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Introduction





Tragedy




In tragedy, the received mythical way of thinking engaged with the new rationality, folk culture engaged with high culture.


Christian Meier, The Political Art of Greek Tragedy





What is the origin of tragedy? There are two answers – a short one and a long one. The short answer is that we don’t know. One historian put it trenchantly when he wrote, ‘I shall not concern myself the shadowy first decades about which there is hardly any information and consequently endless speculation, both ancient and modern, none of which I find either persuasive or illuminating’ (M. I. Finley, The Idea of a Theatre: the Greek Experience). Any theory involving such things as scapegoats, rituals, initiation, fertility rites, satyrs or ecstatic religion should be treated with scepticism: there is no evidence.


The longer answer is (of course) more complicated. It’s perhaps worth looking first at the reasons why the information has gone missing. There is nothing particularly mysterious about it. Ordinary fallibility plays a part. We know very little about the life of William Shakespeare, for example, yet he died only four hundred years ago, in an age when literacy was widespread and printing had been in existence for over a century.


The second reason is that there was, at the time, no real way of recording such an event as the ‘birth of tragedy’. When the first tragedies were being composed classical Greece was still an oral culture. Laws and treaties might be carved in stone, as a way of remembering what had been agreed, but the main business of government was carried out by word of mouth. Literature was not written to be read, it was composed for performance, whether spoken or sung. The Homeric epics were meant for listeners, not readers. All literary forms were in verse of one kind or another, because verse is memorable and can be readily grasped at first hearing. Prose had yet to be invented – or rather the first glimmerings of prose were a strange radical avant-garde affair to do with scientific enquiry in the east Greek cities on the coast of Asia Minor. Herodotus’ prose History, itself an extremely innovative departure, lay nearly a hundred years in the future. This meant that, supposing someone had understood the significance of tragedy at the moment when it first appeared, there was no easy way of recording the fact for posterity. Neither epic nor lyric, nor choral song, nor the poetry of political advocacy provided a viable template.


A third reason why the event received no particular notice is that the early Greeks had not yet developed a concept of progress, as we understand it. Progress is such a central notion for the modern world that it is difficult to ‘unthink’ it. The Greeks in the sixth century, however, imagined themselves, not as surpassing what had gone before, but as trying to live up to the great achievements of the past. Innovation was not considered automatically interesting.


The idea of progress was itself an innovation, thrown up as a result of the rapid developments taking place during the fifth century, and we can see dramatists such as Aeschylus and Sophocles struggling to understand its implications. A hundred years later still, Aristotle became the first thinker to put growth and change at the centre of his thought. Plato regarded form as an unchanging archetype; for Aristotle it was a guiding principle of development. Aristotle focused his thought on the process of unfolding: why does an acorn become an oak tree and not a sycamore? He was also interested in how cultural forms developed. He wrote several books on constitutional history, for example, and in his celebrated and problematic work Poetics he offers a description of what tragedy is and how it evolved. The Poetics, though, was written two centuries after the first tragic performances and much had been lost or forgotten in the meantime.


What we think of as the ‘birth of tragedy’ may have passed unnoticed by the Greeks for another reason too: because they were already familiar with the tragic view of life through the great Homeric epics, The Iliad and The Odyssey.


Aristotle described Homer as ‘the most tragic of poets’. In the Iliad Book 24, the Greek hero Achilles mourns his friend Patroclus. The death had been unnecessary, brought about by Achilles’ pride and stubbornness. Now the funeral games are over and the other warriors return to their everyday lives.






And the games broke up, and the people scattered to go away, each man


to his fast-running ship, and the rest of them took thought of their dinner


and of sweet sleep and its enjoyment; only Achilleus


wept as he still remembered his beloved companion, nor did sleep


who subdues all come over him, but he tossed from one side to the other


in longing for Patroklos, for his manhood and great strength


and all the actions he had seen to the end with him, and the hardships


he had suffered; the wars of men; the hard crossing of the big waters.


Remembering all these things he let fall the swelling tears, lying


sometimes on his side, sometimes on his back and now again


prone on his face …


tr. Richmond Lattimore








Later, Achilles and the Trojan King Priam sit in Achilles’ tent. Priam has come to ransom the body of his son Hector whom Achilles, in his rage, has killed in revenge for Patroclus. He has underlined his triumph by dragging the dead body behind his chariot round the city walls. Achilles is the greatest warrior in the Greek army, a young man whose whole life has been war. He is soon to die in battle. Priam is old and has lived long enough to see all his fifty sons die before him. The proper relationship between youth and age is reversed as the old man humbles himself before the younger.






But now Priam spoke to him in the words of a suppliant:


‘Achilleus like the gods, remember your father, one who


is of years with mine and on the door-sill of sorrowful old age.


And they who dwell nearby encompass him and afflict him,


nor is there anyone to defend him against the wrath, the destruction.


Yet surely he, when he hears of you and that you are still living,


is gladdened within his heart and all day he is hopeful


that he will see his beloved son come home from the Troad.


But for me my destiny was evil. I have had the noblest


of sons in Troy, but say not one of them is left to me.


Fifty were my sons, when the sons of the Achaians came here.


Nineteen were born to me from the womb of a single mother


and other women bore the rest in my palace; and of these


violent Ares broke the strength in the knees of most of them,


but one was left me who guarded my city and people, that one


you killed a few days since as he fought in defence of his country,


Hektor; for whose sake I come now to the ships of the Achaians


to win him back from you, and I bring gifts beyond number.


Honour then the gods, Achilleus, and take pity upon me


remembering your father, yet I am still more pitiful;


I have gone through what no other mortal on earth has gone through;


I put my lips to the hands of the man who has killed my children.’


So he spoke and stirred in the other a passion of grieving


for his own father. He took the old man’s hand and pushed him


gently away, and the two remembered, as Priam sat huddled


at the feet of Achilleus and wept close for manslaughtering Hektor


and Achilleus wept now for his own father, now again


for Patroclus. The sound of their mourning moved in the house.








Achilles then tries to console the old man.






                                             There is not


any advantage to be won from grim lamentation.


Such is the way the gods spun life for unfortunate mortals,


that we live in unhappiness, but the gods themselves have no sorrows.


tr. Richmond Lattimore








All the ingredients of tragedy are present here, except drama. Tragedy, we can say, is something which looks at the relationship:




	between man and his own death and other men


	between man and the immortal gods and things that do not change


	between man and the passions that live inside him.





Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides – each of the three great dramatists was to handle this set of concerns in their own way, giving it a deeply personal inflection.


If we know nothing about the moment when tragedy began, we know a good deal about the force field which produced it. Tragedy in the form we know it might never have arisen if it were not for the establishment of two great civic festivals at Athens towards the end of the sixth century BC. There had been since ancient times a yearly celebration called the Panathenaia in honour of the city’s patron goddess Athena. In 566 BC the tyrant Peisistratus grafted an essentially secular addition on to the already existing cult, founding a great cultural and athletic festival. The thing that singled out this particular festival from others which took place elsewhere in the Greek world was that it featured a competition for performers who recited the works of Homer. This ran in parallel with a competition for musicians, and for other performers who sang to the accompaniment of the lyre or the oboe. The establishment of the Panathenaia was followed just over thirty years later in 535 BC by that of the Great Dionysia, where once again a civic celebration was grafted on to an already existing religious cult, this time in honour of Dionysus. The competition featured performances of tragedy and dithyramb (a choral poem honouring the god).


The effect of these two great festivals was to bring together in Athens every year (the Dionysia) or every four years (the Panathenaia) leading performers and practitioners of the literary arts from all over the Greek world. Lyric poetry, sung to the accompaniment of the lyre, had been invented in Lesbos and Sparta; singing to the accompaniment of the oboe in Phrygia and Argos; public recitals of the Homeric poems had developed in East Greece; and choral lyrics originated in the Peloponnese.


The singular nature of tragedy as we know it is that it represents a fusion of all these different genres into a new whole. It brings together diverse art forms from all over Greece to make something new and specifically Athenian. The dialogue and the speeches of the central characters are in a kind of iambic verse associated with the politician Solon – a civic poetry designed as a vehicle for ideas and persuasion, whose function was to admonish and convince. The choral lyrics, which came from the Peloponnese, are written in a different, softer dialect. (To use a crude analogy – if the spoken parts of tragedy are in ‘Received Pronunciation’, then the lyric sections might sound as if they were set in the west of Ireland.) The lyric outbursts which the leading actors sing come from a different tradition again and have their origin in the poetry of Sappho and Alcaeus from the islands in the Ionian Sea. The subject matter and the way of dividing up a narrative into striking scenes, focused on an encounter between two characters, comes from the Homeric epic. A dramatized version of the scene between Priam and Achilles quoted above formed the centrepiece of a lost play by Aeschylus called The Ransoming of Hector.


It is unlikely that tragedy emerged fully fledged in all its Aeschylean splendour. Aristotle, describing early examples of the genre, speaks of ‘little plots and laughable diction’: but once the form had taken hold, development was rapid. The Persians, the first surviving tragedy, dates from 472 BC, over sixty years after the first performances were instituted, and there is nothing primitive about it.


We are so used to thinking of tragedy in terms of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides that it is worth remembering that there were other playwrights writing too. Here are some – but by no means all – of their names: Phrynichus, Pratinas, Aristarchus, Euphorion, Hippias, Ion, Iophon, Callistratus, Philocles, Datis, Melanthius, Neophron, Menecrates, Theognis, Polyphrasmon, Xenocles, Agathon, Critias, Meletus, Aristias, Achaeus, Acestor and two more Euripides.


