wildness” as a pervasive theme throughout the play, see Boulter
(1962) 102-6.

344 There are notable similarities between the maladies of Orestes and Philoctetes in Sophocles’ play. The
afflictions of both are called &ypiog (Phil. 173, Or. 34), both pass in and out of consciousness (Phil. 820-67,
Or. 1-211), and neither are able to consume an adequate amount of sustenance to fight the disease (Phil.
186, Or. 41). There is also the possibility that both are in possession of a bow (Phil. 763, Or. 268), but
whether we should read Orestes’ bow as a real prop or as imaginary remains controversial (on which cf.
Kovacs [2002] 278-82).
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from which cause woe in exchange for woe
runs without end through the blood
of the twofold House of Atreus.

Orestes 807-18

Here the Chorus gives voice to a question contemplated throughout the play: should
nobility and the ethical mandates which accompany it be determined by the loftiness of a
person’s birth or the virtue of their actions? The opening lines of the ode make reference
to the elements of the nobility of the House of Atreus visible in the civic sphere: their
great prosperity (uéyag dAPoc, 807) and reputation for thinking great thoughts (& t' dpetd|
néya ppovoda', 807-8) are a testament to their aristocratic excellence.?* The closing lines
of this section reiterate the genealogical strands that connect Agamemnon and Menelaus
to the nobility of their ancestor Atreus and the age-old woe that generations of their
family have endured (moioudg dmd cuppopdc 66pwv, 811). The Chorus’ comment on the
fate of the sons of Thyestes (oiktpotata Bowvapata Kai| cedyla yevvaiov texéwv, 814-
15) could quite easily apply to the paradox of Orestes’ nobility: in spite of the aspects of
his yevvandtng which elevate him individually to aristocratic status — the relentless drive
to seek vengeance for his father, for instance — the yevvaidtng of the house into which he
was born marks him for inescapable suffering. As we shall see in what follows, this very
paradox between the assumed virtues of nobility and the miserly behavior of people who
lay claim to them — an incongruity between being yevvaiog and failing to act like it —is a

central component to all of the conspiracy which arise in the play.

It must be kept in mind that throughout the play the yevvoidtng of Electra — a key

player in the conspiracy to be formed — is at issue as well, and in this regard Helen serves

35 On péya ppovodc' as an expression of apet, cf. 1. 11.296 (a010¢ &' &v mPpdTOIGL Péya PpovEDY
éPePne), as well as Eur. Phoen. 672-3 (c18apo@pov...povog), and fr. 303 (bnépepovd T GABov).
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as a convenient counter-example. The depiction of Helen in this play is a complex issue,
especially following Euripides’ favorable characterization of her in his Helen six years
earlier.3%® Her treatment is an important element to the plot because, regardless of her
culpability for the loss of so many heroes at Troy,3*’ it is essential that she strike a
positive chord (or at least not an entirely negative one)**® with the audience so that
Euripides might be able to generate shock and sympathy for her when she faces the
murderous violence of Orestes and Pylades, thereby underscoring the viciousness of their
assassination plot. In lamenting the death of her sister and the present suffering of her
nephew, Helen expresses a plausible neutrality (& péieoc, 1) tekodsd 0' ig SitdAeto, 90),
and confesses her shame at appearing in public even for the purpose of performing
funerary rites for Clytemnestra (6€i€at yap Apyeiotor odp' aioydvopar, 98). By contrast,
Electra’s unbridled invective offers a glimpse of the aggression that will only intensify by
the drama’s end. As Hermione departs to pour libations at Clytemnestra’s tomb, Electra’s

curses become particularly scathing:

@ PVGIC, &V AvOpdTOIGY OC MY €1 KaKdY
[compLov te 101G KOADG KeEKTNUEVOLG].
idete yap Gkpag og anébpioev tpiyoac,

odfovoa kGAlog €0t &' 1) TAAAL YOVI.
B¢oi o o oelav, ¢ | dndrecag
kol Tovde naody 0' ‘EALGS'.

Oh human nature, what a great evil you are for men,
[but a salvation for those having acquired it well].
for behold how she [Helen] clipped the tips of her hair,
preserving her beauty. She is the old woman still.
May the gods hate you, since you have ruined me
and all of Hellas!

Orestes 126-31

346 Cf. Allan (2008) 18-28.

347 Helen herself blames her transgression on a “god-sent madness” (Ogopovel moTH®L, 79).

348 Some critics, such as Greenberg (1962) 162, do not read Helen in a necessarily negative light, but
instead find her merely “vain, self-centered, and superficial,” and thereby underserving of an assassination
plot. The fact that the play ends with her apotheosis lends credibility to this view.
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Line 127 — [cotpov te 10ic Kahdg kektnuévolg] — has troubled textual critics and some
have argued that it is likely to be an interpolation.3*® Still, if we assume for the moment
that the line is genuine then it reiterates one of the points the play contemplates
throughout: human nature, Electra insists, can only be a source of great evil among the
general population (8v avOpdmotsty Mg péy' el kaxdv, 126), but that same nature when in
the possession of someone engendered with nobility can be a cotpdv (127).3%°
Determining which citizens have the ability to use their ¢¥o1¢ to provide safety for those
who do not is key to designating who should be eligible for entry into any conspiracy’s

circle of trust.

Furthermore, these lines offer an implicit complication of Electra’s seemingly
straightforward link between nobility and safety that present a difficult challenge for
those hoping to establish trust on the basis of shared nobility. For the occasion of her
return from Troy, Helen has enhanced her traditionally exceptional beauty with a new
hairstyle in an effort to preserve her beauty (idete yap Gxpag o¢ dnédpioey
Tpiyac,| cdovoa kaiiog, 128-9) and perhaps to deflect the ire of people throughout
Greece for the destruction her beauty has caused.®! However, Electra is not deluded by
Helen’s appearance (ot ' 1} mdhon yovr, 129): Helen may have been born beautiful, but

her beauty masks the same evil that brought terrible destruction to the Argives and the

349 Cf. Willink (1986) 102, who approves of motions for excision by Klinkenberg and Di Benedetto. For
schemata on this conventional archaic sentiment, cf. Figueira (1995) 47-9.

350 On the theme of salvation in the first episode of the play and its sustained affect throughout see Wohl
(2015) 121-2.

31 On the difficulty of determining to whom Electra is directing this observation, cf. Croally (1994) 242
and Bain (1975) 19.
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Trojans. Electra perceives that Helen remains a kolov kaxov=>? figure and implies the
necessity of making a distinction between the appearance of nobility and the actual

possession of it.

However, questions concerning the noble qualities (both genetic and ethical) of
the figures on display in the drama contemplate more than their value for the
machinations of conspiracies they may join; they extend to considerations of their value
as citizens and as human beings. For instance, later in the play the Messenger reporting
the proceedings and verdict of the Argive assembly also makes reference to the same
incongruity between the different elements that make Electra noble, though in this case

the term gvyéveta is used to reference her nobility:

A evtpémile paoyav' §j Bpdyov dépnt,
¢ Ol Mmtelv o€ PEyyog MoYEveld d&
0008V ¢' EnweéAncey, ovd' 6 [Tvblov

tpinoda kabilowv Poifog, AL dmdAeoey.

Prepare the sword or the noose for your neck
since it is necessary for you to leave the light. Your nobility
has aided you nothing, nor has Pythian Phoebus
sitting on his tripod, but rather he has destroyed you.

Orestes 953-6
On the one hand, it is unsurprising the Messenger uses the term goyéveia in favor of
yevvaiog, as the Messenger is perhaps speaking in literal terms of the quality of her
lineage. On the other hand, qualifying goyéveia as a gendered term fails to account for a
point earlier in the play where Pylades applies it to Orestes: as Orestes contemplates
attending the Argive assembly to plead his case, he hopes that his presence may arouse

pity in some of the assemblymen:

352 On the xalov xaxov archetype, cf. Hesiod Th. 585 in reference to Pandora; as applied to Helen cf.
Aesch. Ag. 680-736 and Blondell (2010) 349-91.
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{Op.} kai 11g Gv y€ ' oiktioete ... {ITv.} uéyo yop nOyEveLd cov.
.} Bavatov doydAwv matpdiov. {ITv.} navra todt' &v Sppocty.
Op.} 86 Aoy GAN PG IT 5 0T év 6

{Or:} And someone might take pity on me... {Py:} Indeed, your noble birth is great.
{Or:} ... grieved at my father’s death. {Py:} All of this is obvious.3*3

Orestes 784-5
Appealing to the citizens’ empathy seems a sound strategy, given Menelaus’ earlier
observation that the assembly — and by extension, the éfjuog a whole — oscillates between
anger (0pynV, 696) and pity (oiktoc, 702).3%4 However, upon closer inspection it becomes
apparent that in this play nobility and pity are inextricably linked in ways that go far
beyond what Menelaus suggests. As the drama progresses and both the obligations and
limitations which Orestes’ yevvoudtng places upon him become ever more pressing, there
emerges a sense that nobility and pity are inextricably linked in a way reminiscent of
Aristotle’s observation that witnessing the fall of “excellent people” to severe misfortune
arouses particularly strong emotions of pity (koi péAisto 1 omovdaiovg etvor &v Toig
To100701g Konpoic Svrag éhesvov, Rh. 13860b4-5).3%° Indeed, the failure of the Sfjuog in the
assembly to yield to the pity aroused by Orestes’ fall from nobility into calamity
frustrates the expectation of leniency he expresses in line 784 and exacerbates his

homicidal backlash.3%®

353 Kovacs (2002) 499 translates the rather peculiar expression névto tadt v Supocty as “I can see that
happening.” Willink (1986) 208 comments that the formula seems odd, “since hypothetical thoughts and
emotions in other people’s minds can scarcely be described, even in exaggerated metaphor, as ‘in view,””
though he does cite a parallel at Aesch. Pers. 604. Whatever the best way to render the expression may be,
for the present purposes Pylades’ point seems to be that Orestes’ suggestion seems a sound plan: that he try
to win over the assembly by appealing to the pity arising from the fall of a man so noble as he.

354 On the antidemocratic sentiments in these lines and elsewhere in the play, see below.

355 On Aristotle’s formulation that a misanthropic failure to recognize nobility in other people leads a
person to cause indiscriminate injury and harm, cf. Rh. 1385b34-86al.

3% Rosenbloom (2011) 428 suggests that the failure of the 8fjpog to yield to their pity is a key factor
motivating Orestes’ violent response to their verdict. While I do not believe that it can be denied that the
treatment Orestes receives in the assembly is a contributing factor, | hesitate to place quite so much
emphasis on it because doing so eschews several other equally important factors driving his violent
impulses (discussed at length below) — the readiness for bloodshed he displayed in the matricide, his
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While this failure of the dfjpoc to award him the pity he expects exacerbates his
agitation, Orestes’ transition from condemned criminal to rampaging assassin is not
immediate and direct, and in fact results from his own failure to live up to the
expectations of the dfjpog that he will abide by the assembly’s decree. In the process of
this transition, one of the primary questions the play contemplates comes to the fore:
namely, what are the traits which distinguish a person as yevvoiog and what are the
obligations which govern a noble person’s public behavior? As discussed above at points
in both the Phoenissae (e.g. 997-1005) and in the Philoctetes (e.g. 49-53), here we find
another point where a tragic figure is driven to extreme measures by the constraints
imposed by their nobility. Orestes is at first resigned to his fate; he states explicitly that
he intends to end his life in a way worthy of a yevvaioc man and Agamemnon’s house,

and he urges Electra to do the same:

o0d' ' €de1&ev, AL €ml oxITpOLS EYOV
v EATid' nOAaPeiTo pun odiCey pidovg.
G el dg yevvaio, kéryouépvovog
dpaoavte kathavooped' d&idrata.
Kayo PV gvyéverav anodeifm moAeL,
naicag mpdg Nmoap eacydveol og &' od xpedv
Opota TPAoGEY TOIG 0TC TOAUNLOCLY.
TTvAGoM, o¥ &' Nuiv Tod edvov yevod Bpafevg,
Kol KaThavovTo £b mePIoTEINOV SELOG
Odwov T Kot TPOG TOTPOC TOUPOV PEPMV.
Kol xaip" €n' Epyov &', ™G Opdic, TopedopLaL.

(Menelaus) did not show his face; instead, having hope
for his kingship he took care not to save his kin.
But let us see to it that we perish while performing
noble deeds worthy of Agamemnon.
For I will display my nobility to the city
by striking at my heart with a sword; in turn, it is necessary
that you do the same as my brave deeds.
Pylades, you are to be the arbiter of death,
and when we have died you must shroud our bodies properly
and taking us to the tomb of our father bury us together.
Farewell. As you see, | am carrying out the deed.

susceptibility the suggestions of his co-conspirators, his desperation to pay forward the wrongs he feels he
has endured, etc.
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Orestes 1058-68

Evidently, at this point Orestes is still willing to act in traditional accordance with his
yevvoiog status and takes pride in his heroic lineage.>®’ However, not to be overlooked in
this passage is Orestes’ impulse to make his suicide a public performance of his
yvevvaidtng, quite in keeping with his traditionally elite status and ideas of dpioteia. Not
only are there dramatic undertones to his insistence that they “perform” (dpdocavte, 1058)
vevvaio deeds worthy of Agamemnon, but also he states explicitly that he wishes to make
a public demonstration of his nobility (kéy®d pév evoyévelav dnodeiEw noAet, 1062) by
way of his suicide. In these lines the audience finds Orestes playing his familiar role of
internal director and actor:3® but in this case the internal performance is to be interrupted
before it can begin, as Pylades proposes a shocking alternative to noble suicide (on

which, see below).

Whom to Trust and How: Menelaus and Tyndareus

As noted above, in the Orestes Euripides depicts two major conspiracies. In this
section | examine not only their formation and operation, but also | suggest ways their
depiction may have coalesced with the political experience of Euripides’ audience. Just
as Sophocles did in the Philoctetes, Euripides treats in this play the complexities of
determining how and with whom bonds of trust can be established. The first of these
conspiracies is masterminded by Tyndareus and it culminates in the so-called
“Courtroom Scene” (852-956). This scene lends crucial insight into the anxieties over

conspiracies still lingering in Athens, even after the restoration of the democracy and the

357 Cf. Willink (1986) 264: “the three-word line (883) suits the bravura of the sentiment.”
3% On Orestes’ role as internal director and actor in Aeschylus’ Chor, Sophocles’ El., and Euripides El. see
note 263 in Chapter 4 above.
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civic stability efforts such as the Oath of Demophantos attempted to recreate. On the

scene’s treatment of contemporary political attitudes, Medda writes,

...the political context plays a decisive role in Euripides’ dramatic project. The Aeschylean
Areopagus is replaced with an assembly conditioned by local and individual interests whose
members are eager to accept the violent arguments of the demagogue Tyndareus, ignoring the
moderate proposal of Diomedes as well as the honest countryman’s defense of Orestes. The low
moral standard of this corrupt political body makes it unable to face the thorny ethical issues
raised by the matricide; it reacts with more violence (this was a particularly current theme for the
spectators of 408 BC, who easily recognized in the fictional Argos many traits of the political
corruption of contemporary Athenian society).°

While I believe Medda has very accurately described the kinds of politicians Euripides
portrays in the scene, as always | believe it would be a mistake to read the scene as a
direct critique on the contemporary political activity of 408 BC. Rather, the point is to
construct an image of a thoroughly broken political entity that is self-serving to the point
of crisis.®®® Many of the figures depicted in the scene are indeed thoroughly corrupt,
inasmuch as they implicitly claim to serve the interests of Argos but in reality promote
the interests of an unseen demagogue (Tyndareus, in this case). Following the violent
upheaval of 411 BC, it comes as little surprise that the short-sighted political body
Euripides conjures bears resemblance to the one Thucydides describes driving the
oligarchic revolution in Book 8 (e.g., 8.65.2-66.1). Since this is the case, the ways in
which the conspirators of the Orestes define their factions, establish trust, and undertake
clandestine action is worthy of close examination. Throughout the scene Euripides
demonstrates the interwoven nature of the very same elements discussed above at work in
the conspiracies of the Phoenissae and the Philoctetes: namely, metatheater, persuasion,

and considerations of trustworthiness.

