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Introduction


Euripides


Euripides was one of the three great tragedians of ancient Athens. The other two were Aeschylus and Sophocles. Euripides was born ca. 480 BC (the year of the Greek victory over the Persians at Salamis) and died ca. 406 BC. He wrote about ninety plays, of which nineteen survive, as compared with seven surviving from Aeschylus, who wrote about eighty, and seven from Sophocles, who wrote about one hundred and twenty-three. Euripides may not have been the most popular playwright in his own lifetime, but he was certainly the favourite throughout the twentieth century, and continues to be so. More than the other two great tragedians, his works speak to a modern audience because they reveal an understanding of the dire effects of war, human passions, and chaos.


Although comic poets and later writers who mention Euripides are, for the most part, unreliable sources, certain assumptions can be made about the type of man he was. As opposed to Aeschylus and Sophocles, he was a private rather than a public figure, and some sources claim that he wrote some of his plays as a recluse on Salamis. The comic playwright Aristophanes implied that Euripides’ mother sold vegetables at the market. If this was the case, this experience might have inspired his defence of democracy in his plays, and in general, a sympathy for the common man. Gossip suggested Euripides had an unhappy marriage, to the point that a slave/secretary seduced his wife and possibly wrote some of his plays. Euripides understood both women and suffering, so perhaps some of his writing came from first-hand experience.


Ancient accounts suggest that Euripides’ father pushed him first to be an athlete, but then he became a painter, and finally a tragedian. Although he first competed in 455 BC with a tetralogy (now lost) that included Daughters of Pelias, he is said to have won his first victory only in 442 BC at the Greater Dionysia, one of the Athenian dramatic festivals. Many philosophers, from Anaxagoras to Socrates, influenced him and his writing. Some characters in Euripides’ plays express philosophical opinions that subsequent writers find out of character.


Euripides was an open critic of public policy that ignored the rights of individuals. Possibly for this reason, he won only four prizes in his lifetime by contrast with Aeschylus who won thirteen, and Sophocles who won about twenty-four. After Euripides died, his Iphigenia at Aulis and Bacchae were part of another group of plays that took first prize.


Euripides could be called the greatest anti-war playwright of all time. His Women of Troy was written to warn Athens about its policy on Melos, in which the Athenians voted to kill all the men and enslave all the women and children. This play was written in 415 BC, just before the disastrous Sicilian expedition that Athens launched. A scholiast on Aristotle claimed that in 413 BC, following the defeat of the Athenian fleet, Euripides went as an ambassador to Syracuse to plead for the lives of the prisoners. Even more likely is the anecdote from Plutarch’s Lives that prisoners saved their lives by reciting verses from Euripides’ plays.


Possibly in disgust at public policy, and also at his own reception as a playwright, Euripides left Athens in 408 BC towards the end of his life to take up residence at Archelaus’ court in Macedon, a haven for intellectuals. The guests included the tragic poet Agathon and the painter Zeuxis. Satyrus, writing in the third century BC, claims Euripides died by being torn apart by Archelaus’ hunting dogs, a parallel too close to Pentheus’ own death in the Bacchae to be taken as fact. Is this any more likely than the story about Aeschylus being killed by an eagle dropping a tortoise on his bald head, mistaking it for a stone? Or Sophocles choking on a grape seed, possibly when he was singing a chorus from Antigone? But then, we must remember that the great playwright Tennessee Williams died choking on the stopper of his medicine bottle.


Euripides left us our only surviving complete satyr play, the Cyclops. Many of his other plays also have comic elements and anticipate the domestic comedy featured in Menander’s New Comedy, by contrast with Aristophanes’ more politically biting Old Comedy. More than any of the other ancient tragedians, Euripides understood the human comedy, and the comedy that arises from living in a world gone mad.