Democracy




We may also imagine a state that has so brought up its citizens that their works, by their existence alone, will demonstrate the eminence of that state and so declare its praise.


George Seferis, On the Greek Style





Tragedy in its origins and first development is Athenian. It is not Spartan, Theban, Argive or Corinthian – although poets who wrote tragedies came to Athens from all over the Greek world. There is no Persian, Egyptian, Hittite or Phoenician tragedy. Drama by its very nature presents a series of competing voices. It is different from the solitary outpouring of the lyric poet or from a single performer reciting a Homeric epic in front of an aristocratic audience. As Hegel saw, the distinguishing characteristic of the dramatic form is that it is unmediated: ‘It presents an action completed in the past as actually happening before us, as emanating from the inner life of self-directed characters’ (The Philosophy of Fine Art, tr. F. B. P. Osmaston). There is no single voice directing our reactions: the reader/spectator is left to make up their own mind. Democracy is built into the very fabric of the work.


Athenian democracy was not a representative democracy in the modern mould; it was a participatory democracy. This meant that ordinary citizens were involved in running the state and administering the law to a quite extraordinary degree. Power at Athens was vested in the people, that is to say all male citizens over the age of twenty. The full assembly met ten times a year. In the great war against Sparta it met more often: forty times a year on average, almost once a week. No quorum was required for ordinary business. The record of one vote that has come down to us shows 3,461 in favour with 155 against – a total attendance of 3,616. Unfortunately we have no way of knowing whether this was typical or not.


Obviously some delegation was necessary; thousands of people cannot run a state; but to ensure maximum involvement the system was arranged as follows. The population was divided into ten tribes and each tribe was carefully spread across the whole of Athenian territory – the coast, the city and the rural hinterland. Each tribe then voted for a number of representatives to govern the city on their behalf. Any male over the age of thirty was allowed to stand. The number for each tribe was then reduced to fifty by the process of drawing lots. Fifty men from each of the ten tribes made up the Council of 500 or the Boule and this was the government for a year, charged with the supervision of everyday business. The council prepared motions to be put before the Assembly and dealt with day-to-day affairs. Selection by lot was an important part of civic ideology. It said that beyond a certain level everyone was equally capable of holding office. A talent for military leadership, then as now, was not widespread. The ten generals were chosen by election only: lottery played no part.


All five hundred members of the council did not convene every day. A steering committee of fifty people was on duty each month. Seventeen of them came in each day, so they did one day on and two days off. Every day the chairman of the council was chosen by lot; the President for the day was the result of a lottery. Any important business that arose was dealt with by fifty-nine people – the fifty on duty plus one representative from each of the other tribes. In case of emergency the full five hundred could be convened at any time.


The legal system worked in a similar way. There were no lawyers, no judges, no body of precedent or case law. Each of the local parishes in Attica nominated men to serve as jurors, and once again the final choice was made by lot – six thousand men in all, six hundred from each tribe. Cases were tried before a jury of two hundred and one men: this provided safety in numbers and made bribery or intimidation impossible. Each case lasted a day and was decided by a majority vote.


It has been calculated that in any given year one sixth of the adult male population was active on state business. This meant that the diffusion of expertise through the citizen body was both thorough and cumulative. The system demonstrated enormous confidence in the ability of the ordinary person to decide things in a responsible way. It would after all be these same citizens who would have to bear the consequences of their decisions. Athens’ enemies were quick to spot this growing self-assurance and sense of adventure.




An Athenian is always an innovator, quick to form a decision and quick to carry it out … Athenian daring will outrun its own resources; they will take risks against their better judgement and still in the midst of danger remain confident … If they win a victory they follow it up at once, and if they suffer a defeat they scarcely fall back at all. As for their bodies they regard them as expendable for their city’s sake, as if they were not their own; but each man cultivates his intelligence with the view to doing something notable for his city. If they aim at something and do not get it, they think they have been deprived of what belonged to them already; whereas if their enterprise is successful, they regard their success as nothing compared with what they will do next. Of them alone it may be said that they possess a thing almost as soon as they have begun to desire it, so quickly with them does action follow on decision. Their view of a holiday is to do what needs doing: they prefer hardship and activity to peace and quiet. In a word, they are by nature incapable of living a quiet life themselves or allowing anyone else to do so.


Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Book I,


tr. Rex Warner





Democracy did not spring up fully formed overnight. The transfer of power from an aristocratic oligarchy to the sovereign people took place over a century and a half. The first step was taken in 594 BC with the reforms of Solon, which opened state office to a wider range of citizens. The seizure of power by the tyrant Peisistratus was a further blow to aristocratic power but the decisive, radical shift came with the reforms of Cleisthenes in 507 BC, twenty-eight years after the first tragic performance took place at Athens. One historian sums up Cleisthenes’ achievement like this:




Earlier statesmen in Athens and elsewhere in Greece had tinkered with this or that feature of the traditional political structures. Cleisthenes on the other hand, in effect coolly dismantled the entire fabric and assembled a new one, partly from the old components and partly from his own devising. Latent in this achievement was a philosophical and religious as well as a political revolution; if man’s intellect could thus restructure his social environment at will, what could it not restructure in the long run?


John Herington, Aeschylus





From the time of Pericles, anyone engaged on state business was paid a per diem. This was less than the daily wage for a skilled craftsman but it meant that the poorest citizens were not excluded from the political process on the grounds of income.


The democratic culture of argument – making arguments, listening to them, evaluating them, weighing up the intentions of the speaker – is an important shaping factor in how tragedy was written and received. The arguments between Antigone and Creon, between Medea and Jason, between the two sons of Oedipus in The Phoenician Women, between Athena and the Furies in The Eumenides, and the pleasure the audience took in listening to these scenes – all this has its origin in the everyday life of the law courts and the Assembly. It has been argued that tragedy was something the Athenians needed: from it ‘democracy gained the sort of support which early monarchies derived from their world-views and early aristocracies from tradition’.


Religion




There is little sign in Greece of the metaphysical ascetic tradition we find in the cults of Christianity, Islam, Shiva and Buddha. The Greeks never went so far as to renounce the world by opening monasteries, espousing virginity, practising yoga or fasting for long periods of time in an attempt to gain psychic power


James N. Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes







For the time of life is short and once a mortal is hidden beneath the earth he lies there for all time.


Sophocles, Tantalus, tr. Hugh Lloyd-Jones





Greek religion, like Greek democracy, was an affair of many voices. There was not one god, there were many gods. Each had their own territory and privileges, and they were often in dispute. Hippolytus worships Artemis but that doesn’t prevent him being destroyed by Aphrodite for disrespecting her powers. Orestes obeys Apollo’s command to kill his mother but is persecuted for it by the Furies. Oedipus’ life is shattered in its prime but touched with redemption at the very end. Greek religion is good at awe, but bad at despair. Whatever is going on, there is always a second opinion.


It’s difficult for spectator/reader in the modern West to enter into the religious world view of the Greeks. The Greeks for example, had no scriptures: there was no ‘word of God’. There was no established church, either Anglican or Catholic, no Pope, no papal bulls, no prophets, no saints, no martyrs, no original sin and no redemption.


This goes deeper than the simple fact that this was a world without Sundays. For one thing the sense of time is different. The Judaeo-Christian tradition orders the world around three moments when God makes himself manifest in time – firstly when he creates the world, secondly when he sends his son to redeem the world and thirdly when he appears at the end of time to judge the world. This sense of life structured according to a single divine purpose, which is revealed to mankind in a holy book, runs deep and is difficult to set aside. Even in a secular culture the feeling that life is there as something subject to judgement is very strong.


Perhaps the most important difference between Greek religion and the Christian/Muslim tradition is that the Greeks had no concept of the afterlife. There was an underworld but it was imagined as a sort of damp cave in which the souls of the dead fluttered about like bats. The clearest expression of what it meant to be dead comes in Book XI of The Odyssey. Odysseus goes to consult the ghost of the prophet Teiresias about his return home. His men dig a trench which they fill with the blood of two slaughtered sheep.




The dark blood flowed, and the souls of the dead came flocking upwards from Erebus – brides and unmarried youths, old men who had suffered much, tender girls with the heart’s distress still keen, troops of warriors wounded with brazen-pointed spears, men slain in battle with blood-stained armour still upon them. With unearthly cries, from every quarter, they came crowding about the trench until pale terror began to master me … I drew the keen sword from beside my thigh, seated myself and held back the strengthless presences of the dead from drawing nearer to the blood before I had questioned Teiresias.


tr. Walter Shewring





The dead are nerveless, almost transparent: it is only when they have drunk the blood that they have the strength to speak.


Amongst the crowd is the ghost of Achilles, once the greatest warrior in the Greek army.




The soul of fleet-foot Achilles knew me, and in mournful tones he uttered these words in rapid flight: ‘Son of Laertes, subtle and overbold Odysseus, what venture will ever tempt your mind more reckless than this? What daring has led you down to the house of Hades, the dwelling place of the dead who have no understanding, of the wraiths of mortals who have perished?’


So he spake and I answered him: ‘… But you, Achilles – no man has been more blest than you in days past, or will be in days to come; for before you died we Achaeans honoured you like a god, and now in this place you lord it among the dead. No, do not repine in death, Achilles.’