39 Medda (2015) 448.
30 Cf. Allan (2008) 7.
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However, before exploring the Courtroom Scene in depth it is necessary to
examine the alliances and divisions which predicate it, and the mutual protection Orestes
and Electra owe to one another in particular. As Wohl observes, by casting the siblings as
victims of the corruption infecting the litigants of the Courtroom Scene, Euripides
implicitly links the survival of Orestes and Electra — and the values they represent — with
the endurance of society itself, so exploring the nature of their affinity is essential.* Just
as Aristotle will observe two or so generations after the production of the Orestes, Electra
and Orestes perfectly embody the sense of mutual protection upon which @iAia is
predicated.3%? When Orestes regains his senses after the brief but ferocious flaring of his
sickness (255-79), he sees the effect his malady has had on Electra. To soothe her anxiety
and stop her weeping, Orestes makes reference to the bond of mutual protection that
exists between them not only because they are siblings (c0yyove, 280), but also because
they were co-conspirators in the assassination of Clytemnestra — though Orestes is swift
to insist that the bulk of the culpability for the crime belongs to him (cv p&v yap
gmévevoag 163, eipyacton &' Epoi| untpdiov aipa, 284-5). He expresses his gratitude for
her care in his weakened state and assures her that it is necessary for him to reciprocate
her support when she is in distress because it is the behavior proper to true friendship
(&muovpion yap aide Toic pidoig kakai, 300).362 Furthermore, their shared complicity as
co-conspirators in the murder is reinforced by Orestes’ reference to the project’s

mastermind, Apollo, upon whom he is now prepared to shift the blame for their present

361 Wohl (2015) 122.

362 Cf. Aristotle Rhet. 2.4 (and 2.4.2 in particular: ¢ilog 84 &oTv 6 PIAGY Kai dvTipihoduevog ofovtol 8¢
oot glvan oi 0BT Exetv 0idpEVOL TPOC GAAHAOVE).

363 This sentiment contrasts sharply with the notions of “false” @i\ later in the play, on which cf. Willink
(1986) 135 and Introduction section F i.5.
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misfortune (Ao&iot 8¢ péppopar,| dotig p' Endpac TEpyov avooidTatov| Tolg HeEv Adyotg
noepave Toic §' Epyototv ob, 285-7).3%4 Having been apparently forsaken by Apollo and
awaiting the punishment that will be determined by his fellow citizens, Orestes senses
that in Electra he can find a final refuge for mutual dependence and protection: as soon as
he regains himself he urges her to retreat indoors (301) where she can find food and rest
(302), and look to the kind of hygiene that will prevent her from becoming sick as well.
Orestes places such emphasis on the need for Electra to care for herself physically, I
believe, because in doing so she also extends protection to himself through the symbiotic
bond they share, and likewise the destruction of one will lead inescapably to the
destruction of the other.®® Orestes tells her, “If you abandon me or acquire some sickness
from nursing me, [ am ruined (oiyopec8a). For I have you as my only ally, since I am
deserted by all others, as you see (304-6).”%% Here it is important to note an implicit
equation in Orestes’ words: the union that the siblings and co-conspirators share is their
only source of cotpia, and its loss can only result in destruction (oiyopecba, 305). As
elsewhere, we find in Orestes’ summary of their dire situation not only that c®® and
ofyopou represent polar opposites®®’ and mutually exclusive ends of the same spectrum,
but also that the presence or absence of bonds of trust and mutual protection is the factor

determining their fate.

364 Cf. 1666-7 on Apollo’s vindication of this blame. On the potential doubt that this sentiment casts on the
authority of Apollo, see Porter (1994) 282. Willink (1986) 133 takes the accusation as evidence that the
bow Orestes wielded in his fit of madness must have been imaginary and not a physical stage prop. On the
high emotional register of the scene and the strong bond between brother and sister, see Schein (1975) 58.
365 Cf, West (1987) 202, who suggests that Electra might succumb to exhaustion in treating Orestes, not
that Orestes’ vOcog is in any way contagious.

366 For the similar, thematic sentiment in Sophocles’ Electra, see 1168-9: “koi vdv m00@d| t0d cod Bavodoo
un aroleinecOat tapov”

367 On ofw and ofyopou as balancing opposites, cf. Soph. El. 85 (1vix' | cecdopeda| keivov Piov
odoavtog, §j oiydpecd' dua;) and Aj. 1128 ({ME.} ®edg yap komlel pe, 1dde &' ofyopat.).
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Likewise, Electra posits her own future as one destined for either salvation or
destruction: she asks rhetorically, “How will I, alone without a brother, father, or friend,
find safety?” (nd¢ poévn cwdncopa,| avaderpog andtwp detrog;, 309-10). This
sentiment establishes and qualifies the bond of trust Orestes and Electra will rely upon as
they seek cotpia, but Electra’s rhetorical question also hints at an aspect of their
alliance that is less immediately clear: namely, are they bound to protect one another
because of their blood relationship as siblings, or have they become fused together by
their shared culpability in the slaughter of Clytemnestra? This question is one that arises
at several other points in the tragedy to be discussed below, and, while it is impossible to
determine if one of them is the contributing factor to the exclusion of the other, in what
follows I will argue that the drama places greater emphasis on the latter: alliances forged
on the basis of shared goals and culpability in crime (e.g. 735) rather than on the
obligations between blood relatives (e.g. 449-54), in part because a shared stake in illegal
activity has broader civic implications everything from basic politics to legitimacy of
rule.®%8 Still, the anxieties involved in determining and recognizing the people that can
and cannot be trusted to offer uncompromised protection can already be detected in
Electra’s tricolon at 309-10. Willink argues here that, as often, the third adjective
(8p1hog) of the tricolon qualifies the first two (avadelpoc dmdrop).3° It is fairly obvious
to whom she refers when she pictures herself bereft of a father (Agamemnon) or brother
(Orestes), but according to her rationale who else could qualify as her ¢pilog? Their blood

relationship notwithstanding, she seems to discount the possibility (correctly, in the end)

368 One thinks of the conspiracy and later political alliance established between Otanes, Megabyzus, and
Darius at Herodotus 3.70.1-3.88.3.

369 Willink (1986) 136, following Fraenkel on Aesch. Ag. 412, 769; Soph. Ant. 876; and Eur. An. 491 and
Hec. 669.
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that Menelaus will provide her with any protection, but she also excludes Pylades, who
shares culpability with her in the murder. How, then, with her and her brother’s fate
hanging in the balance, is she making the distinction between a person whom she can

trust for protection and one whom she cannot?

The subsequent exchange between Menelaus and Orestes — and the intercession of
Tyndareus — takes a different approach to the question of how determinations of trust and
mistrust can be made by examining it at both an interpersonal level and at the oA level.
Prior to Menelaus’ appearance on stage at 356, Orestes and Electra have already
expressed a cautious optimism that their uncle will be obligated to protect them to the
best of his ability: Electra eagerly awaits the safety he can provide (Mevélaov ikove" mg
1A ' GAL' €' doBevodc| poung oxodued', fjv Tt un keivov ndpal cwbduev, 68-70) and
Orestes makes explicit reference to the bond of gratitude that Menelaus owes to their
father (fjkel pd¢ £poig Kol 6olg Kakoic| avnp OLOYEVNG Kal yapttag Exwv Totpos;, 243-
4).3"9 However, there are hints early on that the siblings have overestimated the depth of
gratitude that Menelaus will feel. After recounting the reports he has received of the
deaths of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra (360-74), Menelaus turns to the chorus and asks
them to point out which man is Orestes, since, as he says, he has not seen Orestes since
371

he was a young child in Clytemnestra’s arms and could not recognize him by sight.

While there are other instances of a tragic figure first arriving on stage to ask the chorus

370 Cf. Mastronarde (2010) 192 on the elements of “suppliant drama” that Euripides has interwoven into the
Orestes. On the debt of gratitude Menelaus owes to Agamemnon, cf. also 453. See Schein (1975) 55 on the
aid Orestes anticipates from Menelaus.

3711t is noteworthy that at 375 Menelaus refers to the matricide as “the unholy slaughter of the child of
Tyndareus” (tfig Tuvdapeiog Toudog dvociov eovov). While reference to people by the patronymic is
extremely common, here it may also hint at the difficult position Menelaus will soon find himself in having
to choose between his obligations to the generation older than himself and the one younger (on which, cf.
Schein [1975] 66).
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for directions or some other form of orientation,®’> Menelaus genuinely does not know
the face for which he is searching. Furthermore, when he does finally recognize that he is
looking at Orestes he can barely believe that he is not looking at the face of a corpse (&
O¢oi, 11 Aevoow; Tiva d€dopka veptépmv;, 385). It comes as little surprise, then, that while
Menelaus is in part moved by his connections by blood to Orestes and his debt of
gratitude to Agamemnon, he shows little eagerness to aid a man he does not know in any
meaningful way, and one who has committed a murder so horrendous (&vociov govov,

374).

Though stricken by sickness and looking nearly dead, Orestes musters the
strength for a lengthy supplication to Menelaus (382-544) wherein he carefully outlines
several points underscoring their familial obligations.3” Orestes begins his supplication
with an explicit plea for cotnpia. “Save me from evils,” he says, “for you have come at
just the right time,” (c®c6v 1 apiton §' avTov £ Koupdv kaxdv, 384).3’4 When Menelaus
expresses shock at the suppliant’s cadaverous face (385) and squalid hair (387), Orestes
immediately turns Menelaus’ attention away from his physical condition (388) and
toward the specific kind of salvation Menelaus can help him attain: namely, political
protection from the litigious retribution of the citizens of Argos. Most importantly,

Orestes explains that even though his physical body is in a state of ruin, his name remains

372 For a close comparandum cf. Hec. 484-7, where Talthybius asks the chorus they have seen Hecuba and
they reply that she lay on the ground before him.

37 Willink (1986) calls the following stichomythia, “among the most ‘intellectual’ and intellectually
demanding in Greek tragedy,” and notes the sympathetic and “rationally inquisitorial” attitude Menelaus
exhibits throughout. His willingness to hear out and perhaps even help to heal (iGoyog, 399) in certain
ways lends credibility to his ultimate decision not to do so: he spurns Orestes not out of malevolence but
because Tyndareus proves more persuasive (on which, see below).

374 Wohl (2015) 122 notes that Orestes’ supplication of Menelaus adds a religious dimension to his pleas
for salvation that increases the audience’s sympathy with Orestes and Electra and invites it to accompany
them on the quest for compia. Cf. also Trédé (1992) 39-40.
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the same (10 o®pa Ppoddov, 10 o' dvop' ov Aéhowré pe, 390). In other words, although he
is blighted with divine sickness as punishment for truly reprehensible crimes, as the son
and legitimate heir of Agamemnon he remains Menelaus’ nephew and is worthy of the
obligations their shared blood imposes on his father’s brother. The features of the
argument Orestes is in the process of constructing are familiar from other instances
wherein Orestes lays claim to the benefits of his noble (often yevvaiog) status — he
remains noble by birth, and from Apollo’s perspective his deeds are a reflection of his
noble character as well — and Menelaus’ shared noble birth makes him compatible for

entering into the kind of mutually protective pact he shares with Electra.3"™

In the lines that follow, Orestes qualifies the bonds of @i\ia even further. For
reasons easy to comprehend, Orestes’ predicament has led to a rather pessimistic
perception of the divine. He compares the power of mortals relative to the gods to that of
a slave in relation to his master, and the discrepancy leads him to cast doubt over the very
nature of the gods (418).3® The most that Orestes can say with certainty is that it is the
nature of the gods to act slowly (uéAker 1o Ogiov &' éoTi TolodToV PVoEL, 420),%"" and just
as he did earlier at 285-7 he blames his present condition squarely on Apollo’s failure to

live up to his obligations as an instigator in the slaughter of Clytemnestra (415-7).3'

375 Cf. the notions of the obligations of those in possession of a yevvaiog status by both Odysseus (40-53)
and Philoctetes (468-83) in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, as discussed in four above.

376 Cf. Mastronarde (2010) 190-2. Orestes’ doubt surrounding Apollo’s moral sanity figures prominently
into Euripides’ other major treatment of the Orestes mythology, the Electra: cf. 971-81 (on which, see
Allen-Hornblower [2015] 229-30).

377 On the theme of the “slow but sure” divine retribution, cf. Dodds (1960) 188 on Ba. 882-7.

378 There are a few serious problems in these lines arising from textual corruption or dislocation. Most
textual critics follow Kirchhoff’s suggestion that a lacuna follows line 423, and in this place Kovacs posits
the line “Toytv mB€cOo v O de Bedg adoar fpadvc.” While not widely accepted, this suggestion both
reinforces Orestes’ accusations against Apollo to play his role in the conspiracy and also serves as a
reminder of what that role actually entails: namely, providing the very safety (c®dcar) that Orestes presently
seeks from Menelaus. On the efforts to reconstruct this section of the text and the grounds for the suggested
emendation, see Kovacs (2003) 83-4.
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However, far more than a petulant complaint against the god, Orestes offers this point as
a piece of gnomic wisdom for Menelaus’ careful consideration when he insists that the
wise do not act unfaithfully toward their friends (00 co@og, dAn0Ng &' &g pilovg Epug

Kxokoc, 424).37° Soon thereafter, Orestes reiterates this point with stronger emphasis:

€G ¢' EATTIG NUT KATAPLYAG EYEL KAKADV.
AL AOM®G TPAocOVGY EDTVYNG LOADY
petadog eiloiot coiot 6Tig evmpasiog,
Kol un) Hovog o XpnoTov Amorafmv Ee,
OAN' avTilalov Kai TOVEV £V TMdL PEPEL,
YAPLTOG TATPDOLOG EKTIVOV £G 0VG OF O€l.
Svopa yap, Epyov &' ovk Exovotv oi pikot
ol UM 'wi taict cupEopais dviec eirot.
In you there is hope for escape from my troubles.

But since you are coming in good fortune upon those doing miserably
give a portion of your prosperity to your kinsmen,
and do not keep only for yourself the benefit you possess,
but also take a share of evils in turn,
repaying the favors of my father to those whom you must.
For friends who have merely the name and not the deed
in times of misfortunes are not friends at all.

Orestes 449-55

These lines encapsulate the very close association between friendship and
salvation (here expressed by the more litotic katapvydg...kax®dv, 448, as opposed to
cwtpia), and the obligations for friends to share their prosperity (10 ypnotov, 451) when
necessary.>® He also reiterates the debt of gratitude (yapic) Menelaus owes to
Agamemnon and urges him to take this opportunity to repay it. Throughout these lines
Orestes speaks of 10 ypnotov as if it is a very tangible thing that must be actively

exchanged (petdoog, 450; anorapav &xe, 451; avtidalov, 452), as opposed to more

379 Line 424 is also corrupt and there are a number of scholarly opinions on how exactly the line should be
rendered. Cf. Willink (1986) 156-7, who rejects this rendering (first suggested by Brunck) in favor of one
offered by Jackson: 00 Go@og, aindng 8’ € pilovg Epuv eikoc. However, in either case the core of the
sentiment remains the same: wise men recognize that the benefits of friendship come with certain
obligations, including not acting contrary to the interests of a “true friend.”

380 Cf. Parry (1969) 339, Blundell (1989) 31-3, Konstan (1997) 56-8, and Wohl (2015) 122-3.
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passive benevolence or graciousness.*®! Indeed, the final lines of Orestes’ supplication
draws this exact point to the fore: “Those who are not friends in misfortune have only the
name of friendship, not its reality (dvopa yap, Epyov &' ovk Exovotv oi eikot| oi ur 'nt
Tt GVpPOpPAic Svteg pikot, 454-5),%82 a sententia which qualifies the kind of “true”
friendship Orestes spoke of at 424.%% Indeed, according to the argument Orestes has
presented, if Menelaus is to treat him and Electra the way a proper friend must, then they
must be able to rely on him to work actively in their favor, which in this case entails
speaking on their behalf in the upcoming assembly. Should Menelaus fail to do so he will
not only reveal that he is inherently unwise (00 co@dc) but he will publicly renege on the
debt of gratitude he owes to Agamemnon. Orestes has not only extended an invitation to
Menelaus to join him and Electra in a familial alliance seeking their salvation, but he has

provided an ethical theorem explaining why it is correct and necessary that he do so.3

In Menelaus’ consideration of his options and ultimate decision to spurn Orestes
and Electra we find one of the play’s major ethical intricacies. Menelaus gives some
indication that he is sympathetic to Orestes’ argument: he pities the depth to which
Orestes’ deeds have plunged him (& péleog, fikelc cuupopdc & todoyatov, 447), and he

insists that it is proper to be conversing with Orestes because the boy is the son of his

381 On these expectations that obligations of @i\ia extend beyond well-wishes and anticipate mutual
assistance in all areas of civic life — both in this play and in the experience of its audience — cf. Konstan
(1997) 58-67.

382 Trans. Kovacs.

383 West (1987) 213-4 points out that the theme of the unreliability of friendship in times of misfortune is
quite common, citing Thgn. 79-82, 299, 697, 857-60, 929; Democr. DK 68 B 101, 106; and Eur. Med. 561,
El. 605-7, 1131, and HF 57-9. The notion of “true” friendship discussed here assumes that Jackson’s
reading of 424 is correct. However, even if Brunck’s reading is preferable I argue that the point remains
valid: in this case, the unwillingness of a friend to actively work for the prosperity of his so-called friends
reveals that he is not wise (00 6o@dc), but in fact truly wretched (aAn6nc...kaxdg).