The performance dates for eight of Euripides’ surviving plays are known, and others are tentatively proposed on the basis of evidence provided by ancient writers and of his own developing metrical practice:






	Alcestis


	438 BC






	Medea


	431 BC






	Children of Heracles


	ca. 430 BC






	Hippolytus


	428 BC






	Andromache


	ca. 425 BC






	Hecuba


	ca. 424 BC






	Suppliant Women


	?424-20 BC






	Electra


	?425-13 BC






	Women of Troy


	415 BC






	Heracles


	ca. 415 BC






	Iphigenia Among the Taurians


	c. 414 BC






	Ion


	ca. 413 BC






	Helen


	412 BC






	The Phoenician Women


	ca. 409 BC






	Orestes


	408 BC






	Iphigenia at Aulis


	405 BC (posthumous)






	Bacchae


	405 BC (posthumous)






	Cyclops (possibly in same group as Hecuba)






	Rhesus (possibly post-Euripidean)







In addition, extended fragments of several other plays are extant, in particular: Andromeda, Antiope, Alexander, Archelaus, Bellerophon, Cresphontes, Cretans, Erechtheus, Hypsipyle, Captive Melanippe, Wise Melanippe, Phaethon, and Stheneboea.


Hecuba: What Happens in the Play


The play begins with a prologue by Polydorus, the deceased son of Hecuba, the defeated Trojan queen. He appears as a ghost but exits before Hecuba appears. She tells the audience of disturbing dreams she has just had about Polydorus, and her daughter, Polyxena. She is clearly in despair, and that despair deepens as events unfold in the camp of the prisoners. Early in the play her daughter Polyxena is sacrificed over the grave of Achilles. Hecuba’s pleas to Odysseus are useless. She is not even granted her request to die in place of, or alongside her daughter. But she learns from Odysseus, the king of Ithaca, the lessons of sophistic rhetoric that will help her later in the play. Odysseus tells Hecuba, in justifying her daughter’s sacrifice:




You barbarians,


if you don’t treat a friend and ally as he should be treated,


and don’t honour your dead,


it’s no wonder that Greece won this war!


You get what you deserve for the way you act.     





He tries to put the murder of Polyxena in a good light, but Hecuba learns her own lesson from his justification, namely to avenge herself on ‘a friend and ally’, Polymestor, who has betrayed her: she treats him ‘as he should be treated’ by retaliation in kind.


Hecuba discovers the corpse of her son Polydorus, who was brutally murdered by the Thracian king Polymestor for his gold. Polymestor, now an ally of the Greeks, was formerly her ally, so he is one of the barbarians just described by Odysseus. He did not treat his friend and ally, Polydorus, as he should be treated. Finally, Hecuba has found a reason for living: revenge. As she plots her revenge, she enlists Agamemnon’s promise that he will not interfere if she is successful.


Hecuba kills Polymestor’s children; she understands that the death of his children will be the only way that he will feel the agony she did at the loss of Polydorus. She blinds Polymestor after she kills his children before his eyes: this will be the last sight he will ever have.


In a trial before Agamemnon, Hecuba defends herself with rhetorical skill. She has truth on her side. Polymestor, in the tradition of many visionaries at the end of Greek tragedies, foretells a disastrous future for both Agamemnon and Hecuba. A bitter taste remains. Just as we know from the prologue to the Women of Troy that the Greeks will pay for their arrogance, so we know that the vengeance that Hecuba achieves, and that Agamemnon sanctions, will be followed by their own miserable deaths. Agamemnon will be killed by Clytemnestra seeking her own vengeance (for him killing their daughter Iphigenia, and bringing home Cassandra as his mistress); Hecuba will be transformed into a dog, to be eventually buried on the shore.


Hecuba: The Deadly Cycle of Vengeance


The colour of murder is blood-red, and stained hands invite a violent death. Is there no end to the cycle of violence? What power do victims have? Do the living strike back because the memory of the dead calls for vengeance? Generations of families all over the world carry on blood feuds, as the Irish can certainly attest. When is the time to say ‘Enough’? These are all issues that Euripides raises in his Hecuba, written in 424 BC, seven years into the Peloponnesian War, in which Athens will be defeated by Sparta in 404 BC. Since Euripides died c. 406 BC, he never lived to see Athens’ humiliation.
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