So I spoke, but at once he answered: ‘Odysseus, do not gloss over death to me. I would rather be above ground still and labouring for some poor portionless man, than be lord of all the lifeless dead.’


tr. Walter Shewring





Life is the thing. Even if it means being desperately poor and powerless it is infinitely preferable to fame and heroic status among the dead. There is only one life and it is here and now. When Iphigeneia begs her father ‘Do not send me into death before my time. It is sweet to see the light. Do not make me look at what is under the earth’, the death she is confronting is something final and conclusive. All we know of existence is here, and in this world. Iphigeneia is not like Joan of Arc: there is no reward waiting for her in heaven. There is, in fact, no other heaven than here on earth. The third Homeric Hymn contains the description of a religious festival on the island of Delos where the predominant note is one of delight and celebration of human beauty, strength, dignity and material possessions.




But it is in Delos, Apollo, that your heart most delights, that is the place where the Ionians assemble for your glory, wearing their long robes, together with their children and their honoured wives. Having you in mind, they delight you with boxing and dancing and song, each time they set up their gathering. A man who came upon the Ionians at that time, when they were all together, would say to himself that they were immortal and forever ageless; for he would see then the charm of them all, and his spirit would delight as he looked at the men, and at the beautifully girt women, and at the swift ships, and at the many possessions of them all.


tr. John Herington





This is a religion remarkably free of zealotry and paranoia. There is an intriguing passage in Polybius, a Greek historian writing in the second century BC in which he remarks on the superstitiousness of the Romans and on its usefulness in preserving the status quo.




What in other nations is looked upon as a reproach, I mean the scrupulous fear of the gods, is the very thing which keeps the Roman commonwealth together. To such an extraordinary height is this carried among them both in private and in public business, that nothing could exceed it … In my opinion their object is to use it as a check upon the common people.


Polybius, History VI. 6ff, tr. E. S. Shuckburgh





This Roman attitude obviously struck him as unusual enough to be worth commenting on.


Perhaps most important for our understanding of tragedy is that there is in Greek religion no sense of the individual soul being subject to judgement and differential treatment after death. The desire to interpret characters in terms of the expiation of some ‘fatal flaw’ has led to many misreadings of what is going on in Greek drama. The Greeks were more interested in characters’ behaviour – the kind of choices they made, their reasons for making them and how they dealt with the consequences of what they had chosen – than in the state of their souls. As one critic put it:




The question raised by wrongdoing was not so much ‘How can this person be dealt with fairly?’ as ‘What reaction to this situation will safeguard the interests of the community?’


K. J. Dover, The Greeks and their Inheritance





Theatre




An amazing aural and visual experience …


Plutarch, On the Glory of Athens





Aristotle tells us that tragedy originally had one actor. Aeschylus added a second and Sophocles a third. The chorus was made up of twelve members, which Sophocles increased to fifteen.


Music was an important part of the tragic performance. The chorus chanted and sang elaborate songs with oboe accompaniment. The principal actors sang as well, often in shared laments with the chorus. Sometimes events were presented twice – emotionally as song and then rationally as dialogue. Euripides was specially fond of this device. In our contemporary speech-based theatre the choruses often seem an embarrassment – something to be got through before the action can begin again – but in the original productions they formed one of the high points of the action. A Greek friend remarked to me that when she saw performances of the plays (in modern Greek translation) she always looked forward to the choruses because they were the most beautiful and exciting bit of the evening.


The tragedies presented each year at the festival of the Great Dionysia were part of a competition. Three dramatists would be entered, each submitting three tragedies and one satyr play. (A satyr play is a tragedy as written by Sancho Panza. It deals with the same mythological subjects as tragedy but the treatment is earthy, materialistic, funny – a worm’s eye view.) Aeschylus liked to link his four plays together to tell an unfolding story with a comic afterpiece. Sophocles and Euripides seem to have preferred to stage three separate tragedies, though sometimes they were linked thematically, as with Euripides’ Trojan War trilogy. The judges were chosen by the usual Athenian process of selection for public office. A panel of people was nominated (to ensure expertise) and the final choice was made by lot (to ensure fairness).


Performances took place over five successive days in late March. Each of the three contenders had a day to present his three plays and the satyr play. There were also competitions between ten men’s choruses performing odes in honour of Dionysus, as well as ten boys’ choruses, and a competition between five comic playwrights, each of whom presented one play. Some time the previous year the poets who wished to compete presented their ideas (or perhaps a completed play) to the city magistrates, who chose three to go forward to the competition and nominated a sponsor to bear the costs of the performance. The sponsor was a well-known wealthy citizen who was singled out for this special windfall tax. The duty of sponsoring a set of productions was seen as a great honour, particularly if they won first prize. One reason the plays each year were first performances was because only something new and never-seen-before was considered likely to please the god.


The dramatists not only composed the play but directed and choreographed it into the bargain, and most probably wrote the music too. How the plays were composed we don’t know. It is interesting that when the central character in Aristophanes’ play Clouds goes to call on Euripides, who is busy working on his next play there is no mention of any writing materials.


The theatre itself was on the southeast slope of the Acropolis in central Athens. The audience, about 15,000 in number (almost certainly, but not definitely, all men) sat divided into their ten tribes looking down at the circular dancing floor – the orchestra. At the back of the orchestra was a low raised stage, quite narrow, that ran across the width of the playing area. This was backed by a rectangular building known as the skene. (The Greek word means ‘tent’ or shack’ and suggests something impermanent). The skene most often represented a palace but it could equally well be a tent, a cave, or a temple. In Prometheus Bound it represented a crag at the end of the world. It had a set of double doors in the centre which opened inward. Interior scenes could be presented by means of the ekkyklema, a wooden trolley which could be rolled out to display a tableau, such as Ajax surrounded by the carcases of the animals he had killed, or Heracles in Euripides’ play, sitting among the bodies of his slaughtered family. Actors could appear on the roof (as in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon or Euripides’ Orestes) or make aerial entrances, swung in by a crane concealed behind the palace walls (like the two goddesses who frame the action of Hippolytus). Apart from through the central doors, entrances were made by means of two walkways at either side of the dancing floor.


Performances were in broad daylight, in the open air, under the ‘clear impartial light of the sun’. The numbers involved were not small. One historian has done the sums:




Each tribe presented a dithyrambic chorus of fifty men and one of fifty boys (10 x 2 x 50 = 1,000). Each comedy had 24 chorusmen (5 x 24 = 120). Sophoclean and Euripidean tragedies had 15 chorusmen, but the total numbers are less certain: perhaps three sets x 15 = 45, but it may be that each tragedy and satyr play had different chorusmen, i.e. 3 x 4 x 15 = 180. Add to these the various trainers and organisers, costumers and musicians (not to mention the actors and mask-makers involved in formal drama), and a noticeable proportion of the free male population would have been involved.


J.R. Green, Theatre in Ancient Greek Society





With performances occurring regularly every year, the spread of expertise and first-hand experience through the citizen body must have been thorough and wide-ranging. This had obvious implications for the way the audience watched the plays.


The actors were all men. They wore masks to make their faces legible in the large open space. The masks covered the whole head and were quite naturalistic. Costume for the principal actors was a colourful long-sleeved tunic reaching to the ground and decorated with strange patterns of whorls, zig-zags, even animal figures. These were clothes that belonged to the heroic world and were quite separate from everyday dress.


The festival of the Great Dionysia took place annually at the end of March, that time of year when the spring sowing has been completed and the seas are open for travel again after the winter storms. This was the moment when Athens showed off her power to the world. The five days of performances were preceded by two days of processions. The first day was a re-enactment of the arrival of the god Dionysus in the city. His statue was carried out to a shrine on the road outside Athens. Sacrifices were offered and the statue was escorted back to his temple inside the city walls. On the second day, there was a great procession leading up to a sacrifice in the temple precinct. Allied to these ceremonies was the proagon (the ‘preview’), where each poet appeared in public surrounded by his actors and chorus to announce the subject of the plays he was about to present.


On the opening day of the festival, a libation to Dionysus was offered by the ten generals – the city’s most powerful military and political leaders. They very rarely appeared in public all together and when they did the occasion was very special. This was followed by a display of tribute from the Athenian allies and then the children of those who had died in battle were brought onstage. These orphans had been raised at state expense. The fourth-century orator Aeschines describes what happened next.




Once on this day, when tragedies were about to be performed, in a time when the city had better customs and followed better leaders, the herald would come forward and place before you the orphans whose fathers had died in battle, young men clad in the panoply of war; and he would utter that proclamation so honourable and such an incentive to valour: ‘These young men, whose fathers showed themselves brave men and died in war, have been supported by the state until they have come of age; and now clad thus in full armour by their fellow citizens, they are sent out with the prayers of the city, to go each his way; and they are invited to seats of honour in the theatre.


Against Ktesiphon, tr. C. D. Adams





Because the seas were open, the audience at the Great Dionysia included representatives who had travelled to Athens from other Greek cities. Athenian democracy was putting on this display not just for its own citizens but also for the rest of the Greek world.


There was another dramatic festival, also in honour of Dionysus, called the Lenaia. This took place in December and focused mainly on comedy. Five comic poets competed, each with one play, and there were two tragic poets, each with two plays. Travel by ship was impossible in the winter and this festival was a more purely Athenian affair.