384 On a similar treatment of the reciprocal anticipation of cotnpia between friends, cf. Soph. El. 129-35,
924-46, and Blundell (1989) 149-52.
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dear brother (¢iAov pot matpdc éotiv Ekyovog, 482), especially given the Greek custom to
always honor blood relatives (EAAnvikdv tot tov opofev tipdv dei, 486). And yet, for all
of Orestes’ persuasive rhetoric, Menelaus fails to make the ethically sound choice in
favor of Tyndareus’ more politically expedient one (on which, see below). And yet,
Menelaus’ ethical character — especially at the critical point in the drama where he must
chose his allegiance — is complex. While it may be a simple matter for the audience to
cast aspersion on Menelaus’ lack of pity, one must recall that the case Tyndareus is going
to bring against Orestes has strong merit: afterall, he will seek to honor the giia of his
own family by persecuting the murderers of his daughter. Unlike Tyndareus, however,
Menelaus is willing to remain neutral enough to approach Orestes and hear his account of
the matricide, and he even acknowledges that he is under precisely the obligations that
Orestes has been urging — to help a kinsman in distress (tépukev €1 6& dLOTLYET,
Tiuntéoc, 484). To attempt to absorb Menelaus into their protective groups, Tyndareus
and Orestes each perform a forensic speech in a miniature adjudication in which
Menelaus will play the role of judge. The operative element in both speeches —and
indeed the justification each offers for their deeds — is the claim to be acting in support of

Menelaus’ personal and political cotnpia.

The moment that Tyndareus steps on to the stage the play’s political elements are
brought into sharper focus. For the first time in this drama the audience is able to catch a
glimpse of Orestes’ crimes within the full civic context of mythological Argos, which
Euripides has dramatized into forms directly relevant to contemporary Athens. Members

of the audience who were experienced with the proceedings of the assembly would be
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familiar with the arguments and the prosecutorial strategy Tyndareus employs.38®
Tyndareus does not wax philosophical on the detestable nature of Orestes’ crimes (which
are largely self-evident in the first place), nor does he refer to the unknowable
machinations of the divine and impossibility for mortals to defy them; instead, Tyndareus
focuses on Orestes’ violation of the law and his failure to pursue vengeance for the
murder of Agamemnon through juridical avenues. Near the beginning of the encounter he
accuses Menelaus of thinking himself above the law for speaking to Orestes (kai t@®v
vopv ye un) Tpdtepov stvon Oérety, 487), and soon thereafter demonstrates that he finds

the law the only viable pathway toward true justice:

€l 10 Kol TAGL Pavepd Kol TO P KOAJ,
TOVTOL Tig AVOPADV €YEVET' AOLVETDTEPOG;
6oTig 1O pEV dikatov oVK £0KEYATO
008" NA0ev &mi 1OV Kovov EAMvev vouov.
énel yop é€€émvevoey Ayopépvav Piov,
Kapa Buyatpog tig Eufig TANnyelg Umo,
aioyotov Epyov (00 yap aivécm moTE),
¥PTIv 00OV Embeival pév aipatog diknv
ociav dimkovt', EKPareiv 1€ dopdtov
pntépa 10 adPpov T EAaP' Gv vl cLIPOPHC
Kol Tod vopov T v elyet’ evoePic T dv .
viv &' &¢ oV adToV Saiptov' A0 unTépr
KOKTV YOp a0tV évoikmg 1yoOHeVOg,
a0TOG KaKioV UNTEP' EYEVETO KTAVMV.

If what is good and what is not good is manifest in all things,
who among men was born more foolish than this man?
Whoever does not carefully consider justice nor
consult the law common among Hellenes.

For when Agamemnon exhaled his life,
after the blow on the head from my daughter,

a most shameful deed (for | will never approve it),
it was necessary for him to bring a charge of murder
like a prosecutor, and to drive out his mother from his household.
He would have obtained wisdom instead of misfortunes
and would have been adhering to the law and would have been pious.
But as it is he has come to the same fate as his mother:
Correctly considering her evil, in killing her
he himself became more evil than his mother.

385 Porter (1994) 127-8 calls Tyndareus’ speech a Euripidean coup de théatre in which the “world of
contemporary Athenian Realpolitik” has invaded the dramatic space. He cites this invasion of the
contemporary world as a major contributing factor for Orestes’ subsequent violent outburst.
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Orestes 492-506

For Tyndareus, obedience to the law is not only crucial for avoiding punishment at the
hands of one’s fellow citizens; it is also a public expression of a man’s good sense (491-
5),%6 piety (6ciav Suwkovt', 501), temperance (cdepov, 502), and reverence (edcePNc,
503). He later closes his speech by warning Menelaus not to break their ancestral laws
(512-8) by lending aid to Orestes, because doing so would be working contrary to the will
of the gods (Mevérewmg, toiotv Oeoig| urn npdoc’ Evavti', ®eeAelv Tobtov OEAwY, 534-5). It
is perhaps unsurprising that a shrewd litigant such as Tyndareus would seek to fuse so
scrupulously the will and laws of the gods with the legislature crafted by mortal
assemblies, the drafting of which he can himself influence and control. Some critics, such
as Lloyd, read Tyndareus as a highly hypocritical figure, one whose claims to be working
toward the greater good of the city ring false and who is motivated by little more than
vindictiveness.®’ However, as self-serving as Tyndareus’ insistence on the divine
endorsement of human law may seem, his motivation for taking that position does carry
some degree of political merit that not only complicates Euripides’ characterization of
him, but also, | believe, contributes to Orestes’ frustration and subsequent violent
outburst. First, he reminds Menelaus why the ancestral homicide laws are in place to
begin with:

KaA®g £0evto tadto ToTépeg ol Ao
€G OppdTv pev dyv ovk gimv mepdv
009" €i¢ amavT' oTIC oip' Exmv Kupof,
@VYOiot ' 06100V, AVTATOKTEIVELY OE pr).
disi yap sic EueAl evéEechon povor,

386 Dover (1994) 146-50 discusses the common Athenian legal practice of citing intellectual deficiencies by
prosecutors in criminal trials — the opposite of the strategy used by advocates defending their clients in a
modern courtroom.

387 loyd (1992) 115-7 draws a comparison between Tyndareus and the Hecuba of the Troades, since both
figures, “put forward an argument which combines traditional and advanced ideas in a superficially
attractive way, but which are also in some respects inadequate to the strongly defined mythological world
of the play.”
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10 hoicOwov piacpo Aaupdvov xepoiv.

Our ancient ancestors ordered this well:
they did not allow any one with blood on his hands
to appear in their sight or to cross their path,
rather they exiled them, and did not kill them in return.
For there is always going to be someone liable to murder,
receiving the pollution most recently on his hands.

Orestes 512-17

Here, Tyndareus addresses the question that any recitation of the mythology surrounding
the House of Atreus must: once such a cycle of bloodshed has begun, how can it ever be
stopped? The ancestors of Argos found the solution in imposing a legalized exile which,
by removing the condemned from the community but not ending his life permanently,
provided satisfaction for the blood guilt at least in part and provided safety for anyone
else in the community who might have fallen into the scope of the vendetta.3% For
Tyndareus, guaranteeing the safety that the law provides and the check against endless,
polis-consuming violence is a tremendous responsibility that falls to men like him.

In his apology to Tyndareus’ accusations, Orestes claims that although his actions
were conducted outside the laws established by Argos, his goal was to protect the city
from a kind of domestic conspiracy that is a threat to every household throughout the
Greek world. Orestes readily acknowledges his sacrilege (dvooidc, 546) for slaughtering
his mother, but maintains that he remains holy (6c10c, 547) for avenging his father.38 In
defense of his actions, Orestes offers precisely the same reasoning Apollo professed in

Aeschylus’ Eumenides: his father is the one who truly engendered him, and his mother

388 West (1987) follows Parker (1983) 121 in noting that the 6c10Dv in 515 conveys the idea common to
Attic authors that exile itself is a form of purification that restores “religious normality.” Cf. Dem. 23.73, 10
TOV KoTiovta 06100V Kol kabaipecha.

389 Willink (1986) 174 points out that Orestes’ assignment of different names for the same thing (&tepov
Svopa, 547) was a strategy employed by contemporary sophists. Cf. Guthrie (1971) 316 on Antiope fr. 21
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was merely the plough land that nurtured the seed (552-3).3% Lines 545-6 are deleted by
Nauck, Paley, Reeve, and Willink, but they seem to have been interpolated to drive home
Orestes’ point that without the seed of the father there cannot be a child, and thus fathers
enjoy a primacy that for mothers simply does not exist. However, here Orestes takes his
argument one crucial step further by redirecting attention to the domestic crimes of his

mother, who, he explains, was involved in a domestic conspiracy to overthrow his father:

[Afyi600¢ v 6 KpumTdg &v S6po1g moG1g 3%
todtov Kotéktew', mt &' EBvoa untépa,
avooa PEv dpdv, AAAL TIHOPAY TaTPL.

£¢' 01 &' amelheic ¢ TeTPOTVaL pe xpi,
drovoov a¢ droacav EALGS' d@eld.
€l yap yovaikeg &¢ 106" HEovotv Bpdoovg,
Gvopag POVELELY, KATAPVYAG TOLOVLEVOL
¢ Tékva, HaoToilc Tov Eheov Onpdpevat,
nap' 008EV adTodc Ny dv OAAVOL TOGELS,

EniAnp' Exovoaig 1L TOYOL. dpdoas &' Eym

delv', dG oV Koumels, TOVS' Emavca TOV VOLLOV.

[Aegisthus was her secret husband in the house.]
I killed him, and then I sacrificed my mother,
committing an unholy act, but avenging my father.
As to the deeds for which you say it is necessary that | be stoned,
listen how | have done a service for all of Greece.

If women reach the point where they are brazen enough
to kill their husbands, taking refuge in their children,
seeking pity in showing their breasts,
it would be nothing for them to kill their husbands for
for any grievance there happens to be. But I, doing
terrible deeds, as you call them, put a stop to this practice.

Orestes 561-71

3% Cf. Aesch. Eum. 658-66 and also Sept. 753, Soph. OT 1211, 1257, Eur. Ph. 18. West (1987) 221,
following Gomme-Sandbach (1973) 531, demonstrates that such a defense goes far beyond a mere literary
reference to Aeschylus. The same trope is a centerpiece of Attic betrothal formulae, i.e. Men. Pk. 1010:
TaOTNV Yvhoilov taidov €n' apotmt oot didwut. Cf. also Hippon DK 38A13, Anaxagoras DK 59A107, Diog.
Apoll. DK 64A27, and PI. Tim. 91d.

391 Line 561 has troubled a number of textual critics. Kovacs (2003) 87 follows Reeve in deleting the line
entirely: both adopt Nauck’s rendering of 6 as oi, but insist that there are no plausible examples elsewhere
in Euripides for the reflexive or anaphoric dative oi. However, Willink (1986) 176 finds the definite article
with kpuntog. .. moo1G possible (though somewhat difficult to interpret), and also suggests the possibility
that ot = dvtfj, citing Denniston on El. 924.
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Orestes’ argument here posits first that the slaughter of Aegisthus was perfectly legal, just
as the killing of an adulterer caught with a man’s mother (or any other woman protected
under the aegis of his oikoc) is legal under Attic law.3%? However, his justification for
killing his mother as well hinges upon the point that she had entered into a secret — and
thereby illegal and unholy — marriage with his uncle in the house belonging to his then-
living father (6 kpvmtoc €v d6po1g mooig, 561). If Clytemnestra was capable of not only
plotting the murder of her husband in his own home but also absorbing her children into
complicity by seeking refuge with them, then Orestes claims to have stopped the spread
of such a dreadful practice throughout Greece by a process reminiscent of Thucydides’
depiction of the epidemic of otdoig at 3.82 (565-71). Further, Orestes poignantly
counters the assertion that he broke the law by demonstrating that he put a stop to a
terrible practice (d&iv', g oV KouTelg, TOVS' Emavoca tov vopov, 5S71) which, if left
unchecked, would have undermined the very laws he champions.3%3

Orestes’ defensive strategy operates along two fault lines: first, by demonstrating
that he opposed (by extreme measures) the conspiratorial giiio binding Clytemnestra and
Aegisthus by refusing the quarter he references in 567; and second, by exposing the grave
danger that uninhibited conspiracies can pose to the safety of men like Tyndareus and
Menelaus if those factions seek to redefine the laws and punishments (thereby implicitly
indicating the great service he has performed for Greece by neutralizing one such threat).

Ultimately, Menelaus is not persuaded to provide Orestes with the aid he so desperately

392 Cf. Lys. 1.30 and Dem. 23.53. West (1987) 221 notes that in Aesch. Lib. 989-1000 no justification is
offered or seems required for the killing of Aegisthus, and Orestes receives no criticism for the murder.

3% Porter (1994) 150 finds a close parallel for Orestes’ claim to have deterred future violations of the law in
Lysias’ conclusion to his speech against Eratosthenes (1.47-8): “The argument presented at 564-71 is
neither vicious or facetious but represents a rhetorical commonplace, particularly suited to displaying the
speaker’s outraged innocence and calculated to induce the audience to share in this sense of outrage.”
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seeks. Critics have suggested a number of reasons why Orestes is unsuccessful, ranging
from some inherent weakness in his argument (most notably his failure to justify murder
as preferable to Tyndareus’ suggested forced exile),3* to his attempting an excessively
longwinded defense instead of one good one,®® to the inability of the mythology and the
play’s plot to allow so simple a solution.3*® Whatever the cause of Orestes’ failure, as
Tyndareus exits the stage in victory he fires two parting shots: one, notably, condemning
Electra for conspiring with Orestes against their mother to the ruin of their house (615-
21),%%7 and a second one to Menelaus reminding him of the very real political stakes
hanging in the balance. Tyndareus warns him not to protect Orestes from death in
defiance of the gods’ will (un @' auovew eovov, Evavtiov Beoic, 624); if he does offer
protection, Tyndareus vows that he will remove Menelaus from his own seat of power in
Sparta (f| un 'wipave Traptidridog x0ovog, 626), leaving Menelaus in a position not
much better than the one Orestes presently finds himself.3%® Menelaus is quite obviously
of two minds about the dilemma, and Orestes tells us that the man now paces the stage
lost in thought (Mevélae, ol 6OV mOJ' £ml cuvvoiatl KUKAETS,| SmAf|g pepipvng dmtvuyovg
iav 060v¢;, 632-3). Orestes makes a final appeal to his uncle: he reiterates the debt of
gratitude Menelaus owes to Agamemnon (ardtelcov, 655) and begs that Menelaus

himself now stand as a savior (cotmplog otdg, 657) and grant the gift of safety sought

39 Cf. Willink (1986) 177; Blaiklock (1952) 185.

3% Cf. Mastronarde (2010) 242.

3% Cf. Porter (1994) 151-3.

397 On Electra’s aptitude as a conspirator, see below.

3% One assumes that especially with no viable Baciietc currently sitting on the throne of Argos it is
possible for Tyndareus to enforce his threat to exile Menelaus from Sparta. It begs the question whether
Menelaus’ decision to shun Orestes and Electra is the best outcome for Tyndareus, who otherwise would
have had a legitimate claim to both Sparta and Argos. Hence, we might imagine that Tyndareus’ decision to
prosecute Orestes and Electra is not motivated purely by self-interest.
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instinctually by men and beasts alike (trv cotnpiav| Onpdv, 0 mévteg Kovk £yd (Ntd
uovog, 678-9).

In his response, Menelaus charts the political mathematics which compel him to
betray not only his kinsmen, but also the lofty ethical principles of the ypnototi in favor of
the more pragmatic and self-preserving principles of the movnpoi. He readily admits that
people related by blood should endure one another’s misfortunes, but he skirts culpability
for his failure to do so by proposing that the strength to shoulder such a burden can only

come from the gods (kai yp1| yop oUT® TOV OUAUOVEOV KUK

ovvekkopilev, dvvVauy fv
1@ Bede, 684-5), and he frames the recognition of his own mortal limitations as a sort
of perverse piety (tod &' ad dHvachor Tpdg Odv ypim Tuyeiv, 687). Additionally, his
grueling homeward journey has eroded his own allies and destroyed any hope of an
armed resistance (688-90), leaving only the slender hope of placating the assembly with
soothing words (an aptitude for which Menelaus is notoriously lacking). Here Menelaus
summarizes what Willink calls “a topically charged manifesto” for members of the

Athenian aristocracy forced to endure an energetic backlash from the &fjpog:3%

Stav yap Mo Stipog gig dpynv tecdv,
Spotov dote mop katacPécat AdPpov:
€1 8' Novymg TIC AHTOV EVTEIVOVTL PEV
YOAGV Veikol Kopov DANPOVUEVOC,
iowmg av ékmvedoetev: fjv &' avijt Tvodc,
TOY015 v avToD patding doov BELELC.
[Eveott &' olkToc, &vi 88 Kol BupdC péyoc,
KopASOKODVTL KTHLLO TYATATOV. |
€MV &' éyd oot Tuvddpemv mepdoopat
oMy 1€ meloa T AMav ypTiobot KoAdS.
[kai vadg yap évtabeica Tpog Biav modi
EBayev, Eotn &' adOig fv yoAdt moda. ]
poel yap 6 0g0g tag dyav mpobupiag,
pioodot ' aotoi 0l 8¢ W' (00K GAmG Aéym)
omlew o€ coplat, Ui Piot TOV KPELGGOVAV.