Comedy


Greek comedy, unlike Greek tragedy, was in its early form intensely topical. It drew its subject matter from contemporary life, not from the heroic past. Its principal characters were not legendary figures such as Agamemnon, Ajax or Medea but ordinary citizens – often defiantly ordinary in their liking for a quiet life and their determined pursuit of pleasure. This closeness to the everyday meant that comedy changed and developed as Athens itself changed and developed through the fifth century and beyond. Three separate periods can be distinguished – Old Comedy (486–c.404 BC), Middle Comedy (c.404 –c.321 BC) and New Comedy (c.321 BC onwards). These are dealt with more fully below: see pages 247 and 287.


Translations


First, a note of caution. Beware of anything that can be downloaded for free off the web. There is generally a good reason why it’s free. These are mostly nineteenth-century versions now safely out of copyright. The original plays are so submerged in a glue of sub-Shakespearean verbiage that their outlines are barely discernible. Much the same is true of the relatively cheap Dover Press editions.


It’s a pity that Penguin, a prestigious imprint and widely distributed, has such a poor track record in this area. The old Philip Vellacott and E. F. Watling translations were never very good and are now long past their sell-by date. There are some new prose versions published more recently which might do as literal translations but cannot be read with any pleasure: the experience is a little like eating sand. (The same is true of the recent prose versions of Greek plays published in the Oxford World Classics series.) The exceptions to these strictures are Robert Fagles’ translations of the Oresteia and Sophocles’ Theban Plays, the Menander of Norma Miller, the Aristophanes of Alan Sommerstein, and the Plautus and Seneca of E. F. Watling


The versions published by the University of Chicago Press are still doing useful service after nearly half a century, though some of the diction is now beginning to show its age. The Oxford series Greek Tragedy in New Translations, designed as a replacement, varies between the excellent (Ajax, The Persians, The Women of Trachis) and the frankly pedestrian (Antigone, Hippolytus). The most accessible translations are those by Kenneth McLeish (sometimes in collaboration with Frederic Raphael): they are also eminently actable. Their faults are a certain rhythmic monotony, a tendency to make all the playwrights sound the same, and a preference for translating what the dramatist means instead of what he says.


The Everyman paperbacks edited by Michael Ewans provide a reliable guide to Aeschylus and Sophocles. There is no Euripides as yet. The developing series Cambridge Translations from Greek Drama looks very promising and includes an excellent Philoctetes. There are a number of fine translations that have been made for particular modern productions and these are noted below under the entries for the individual plays.


Readers looking for a literal translation can consult either the Loeb Classics Edition (Harvard University Press) or the Aris and Philips editions of individual plays. Both have the original language on one page and English on the other.



















Aeschylus (Aischylos), 526/5–456/5 BC





Life


When Aeschylus was sixteen, the tyranny that had governed Athens (often progressively) for half a century was overthrown and the democratic constitution restored and expanded. When he was seventeen, the Spartans invaded, overthrew the new democracy and installed an oligarchy in its place. A counter-coup threw the Spartans out. The next threat was more menacing. Darius, ruler of the mighty Persian Empire, decided to add Greece to his possessions. Aeschylus, aged thirty-five, was one of the Athenian infantry that defeated the Persian army at the battle of Marathon. His brother Kynegeiros was killed in the fighting.


Ten years after their defeat at Marathon, the Persians came again, more determined, and in greater numbers. The Athenians abandoned their city, which they had no hope of defending, and withdrew to the island of Aegina, taking with them their families and everything they could carry. In the autumn of 480 BC the Athenians and their allies won a conclusive victory over the Persian navy at the battle of Salamis. The Persians withdrew, but not before they had reduced Athens to a heap of rubble. The Athenians returned home and set about rebuilding their city from the ground up.


It’s clear from this brief account that Aeschylus’ life was unusually eventful – and not just outwardly. The reforms of Cleisthenes, which re-founded democracy in Athens after the tyranny, were an intellectual happening as much as a political one. One historian described their effect as ‘a philosophical and religious as well as a political revolution; if man’s intellect could thus restructure his social environment at will, what could it not restructure in the long run?’


Aeschylus’ particular quality as an artist is that he looks both ways. He was part of the new fifth-century world, full of possibility, excitement and intellectual adventure, but his childhood and early life had been part of the old sixth-century Athens, before the Persians came, with its ancient temples and its more traditional way of life – an Athens which was just one Greek city among many and not, as it later became, the centre of a powerful empire.


Seven of his plays have come down to us – Persians, Seven Against Thebes, Suppliants, Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides – these three form the trilogy called the Oresteia – and Prometheus Bound. He began writing for the theatre about 499/6 BC and won his first victory in 484. The Persians (his first play to have survived) was composed when Aeschylus was already in his fifties.


Aeschylus wrote over ninety plays in all – both tragedies and satyr plays – an enormous body of work, several times the length of the Iliad and the Odyssey combined. The fragments of these all-but-vanished works form an enticing shadow world surrounding the plays which have survived. What would Aeschylus’ Oedipus have been like? Or his Pentheus? Or his Iphigeneia? An ancient critic writing about his Philoctetes said that it showed ‘the grandeur of Aeschylus’ spirit and his antique dignity; the sternness of its ideas and diction seemed to me appropriate to tragedy as well as to the character of the hero, for there was nothing contrived, no idle talk for talk’s sake, nothing base’ (tr. John Herington).


There was a trilogy about Ajax, another about Odysseus. The Archer Maidens is about Actaeon, hunted to death by Artemis; Athamas is about the Thracian king who was driven mad by Hera and killed his own son; Phorkides is about the killing of the Medusa and features the Graeae, three ancient hags with one eye and one tooth between them (Aristotle classed it as one of the ‘spectacular’ tragedies). The Lemnian Women and Hypsipyle dramatize the cruel legend in which the women of Lemnos rose up and massacred their menfolk – all except Hypsipyle who spared her father’s life. What is perhaps surprising is that the fragments show that Aeschylus had a powerful gift for comedy and the grotesque: it’s a pity that none of his satyr plays has come down to us intact.


If tragedy explores the relationship




	between man and his own death and other men


	between man and the immortal gods and things that do not change


	between man and the passions that live inside him,





then each of the three great dramatists approached these problems in his own particular way. Aeschylus is concerned to show how everything is related to everything else. He experiences the universe as a living breathing whole, whose balance, if disturbed, will ultimately reassert itself. This is one of the reasons he had a liking for trilogies: he needed space to show how actions ramify. In his play The Daughters of the Sun he wrote:




Zeus is air, Zeus is earth, Zeus is heaven,


Yes, Zeus is all things and whatever is beyond them.





In The Persians the sin of seeking to dominate the sea as well as the land is punished by a terrible defeat and the cosmic equilibrium is restored. In the Oresteia the blood feud in the house of Atreus is resolved because the king of the gods himself institutes a new form of justice.


At some point between 472 and 468 Aeschylus visited the wealthy West Greek settlements in Sicily and wrote a play, The Women of Aetna, celebrating the newly founded city of that name. He returned to Sicily, this time to Gela, in 458 or later, and died there in 456/5. His epitaph makes no mention of his work in the theatre, recording simply that he fought at Marathon.



The Persians (Persai)



[image: ] The legend


The Persians is based not on myth or legend but on historical events.


In the fifty years from 550 to 500 BC the Persians conquered most of what is now the Middle East – Iran, Iraq, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt and Libya. They overran the Greek cities on the coast of Asia Minor and reached northwards towards Bulgaria and the Crimea.


In 492 BC the Persian king Darius sent his armies to invade Greece: Thrace and Macedonia were subdued and formed the base for future campaigns. In 490, however, the Athenians defeated a large Persian expedition at the battle of Marathon. The expansion of the Persian Empire had met its first major check. Darius died in 486 BC. Six years later, his son Xerxes set off at the head of a second and larger expedition to subdue Greece. This was to be a two-pronged attack by land and sea.


After their victory at Marathon the Athenians knew that the Persians would try again. They knew too that they could not hope to match the power of their enemy on land. When silver mines were discovered outside the city it was voted that the revenue should be used to build a fleet. As the Persian army drew near, the Athenians abandoned their city to the enemy and evacuated the whole population to the nearby island of Aegina.


The Persians destroyed the city of Athens but could not touch the Athenians themselves, who were protected by the wooden walls of their new fleet. At the battle of Salamis in the autumn of 480 BC the Athenians and their allies destroyed the Persian navy, which greatly outnumbered theirs, by means of superior tactics and fighting skills.


Xerxes abandoned his expedition and fled back to his capital. The remains of his ground forces were defeated in the summer of the following year by the Spartans and their allies at the battle of Plataea. These two victories removed the Persian threat and marked the beginning of the great flowering of fifth-century Greek civilization.



[image: ] The story


The action of the play takes place in Susa, the capital of the Persian Empire.


It is months since Xerxes and his great expedition left for Greece. The Persian elders are apprehensive. No news has reached them and they fear that disaster has occurred.


Xerxes’ mother Atossa has a dream. Xerxes is trying to yoke two women, one Greek and one Persian, to his chariot. The Persian woman submits gladly but the Greek woman throws off the yoke and destroys the chariot. The elders advise Atossa to pray to the gods for deliverance.


A messenger arrives from Greece bringing news of the Persian defeat at Salamis. In the longest messenger scene in Greek tragedy he gives a circumstantial account of the battle, the destruction of the Persian fleet, and the losses suffered by the army as it makes its way homewards through the wintry landscape of northern Greece.


Atossa offers libations on the grave of her dead husband Darius. She and the elders summon his ghost for comfort and advice. Darius appears from the underworld. He understands that the Persian defeat is god’s judgement on overweening pride. He recalls a prophecy to the effect that the Persian power would be humbled but he had not expected it to be fulfilled for many years.


Darius returns to the world of the dead. Atossa leaves for the palace. Xerxes enters alone and unaccompanied. No trace now of the mighty army he led forth to war. He and the elders join in a tremendous lament for the fallen warriors and their own shattered hopes.



[image: ] About the play


The Persians is the earliest surviving tragedy, but there is nothing primitive about it. At the time of its first performance, tragedies had been composed at Athens for over fifty years. A similar span of time in Renaissance England encompasses Elizabethan drama from Gorboduc (1562) to The Tempest (1612) or, in the more modern period, the development of film from Edison’s first kinetoscope (1893) to Citizen Kane (1941). When he wrote The Persians, Aeschylus was already in his fifties and had been composing for the stage for roughly twenty-five years: two thirds of his dramatic output lay behind him.


The play is unusual in that it is based on events in the comparatively recent past: the battle of Salamis had taken place only eight years before. Most tragedies draw their subjects from a body of inherited myth but it was as if the struggle between the Greek cities and the mighty Persian Empire had been so colossal, so outside any previous experience, and its outcome so magnificent and beyond all hope, that it had become a kind of legend, like the war at Troy that forms the subject of The Iliad.


Aeschylus is reputed to have said ‘his tragedies were slices from the mighty feasts of Homer’. He was unusual among the tragedians in attempting to grapple directly with the Homeric legacy. He wrote a trilogy about Achilles, another about Odysseus, another still about Ajax, as well as single plays about Palamedes and Philoctetes. But it wasn’t simply the subject matter. Aeschylus was quick to understand the dramatic possibilities of the Homeric scene, and to learn from the poet how to select episodes from a wider narrative and present them with maximum expressive power. The Persians is full of echoes of The Iliad. There are the same lists of champions, the same evocation of armies in their splendour, the same unsparing description of death in combat and the same feeling for the defeated enemy. Above all, Homer’s legacy declares itself in the management of suspense and the establishing of the action within the wider framework of divine justice.


There are two other plays that we know of that took as their subject episodes from the Persian Wars. The first, The Sack of Miletus, dealt with the capture and destruction of the city by the Persian army. When it was first performed Herodotus tells us ‘the audience in the theatre burst into tears. The author was fined a thousand drachmas for reminding them of a disaster which touched them so nearly and they forbade anyone to put the play on again.’ The same author, Phrynichus, also wrote a play called The Phoenician Women which, like The Persians, dealt with the victory at Salamis looked at from the point of view of the losing side. The Phoenician women of the title were the widows of sailors killed in the battle and the play began with a eunuch setting out cushions for a meeting of Xerxes’ counsellors and announcing news of the defeat.


Aeschylus proceeds quite differently. Instead of giving everything away immediately, he builds an atmosphere of doubt and suspense.






CHORUS: King royal army blazoned in gold


WILL THEY COME HOME?


                                   My heart’s ragged beat


prophesies doom:


             all Asia’s strong sons


are gone gone


                             and now rumours bruit


the young king’s name


but not one runner and not on rider


           brings word to Persia’s capital.


tr. Janet Lembke and C. J. Herington








The Persian elders try to overcome their fears by recalling the power and the splendour of the expedition when it left home.






Men sprang forth like Amistres and Artaphrenes


Megabates and Ataspes


commanders of the Persians,


kings subject to the great King, 


guardians of the enormous army,


invincible archers and horsemen,


terrifying to look at and formidable in battle,


in the steadfast resolve of their spirit.


[…]


From all Asia there follow tribes


wielding the sabre


at the dread summons of the King.


Such is the flower of manhood, such the flower of the


Persian land which has gone.


tr. Edith Hall








Aeschylus was to take up this atmosphere of dread and unease with old men waiting for the uncertain outcome of a foreign expedition and rework it with memorable effect at the opening of Agamemnon fourteen years later – only this time the army, the Greek force sent to conquer Troy, was travelling in the opposite direction.


The general foreboding is increased still further with the entry of the Empress Mother. Her speech takes up and develops these twin themes of confidence and unease.






Nothing


           guards my inmost self


                           against the fear


that vast Wealth,


           kicking up dust


                          as it pelts headlong


may overturn


           continued joy


                          in the prosperity


Darius


           by some god’s grace


                          lifted high.


tr. Janet Lembke and C. J. Herington








The Queen expresses here a thought that the ghost of Darius will make explicit later in the play, namely that good fortune is given to men by god alone: the habit of prosperity can engender a recklessness and over-confidence which can prove fatal.


The remainder of the play’s first half is taken up with the messenger’s report on the defeat at Salamis. Aeschylus himself fought in the battle and his eyewitness account is of an unforgettable vividness.






The sea was swamped with wreckage, corpses,


The beaches, dunes, all piggy-backed with dead.


Our ships broke ranks, tried one by one


To slip the line. The Greeks, like fishermen


With a haul of tunny netted and trapped,


Stabbed, gaffed with snapped-off oars


And broken spars, smashed, smashed, till all the sea


Was one vast salty soup of shrieks and cries.


At last black night came down and hid the scene.


tr. Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish








The play is now half over, but before the story is complete two further developments are needed. Firstly there needs to be an explanation: why did the catastrophe occur? And secondly we need to see the consequences of the disaster with our own eyes. It is the ghost of Darius, summoned from the dead in an eerie ritual, which puts events into perspective. A wise and powerful ruler in his life, now in death he has become a kind of god, looking before and after.




Alas! How swiftly oracles have been accomplished. Zeus has hurled down on my son consummation of prophecies. I trusted, I suppose, that the gods would bring them to fulfilment in some far distant time. But when someone is hasty, god lends assistance too. Now it seems that the fountain-spring of misery has been discovered for all those dear to me. And this was achieved by my son, uncomprehending in his youthful audacity, the man who thought he could constrain with fetters, like a slave, the sacred flowing Hellespont, the divine stream of the Bosporos. He altered the very nature of the strait, and by casting around it hammered shackles furnished a great road for his great army; although only a mortal, he foolishly thought he could overcome all the gods, including Poseidon. Surely this must have been some disease affecting my son’s mind.


tr. Edith Hall





When Darius speaks of the bridge across the Hellespont he touches on one of the central images of the play – that of the yoke. It is the chariot yoke that Atossa dreamed about, which the Greek woman threw off: ‘and she /shatters the yoke midspan /and he falls, /my son falls …’ It represents an unholy desire to tame and master nature (including human beings) that is bound to come to grief. Aeschylus gives us two striking images to drive this home. Atossa first enters dressed in ceremonial robes, mounted on a chariot and accompanied by attendants. At her second appearance, after the news of the disaster, she enters on foot, dressed in black. Instead of the artificial symbols of her royal power she now carries humble natural offerings of milk and wine and water for Darius’ grave.


The disaster has been prophesied but it is human agency that brings it about.






So great the piles of bones


even to the third generation they shall be


seen by human eyes as speechless warnings


that those who must die


                                  not overreach themselves;


when stubborn pride has flowered, it


ripens to self-deception


and the only harvest is a glut of tears.


tr. Janet Lembke and C. J. Herington








This restates a theme that the Empress Mother had broached earlier. Material wealth is a sign of divine favour but the impious and greedy exploitation of good fortune brings swift retribution.


Aristotle says, ‘Aeschylus brought the number of actors from one to two.’ Looking at The Persians we can see why. The extra actor allows the playwright to expand his action both in space (the messenger) and time (the ghost of Darius), so that its meaning can be explained. We can see here already a recognizable Aeschylean pattern that was to repeat itself most memorably in the Oresteia – the movement from the past into the present; from narrative and interpretation into contemporary action.


The whole of The Persians works as a preparation for Xerxes’ final entry. By the time he appears we understand what he has done and what it was that led him to do it; but it still remains for us to see the man, to look at the human aspect of calamity. It is in this final scene that the images which run through the play achieve their resolution. Over and over the chorus lists the mighty generals that went with Xerxes to the war and evokes the numberless hosts that followed them. Now in place of this vast assembly we see a single man. The chorus have often referred to the land being emptied of its people; now we can see what that looks like. The desolation is underlined when Xerxes displays his quiver empty of arrows, all its forces spent. Clothes too are important in the play. The rending of garments is another leading image and reference is constantly made to the finery of the Persian court. Xerxes’ appearance draws these two images together into a single point as he comes onstage with his royal garments torn and shredded.


It only remains for this desolation to be generalized and this is what happens in the great final lament when the chorus rend their own clothes and claw their cheeks and tear their beards. Darius’ blessing is for them cruelly negated.






Though evil surrounds you


give joy to your souls


all the days that you live


for wealth is


useless to


             the dead.


tr. Janet Lembke and C. J. Herington












[image: ] Translations


The Persians is one of Aeschylus’ thorniest works from the point of view of language, so there’s something to be said for approaching it by means of a scrupulous literal such as that provided by Edith Hall in her edition of the play (Aris and Philips). The best literary translation is by Janet Lembke and C. J. Herington (Oxford). Michael Ewans (Everyman) and Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish (Methuen) both provide good straightforward versions, though the latter fails to match the lyric intensity of the final scene.