399 Willink (1986) 195 summarizes the policy Menelaus is urging as one of fouyia, edAdBeio, and
Kopadokelv, one that appears elsewhere in Euripides as well (cf. Collard on Su. 324-5 and Bond on HF
166).
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For when the people in their vigor fall wrath,
It is the same as extinguishing a furious fire.
But if someone quietly slackens oneself and gives way,
awaiting the proper moment,
it may well blow itself out; when the storm abates
you can easily obtain from them whatever you wish.
[There is pity there, and great vigor in it,
A most valuable prize for a patient man.]
I am going to attempt to persuade both Tyndareus
and the city to use their excess well.
[For likewise a ship goes down when strung too tight,
but if slackened it once again rights itself.]
For the god hates excessive rage,
and the citizens do too. It is necessary that | save you
(1 do not deny it) by clever speech, not by force against stronger men.

Orestes 696-710

On the surface, Menelaus’ political calculations appear quite prudent, and indeed one
might even speculate that Orestes’ predicament has provided him with a welcome
opportunity to exhaust the city’s anger before it falls upon his wife upon her return from
the calamities she activated at Troy. However, Menelaus has also touched upon a
political reality immediately relevant to actual civic life in the Athens of the playwright’s
day. In a democracy that has become extreme, men like Menelaus do not possess the
luxury of being guided by personal ethics; instead, a wise man must defer to the demands
of fate and politics (VOv &' dvarykaiong &xel| dovlotsty ivar T0ig cogoiot Th¢ ToyMG, 715-
6).

Forming the Conspiracy: Orestes and Pylades

When Menelaus forsakes Orestes and Electra and it becomes clear that the
obligations of kinship will not extend to the protection the siblings require, Orestes
returns to his woebegone lament for safety (oipot, mpodédopat, kovkéT giclv EAmideg
B tpamdpevog Bdvatov Apyeimv hywm:| odTog Yap v pot Katapuyn cotnpiog, 722-

4).*% However, at just the moment when Orestes’ despair has reached its greatest depth,

400 Cf. 448, 567, 677-9.
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Pylades emerges on stage, and Orestes” mood —and indeed the entire atmosphere or the
drama — takes on an increasingly brisk and vigorous momentum that eventually careens
into bloodshed. Pylades runs onto the stage from Phocis (5popmt oteiyovta Gokémv dro,
726; Baccov 1 W €xphiv mpoPaivev ikdunv, 729) and tells Orestes that he has come as fast

as possible upon hearing the news that the assembly is meeting on this very day.*%

It is clear from the moment Pylades steps on stage that he will make an ideal co-
conspirator for Orestes, and as the remainder of the drama unfolds the audience finds that
in large part this is because of the young mens’ many shared personal qualities. Indeed, in
Pylades Orestes finds precisely the kind of ally that he sought in Menelaus, though one
lacking the high degree of political clout that his uncle could have provided.*®? Virtually
the moment he is able to catch his breath Pylades addresses Orestes with terms that reveal
the depth of his devotion: he calls Orestes the dearest of all his agemates (WAikov, 733),
friends (piAwv, 734), and (most revealing of all), his kinsmen (cvyyeveiag, 734). This
third term of the tricolon may at first strike the audience as somewhat out of place
following Orestes’ failure to secure aid from Menelaus based on their familial ties.
Orestes and Pylades are cousins, but while they are indeed technically related by blood it
seems that Pylades references a more specific kind of relationship in his use of the term
ovyyeveiag, which notably is not a term Orestes applies to Menelaus at any point in his

supplication.*® Perhaps the point toward which Pylades gestures with cuyyeveiag is that

401 The lengthy passage in trochaic tetrameters that follows (729-806) certainly contributes to the scene’s
increasing momentum. Willink (1986) 201 points out that the Orestes contains more lines in this meter than
any other extant Euripides play, save Iphigeneia at Aulis.

402 Cf. Parry (1969) 342-3 on Pylades’ sincere but ultimately reckless devotion.

403 pylades again uses the term to address the shade of Agamemnon at 1233, as he prays that the slain hero
protect (ékcwoov) his children (on which, see below). The word does not appear regularly in Euripides,
only at Tro. 754, Phoe. 291, and 1A 492, 510.
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he and Orestes were not only born into the same family, but were born the same kind of
people in a way that makes them better suited to support and trust one another. As this
study has explored elsewhere, those who are about to enter into a conspiracy with others
take special care to articulate the equality which grants the trust being invested in one
another, be it through reference to their shared elements of ethical or biological nobility
contained in the multivalent term yevvaiog, or, as here, recognition of shared birth
qualities. Moreover, Pylades and Orestes are bound by another effective method for
establishing trust: namely, complicity in previous crimes. Orestes refers to Pylades as his
accomplice to his mother’s murder (6 cuvdp@V oipa kol unTPodg Edvov, 406), and it
becomes ever more apparent as the drama unfolds that their shared guilt has intertwined
their fates.*** Friendship, as Pylades conceives of it, involves sharing even the worst of
circumstances (GVYKOTOOKATTOLG AV NUAG KO Yap T TdV eilwv, 735) with one’s

fellows — a burden he proves eager to accept.

Apart from his heartfelt devotion to Orestes and his cause, Pylades mentions in
passing an additional, practical reason that he will make an advantageous co-conspirator
to Orestes: Pylades claims that, as a citizen of Phocis, he falls outside of the jurisdiction
of the Argive assembly and is therefore immune from prosecution for any crimes ({Op.}
0¥ oL un o' Apyog domep ki anokteivar 8EANL;| {ITv.} oV mpoorkopey KoAGleY
10l00e, Pokéwv 8¢ yiji, 770-1). Since there is little reason to believe that in Greek life
criminals were only liable for prosecution in their home cities, this detail has been

somewhat puzzling for commentators. Willink and West both attribute the inclusion of

404 Cf. also 777, where Pylades relates the reason for his exile from Phocis (&1t cuvnpéunv ovov cot
unTpoc, AvOGlov AEY®MV).
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this detail to Euripides’ expertise as a crafter of narratives because it simultaneously
characterizes Pylades as naively dismissive of the depth of his peril (and thus more likely
to take extreme actions), and also anticipates potential problems in the minds of audience
members questioning why the assembly does not address Pylades’ role in the
matricide.*®® But to these points I add that Pylades’ claim to immunity also adds a crucial
layer of trust to the partnership he is in the process of reaffirming with Orestes. Unlike
Menelaus, whom Tyndareus coerced out of offering aid by threatening legal action (622-
8), Pylades insinuates that he will not similarly betray Orestes because no one outside of
Phocis possesses any judicial leverage to use against him, thus insinuating that he will

make an ideal co-conspirator.

With their mutual trust now firmly established, Orestes and Pylades formally
enter into a conspiracy designed to determine how Orestes can best make a public
performance of his personal nobility (n0yéveid, 783) to the assembly with the goal of
obtaining safety from execution (cotpiav, 778). To begin, the language Orestes uses to
describe their plotting, as well as the ebullient form of their subsequent stichomythia, is
reminiscent of the etymological origin of the English word “conspiracy.” The word is
derived from the Latin conspirare, meaning literally to “breathe together,” but

figuratively to huddle close together and speak secretly in a way that implies

405 Willink (1986) 202, West (1987) 235. In the two lines that follow (772-3) Orestes expresses a hint of
doubt over Pylades assessment of his legal situation and he warns his friend to be cautious in facing a
citizen assembly that is under the influence of mischievous leaders (kaxovpyovg...tpoctdtac, 772); in
reply, Pylades offers the more optimistic and pro-democratic counterpoint that when the leaders are noble
they offer noble counsel (ypnotovg...ypnota foviedovs' dei, 773). While these lines balance nicely with
the notions of the ypnotoi and movnpoi, some (including Willink, following Herwerden [1894] 79) find
them highly suspicious both for their incongruity with Pylades’ attitude toward the dfjpog elsewhere and
also for their similarity to the interpolated lines 909-11. If they are to be accepted, the lines at the very least
provide a transition from a section of the dialogue focused on establishing trust to one in which the
contemplate what to do with it. Cf. Rosenbloom (2011) 421.
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unanimity.*%® Orestes tells Pylades that the time has come for them to speak to their
common purpose (e1&v' &¢ kovov Aéyewv xpn, 774),%7 which formally designates their
goals as separate from those of their enemies.*%®® Additionally, in the long section of
divided tetrameters which follows (774-98) the two contemplate their options for
proceeding with the plot in rapid harmony, at times literally finishing one another’s
sentences in hemistichomythia (e.g. {Op.} &l Aéyoy' dotoicy EAOQV ... {ITv.} a¢
Edpacoag Evdka ... {Op.} moTpi TILOP®V Epontod;, 775-6).4%° Pylades’ role in the plot, it
seems, will be quite a supportive one: he will be present in the assembly physically to
uphold Orestes in his weakened state (791-4), but more immediately he functions as an
interlocutor helping Orestes to formulate and articulate the script to be performed. While
he will not be “unseen” during the performance in the strict sense, as the silent partner his
participation prefigures the role of a more traditional mastermind which he will take on

when their first plot fails and there is need for a second, more extreme one.

Orestes and Pylades quickly establish that if cotnpia is the goal of their
conspiracy, standing idle is not an option ({Op.} nd¢ dv odv Spodmv; {ITv.} &xeg Tv', fiv
uévnig, cotnpiav;| {Op.} ook &ym. {ITv.} poAdvtt &' EAmic €0t sVl Kakdv;, 778-9).
Instead, the plot they contrive will be to go to the assembly to make a performance of
Orestes’ nobility (nOyéveid, 784) — primarily as the son of Agamemnon (785), but also as

one seeking a noble death (avav yodv dGde kdAlov Baviijt, 781) — in the hope that the

408 Cf. “conspire” (419), Oxford Latin Dictionary. Combined ed. Edited by P. G. W. Glare. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1982.

407 Cf. Pylades’ similar formula for initiating a plot at 1098.

408 At IT 673 Orestes uses similar language when speaking in confidence with Pylades: tiv'; ¢ 10 kovov
dovg Guewvov v pnabotg. Cf. also the formula “kowov Aéyewv” to describe entry into a secret plot at HF 85-6
(fvtv' odv yvopumy Exeig Aéy' & 10 Kovov, i Bavsiv Etolov q).

409 West (1987) 236 says that “the division of a single proposition between two speakers now gives the
effect of both minds running along in close harmony.”
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decline of so lofty an aristocrat as he to such a disastrous fate will arouse pity in enough
of the assemblymen to spare his life ({Op.} kai 11 &v y¢€ p' oikticete ... {ITv.} péya yop
nuyéveld cov.| {Op.} Bavatov doydAlov tatpdiov. {I1v.} mavta tadt' &v dSppacty, 784-
5). It seems that the lesson Orestes has learned following his interaction with Menelaus
and his failure to present an argument stronger than the political pressures constraining
his uncle is that in a democratic setting appearance matters just as much as reality, if not
more so ({Op.} xai 10 Tpaypd y' Evokov pot. {ITv.} tod dokelv &xov povov, 782). In
other words, if the assembly does not see that Orestes is in possession of the masculine,
heroic virtues possessed by his father, his possession of them will not advance his cause

(786).410

However, the importance of making a performance of virtue in a democratic
setting is not the only lesson Orestes has learned to this point. Able now to contrast the
unconditional @iiia Pylades offers with the tepid and ultimately ineffectual well wishes

of Menelaus, Orestes summarizes the only kind of friendship which he finds useful:*!!

To0T' ékelvo’ KTaGH' £Taipovg, U TO GLYYEVEG LOVOV*
¢ avnp dotic TpdmoIot GVuVTOKTiL, Bvpaiog dv,
popiov kpeicomv Opoipmy avdpi kektioBat eilog.
That’s it! One must obtain comrades, and not only kinsmen.
Any man from outside the home whose character fuses to yours
is a better friend for a man to have than innumerable blood relations.

Orestes 804-6

With this piece of practical, gnomic wisdom Orestes neatly condenses not only a crucial

political reality in the context of the play’s plot, but also one of which the citizens of any

410 On “unmanliness” (&vovdpov) as a particularly bitter reproach, see Dover (1994) 100 citing Menelaus’
contemplation of abandoning Helen to save himself at Hel. 808 as a parallel.
11 On Euripides’ characterization of Pylades’ friendship as a foil for Menelaus, see Porter (1994) 79.
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extreme democracy were keenly aware.*2 Outnumbered by the non-elite citizens of the
ofjpog, the noble classes had little option but to band together if they hoped to effectively
promote their shared interests, and such political mathematics would require that
aristocratic families join in alliances not only within their own ranks but also between one
another.*® While it is difficult to determine when precisely the notion of rarpsion took
on the sinister undertones found in Thucydides’ treatment of them at 3.82,1 it is not
difficult to imagine that audience members would view the kind of comradeship that
Orestes champions here as destabilizing to the security of the democracy following the
revolution of 411 BC.*!® That notions of étatpeio could be interpreted as undemocratic is,
| believe, suggested further by the oligarchic logic upon which Orestes’ sentiment
operates. In a purely democratic context, it would actually be more beneficial for a citizen
to have countless relatives (pvpiov...opaipmv, 806) to call upon, provided their interests
are aligned. However, for Orestes the situation is reversed: since his personal interests are
at odds with the democratic will of the city the only hope for resistance lies in partnering

with men of similar noble quality.*®

Orestes and Pylades depart for the Argive assembly, where they will seek to

arouse pity in enough citizens to stave off execution. Following a choral ode which calls

412 Cf. Thucydides’ similar sentiment at 3.82.6: wai uny xoi 10 Euyyeveg Tod Etaipikod GAAOTPIOTEPOV
8y£vETO S101 TO £TOOTEPOV EIVAL ATPOPUGIGTMOC TOAUIY"

413 Cf. Longo (1975) 266-7 on ¢irio with people outside of one’s own family as an important prerequisite
for establishing étoupeio. He writes that Orestes and Pylades enjoy a proverbially exceptional friendship
that forms a natural foundation for étaupeia (proverbiale di un rapporto di tipo eterico).

414 On which, see Gomme (1986) 128-31.

415 Cf. Wohl (2015) 126-7, following the similar observation of Pelling (2000) 185-7.

416 Cf Antiphon 2.4.9 on the advantage wealthy men enjoy when they enter into étaipgior: Toic pév yop
druyodol étoupilev cougépel, following the reading proposed by Aldus and accepted by most editors (cf.
Gagarin [1997] 143). On the similar sentiment concerning the benefits of entering into reciprocating
relationships with trustworthy men, cf. Soph. Phil. 671-4.
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freshly to mind the many woes of the House of Atreus (808-43), Electra returns to the
stage and learns not only that Pylades has persuaded Orestes to rise to action, but also
that she has been excluded from the plot. The knowledge that Orestes and Pylades are
operating in secret without her will prove a crucial factor in her participation in the
subsequent conspiracy, but presently the Messenger appears to offer the narrative of the
trial scene. From the outset of his speech the Messenger displays an eagerness to ensure
Electra that he remains loyal to her and her house, and hence his account of the trial is
trustworthy. He begins with the detail that he lives outside of the city and has come only
to learn the state of their house (éthyyavov pév dypobev moAdv Ecm| Baivev, TuBécOan
dedpevog Ta T apepl cod| Ta T ape' Opéotov, 866-8), implying that unlike the residents of
the city he does not attend the debates of the assembly regularly and is thus posed to offer
an detached account of the proceedings.*!” Moreover, he insists that in spite of his lowly
status he recognizes the sustenance Electra’s house has provided him and remains
devoted to it even in its embattled state. Though impoverished in situation, the Messenger
claims a nobility of character by virtue of being yevvaiog to his friends (mévnrta pév,
ypNoBar d¢ yevvaiov gikoig, 870). However, as elsewhere, in designating himself as
vevvaiog the Messenger professes an ethical superiority which he and Electra share over
those seeking to prosecute her and her brother, which establishes an equivalence with her
that transcends class and status. The most significant aspect to the lofty ethics they share
is precisely what Menelaus and the self-interested denizens of the Argive assembly lack:

an unwavering allegiance to established bonds of obligation between trusted allies.