[image: ] In performance


The Persians was first performed in 472 BC as part of a trilogy with Phineus and Glaucus at Potniae: the satyr play was Prometheus. The producer was Pericles and Aeschylus won first prize. A production by Karolos Koun was seen at the World Theatre season in 1965. More recently the play was staged by the Berliner Ensemble in 1983, and at the Mark Taper Forum in 1993, directed by Peter Sellars.



Seven Against Thebes (Hepta epi Thebas)



[image: ] The legend


Three times Apollo warned Laius, king of Thebes, not to have children. The safety of the city depended on it. But Laius, ‘led by his own unwisdom’, disregarded the warning of the god.


When his child Oedipus was born, Laius abandoned the boy on a mountain outside the city. Oedipus was rescued by a shepherd and many years later returned to Thebes. On the journey he encountered Laius at a junction where three roads met. The two men quarrelled and Oedipus killed his father, not knowing who he was.


Oedipus delivered Thebes from the Sphinx, a monster that was terrorizing the city, and as a reward was made king and married to Queen Jocasta, Laius’ widow and his own mother. The incestuous marriage produced two sons, Eteocles and Polyneices. When Oedipus discovered what he had done he put out his eyes. Jocasta killed herself. Oedipus laid a curse on his two sons who were also his brothers.


Eteocles and Polyneices fell out over their inheritance and Eteocles forced Polyneices into exile. Polyneices married the daughter of the king of Argos and returned at the head of a mighty army to conquer Thebes. The invaders were defeated and the two brothers killed each other in the battle, thus bringing to an end the family curse.



[image: ] The story


The Argive army is besieging Thebes. Inside the city Eteocles, the commander, rallies the citizens to defend the walls and despatches a scout to bring him news of the enemy’s dispositions. He prays that the city may be spared from the effects of his father’s curse and the avenging Fury that is fated to destroy his family.


The female population of Thebes is struck with panic. They fear disaster will overwhelm the city and desperately implore the gods to rescue them.


The scout returns and describes Argive preparations for the forthcoming battle.


Seven champions are to attack the city’s seven gates. The enemy fighters are Tydeus, Capaneus, Eteoclus, Hippomedon, Parthenopaeus and the prophet Amphiaraus. Eteocles responds by matching each enemy with a defender of his own.


Polyneices has chosen to attack the seventh gate; Eteocles decides to fight his brother. The chorus plead with Eteocles not to go but he sees that the fatal encounter cannot be avoided. Eteocles and Polyneices kill each other but the Argives are defeated and the city saved. The chorus lament over the bodies of the two young men. They are to be buried together in the Theban earth. Their father’s curse has been fulfilled. Now they have equal shares in the city’s wealth and territory.



[image: ] About the play


The air is full of the noise of battle. We hear the scream of the chariots’ ungreased axles, the thunder of stones battering at the walls, the neighing of horses, the stamping of hooves, the clanging of shields, the sound of trumpets, the weird amplified snorting made by Eteoclus’ chariot teams, the wailing of women, the rattle of spears. Seven Against Thebes is one of the greatest war poems ever written – a grim, armour-plated play which matches the sardonic, practical tones of Eteocles against the frenzied wailing of the female chorus. In Aristophanes’ play Frogs, where Aeschylus is a character, he is made to boast that his writing here is ‘full of the War-God’.


Thebes is likened to a ship in a storm; the city’s walls become the planking of the hull, pounded by massive waves and liable to give way at any moment. The whistle of weapons and the screams of the horses are like the raging of the wind and the attacking armies like the monstrous sea that threatens to overwhelm the vessel. This is the portrait of a community in extremis, placed there by the folly of the ruling house. At the helm stands Eteocles. In front of him are ranged the male citizens of fighting age. Behind him or beside him stand the images of the gods – Zeus, Athene, Poseidon, Ares, Aphrodite, Hera, Apollo, Artemis. These voiceless reminders of divine authority are present throughout the play, a sign of powers and purposes that are other than human.


Eteocles sends the men out to fight. When he is left alone he prays for the city’s deliverance with the uneasy knowledge that it is his father’s curse that has brought about this deadly war.






Zeus, Earth, Olympian gods, this city’s defenders,


my father’s Curse, and you who will bring it to pass,


Fury, whose power is great,


let not this war capsize us


or overturn our city to ravaged desolation –


our city where the mother tongue of Hellas


rings in the sanctuary of our homes.


tr. Anthony Hecht and Helen H. Bacon








Seven Against Thebes is the last part of a trilogy. It represents the conclusion of an action – the working out of a family curse that goes back three generations. The two plays that precede it are Laius and Oedipus. Of these only the merest fragments survive. It is uncertain, for example, whether the first play dealt with the curse on Laius and his determination to have children in defiance of divine prohibition or with the murder of Laius and the fatal encounter at the crossroads. Oedipus must have covered much the same territory as Sophocles’ play but with the addition that Oedipus cursed his offspring, so that the action was not complete in itself but spilled forward into the future.


As Eteocles leaves the chorus enters, and the stage is flooded with female emotion. The rhythm of the Greek at this point is of an extreme jaggedness and agitation. The verse is not divided into the stanzas that are the usual pattern for the chorus’s first entry; the opening thirty lines are in a metre usually reserved for extremes of violent feeling. There must have been a wild frenzy to the dancing here that matched the frenzy of the storm at sea or the chaos of the battlefield that had been described earlier. The total destruction of a city and a community was not simply a theory to the play’s first audience. Some twenty years earlier, Athens had been in just such peril before the battle of Marathon. And thirteen years previously, just before the victory at Salamis, the whole population had been forced to evacuate the city and sail across the sea to a foreign refuge while the enemy destroyed the place they had left from the ground up.


The women surge round the statues of the gods, imploring them for mercy.






Yoh! Yoh!


Gods, goddesses, it rears,


Evil, turn it aside.


O-ah!


It hurls on the walls.


Surging shields, dazzling,


White shields pound Thebes.


Which god? Which goddess?


Who our champion?


Whose altars? Where kneel?


tr. Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish








It takes an unusually firm intervention from Eteocles to calm this frenzy. His male rationality is set in opposition to the female emotion of the chorus – a polarity which will be reversed with powerful effect later in the play. The content of Eteocles’ remarks recalls the calmness and good sense of Oedipus in Sophocles’ play when he confronts the plague that threatens his city. Perhaps there is a sense here that Eteocles is behaving in the statesmanlike manner of his father, calming the plague-stricken citizens in the earlier part of the trilogy. But there is intemperateness to his tone which is unsettling.






                            Good times or bad


Who’d live with women?


On top they’re unendurable; done down,


They pull the town around their ears.


Our soldiers, look! Scream panic in every street,


You rip the heart out of them.


tr. Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish








This fierceness and settled contempt make it impossible for Eteocles to listen to the women’s advice when he needs it later.


The central section of Seven Against Thebes is an extraordinary tour de force. Present on stage are Eteocles, the Scout and the chorus. These simple means are used to conjure effects of enormous complexity and power. The scene has a structure that is repeated seven times. The Scout describes each of the Argive champions that threaten Thebes; Eteocles meets his description with a calm response; the chorus sing and dance their fears.


We have already encountered the furious determination of the Argives to destroy the city.






This night there were seven men, violent, terrible, captains,


they slit the throat of a bull, catching the blood


in an inverted shed bound with black iron.


They splashed their hands in bull blood, they swore


by the trinity of battle, Ares, god of strife,


Enyo, goddess of frenzy and Phobos, god of fear,


either to sack and gut this city


or by dying smear and defile


this life-giving land with their blood.


tr. Anthony Hecht and Helen H. Bacon








Now the images of threat and violence are intensified as we come face to face with the individual commanders. The sense of being at the mercy of a raging and implacable enemy is very powerful.






But Tydeus, raving and gluttonous for battle


bellows like a chimera in noonday clangor.


He abuses and berates Apollo’s priest Amphiaraos,


alleging that he licks the hand of fate and avoids battle


out of cowardice. Shouting such things as this,


he shakes the three crests of his helmet,


and, behind the rim of his shield,


brass-forged bells clash fear.


tr. Anthony Hecht and Helen H. Bacon








The seven Argives are a portrait gallery from hell. One is monstrous, another blasphemous, a third consumed with restlessness, a fourth beautiful and corrupt, a fifth hellish and the sixth, Apollo’s prophet, a good man helpless in evil company.


The colourfulness of these warriors is part of their savagery. Each champion has a blazon on his shield.






Upon the shield he bears this arrogant device


engraved; the sky at night blazing with stars,


and in the middle, standing out a full clear moon,


eye of the night – greatest and most eminent of stars.








Eteocles, however, refuses to be impressed.






As for that night you say is blazoned on his shield,


sparkling with all the stars of heaven,


stupidity so great might have prophetic power.


If he dies night descends upon his eyes;


then rightfully and properly this overboastful sign


would live up to the omen of its name.


tr. Michael Ewans








His tone is consistently sober. He has no lyrics: all his utterances are spoken.


The Argive champion for the seventh gate is Polyneices: Eteocles decides to face his brother. Now his role and that of the chorus are reversed. He is the one who is behaving unreasonably and it is the chorus who are urging restraint. To mark the transition they neither sing nor chant: their pleas are spoken in ordinary speech. They beg Eteocles not to fight but to send someone else in his place. But Eteocles is unmoved. His free will and the family curse coincide.






Oh maddened, greatly hated by the gods,


Oh utterly lamented race of Oidipous!


Oh me, for now my father’s curses are fulfilled.


Still I must not cry out aloud or weep;


that might give birth to even greater suffering.


tr. Michael Ewans








Yet there is also an unnerving hunger for death which drives him on, despite what the chorus say.




CHORUS: Do not let blind desire for combat fill your soul


and carry you


away; banish this dreadful love before it starts.


ETEOCLES: The god urges this on – so let us go,


swept by the wind, bound for the river Kokytos;


Apollo hates the whole of Laios’ race.


tr. Michael Ewans





The hurricane that threatened the city now comes to sweep away the son of Oedipus.


The brothers die; Thebes is saved. The end of the play is a long lament for the destruction of the cursed family. The funeral dirge the women sing is more restrained than that of the Persian elders in The Persians, but they are not personally at stake. The danger for them is past; they have survived the cataclysm. The community in peril has become the community restored by the gods. It is easy to forget the statues of the eight Olympians who have been watching over the action but they are as present at the end of the play as they were at the beginning.


The chorus’s lament now goes back over the whole history of the house of Laius from the beginning. Aeschylus’ poetic mastery is at its most evident as he takes up for the last time all the play’s leading images, giving them a deathly cast. In the opening speech Eteocles spoke of the city as a ship; now the souls of the two brothers are being ferried to the underworld on a very different kind of boat.




CHORUS: Dear friends, now row down the wind of sighs


striking around your heads the splash of oars to speed


them on their way, music that always crosses Acheron


sending the black-sailed sacred ship to land


upon the shore the god of Healing never sees,


the dark place where we all must go.


tr. Michael Ewans





He spoke too of the earth as a bounteous mother.






For when you were infants on all fours


dandled upon her nourishing hills and valleys,


she welcomed the familiar burdens of child-rearing,


tended you, brought you up so that


you would be filial keepers of her house.


tr. Anthony Hecht and Helen H. Bacon








But the riches of the earth lie squandered, fruitless.






Under their bodies will lie


the bottomless wealth of the earth.


tr. Michael Ewans








The earth also features in one of the play’s most unforgettable images, which could perhaps stand as a summing-up of the whole trilogy: ‘The soil of delusion brings forth the harvest of death.’


Sometime after the playwright’s death, an extra eighty or so lines were added to the end of the play by some unknown writer who knew the continuation of the story in Sophocles’ Antigone and Euripides’ Phoenician Women and sought to bring Aeschylus’ work into line with what his successors had done. The added passage introduces Oedipus’ daughters Antigone and Ismene and the decree forbidding the burial of Polyneices, which prolongs the conflict into the next generation. This works contrary to Aeschylus’ intentions. For him the family curse was closed by the death of the two brothers. The pattern of Seven Against Thebes is complete at this point. The antiphonal grieving of the chorus as they carry the two dead young men away to bury them marks the true end of the play.



[image: ] Translations


Given the linguistic complexity of the original there is a good deal to be said for a clear and faithful version such as that by Michael Ewans (Everyman). Anthony Hecht and Helen H. Bacon’s translation (Oxford) is more literary and highly-worked and is good at the ‘war music’ of the play: it comes complete with some tendentious stage directions and includes the spurious ending. The version by Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish (Methuen) is lively and speakable but sometimes rather lightweight for such an ironclad play.



[image: ] In performance


Seven Against Thebes was first performed in 467 BC as part of a trilogy with Laius and Oedipus: the satyr play was The Sphinx. Aeschylus won first prize. The play was staged at the Berliner Ensemble in 1968 as a protest against the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Einar Schleef’s production in Frankfurt in 1986 twinned the work with Euripides’ Suppliants which deals with what happened to the survivors of the invading army. The play was also seen at the Wiener Festwochen in 1987 in an adaptation by Heiner Mueller.



The Suppliants (Hiketides)



[image: ] The legend


Io was priestess in the temple of Hera at Argos. Hera’s husband Zeus, king of the gods, fell in love with her and took her virginity. When Hera discovered this she set out to take revenge.


First she changed Io into a cow. Zeus promptly transformed himself into a bull so that their lovemaking could continue. Hera then set Argus, a creature with a thousand eyes, to keep watch over the girl-cow. Zeus responded by getting Hermes to kill Argus. Hera sent a horsefly to sting and torment Io, who was driven to wander restlessly through the world until finally she came to Egypt. There Zeus soothed her pain and by a gentle stroking made her conceive. Her child Epaphos (the name means ‘Touch’ or ‘Caress’) was born.


Epaphos founded a dynasty. He had a daughter called Libya and she had a son called Belos or Baal. Baal had two children Danaus and Aegyptus. Danaus had fifty daughters; Aegyptus had fifty sons. The sons of Aegyptus wanted to marry the daughters of Danaus against their will but the women fled across the sea to seek sanctuary in Argos, the homeland of their ancestor Io.


The sons of Aegyptus pursued the daughters of Danaus to Greece, defeated the Argives in battle and killed their king. The daughters of Danaus were forced to marry their cousins after all, but on the wedding night they concealed daggers in their hair and stabbed their new husbands to death. Only one girl out of the fifty took pity on her bridegroom and spared his life. Her name was Hypermnestra: his name was Lynceus. They went on to have children together who became the new royal family of Argos.



[image: ] The story


The action takes place in the territory of Argos, at a shrine somewhere between the city and the sea. The daughters of Danaus (the Danaids) arrive seeking sanctuary. They beg Pelasgus, king of Argos, to protect them and take them in. This presents the king with a dilemma. Either he will need to fight a war on the refugees’ behalf or his city will be punished by the gods for violating the laws of hospitality.


Pelasgus decides to let the young women stay but he needs to seek approval for his decision from the full assembly of the citizens. While Pelasgus is absent, the Egyptian fleet arrives. A herald enters accompanied by soldiers and tries to snatch the Danaids away by force. Pelasgus returns with his own army and drives off the intruders.


The girls are accepted into Argos as resident aliens, entitled to the full protection of the community. Danaus counsels his daughters to behave well and modestly in their new home. As the Danaids set out for the city there is a debate about marriage which pits the reluctance of the young women to be forced against their will against an acknowledgement of the sexual nature of all living things and the need for the world to be peopled.



[image: ] About the play


The Suppliants is one of the strangest and most strangely beautiful of all Greek tragedies, rich and suggestive out of all proportion to its length. Its singular feature is that it has a leading part for fifty people – or at least fifty people as represented by the twelve members of the chorus. The preponderance of choral lyrics meant that for many years The Suppliants was considered to be an early, rather primitive piece. The chance discovery of a papyrus fragment in 1952 led to a sharp revision of this theory. It turns out that The Suppliants is a work written comparatively late in Aeschylus’ career, just before the Oresteia.


In one sense the play is quite straightforward. It is about helplessness and need and what it means to stand up for those who are defenceless. This is a responsibility not to be entered into lightly as Pelasgus understands.






If I help you, I pay the price;


If I refuse, I pay the price.


What should I do? Intervene?


Leave it to fate? Either way, I am afraid.


tr. Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish








The Danaids present the king with a difficult problem. The refugees are women and foreigners; they arrive unannounced, unaccompanied and unsponsored; but at the same time, and contrary to appearances, it turns out that they are Greek by descent. They have some claim on the city through their ancestor Io: to defend them will mean committing Argos to a war. Yet they cannot simply be turned away, because they also trace their descent from Zeus, king of the gods. Refusing them, Pelasgus and his people risk more than the usual punishment reserved for those who trespass against the laws of hospitality.


Coming from a different, absolutist culture the women insist that the decision is for Pelasgus alone to take.






You    the people!    You    the government!


A pharaoh chosen, unimpeachable you


sustain the fire blazing on the country’s altarhearth


            with single-voiced decrees, your own,


and single-handed from the sovereign bench    you


bring all debts to final reckoning.


tr. Janet Lembke








But this is Greece and the king is quite rightly not prepared to take a decision without consulting the citizens.






I’ve told you once before I would not act in this


without the people even though I rule; may they never say,


if some disaster falls on us, ‘Paying respect


to strangers you destroyed your native land’.


tr. Michael Ewans








The women’s fear and desperation make them difficult to deal with. At the beginning of the play their father Danaus counsels them how to behave.






                           You must talk as suppliants should;


show reverence and need, pour sorrows out


and make it plain that you are exiles but have not shed blood.


Your voice must have no hint of boldness,


nothing wild; your faces must look sensible


and in your eyes there must be calm.


Do not become too forward in your speech.


tr. Michael Ewans








But when it comes to it these words count for nothing. The women’s pleas to Pelasgus become wilder and wilder, until finally they threaten to commit suicide if he will not give what they want, and to do it in such a way as to bring maximum pollution on the city – by hanging themselves from the statues of the gods at the altars where they have taken sanctuary. The king’s beleaguered reason is brought face to face with a seething mass of female emotion.






I need deep thought to save myself,


plunge like a diver down into the depths,


sharp-sighted, sober, so that this affair


brings no destruction on my city.


tr. Michael Ewans








The girls are no respecters of persons. They have previously issued the same threat to Zeus himself – that if the supreme god will not give in to their wishes they will go to the underworld and seek satisfaction there.