417 Buripides’ depiction of such “feudal” types is fairly conventional and at times offer a caricature of
conservatism. As Dover (1994) 113 points out, “The countryman, blunt and brutal in his speech, is honest,
upright, a pillar of conservative values, whereas a townsman has the gift of gab.” Cf. Eur. Ba. 717, El. 253,
Ar. Peace 223, 254, 508-11, 582-600.
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Given the conservative ethical yevvaidtng and loyalty of the rustic Messenger, it
IS unsurprising that the only other voice than his own which rises to speak in favor of
Orestes in the assembly is also a countryman (avtovpyog, 920). Rather than punishing
Orestes, this avtovpydg proposes a reward the assembly should approve for Orestes as a

benefactor to the city:

GAAog &' avaotag Edeye T@W' évavria,
LOPOTit HEV 00K gD®TOC, AvOPELng &' avip,
OALyGK1G BTV KAyopdg xpaivav KOKAOV,
avTOLPYOG, Oimep Kol pOVol cdLovat Yijv,
Euvetog ¢, ympeilv Opdoe Toig Adyolg BEAmY,
AKEPUIOV AVETITANKTOV NoKNKAG Plov:
¢ ein' Opéotny Taida TOV AYaUEIVOVOC
ote@avodv, 0g NOéANGE T®PETY ToTpi,
KOKT|V Yovoiko KGOeov KaTaKTavmv,
1| KW' dopnpet, U0’ omAilecBan yépa
WTE OTPATEVEY EKAMTTOVTA OMUATA,
el Tdvdov olovpnpad' ol Aeepévol
0Bepodotv, avdpdv ebvidog AmPdpevot.
Kad Tolg Y YpNoToig €0 Aéys dpaiverto.

Then rising up another man said the opposite of these things,
and he was not handsome in appearance, but a brave man;
he seldom visits the city or the circle of the marketplace.
He farms his own land, like men who alone protect the earth,
Yet clever enough to grapple with words when he so chooses.
He conducts his life with integrity and is above reproach.
This man proposed that Orestes, son of Agamemnon,
be awarded a garland, he who in vengeance for his father
was willing to destroy a wicked and godless woman.
For this woman deprived us from arming our hands,
from leaving home to go on campaign,
if the men left behind for keeping up our homes
will destroy them, spoiling the wives of men.
And to the noble men he seemed to speak well.

Orestes 917-30

Rewarding those working toward the good of the city with hortatory wreaths was a
prospect familiar to Euripides’ audience from the tribulations of 411 BC, as precisely the

same oTeQGVOGIC was granted to the assassins of Phrynichus**® and similar privileges

418 Cf. Plut. Alc. 25.10 and Burkert (1974) 107: “Der Mérder des Phrynichos erhielt Biirgerrecht und
goldenen Kranz -- die Ehrenstele ist 409 errichtet, kurz von der Auffuhrung des <Orestes> --. Einsichtigere
suchten in den <Gesetzen der VVater> den Weg, den Teufelskreis der Gewalt zu iberwinden. Kommissonen
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were promised to the slayers of would-be tyrants in the Oath of Demophantos. Like the
men who defeated the oligarchs seeking to revolutionize the Athenian constitution, the
avtovpydg paints Orestes’ murder of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus as the justified
execution of usurpers whose criminality was set to spread to other cities throughout
Greece (926-8), a defense similar to the one Orestes offered for himself at 564-71.
Perhaps most revealing, however, is that the Messenger relates that the proposal of the
avtovpyog was approved by the better sort of men (ypnotoig, 930) and implicitly rejected
by the worse. This remark suggests precisely the same dichotomy between the ypnotoi
and the movnpoi as figured into the political calculations which lead Menelaus to abandon
his nephew. His implication is that better men are able to see that the noble virtues
Orestes possesses — the courage to avenge the unjustified murder of his father (924) and
the ability to recognize and thwart threats to public safety (925) — are key to maintaining
compia in the long term.**® Conversely, if the movnpoi allow Clytemnestra’s actions to
inspire other Greek women, then men will never again be able to go to war or participate
in any activity which would remove them from their home for extended periods of time,
lest their homes become corrupted with their wives’ adultery — a defense that Orestes

echoes when he speaks on his own behalf (i yap dpoévaov povog

g€otat yovouéiv 60106,

o0 pBavolt' &' av| Bvijiokovtec, T yovouéi SovAevety ypedv, 935-8).420 In essence,

wurden bestellt, diese Texte zu verdffentlichen, und als erstes hat man die Gesetze Drakons Uber die
Mordstihne auf einer Stele vor der Konigsstoa auf dem Markplatz ausgestellt. Dies geschah unter eben dem
Archon Diokles, der den <Orestes> des Euripides zur Auffuhrung angenommen hat. Dal die Rechtspflege
der demokratischen Polis nicht geniigt, dem Morden zu steuern, zeigt freilich eben dieses Drama.”

419 Cf. Rosenbloom (2011) 426 on the similar line of reasoning offered by Euryptolemus in support of the
generals on trial for abandoning the soldiers at Arginusae (Xen. Hell. 1.7.35).

420 One point that is conspicuously absent from Orestes’ address to the assembly is an attempt to appeal to
them emotionally, which was the plan formulated at 782-6. The Messenger mentions Orestes’ decrepit
posture 881-3, but no other reference is made to an arousal of pity. It might be argued that his reliance upon
speaking sense to the crowd (943) instead led to his failure to be persuasive, especially since the tactic
worked well in Andocides acquittal (de. Mys. 1.149).



216

condemnation of Orestes and the noble ethics he embodies is tantamount to the
destruction of the public trust that allows a man’s oikog to exist without constant

vigilance and defense against revolt from within or annexation from without.

Naturally, Orestes’ enemies in the assembly argue quite the opposite. Talthybius
is the first to speak against Orestes, and while the figure of Talthybius is admired for his
dutiful service to the house of Atreus elsewhere in mythology and tragedy, here Euripides
depicts him somewhat less favorably as a political opportunist.*? Although he aided
Agamemnon in the destruction of the Trojans (888), the Messenger relates that he did so
simply because he remains subservient to whomever is presently in power (070 t0ic
duvapévoloty v ael, 889), and he is quick to form new bonds of friendship as their
patrons rise and fall from prosperity (£l TOv 0TVLYR| TNODGS' el KNpLKeS GO &' AHTOIG

O av dvvnTan TOAeog &v T dpyaicty i, 895-7).422 Particularly noteworthy for the

pidog,
present study, however, is the emphasis the Messenger places on the readily apparent
duplicity of Talthybius’ speech. Even a political naif such as the Messenger was able to
detect the doublespeak (d1yopvba, 890) in which he “whirled to-and-fro words at once
fair-seeming and bad” (xalod¢ kakovc| Adyovg Edicomv, 891-2).42% As he does so,
Talthybius is anxious to discern how his speech is registering with the new ruling faction
in Argos — the friends of the deceased Aegisthus — and he keeps a close eye on their

reaction to his words (10 &' S’ dei| eoudpwmov £5idov Toiowy AiyicOov @iloic, 893-4).

421 Cf. I1. 1.320; Eur. Hec. 484-584, Tr. 235-423; Hdt. 7.134-7 mentions a temple dedicated to him and a
Spartan family — the Talthybiadae — who claim descent from Talthybius and who alone hold the office of
herald in Sparta. He also appears in the depiction of Orestes’ vengeance on Attic vases, on which see
Farnell (1921) 327.

422 There is some disagreement over the authenticity of 895-7. Dindorf argues for deletion, but Willink
finds it to be a perfectly appropriate context for fairly typical abuse of xkfpvkec.

423 This is the only appearance of the word Siy6pw0o. in extant tragedy. On the idiom kalovg Kakovg Adyovg
éMooav, cf. IT 559 and 1A 378.
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Talthybius is here engaged in a performance aimed at demonstrating to a subsection of
the audience that he is sympathetic to their position and would therefore make an apt and
serviceable member of their faction. In his condemnation of Orestes, he pounces upon the

opportunity to secure his own safety as the balance of power within the city shifts.

Next, Diomedes rises to offer a brief and largely unpersuasive defense of Orestes,
arguing that exile will satisfy justice and that execution is too excessive. The Messenger
tells Electra that some men found it to be good advice and others disapproved; however,
not to be lost in Diomedes’ proposal is the course he prefers is the one that would be in
better keeping with Orestes’ traditional mythology and its depiction in Aeschylus’
Oresteia, in which Orestes wanders for a period before arriving at Athens to stand trial.
By presenting this traditional course that the subsequent plot of the play could take on the
lips of a traditionally epic hero, Euripides here hints at how astonishingly off

mythological script his drama is going to run, until Apollo descends to restore order.

The next speaker is crucial for this study and provides an opportunity to reflect
upon the kinds of speech and the performance of speakers which gave rise to the coup of
411 BC. There has been some suspicion and debate over the authenticity of the lines
characterizing this unnamed mob-agitator as a demagogue, but the critical detail that it

was Tyndareus who scripted the words his co-conspirator will speak remains secure:*?*

Kol Td18' dvioToTon

424 Hartung deletes 904-13 in its entirety; Beck, Valckenaer, and Hermnn excise only 904 and 913; Kirchoff
and Kovacs delete 907-13; Willink (1986) 232 acknowledges the difficulty, but argues that all ten lines are
secure enough to be spared and proceeds to detail the advantages of doing so. On tyranny and demagoguery
as themes that are quite common in interpolations, see Kovacs (1982) 31-50 and 32-4 on this passage in
particular, in which he detects, “post-Euripidean political reflection, perhaps slightly influenced by Platonic
metaphor.” Even if the majority of these lines are interpolated as he suggests, this would only emphasize
the significance of the lines that are secure and the interpolator’s impulse to flush them out by adding

detail.
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avip Tig aBvpdYAwocog, ioydwv Bpdost
[Apyegiog obk Apyeiog, NvayKacUéVog,
BopHPmt te micvvog Kapadel Tappnoio,
mOAvOG ET' aTOVG TEPIPAAETY KOKMDL TIVL.
Otav yap 160G T AOYOIS PPOVAY KOK®G
nelbn 10 TAR00og, T TOAEL KOOV péyar
6001 8¢ oLV VAL YpNoTe BovAevoua' del,
kv i mapavtix!, avdic sict yprowuot
mOet. OgdicOan &' BSe yph) TOV MposTUTNY
id6v0': dpotov yap o ypfipa yiyveton
T TOVG AOYOLS AEYOVTL KO TIHOUEVOL. |
¢ e’ Opéotny kai ¢' dmoxteivol méTpolg
BaArovtog, 1o &' Eteve Tuvdapemg AOGYOVG
[t®d1 6O® KaTaKTEIVOVTL TOLOVTOVG AEYELV].

And then there stood
some ceaselessly babbling man, strong in his insolence.
He was an Argive but not an Argive, suborned,
relying on the clamor of the crowd and his brute frankness,
persuasive enough to involve them in some evil.
Whenever some pleasing man being finely trained in words
persuades the people, there is great calamity for the city.
But those who always give useful council with wisdom,
even if not immediately, in turn they are serviceable men
for the city. One must view the leader this way: the same need
exists for those speaking words and those holding offices.
It was he who proposed killing Orestes and you by stoning.
But Tyndareus directed words of this sort
for the man slaying you to speak.

Orestes 902-16

Assuming for the moment that lines 906-13 were in fact written by Euripides, it is
noteworthy that part and parcel to the speaker’s assertion that his council is trustworthy
and wise is a redefinition of what it means to be ypnotog (909-10). For Tyndareus’
henchman — as well as for Tyndareus himself and the extreme democratic pragmatism he
embodies — men are ypriouot based not on the nobility of their birth, but by their ability
to offer prudent, long-term counsel to the city. Just as elsewhere | have proposed that
tragic figures employ the term yevvaiog to lay claim to a nobility (either by birth or
ethical character) that distinguishes their faction from their enemies’, here too Tyndareus

via his abettor locates Orestes outside the circle of the city’s benefactors by invoking a
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notion of ypnotdc determined only by a man’s contributions to the prosperity of the city
and not by aristocratic birth.4?

Once again, even to the politically inexperienced Messenger the behind-the-
scenes political machinations which drive the mob-agitator’s performance are quite
apparent. | argue that the notion that this speech was in reality scripted by Tyndareus and
is being performed by his co-conspirator recalls in the mind of the audience members
their own experience with suspicious orators sending more trustworthy men to deliver
speeches in their stead. The most prominent comparandum is Antiphon. As Thucydides
reports (8.68.1-2), although Antiphon was the mastermind responsible for engineering the
overthrow of the democracy, his reputation for cleverness inspired suspicion in his
audience even before he opened his mouth to speak. Therefore, as here, Antiphon
orchestrates outside of public view the speeches calling for the resolutions he seeks to be
performed by his surrogates. A few critics have felt the temptation to draw parallels
between Tyndareus and other real world rhetoricians who adopted a similar tactic:
Morwood,*?® for example, wonders if Euripides references Cleon or (more likely)
Cleophon. However, | propose an ultimately more profitable position that Tyndareus’
role as an unseen architect of Orestes’ condemnation — a successful one, as the assembly

approved the execution that his mob-agitator proposes — is a gambit that with some

425 Cf. Rosenbloom (2004) 63-6 on the semantics of ypnotdg and the ways in which the term is employed
to create a stark antithesis between a city’s hegemonic group and their political adversaries. He suggests
that, “because hegemony is a moral position, the hegemonic group is not the rich; chréstoi can be poor.” He
proposes that the primary benefit ypricytot citizens provide for a city is the production of food: “Hegemony
is figured as an alliance between large and small landholders — chréstoi, metrioi, autourgoi — and
constructed around the exclusion of the producers and sellers of non-food commodities.”

426 Cf. Rosenbloom (2011) 422 on a scholiast’s claim at 772 and 903-16 that the line alludes directly to
Cleophon. See also Morwood (2002) 65, where he acknowledges that the effort to determine a specific
referent is ultimately reductive, and that the more likely point is that this is a fully functioning democratic
assembly featuring a number of typical elements.
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frequency may have been suspected or may actually have been actively employed in the
BouvAn, whenever a known associate of the leader of one of the factions operating in the
city came forward to speak. In this case, Euripides’ inclusion of the detail that the mob-
agitator speaks only as Tyndareus’ mouthpiece serves more to recall one of the more
obnoxious practices of the democratic assembly than to conjure any specific
rhetorician.*?’

The political facets of Tyndareus’ condemnation via the mob agitator aside, here I
emphasize once again the parallels between the operation of the conspiracy and the
performance of a drama. Like a playwright, Tyndareus has scripted the words that the
mob-agitator will perform at great length (dvnip t1g aBvpdyAwccog, 903) and with great
force (ioyvwv Bpdoet, 903) before an audience of his fellow assemblymen who are
pleased by the performance in spite of the their lack of good sense (10V¢ T1g AdyO01G
QPOVAV KoKMG| Teidnt To TAN00C, Tijt TOAel kakov uéya, 907-8). Viewing this section of
the text with an eye to its performative elements offers one possible solution to a detail
that has puzzled a number of critics: how are we to interpret the somewhat cryptic detail
that the mob-agitator is “an Argive, but no Argive (Apysioc ovk Apyeioc, 904)?°**?¢ One
way the line might be taken is literally — that, like Tyndareus, the man is not a citizen of

Argos at all, but a political imposter seeking to influence the assembly’s decision toward

427 On the practice of speakers in the assembly rising to speak words that they no to be unwise or false in
exchange for money, cf. Thuc. 3.38.1-2 and 42.3-5.

428 Willink (1986) 232 notes that such a “positive-negative juxtaposition” is quite common in Euripides, but
struggles to interpret the sense; perhaps he does not possess a true Argive moral fiber because he has been
suborned by Tyndareus? West (1986) 246 cites scholiast comparing the notion to the irregular citizenship
status of Cleophon, who had a Thracian mother and was perhaps an “Athenian non Athenian;” Rosenbloom
(2011) 422 proposes that the man is a foreigner who has taken advantage of the recent political
disturbances in Argos to force his way into citizenship. Schein (1975) 60 suggests that the man is
characterized specifically as an Athenian demagogue through the use of terms such as foptpmt and
nappnoiot (905).
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his (i.e., his master’s) advantage. To do so, he has adopted the mannerisms necessary to
convincingly act the part of a true Argive and address the assembly — a deception
Tyndareus could never accomplish on his own as a well-known Spartan. Moreover, it is
not difficult to discern why Tyndareus might seek a surrogate to propose the extreme
measure of executing his kinsman. To this end, his success in persuading the Argive
council has the unintended consequence of strengthening the bonds of trust that Orestes,
Electra, and Pylades share, to the extent that they are emboldened to take their defense to
an even greater extreme.

The Poetics of Affinity

Ultimately, the Messenger reports that the Argive assembly is persuaded by
Tyndareus’ proposal and votes that Orestes and Electra must face execution; however,
they are moved to a small measure of pity by Orestes’ sensible self-defense (943) and
agree that they should be allowed to take their own lives (946-9). Though emotionally
and physically dejected by the verdict, Orestes still enjoys an advantage that, for the
moment, Electra does not: the incorruptible friendship he shares with Pylades, whom he
trusts as if they were brothers related by blood (6 1€ motdtatog mavtov
ITuAadng,| iodderpog avnp, 1014-15). However, one of the particularly striking elements
in this section of the text is the extent to which Electra is excluded from the étaupeio
Orestes and Pylades have formed, in spite of the fact that she faces the same penalty for
the same crime. When they formed their conspiracy before approaching the assembly
Orestes briefly considers including Electra in the plot, but Pylades argues against doing
so because the tears she will surely shed will be an omen of woe (788) and, besides,
saying nothing will save them time (789). However, when Orestes and Pylades return

from the assembly, something has drastically changed: more than a portent of bad luck or
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an inconvenience, the sister that Orestes earlier called his last remaining lifeline (300,
305-6), is treated as a burden and told to fend for herself. Orestes tells her to hold her
womanish laments (tobg yvvaukeiovg yoovg, 1022) in silence, not to pile her woes (1028)
and cowardice (&vavdpiov, 1031) on top of the ones he already bears, tells her she is
boring him to death with her wailing (1027),%?° and finally he refuses to do her the
service of killing her (éym 6¢ ¢’ 00 ktev®d,| AAL' avtdyept Ovijioy' STt fodAnt TpéT®L,
1039-40). Orestes’ repeated reference to Electra’s femininity (including his suggestion
that she prepare a noose (1035), the tragic woman’s typical method for suicide)*°
suggests that perhaps her gender excludes her from the benefits his étaipeia provides.
Whatever the reason, Orestes has taken the conclusion at which he arrived after dealing
with Menelaus — that étaipot are far more trustworthy than kinsmen (804-6) — to an

extreme degree.

Electra, however, refuses to be abandoned in such dire circumstances, and not for
the last time she here shrewdly inserts herself into the £taipeia. Once she acquiesces to
Orestes’ insistence that she see to her own death, she tells him with a hint of double
entendre that she will not be abandoned: ovdev cod Eiper Aedeiyopon (1041) might be
taken in a temporal sense (i.e., that she will die after him), but it also might be taken
metaphorically to indicate her refusal to be excluded and left behind.*3! Next, she
immediately offers him a loving embrace (GAL' dpeiBeivan ofjt dépnt BEA® xEpac, 1042)

and reminds him that, as his sister, she shares with him a biological and spiritual

429 On this colloguial use of dméktew' at 1027, cf. Stevens (1977) 11-2.

430 Cf. Loraux (1987) 7-31.

431 Cf. LSJ Aeino B. I1. 2-3 on the word’s sense of “forsaking” or being “left behind.” Willink (1986) 262
points out that the metaphor has its origin in the notion of falling behind in a horse race, citing for instance
1123.407.
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equivalence that Pylades cannot (§ywv| T1iig of|g adedotic dvopat kai yoynv piov, 1045-
6).432 Orestes immediately softens his disposition toward her and takes pleasure and
comfort in her embrace (1047-8), and her strategy proves extremely effective; so
effective, however, that their closeness approaches an extreme and somewhat disturbing
degree. Electra expresses her wish that a single sword would kill them both and that they
share a cedar coffin (1052-3), and Orestes finds the sentiment quite appealing (1054,
1067). While there is precedent for lovers sharing a tomb — the slain Patroclus tells
Achilles in a dream that one day their bones will share an urn (1l. 23.82-6), for example —

for a brother and sister to do so hints at something more incestuous.

At this point the play demonstrates the extreme measures some conspirators are
willing to take to prove their commitment to a etaipeio. Orestes offers Pylades —
supposedly his closest ally — instructions for their burial and little more than a curt
farewell as he and Electra set off to fulfil their death pact (1065). For Pylades the tables
have turned, and he now finds himself the one being excluded, a proposition that he finds
unacceptable. He intercedes immediately by insisting that he die alongside them (1069-
70).%33 Orestes is quite reasonably shocked that Pylades would go to so great an extreme,
and when he presses his friend to explain himself Pylades asks why he would go on

living if he could not belong to Orestes’ étoupeia (ti 0& (v of\g Etaipiog dtep; 1072).

4321046 is a troublesome line and critics find the notion of “having the name of your sister” a tortured

metaphor at best. Some follow Tyrwhitt’s suggestion of inserting dppa for dvopa, which would underscore
their biological sameness. Others, such as Weil, Jackson, and Willink, prefer to insert cdpa for dvoua,
especially following a scholiast’s use of exactly the same phrase at line 1192 (on which, see below). Either
way, | argue that the point of the line remains the same: Electra is at pains to stress their sameness in an
effort to gain inclusion in Orestes’ and Pylades’ étatpeio and whatever protection it provides. Cf. Pylades’
similar use of the term at 1088.

433 On a number of parallels between these lines and the similar exchange at IT 674-86, see West (1987)
258.
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Here | argue that it is significant that Pylades uses the term étoupeio and not simply @iAia:
while his desire to die with Orestes may in part be sentimental, Pylades recognizes that
without the protection that inclusion in the etoupeia offers (limited as that may be, at this
point) he is likely to be prosecuted and executed at any rate. He reiterates complicity in
their crime (1073-4), references his obligations to their family stemming from his
betrothal to Electra (1091-2), and anticipates that a man who abandons his friends when
disaster strikes them will not be kindly received at Delphi (which he calls the acropolis of
his home city of Phocis, 1094).4** Anyone who would do so, he implies, ought to suffer a

penalty.

Having laid the groundwork to claim that those who forsake the obligations of
friendship are proper for conspiracies to target, Pylades invites Orestes to join him into a
plot to force Menelaus to suffer alongside them (cuvdvotuyit, 1099), since surely they
will perish either way. To do so, he redeploys the formula employed by Orestes at 774 for

deciding upon covert action (£¢ kowvodg Adyouc| ELBmuev, 1098-9).4° The prospect of

doing harm to Menelaus prompts Orestes to immediately abandon any thought of suicide.
It is noteworthy that the plot Pylades and Orestes now contrive consists of strong
dramatic elements, not unlike the depiction elsewhere of the plot to assassinate
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.**® Pylades explains that they will approach Helen by acting

as though they are entering the house to commit suicide (81j0ev w¢ Oavovuevot, 1119),

434 While not technically true that Delphi was the capitol of Phocis in the fifth century, Willink (1986) 267
offers the reminder that in mythology proximity is more relevant political affiliation (“tragedy had its own
mythical topography and flexible méA1c-concepts.”). Additionally, it should be kept in mind that in the mid-
fifth century Athenians were prepared to accept greater Phocian influence at Delphi as a result of the
Second Sacred War.

435 Cf. Orestes’ use of the similar formula at 774.

43 On the dramatic elements involved in Orestes’ plot to kill Clytemnestra and Aegisthus in Aeschylus’
Chor, Sophocles’ El., and Euripides El. see Chapter 4 above.
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and when they find Helen they will lament to her the things they have suffered (ydovg
POG otV Onodpecd' a maoyopev, 1121). While in the present frenzy of their plotting
they do not pause to script precisely the words that they will perform in pretending to
invoke Helen’s pity, I argue that the following lines indicate that they conceive of this
portion of the plot as a miniature melodrama. Orestes anticipates the faux compassion
Helen will express for them in her typically two-faced manner (dot' éxdakpdoai y'
gvdoBev keyapuévny, 1122),47 and Pylades alludes to the fact that both parties will be
performing a fiction for the other (1123). Like many of the conspiracies this study has

examined, the success of the plot to murder Helen is contingent upon the conspirators’

ability to act as if they are doing one deed when they are in reality doing another.

It must also be noted that in the course of arranging the details of the plot there
has been a slight but significant redefinition of the conspiracy’s desired outcome. While
initially Pylades suggested merely that they repay their own suffering on Menelaus by
killing Helen (1099, 1105), he now suggests to Orestes that slaughtering Helen will in

fact be the path to their salvation:

viv 8" vmEp ambong ‘EALGOOC ddaoet dikny,
AV matépac EKTEW', MV ' AmOAECEY TEKVA,
voueog T 0nkev opeovag Euvadpmv.
0AOAVYWOC EoTat, TTOp T Avayovoty 0goig,
601 TOAAQ KALOL KEGV' APADLLEVOL TUYETV,
Kokfg yovarkdg obvey' aip' Empaéopey.

0 UNTPOPOVTNG &' 0V KOAT(L TAOHTNV KTAVDV,
AN oAV ToUT' €mi 10 BEATIOV TTEGTL,
‘EAévng Aeydpevog Tiig ToAVKTOVOL POVEDG.

Now as it is she will pay the penalty for the sake of all Hellas,
whose fathers she killed and whose sons she destroyed,

437 West (1987) 261-2 suggests that perhaps Orestes is being hasty in assuming Helen’s hostility: since her
return from Troy she has done no harm to anyone, and description of her appearance and behavior in the
play come only from hostile sources. Still, he goes on, if Orestes’ charge that she has put her seal of
possession on the house (drocepayiletat, 1108) is true, then she is certainly taking full advantage of
Orestes’ and Electra’s anticipated death.
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and she made brides bereft of their husbhands.

There will be ululation, they will light fires for the gods,
praying that good fortunes meet with you and with me
because we spilled the blood of the wicked woman.

Once you’ve killed her you will not be called “matricide,”
but instead leaving behind that lot you will fall to something better,
when you are called “the slayer of murderous Helen.”

Orestes 1134-42

Pylades here suggests that since they were not able to obtain cotnpia in the assembly,
perhaps killing Helen and avenging the loss of so many of Argos’ fathers and sons at
Troy will harness the power of the dfjpoc by altering the perceived nature of Orestes’ two
crimes. He does not go so far as to suggests that killing “murderous Helen” will commute
Orestes’ death sentence — this point Euripides reserves for Electra to add in the following
lines — but at the very least he might take some measure of vengeance in the name of all
of Greece. Moreover, in these lines Schein detects a distortion of Orestes’ and Pylades’
words that is reminiscent of Thucydides’ description at 3.82.4: Helen’s murder would be
a noble deed (kaA®c, 1131) and not a criminal one; slaughtering her would transform him
from a mother killer (untpopoving, 1140) and earn him instead the title of Helen’s slayer
(‘EAévng...povevg, 1142). Most significantly, however, is that, while Orestes earlier urged
Electra to die a noble death worthy of the children of Agamemnon (1060-1), the
qualifications for such a death have transformed from noble suicide to winning kA£og
(1151) by saving themselves or dying nobly in the attempt (koA®dg Bavovieg f| KaADC
oeowpévol, 1152). For Schein, this is the crucial ethical turning point in the play, “a
paradoxical anticlimax which makes absurd the earlier protestations of meeting death

heroically.”*3®

438 Schein (1975) 62.
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Orestes finds Pylades’ proposal extremely attractive and he is immediately
rejuvenated. In reply, he praises the value of friendship as being more profitable than
either wealth or kingship (1156),*° and in doing so he qualifies the affection he feels for
Pylades in a way that defines the kind of friendship that conspiracies require. Orestes
says that there is nothing at all greater than sure, trustworthy friendship (ovk &otv 005&v
kpelooov 1| eikog caeng, 1155), and that the value of noble friendship is incalculably
great (aAoyiotov 6 101] T0 TAT00G Avtailayuo yevvaiov @idov, 1157). The implicit
contrast Orestes draws is the giiia he thought he shared with Menelaus, which in the
present crisis was revealed to be anything but sure. The yevvaiog nature of his friendship
with Pylades transcends a lower, more democratic form of friendship based on political
convenience or expediency (e.g. that of Menelaus and Tyndareus). By virtue of their
noble, absolutely trustworthy @iAia, Orestes and Pylades operate as a single unity and not

as a collective of individuals, any one of whom has the potential to betray the rest.

Electra: The Conspirator Actress

In recognizing the high degree of trust that they share and forming what will
prove to be a rather effective though quite extreme conspiracy, Orestes and Pylades have
for the second time in the play constructed a cabal that excludes Electra. In their first plot
they purposely left out Electra for practical purposes (787-9), which makes some sense
inasmuch as there is little help she could offer as a woman before the assembly. In this
second plot it is not explicitly clear that she has been excluded intentionally, but at the

very least the conspirators have neglected to assign her a role in their violent scheme. For

439 Cf. Soph. Phil. 672-3, where Neoptolemus expresses a similar sentiment: éotic yap b Spdv £b mabdV
gmicTatal, [TovTog YEvolt' dv KTNUOTOG KPEloomv GIAOG.
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Electra, however, exclusion is not an option in this case because even if the conspiracy is
successful there is at best no guarantee that she will enjoy any of the benefits Pylades has
assured, or at worst no ability to contribute to the retributory violence against Menelaus.
In an effort to make room for herself within the conspiracy, Electra very astutely
proposes a way that she can provide the very thing that all conspiracies require: the
security that will allow them to be successful. Responding to Orestes’ wish that he might
survive the coming attack (kel moBev deAntoc Tapoanésol copia| KTovodot un
Bavodoiy, ebyopar tade, 1173-4) — which for the moment seems an extremely unlikely
prospect — Electra claims to be able not only to provide precisely the cotnpia he seeks,
but also to be able to extend it to herself and Pylades: £y®, kaciyvnt', avtd todt' Eyev
Sokd®,| compiav oot TddE T &k Tpitev T €poi, 1177-8).44° She begins by insisting that
even though she has so far not been included, the three of them going forward should
belong to a single, cohesive partnership (ndv yap &v @ilov 168, 1992).44! She next
proposes the measure for safety (tqvd' fuiv &ym| cotpiag Erar&iy, 1202-3) that she has

in mind: namely, ransoming Hermione’s life for their own.

Orestes immediately approves of the idea, and in the lines following Electra takes
on arole that I find consistent with the structural similarities | posit between the
production of drama and operations of conspiracies. To begin, Orestes praises Electra
with language indicating that she has proven herself ethically worthy of inclusion in the

conspiracy, her gender notwithstanding (& tdc pévag pév &poevag KekTnuévn,| 10 cdpa

440 West (1987) 264 notes that Iphigenia uses similar language when she proposes her stratagem at 1T 1029:
Exew 00K® Lot Kavov 0PN A TL.

441 At the end of this section of the text in which the plot is expanded to include Electra, Pylades expresses
precisely the same sentiment: Tp1oc0oic eiloic yap ¢ aydv, dikn pio, 1244. Willink (1986) 279 detects in
Electra’s statement of hint of philosophical language, citing Heraclitus B50: opoloyelv copov €otv Ev
TévTo stvat.
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8" év yovanéi Oneioug mpémov, 1204-5).442 Now that she has proven herself, Orestes
provides her an active role in the plot in addition to her contribution in the planning stage:
she will guard the door of the house and serve as the lookout, lest any hostile
reinforcements attempt to intercede (1216-23). However, following the shared elements
between directing a play and plotting within a conspiracy for which I advocate in this
study, here | argue that Electra functions in the capacity of mastermind-director in a still
greater sense. The moment that Orestes and Pylades enter the house, Electra turns to the
Chorus and begins to issue stage directions.**® First, she tells them where to stand (cti}0'
ai pév Du@VY Tove' dpanpn tpifov,| ai &' £v0as' ailov oipov &¢ epovpdy Sopmy, 1251-2)
so that they might help Orestes by preventing anyone from peering into the house (1255-
7). Next, she tells them how to position their faces (80yuid vov KOpog S1apep' OUUATOV,
1263) and choreographs their movement so that they glance in all directions (¢éAicoeté
vov BAEpapov,| kOpag d1adote mavtal d1a Pootpdywv, 1266-7). Finally, she adjusts some
of the chorus members’ position a final time in order to gain a better view (4AL' ai p&v
€vhad', al &' Exeloe Aevooete, 1291). Within the plot of the play, Electra on her own
initiative has absorbed the Argive women who compose the Chorus into the plot within
the play and has issued orders on where to stand and how to move so as to provide as
much safety for Orestes and Pylades as they can; metatheatrically, she has adopted the

playwright’s role by determining where and how the Chorus dances and sings.**

442 Cf. Schein (1975) 62-3, who comments on the drastic shift in character (e.g., 264-5) Electra has
undergone in the course of the play.

443 Cf. West (1987) 269 on these somewhat non-conventional lines, in which we get a lively lyric dialogue
between Electra and the chorus in place of a stasimon. He suggests that this interlude presents “a nice
exercise in movement and music,” which I believe not only keeps pace with the swift action up to and
following this point in the play, but also underscores Electra’s role as director in the mise-en-abyme she and
the chorus are soon to perform.