The Suppliants is the first surviving example of the ‘asylum play’. Euripides took up the form again in the Children of Heracles and The Suppliant Maidens, both of which glorified Athens as protector and champion of the weak. These works share a common outline. A group of refugees arrive seeking protection; they pose a problem for the city to which they come for help; their pursuers follow them threatening violence; there are long speeches leading up to the ruler’s decision to take them in; finally the city extends its protection and sees off the intruders. Each play raises the question of where justice lies. Sophocles memorably placed the theme of sanctuary at the centre of his final masterpiece Oedipus at Colonus. In that play Oedipus confers a blessing on the city that takes him in. In Aeschylus’ play too there is the sense that the women, difficult though they are, bring something valuable to Argos. The city will benefit from domesticating all this wildness, as Athens does by incorporating the Furies at the end of the Eumenides.


Aeschylus is a great poet of distances. Space in his plays always has an important role. In The Persians there is not just the sense of the distances covered painfully in the terrible retreat from Salamis, but also of distances covered hopefully, as the mighty Persian army comes together from all the corners of the Empire. Space is compressed in Seven Against Thebes as the invading army crowds against the city walls and expanded in Prometheus Bound, where the action involves the whole known world from Egypt to the Caucasus and from the Caspian to the Atlantic.


The Suppliants begins with an account of the heroines’ journey:






                           This voyage of women    who set sail


where Nile twists through saltpolished


sand Hallowed netherland whose sunbruised


boundaries graze desert.


tr. Janet Lembke








The strange beauty of their starting-point is mirrored in the girls’ appearance.






What kind of group is this – not clothed like Greeks


but in fine linen clothes and headbands – an exotic garb.








Yet this outlandish exterior is matched with an inner daring.






You reached this land unharmed, without the help


of heralds ambassadors or guides;


how did you dare to come?


tr. Michael Ewans








This is contrasted with Pelasgus’ rooted kingdom, which he defines by its limits, closed in by mountains, forests and the sea.


The story of Io and her wanderings is one of the central images of the play. Her settled life in Argos was disrupted by the intervention of two powerful gods, yet her sufferings ended in the birth of a child and the founding of a new kingdom across the sea. The journey of the Danaids retraces Io’s steps and their irruption into the life of Argos will result in the birth of a new ruling family. Just as Zeus brought Io’s troubles to an end at last with his healing touch, he will see her descendants safely established in their new home.


The Suppliants marks a new development in Aeschylus’ work. In The Persians and Seven Against Thebes the scheme of values was comparatively straightforward. Pride and arrogant disregard of the gods led in both cases to disaster. The Suppliants stands closer to the Oresteia in the complexity of its characterization and ideas. The suppliants themselves are not simple victims, to be pitied. They are shown to be by turns stubborn, fearful, bold, pious, threatening, violent, blasphemous, terrified and utterly single-minded. Pelasgus and his people are blameless, yet they become embroiled in a war which is none of their seeking. It’s a sign of this new feeling for the two-sidedness of things that The Suppliants has more, and more elaborately developed, dialogue scenes than any of Aeschylus’ previous plays.


Zeus himself is not exempt from the general climate of ambiguity. The Danaids repeatedly appeal to him as supremely wise and just.






Force is not in his armory,


For all that a God does


Is freed from labor. Sitting in his place


He executes his will


From there, from the pure throne.


tr. John Herington








Yet this is also the god who overpowered the temple-maiden Io as the pursuing sons of Aegyptus plan to overpower the Danaids when they catch them.


It is here that the play reaches out beyond the simple drama of escape and rescue to engage with the wider matter of the relationship between men and women, and specifically with male violence and the female response to it. The sons of Aegyptus are portrayed from the outset as predatory and without pity.






                                                           But the night-thick


manswarm    self-vaunting, spawned out of Egypt


                                                                   let them die


before they can man themselves    decency forbid!


in cousin-beds, in bodies seized and


           brutally entered.


tr. Janet Lembke








When the herald and his soldiers appear this impression is confirmed.






Go, go down to our ship


as quick as you can.


Well then!


Tearing, tearing, branding;


pools of blood,


severed heads.


Go, go you bitches, down to our ship.


tr. Michael Ewans








The enemy soldiers are seen as reptiles or insects.






He leads me seaward


Like a spider, step by step.


A dream!


A black dream!


tr. John Herington








Thirty years or so before Euripides’ Medea, Aeschylus starts in this play to make the relationship between the sexes one of the central preoccupations of his work. This is something he was to take up and develop in his next trilogy, the Oresteia, where violence between men and women is a central part of the story: a father kills his daughter, a wife kills her husband, a son kills his mother. His lost play Hypsipyle told the story of the women of Lemnos who, angry because their husbands had taken Thracian concubines, killed every man on the island.


The antagonism between the sons of Aegyptus and the daughters of Danaus cannot be resolved quickly or easily. The Suppliants is the first part of a trilogy. We know next to nothing about the other two parts, though a surviving description of Amymone, the accompanying satyr play, seems to reveal a common theme of sexual union carried out by a powerful male on the body of an unwilling or resisting female. The second play, The Sons of Aegyptus, most probably dealt with the arrival of the invading army, their victory over the Argives and the death of Pelasgus. The final play, The Daughters of Danaus, seems to have picked up the story after the murder of the bridegrooms and led somehow to a reaffirmation of the power of sexual love. We have a fragment of a speech of the goddess Aphrodite.






Now the pure Heaven yearns to pierce the Earth;


Now Earth is taken with longing for her marriage.


The rains showering from the mating Sky


Fill her with life, and she gives birth, for man,


To flocks of sheep and to the lifegiving wheat.


And from that liquid exultation springs,


Perfect, the time of trees. In this I share.


tr. John Herington









[image: ] Translations


The clearest and most straightforward introduction to the play is Michael Ewans’s translation (Everyman). Janet Lembke (Oxford) is denser and more literary. There is a rapid speakable version from Frederic Raphael and Kenneth McLeish (Methuen) and a fluent modern adaptation from James Kerr (Oberon Books) which cuts the entire end of the play. The Chicago translation (S. G. Bernadete) can no longer be recommended.



[image: ] In performance


If the scholars’ reading of the papyrus is correct The Suppliants was first performed in 463 BC as part of a trilogy with The Sons of Aegyptus and The Daughters of Danaus: the satyr play was Amymone. Aeschylus won first prize and Sophocles came second. An adaptation of the story called The Danaids, incorporating other parts of the legend, was performed by the National Theatre of Craiova in 1996 directed by Silviu Pucarete. The play was last seen in London at the Gate Theatre in 1998. An adaptation by Charles Mee entitled Big Love was staged at the Actors’ Theater Louisville in 2000.



Agamemnon (Agamemnon)



[image: ] The legend


The king of Argos had two sons, Atreus and Thyestes. Thyestes seduced his brother’s wife. Atreus punished him by killing Thyestes’ children and giving the butchered remains to their father to eat. When Thyestes discovered the trick that had been played on him, he cursed his brother and his brother’s family.


Atreus had two sons, Agamemnon and Menelaus. They married two sisters Clytemnestra and Helen. When the Trojan prince Paris seduced Helen and took her away with him to Troy, Agamemnon and Menelaus raised a mighty expedition to fetch her home. On the journey out the Greek fleet was held up by gales. Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigeneia to the goddess Artemis to secure a fair wind.


After a ten years’ siege the Greeks captured Troy and razed it to the ground. Agamemnon returned in triumph home to Argos where he was murdered by Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus, the youngest of Thyestes’ children and the only one to have survived the murder of his siblings.



[image: ] The story


The action takes place in Argos, outside the royal palace. It is ten years since the Greek army set sail and those who stayed behind are waiting anxiously for news. Clytemnestra has stationed a watchman on the palace roof to look out for the blazing beacon which will signify the fall of Troy.


The fire-signal brings news of the Greek success and the citizens assemble in front of the palace. The chorus, old men past the age for military service, are apprehensive. They fear the outcome of an expedition that has claimed so many lives, including that of the innocent Iphigeneia. They are also uneasy because they know of Clytemnestra’s adultery and fear what will happen when Agamemnon returns home.


A herald brings news of the sack of Troy and the disasters which overtook the Greek fleet on the way home. Clytemnestra prepares a welcome for her husband.


Agamemnon arrives in his chariot accompanied by his concubine Cassandra. Cassandra is a prophetess. The god Apollo gave her gift of foretelling the future in exchange for her virginity. When she reneged on the bargain, it was too late to withdraw the gift but Apollo rendered it useless by arranging that no one would believe her.


Clytemnestra tempts Agamemnon to walk into the palace on a carpet of rich purple hangings, delicate fabrics suitable only for the gods. He lets himself be persuaded and goes into the palace to his death. Cassandra is granted a vision of the horrors of the house of Atreus, the slaughtered children and the feuding brothers. She sees that Clytemnestra will murder Agamemnon and that she too will be struck down in her turn.


Clytemnestra appears standing over the slaughtered bodies of Agamemnon and Cassandra and proudly justifies what she has done. She is joined by Aegisthus her lover and fellow conspirator. The murderous couple are now the new rulers of the kingdom.



[image: ] About the play




Aeschylus is the great creator of the drama of fear.


Thomas G. Rosenmeyer









Why, why at the doors


Of my fore-seeing heart


Does this terror keep beating its wings?
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