444 On other instances of a divided chorus, cf. Alc. 77-135, Supp. 271-85, and Soph. Ajax 803-14.
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The moment that the plot reaches its climax and Helen’s shrieks can be heard
from within the house (1296, 1301), the chorus detects Hermione returning from
Clytemnestra’s tomb. Electra immediately gives direction to the chorus as to how they
must compose themselves — and describes how she will act as well — as they perform a

drama within the drama aimed at tricking Hermione into entering the house for capture:

@ QilTaTon YuVoikec, £ uEGov pOvov
118" Eppiovn mapeott tadowopev fonv.
OTELEL YOP £0TAIGOVGH SIKTV®V BPOYOVS:
KaAOV TO OMpapt’, fiv aGAdL, yevioetal.
mhA katdotn0' nodyot pév dppartt,
ypowit &' adNAmL T®V dedpapévav TEpL
Kay® okuBpomovg dppdtov EEm Kopag,
¢ 61iBev ovK &idvia tatepyoaopéva.

Dearest women, Hermione is here in the middle
of the slaughter. We must cease our shout.
In a rush she steps into the snares of our nets.
She will be a fine catch, if she is caught.
Compose yourselves: make your expression calm,
and let your complections regarding the matters afoot invisible.
And | will take on a maidenly gloominess about my eyes
as though I do not know the deeds at hand.

Orestes 1313-20
As in the case of other conspiracies, a crucial part of the fiction Electra asks the chorus to
“sell” is that everything is normal and give no hint that mischief is afoot (1317-18);
meanwhile, Electra will adopt a crestfallen look that suggests she is still anticipating
being executed. When she addresses Hermione she begins with the truth and reports the
assembly’s vote (1328). But when Hermione inquires as to the shrieks coming from the
house, Electra tells her that it was the voice of Orestes supplicating Helen for mercy
(1132, 1334). In counterfeit despair and desperation, Electra begs Hermione to enter the
house and intercede on her and Orestes’ behalf, calling her with a heavy dose of irony
their final hope for salvation (cotnpiog yop tépu' Exeig Nuiv uoévn, 1342). As in other

instances of metatheater (such as the “merchant scene” in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, on
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which see chapter 4), cotnpia is here a multivalent term that holds a different meaning
for those within and those without the conspiracy. Without knowing the whole truth of
the matter at hand nor what she will find once she enters the house, Hermione hears that
she can provide cowtnpio for Orestes and Electra by imploring Helen for mercy, and
indeed pledges to do so (caOn6' dcov ye tovn' &', 1345). However, the women operating
within the conspiracy (and the audience sitting in the theater) understand Electra’s more
sinister meaning: Hermione is a physical bargaining chip with which the conspirators will
leverage their escape, the final step in their plot to achieve cotnpia. This deception,
though, is short lived: as Hermione enters the house Electra drops the fagade and orders
Orestes and Pylades to seize her. She issues the parting jeer that Hermione has come to
provide cwtnpia for the conspirators, not for herself (Nuiv yap fjxeig, ovyl col, compia,

1348).

Conclusion

The remaining action of the drama’s plot is well known: the Phrygian witness
reports that just as she was about to be slain Helen simply disappeared (1493-7); Orestes,
Pylades, and Electra emerge on the roof of the palace with Hermione at sword point,
threatening to kill her and raze the house if Menelaus does not persuade the citizens of
Argos to overturn the conviction (1610-6);**° and finally Apollo descends upon the scene

to return the action to its correct mythological trajectory (1625-65). Virtually every critic

445 \When Menelaus capitulates (on which cf. Kovacs [2003] 111), Orestes insists that he has only himself to
blame for the present situation, telling him, “you have defeated yourself, since you have been ignoble”
(cavtov ob 7' Ehafeg kKaxog yeymg, 1617). More than a mere parting jab, Orestes here reiterates the
conclusion at which he arrived when Menelaus failed to aid him earlier in the play: Menelaus is not
endowed with the yevvoiog qualities that give rise to the bonds of friendship and trust which conspiracy
requires. If did possess such nobility, he would have found himself in precisely the same situation as he
does presently, only he would not have incurred the injuries he believes he has.
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who discusses Apollo’s appearance comments upon the incredible and unique spectacle
the scene brought to the audience, with the chorus in the orchestra, Menelaus and his
retinue spread across the fore of the stage, the conspirators and Hermione on top of the
house, and the dazzling Apollo and Helen suspended above them all.**% In addition to a
sensational visual and auditory tableau, the scene also provides the audience with a
satisfying intellectual paradox concerning the nature of cwtnpio. As Apollo explains, he
has descended to rescue (¢éécmaa, 1633) Helen and place her at the side of her brothers
where she will live for eternity as “savior of sailors” (vawtikoic cotiptoc, 1637).44” The
paradox resides in the notion that Helen — so often decried as the destroyer of countless
husbands and sons — will forevermore provide safe navigation for all the generations of
navigators to come.**® This revelation gestures toward the inscrutable nature of cwtnpio.
A divine figure such as Helen who has the power to destroy men on a grand scale may
also have the power to save them, whereas the protection men provide for one another

may be inconsistent, unreliable, and untrustworthy.

Throughout this chapter I have explored numerous points where Euripides’
Orestes is intimately concerned with questions of cotnpia: how should a city determine
who deserves protection, and how can a person recognize which bonds of obligation
established between friends will collapse under pressure and which will hold fast?

Further, I have argued that a crucial focal point within the play’s considerations of

446 E . Schein (1975) 64-5; Willink (1986) 350-1; West (1987) 290; Porter (1994) 254; Morwood (2002)
68-9, Mastronarde (2010) 194-5.

447 Regarding Helen’s apotheosis, West (1987) 291 suggests the possibility that the notion has an origin in
sailors’ superstitions that a pair of St. Elmo’s fires is good luck, but a single one portents bad luck.

448 Willink (1986) 351: “But the culminating paradox, wholly delightful in its ironical myth-fulfillment
(novel, but with echoes of cult-etiology), is the apotheosis of Helen as the ‘savior of ships’ in association
with her stellified Brothers.”
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compia is the biological and ethical nobility the figures of the play embody. Orestes and
Electra simply cannot attain cotnpio without the aid of an ally against their prosecutors,
and the play explores the qualities possessed by some characters who make excellent
étaipot and others who make extremely poor ones. In the end, the étaipeia of Orestes,
Electra, and Pylades achieves success because each member insists and maintains that the
qualities that define someone as truly noble are ones that allow for truly unbreakable
friendship and trust, even in the direst of circumstances. Moreover, the play examines not
only the specific kind of yevvaidtng that trustworthy conspirators must possess, but also
the potency that conspiracies can possess once they are formed on a solid foundation of
trust. It is ultimately the conspirators’ refusal to allow Menelaus to prosper on the back of

their own despair and willingness to risk everything that achieves their salvation.*°

The centrality of the theme of cotpia in the Orestes suggests that the anxieties
that gave rise to the oligarchic coup of 411 BC were still quite vital among the audience
in 408, even after the failure of the coup and efforts to restore stability such as the
swearing of the Oath of Demophantos.**® The Argos of the play — like the Athens of its
production — is a city in crisis in the wake of turbulent regime change, and both face the
question of how to move forward in an atmosphere of mutual suspicion, division, and
infighting. In the play, divisions are erased when Apollo restores Orestes to the throne,

and even Menelaus acknowledges Orestes’ nobility and praises the grandeur of his

449 Cf. Rosenbloom (2011) 440, who discusses similar considerations on display in Aristophanes’ Frogs.
450 'Wohl (2015) 127 articulates this point exquisitely: “Arousing divided loyalties within the audience,
individually and collectively, Orestes leads to an emotional and cognitive impasse that reproduces the
tensions of Athens in 411. By the time this play was produced in 408, though, those political tensions had,
at least superficially, been resolved. Civil war had been averted; the democracy had been restored and was
apparently stronger than ever. And yet the problems underlying the coup of 411 persisted, and their
historical necessity, unacknowledged in the wake of that first stasis, proved itself in the second.
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marriage to Hermione (1675-6). Unfortunately for Athens, however, the return to the
constitutional stability of the past that Argos will enjoy is simply not possible; the
reinstitution of the ndtplog moAiteia as advocated by the factions decried by
Thrasymachus, or the correction of a democracy that has become too extreme as depicted

by Aristotle, seems at best an idle hope.
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GENERAL CONCLUSION

My purpose in this study has been to examine the ways in which Sophocles and
Euripides depict the formation and execution of conspiracies in their late plays — the
Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes — in a period of Athenian history beleaguered by
mutual mistrust among members of the Athenian 6fjuog. Amid an atmosphere where trust
in democratic institutions was in need of restoration, | have suggested that these tragedies
were keenly attuned to the elements that allow conspiracies to operate: the measures for
distinguishing dependable allies from enemies, the formation (or in some cases, the
breach) of trust among co-conspirators, and the political theater involved in furthering a
conspiracy’s objectives in a way that avoids detection, to name a few. | began by
contemplating how ancient Greeks conceived of different varieties of friendship and the
obligations that come along with them, as Aristotle explored in his Rhetoric. Considering
the great emphasis Aristotle places on the formation of political friendships based on
shared ethics and interests, I postulated that any conspiracy’s most fundamental
components can be encapsulated in two Greek terms (and their cognates) that figure
prominently into all three of the tragedies included in this study: yevvaiotng (i.e., the
characteristics that determine a person’s noble quality, and thus his value — among other
aspects — as a potential co-conspirator) and cwtnpia, the safety that the conspirators in
these dramas seek and that comes by necessity at the expense of the conspirators’ targets.
In chapter 2, | examined the series of civic crises that resulted in the coup of 411 and the
divergent accounts of the coup itself that Thucydides and Aristotle recorded, all with an

eye toward establishing the context within which these dramas were performed.
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As the tragedy performed most immediately in the aftermath of the coup of 411, it
is unsurprising that Euripides’ Phoenissae is not as explicitly concerned with notions of
yvevwvauotng and cwtnpia as are subsequent dramas. Still, its plot is extremely attentive to
the disastrous consequences resulting from broken bonds of trust: Eteocles’ betrayal
embroils the city in civil war, and Creon’s failure to enlist Menoeceus in a scheme to
save the boy’s life results in his noble self-sacrifice — an act of salvation for the city of
Thebes, but one of ruination for the lineage of Theban Spartoi. Sophocles’ Philoctetes is
far more direct in its contemplation of yevvaidtng and cotpio. Odysseus and Philoctetes
both attempt to absorb Neoptolemus into an alliance based on appeals to his noble lineage
and the ethical obligations it imposes upon him, and cmtnpia is the objective of both:
Odysseus launches a conspiracy seeking to strip the bow of Heracles from Philoctetes
and use it to save the lives of Greek soldiers at Troy, while Philoctetes is in search for
rescue from Lemnos and a cure for his wounded foot. Finally, Euripides’ Orestes depicts
the consequences of one conspiracy (the plot to assassinate Clytemnestra) and the
formation of another (the plot to assassinate Helen). In the process the audience witnesses
the mythological figures on stage navigate the same obstacles human conspirators face,
as Orestes’ trust in the familial yevvouotg he presumes to enjoy with Menelaus proves
fruitless, in favor of one predicated upon the ethics he shares with his age-mate Pylades.
All three of these dramas in their own way grapple with the same question lingering in
Athens after so much political turmoil: what kind of person is worthy of trust and, when

public safety is at stake, how can this person be recognized?

Future lterations of This Project
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The primary way in which this project will continue to develop is by expanding
its scope, both in terms of the time period and dramas under consideration. While the
coup of 411 and the years immediately following were a particularly discordant period in
Athenian history, this is but one episode in the grinding late years of the Peloponnesian
War wherein the citizen body endured factional strife. By expanding the breadth of my
study both backward and forward in time, it is my hope that considerations of the events
endured by the Athenian dfjpog both in the years leading up to the coup and in its later
aftermath will both further contextualize the conspiracy of 411 BC and lend insight into
the crises culminating in Athens’ defeat in the war and the rise of the Thirty Tyrants. This
expanded temporal scope will likely begin with the “Sicilian Debate” of 415 BC, wherein
Athenian citizens deliberate over the prospect of breaching a largely unprofitable
ceasefire with Sparta by launching an unprecedentedly ambitious and aggressive
expedition against Spartan interests in Sicily.*! On one side, Nicias observes that older
men such as himself who are experienced in the vicissitudes of war urge caution amid a
delicate peace of the present moment, especially because enemies closer to home (such as
the rebels in Chalcidice) are waiting for just such an opportunity to attack Athens (Thuc.
6.10.2-5). Conversely, according to Nicias younger and more ambitious men like
Alcibiades argue vehemently that Athens must take the initiative and go on the attack
against the ostensibly poorly organized and equipped Sicilian forces; indeed, he argues,
Athenian interests at home will be protected by their superior navy, and even if they fail
to conquer Sicilian territory permanently the expedition would injure their enemies and

increase Athens’ prestige (Thuc. 6.17.1-18.3). While the two sides of this debate do not

41 Thucydides 6.6-1 — 6.26.2 is the primary historical source for the debate.
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break down in any detectable way on partisan lines between democrats and those with
oligarchic leanings, we do find in this moment a strong sense that Athenians found
themselves polarizing into large-scale factions amidst considering the ways in which they
define themselves and their political allies against their opponents — issues that, | have
argued, are crucial considerations in the tragic dramas produced in this period.**? This
factional mentality is only exacerbated by the events that follow the disastrous Sicilian
Expedition — the mutilation of the herms and subsequent trials (on which see chapter 2
above), the coup of 411, and the downturn of Athens’ fortunes in the war resulting in the
rise of the Thirty Tyrants — and it will be enlightening to investigate the shifting factions

within the city as these events unfold.

As it happens, two other tragic dramas from this extended period survive that, like
the Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and Orestes, lend insight into the civic experience and
contemporary anxieties of their audiences. The first of these tragedies is Euripides’ lon.
The production date of the lon has been a point of debate among scholars, but most agree
that it was most likely performed between 414 and 412 BC.**3 Hence | have reserved it

for this discussion rather than a chapter of its own. In this play Creusa, the daughter of

452 |t may also be worthwhile to consider the similar debate arising shortly thereafter in Syracuse over a
potential Athenian invasion (Thuc. 6.32.3-40.2). Here, Hermocrates warns that the Athenians are indeed
coming and urges his countrymen to make preparations and shore up their alliances with fellow Sicilians.
In response Athenagoras, a prominent democrat, claims that the Athenians are unlikely to undertake so
dangerous an expedition and that Hermocrates seeks to incite public alarm for the political purposes of his
oligarchic allies (cf. especially 6.38.2-4). The accusations Athenagoras levels in his counterargument
maybe be useful for conceiving the ways in which contemporary democrats conceived of oligarchs, albeit
in a different political climate than the one in Athens. Cf. Mader (1993) 435-40.

453 On the dating and civic context of Euripides’ production of the lon, cf. Zacharia (2003) 3-7. Based on
metrical evidence scholars narrow the production dates to between 418 and 412 BC (most place it close to
the Troades of 415 BC). Some, including Zacharia (cf. [2003] 4), have argued for 412 BC based on
political considerations within the play: “That year, not long after the disastrous Sicilian Expedition and
amid fears of general imperial secession, is exactly right, given the marked emphasis on lonianism at the
beginning and end of the play.”
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the noble Athenian Erechtheus, was raped by Apollo and in secret gave birth to a child
and left it for exposure (10-9). Apollo shows pity on the child and instructs Hermes to
take him up and bring him to Delphi, where the boy will serve as an attendant in the
temple (28-56). Years later Creusa and her husband Xuthus (a non-Athenian resident who
has immigrated to the city) travel to Delphi to consult the oracle regarding their infertility
(64-7). While there, Creusa happens to meet and strikes an instant rapport with her son
(247-400), and Xuthus learns from the oracle that the first person he meets upon leaving
the temple is his son (518-647). This person turns out to be Creusa’s son, who (after some
skepticism, 520-61) accepts his new identity as Xuthus’ son and with it a new name: lon

(661-8).

At this point Creusa returns to the stage with an old, faithful retainer of hers, and
she learns from the Chorus that the identity of her son has been revealed: he is the young
man with whom she conversed earlier, but the identity of his mother has been falsely
reported (752-807). From this point forward, the play becomes deeply concerned with the
formation of a conspiracy and its justifications for organizing an assassination plot with
lon as its target. Upon hearing the news of the oracle, the retainer is quick to illustrate the
implications of this revelation; he says they have been betrayed (rpodedouecda, 808) by
her husband’s clever and secret stratagem (pepnyovnuéveg, 809; Aabpat, 816) and are to
be cast forth from the house Creusa has inherited from Erechtheus (dopdtov t'
‘Epeyfémg| ékparropecda, 810-11). The Attendant then attempts to reconstruct the steps
of Xuthus’ assumed betrayal: he speculates that Xuthus begat a son with a slave and in
secret sent the boy away from Athens until such time that Xuthus could come and

legitimately restore him to the house (817-31). Indeed, the Attendant and the Chorus are
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eager to emphasize the secretive nature of Xuthus’ machinations (66¢ &' éyebcaro| mbdon
TPEPOV TOV TToAd, KATAEKEV TAOKAG, 825-6; 0ipot, kakoVpyous Gvapac g Al 6TLY®,| O
ovvTIOévTeg T8SIK' elto unyavaic| koopodot, 832-4). In response, Creusa is compelled to
reveal to them the truth of her rape by Apollo as she understands it: she became pregnant
from the encounter, gave birth in secret, and abandoned him in the vain (she believes)
hope that Apollo would save him (941-65). Her true son, she believes is dead (953), and

this young lon is surely a usurper.

Creusa and her Attendant take their victimhood at the hands of a conspiracy as
justification for launching a conspiracy of their own, and once again the play lays
emphasis on the conspiracy’s secretive nature. The Attendant at first suggests that they
fall upon lon with knives in a public place (981-5); however, Creusa prefers a more
clandestine approach (kai pnv & ye d6A1a kol Spactipia, 985):4°* the Attendant is to
join as a participant in Xuthus’ sacrifice to Apollo and subsequent banquet, where he is to
slip a lethal poison into Ion’s wine cup (1029-38). If performed correctly, then the
Attendant’s actions will not be detected and he and Creusa will not be implicated in Ion’s
death; however, this will require that the Attendant act the part of a celebratory reveler at
banquet in such a way that hides his true, murderous intentions from the many witnesses
present.**® In this regard, the Attendant proves to be a competent conspirator and secretly

slips the poison into Ion’s cup without detection (1181-6). However, here Apollo

454 Though the Chorus does not actively participate in the formation of the conspiracy in this section of the
text, they speak as if they are guilty by association by line 1113-4: “Are we taken, then, plotting secret
slaughter against the boy? (ott1 mov AeAfquueba| kpveaiov ¢ Taid' ékmopilovoatl dvov;)?”

455 In his description of the unfolding of the plot, the Attendant relates that the entire host of Delphi was in
attendance for the celebration (¢ mévto Askedv Aaodv £¢ Boivry koddv, 1140). Whether large number of
potential witnesses made the murder easier or more difficult to complete is not immediately clear, but the
fact that the plot is foiled through no fault of the Attendant’s own seems to favor the former.
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intervenes as birds who dwell in his halls descend upon the revelry and sip droplets of
wine spilled on the ground. One of these birds drinks a drop from the poisoned cup and
dies instantly (1201-8), and lon immediately recognizes the murder plot and correctly
identifies both the poisoner and the mastermind (1210-1221). A vote is taken on the spot
among the leading men of Delphi, and it is decided that Creusa is to be executed in the
same way as a priest of Apollo who is caught plotting murder: she is to be thrown from
the top of a precipice (1222-8).4°® When lon appears on stage to seize Creusa she takes
refuge upon the altar (1258-69), but just as he is considering dragging her away violently
the Pythia arrives bearing the cradle in which lon was abandoned with all of its original
contents (1320-4). These items serve as tokens of recognition (1335-54), and just as lon
decides to make certain that he now understands his parentage correctly by asking Apollo
himself (1545-7), Athena appears in her chariot above the temple and details the glorious

achievements to be won by the descendants of the now restored House of Erechtheus.

In addition to the dramatic representation of an assassination plot, the play’s
strong emphasis on the keeping and revelation of secrets render it an enlightening point
of comparison with the dramas already examined in this study. The language of secrecy
abounds in the play,* and it contemplates the difficulty of determining whom and what
information to trust in the extremely complex and messy network of interpersonal
relationships within a family — as is dramatized by Creusa’s and her Attendant’s
instantaneous mistrust of Xuthus and assumption of his deceptive attempt to legitimize

himself and lon as rightful heirs of Erechtheus — that grow exponentially more

456 It will be interesting to compare this detail — that those seeking vengeance take the step of calling for a
vote to ensure at least a majority of public support for punishing the accused — with the “Courtroom Scene”
on Euripides’ Orestes (866-952, on which see chapter 5 above).

47 E.g. (in addition to the lines noted above) 1028, 1116, 1216, 1341-2, and 1360-3.
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complicated when extended to the moAig-level. Much like the collapses of confidence on
display in all three of the dramas examined here and the sharp distinctions drawn between
those with access to a conspiracy’s knowledge and those forbidden from it in the
Philoctetes and the Orestes, Euripides’ lon dramatizes the ways in which secrets

compound the dangers of civic friction.

The second relevant tragedy produced within the years of this study’s expanded
scope is Sophocles Oedipus at Colonus. Sophocles composed this drama sometime
before his death in 406/5 BC, but the play’s second hypothesis records that it was not
produced until the City Dionysia of 401 BC.**® This play is concerned to a far lesser
degree with conspiracies and all that comprises them — establishing and breaking bonds
of trust or drawing distinctions between allies to be protected and enemies to be targeted,
for example — but it is quite relevant to Athens’ arduous final years of the fifth century
BC in general and to the coup of 411 in particular (as Colonus was a central gathering
place for oligarchic sympathizers, in addition to being Sophocles’ home deme).**® The
plot of the Oedipus at Colonus follows upon the events depicted previously in his
Oedipus Tyrannus (c. 429 BC)*° and Antigone (c. 441 BC).*®! As the play opens,

Oedipus and his daughter Antigone are in exile and have inadvertently wandered into a

4%8 Kelly (2015) 1296.

459 On the actions of the oligarchs at Colonus cf. Cf. Thuc. 8.67.2. On Sophocles’ residence there, see
Sommerstein (2002) 41.

460 The production date of the Oedipus Tyrannus is not securely known, but most scholars are in agreement
that a date between 429 and 425 BC is likely. Some favor 429 BC because the depiction of the Theban
plague in the drama would then coincide with the outbreak of the plague in Athens in 430 and infected the
city until 426/5. On some textual and historical evidence connecting the plague on stage to the real one, see
Esposito (2015) 1306.

461 The date of the production of the Antigone is likewise not known with certainly. The most generally
accepted date is based on the play’s hypothesis, which indicates that Sophocles serves as a general in the
Samian expedition (cf. Thuc. 1.40.5-1.41.3) shortly after the play was produced. If the hypothesis can be
trusted, the production date would then be around 442/1 BC. Cf. Fletcher (2015) 1264.
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grove sacred to the Eumenides (36-43) near the district of Colonus outside of Athens.
Although a local inhabitant urges Oedipus and Antigone to leave immediately, Oedipus
recognizes this as the place he is destined to die and refuses to depart. Shortly thereafter
Ismene, Oedipus’ other daughter, arrives and reports on the civil war that has broken out
between Polynices and Eteocles (333-84).%5? She also delivers the news that an oracle in
Thebes has prophesized that whichever side is able to return Oedipus from exile will be
victorious, so Creon is likewise wandering in search of him (391-7). Next Theseus arrives
from Athens and instantly recognizes Oedipus, who immediately offers his body and the
benefits his warring sons seek to gain from it to Athens instead, in exchange for burial
upon his death (551-628). Theseus then departs, having settled Oedipus as a resident of

Colonus (636-7; 656-67).

The middle section of the play features a series of failed attempts to persuade
Oedipus to convey the final benefits that the prophesy foretold to one of the factions
fighting in Thebes, and in the process Sophocles extols the virtues of Athenian justice in
the face of men unraveling subversive schemes such as the city saw in the coup of 411.
First Creon arrives on stage (728), but when his rhetoric fails to persuade Oedipus he
attempts to gain leverage by seizing first Ismene (818-9)#¢® and then Antigone (826-7).
When even this proves ineffective, he threatens to drag Oedipus back to Thebes by force
(861-4); but at just this moment Theseus returns (887) and orders the residents of
Colonus to hasten to intercept the captors of Ismene and Antigone (897-904). Then, in a

speech that lays emphasis on the ubiquity of justice and obedience to the law in Athens

462 For Euripides’ treatment of this conflict in the Phoenissae, see chapter 3 above.
463 The fact that Creon has arrested Ismene before his attempt to persuade Oedipus began emphasizes the
duplicity of his rhetoric in the dyov in retrospect.
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(911-9), Theseus insists that gains made by the kind of deception Creon has attempted are
only temporary (ta yop 00A®| @ un dkaim ktiuat' ovyi odletar, 1026-7), and orders

him detained until the girls are returned.

When Antigone and Ismene are returned shortly thereafter, they bring news to
Oedipus that an unknown suppliant at a nearby shrine to Poseidon seeks an audience with
him (1156-65); when it is revealed that the suppliant is in fact Polynices, Oedipus is
persuaded to speak with him only by Antigone’s eloquent request (1181-1203). When
Polynices arrives he is swift to explain that his legitimate kingship of Thebes was
swindled from him: his younger brother Eteocles seized power not by defeating him in an
argument nor by a test of strength, but by persuading the city (otte viknoag Ady®,| oDt
€ig Eleyyov xepOg 00d' Epyov LoAdV, [TOALY 6¢ meioag, 1296-8). The regime change
Polynices here describes recalls the political turmoil familiar to the experience of
Sophocles’ audience, and the factional strife he describes remained a source of deep

disquiet.

The remainder of the play focuses on the location of Oedipus’ final resting place.
Sophocles is careful to keep this location squarely indeterminate in the text, as this was
secret knowledge held exclusively by the mystery cult established there.*%* As he departs,
Oedipus implores Theseus never to reveal the exact location of his tomb, so that it can
never be disturbed and can offer protection to Athens in perpetuity (1523-5); this
knowledge, he says, should be help in secret and passed on hereditarily to whomever is

foremost in Athens (1530-2). Oedipus then departs (1555), and a Messenger recounts his

464 On the vagueness of the location of Oedipus’ tomb in the text, cf. 1520-3, 1590-7, and 1760-3. On the
play’s combination of cult practices found both locally in Colonus and in other cult sites in Athens, see
Kelly (2009) 41-5.
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final moments (1586-1666) to which Theseus was the only witness (1656-7). It is in this
final third of the play where a theme of secret knowledge similar to that in the lon comes
to the fore and we find this play’s most direct connection to the Phoenissae, Philoctetes,
and Orestes. While not conspiratorial in the same sense, Oedipus is forced to consider
closely whom he can trust to preserve the secret knowledge that will preserve Athens
against its enemies. The fact that he chooses to trust Theseus to the exclusion of all others
(including his daughters) is, I believe, of central importance to our understanding of the
play. Following the depiction of duplicitous and self-interested leaders in Creon and
Polynices, that Oedipus chooses to entrust his burial to Theseus and confer his future
protection on Athens gestures toward the prosperity his audience knows the city will
enjoy at the height of its power and recalls the city’s potential in its weakened state at the
time of this play’s production. Indeed, the play as a whole carries a strong sense of
nostalgia for a time when Athens had little to fear from external enemies, while
simultaneously suggesting that the permanent divine favor the city enjoys through the
protection of Oedipus means that it will endure its present hardships and return to good

fortune.*®® As the Chorus has it in reply to Oedipus at lines 724-7:

{OL.} Q giktatol yépovreg, & Dudv Epoi
eaivolt' dv 1o téppa tijg cmtnpiag.
{XO0.} Bdpoel, mapéotat. Kai yap, el yépav Eym,
10 Tiode YDOpag 0V YeyNpaKeV cOEvog.

{0i.} Oh dearest elders, may you show to me now
the bounds of my safety.
{Ch.} Be of good courage, it will be there! For even if | am old,
the strength of this land has not grown old.

Final Questions

465 On this overall optimistic theme in the play, see Krummen (1993) 193-4. Cf. also Kelly (2015) 1299.
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It is incumbent upon any literary-historical inquiry such as this to acknowledge
how vastly the information we possess about the people and events of the past is
outweighed by information to which we do not or cannot have access. In the chapters that
have preceded | have attempted to reconstruct the particular tense and uncertain political
atmosphere in Athens in this relatively brief span in its history by examining the ways in
which Sophocles and Euripides made contemporary civic anxieties manifest in their
tragedies. And yet, the Theater of Dionysus was but one of countless areas of civic life
where the angst arising from the turbulence caused by both internal and external enemies
may have been felt. While | maintain that tragic drama is an important medium for
capturing and articulating the apprehension of the Athenian civic body, it is by no means
the only one. Ergo, here at the end of this study one final question must be addressed:
what information do we lack that would help complete the picture of what life in Athens
was like in the aftermath of the coup of 411, and where would that information come
from?

The most important first step in completing this picture would be to get a better
sense of the public perception of the coup and the danger it posed. As I discussed in
Chapter 2 above, our two primary historical sources of the coup offer notably divergent
perspectives on the methods, goals, and primary agents driving the coup: Thucydides
characterizes the coup’s backroom plotting and secret assassinations as a summer of deep
confusion and fear for Athenian citizens (e.g. 8.66.2), whereas Aristotle presents it as not
much of a coup at all, but rather an effort by more conservative (or merely risk-averse)
politicians to curb the excesses of democracy in order to return to a polity more similar to

what they held to be Athens’ ancestral constitution. But what was the experience of
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ordinary citizens who later comprised the audiences to the Phoenissae, Philoctetes, and
Orestes? The necessity for a sweeping public proclamation and demonstration of unity
such as the swearing of the Oath of Demophantos seems to indicate some lingering
mistrust in the city and suggests to us that the fear that conspiracies were ongoing was
severe. And yet, we have no evidence that anyone was ever brought up on charges of
plotting against the democracy while the oath was in place*®® — should that indicate that
the Oath of Demophantos was an extremely effective tool for suppressing potential
conspiracies, or that it was sworn in a moment of paranoia against imaginary enemies?
Perhaps in the future some evidence pertaining to the enforcement of the Oath of
Demophantos will emerge that will give some indication of the oath’s true effectiveness,
but until such time we are left to speculate at the scope and pervasiveness of the fear
conspiracies incited.

In addition to questions surrounding the pervasiveness of the fear that
conspiracies incited, there is also the question of a contemporary Athenian audiences’
perception of the role politics played in their consumption of tragedy as a genre. As |
have reiterated in this study (following Griffith, among many others), from our
perspective as modern scholars tragedy is simultaneously concerned with elements of
mythology and with experiences arising from its audiences’ participation in the life of the
noMg. But would those two elements have been distinguishable to contemporary
theatergoers, and if so would it have made sense to an Athenian mind to view them as

disparate components of the tragic experience? In presenting on stage mythological

466 The rewards and punishments the oath authorized were presumably in place from the time it was sworn
in 409 BC until the establishment of the Thirty Tyrants in 404 BC. Andocides at de Myst. 1.99 relates that
at the time he was speaking in 399 BC only laws passed after the archonship of Eucleides in 403/402 BC
were enforceable.
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figures engaged in the types of schemes that were being actively rooted out beyond the
confine of the theater, were Sophocles and Euripides merely offering their audiences a
venue for synthesizing their intellectual and emotional responses to the fears conspiracies
invoked, or were they in some ways aggravating the emotions that their audiences already
held? And what of Sophocles and Euripides themselves — both prominent public figures
but also extremely different men — how (if at all) did the perception of them and their
participation in other aspects of public life influence their audiences’ understanding of
their tragic poetry? Did Sophocles’ contributions as otpatnydg or as tpdfoviog
contribute in any way to his audience’s perception of the political elements of his tragedy
in ways which Euripides’ more apolitical lifestyle did not? Even if there were an answer
to each of these questions, there remains the problem that an ancient audience was
necessarily polymorphous and multivalent, such that there could not have been a singular,
uniform response to any of these factors.

Finally, by its very nature a conspiracy is an endeavor that is predicated upon
making a distinction between knowing and not knowing. Conspirators are bound to one
another by the secret knowledge they share of their own machinations toward whatever
clandestine outcomes they seek; once this knowledge becomes compromised, so too does
the conspiracy. Some conspiracies require only that they remain secret up to the point
that their objectives are achieved, and beyond that it makes little difference what people
outside of the conspiracy know about the conspirators’ actions. This is the way most
assassination plots function, as do most political coups (including the coup of 411). But
there still remains the other kind of conspiracy as well, both in the ancient and modern

worlds — the kind of conspiracy that is performed in secret and requires that its
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involvement in whatever actions it undertakes remains forever unknown to those outside
its circle of trust. How many conspiracies such as these, how large or small, how complex
or simple, how successful or futile were active in fifth-century Athens and contributed to
historical outcomes in ways which historians will never be able to detect? The answer to
this question must remain forever unknown because the most successful conspiracies of

all are the ones that complete their objectives without ever being recognized.
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