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of the Peloponnesian League had voted that the Thirty Years® Peace had been broken

and that the league should go to war.
Despite the vote, war with Sparta and her allie
both alliances continued to exchange heralds, and as the Greek v
their reputation as the world’s finest hoplite force — or perhaps
Spartans were slow to go to war. If Potidaea were to fall soon, war

at least the Corinthians could not argue that an invasion of Attica wou
The Dionysia brought a welcome break from rumors of war.

s was not yet certain. Members of
vorld knew, despite
because of it — the
might be avoided;
Id help their

won only third prize at the Dionysia of 431; nevertheless, 1t 1S tcr?ipting to
he crowd leaving the theater that evening spoke mostly of his Meden.
have known the story but most likely did not suspect the
Medea would commit in Euripides’ play- Even so, the poct

colonists.

Euripides
imagine that t

The audience would

magnitude of the crime



panln Delbna?

oragonist, much as Medea hag
ecret her plan to protect hey
e ¢ 1 children. King Acgeyg
them 102 thia dering her OWD kh'lldltll & Acgeus,
CR= y murdetoe asion and promised hey
. <elf ¢ < b 72 The ki,
Pcrgnﬁdu“ enge herse e, a1 5\Muml v on her OWn (723-24). The king’s
J s . SIA) A O el 2 Ny .
e o and a1 " . could get 1€ P, of Athens that sits rather oddly iy
mt! s, provides e i praise prise the chorus. Still, it mug
P sonsac . who comprk ) s e
fuary 0t e’ ) women wh heir city Pr,uscd as the birthplace of
. Al ), 5
J hea breathe upon the land” (838-40)
c\vmdl: )r;‘of Thebans invaded Plataca, a
mall band 3 ked the beginni
(830~ - he fe a S . vasion marked the beginning
Harmon? “,(, weeks of th o Thucydides, the 1V “s“l in his account ()fth&z
Within ¢ 50 : not begil ¢
. +d with . 5 .y
Bocotian <1ty allied W r. The historian, b die qu'u'rt"l between Corinth and her
sglan Wals ath the 2
of the peloponnest ek on Plataca, but }\‘l[t  cities relazed by blood, had escalated
ot wi c attac een philos, € ; ? o
conflct it thL'l'his quarrel berween p]f l’philoi Ahens and Sparta, citics tied by
Jorcyra. % o ertu by 0. = celvee
colony Corcyr flict between mOre P"“Lf 1cc. Despite limiting themselves o a
or cON . i cace. spite g
into a larger <€ bligations of 2 treaty © Pl :\(hcl'lAim"’ had invited the quarrel
. i ary oblIg racans, the ans had 1
e Lusmmll'incc with the Cou),mlu]" wn city. As in Euripides’ play, honor,
ensive allis : ST . G .
defeofe reyra into e 5 bas ies and friendship
nween Corinth and Corc) ricndship based on blood t p

irations — tO .
onflicting obligations . L hnevdides” account.
and mnﬂunnbl ; .ﬂfﬁgurc prominently in Thucydide

) — would all IE

ad PCI'\'lIJdL d

h the chorus 01 ) Jason by

honor
Mcdu.\.s
refuge 4
offer of san¢
§ 0

- mouths
the ;

o pleascd
have pleases

however, did

be
revenge,
based on custon

ngcdy and History | |
have been present when .Cormthmns,
s debated the proposcd aIl%ax]cc. Both are hvkclfy tvo.l;.'wi
e {ded Corcyra, despite a long hlstor). of avoiding
known about the quarrel that proc o oced. therc is a certain overlap of
alliances, to seck Athens’ I}clp. And, 151\1\L i l1i5£()r\'. Vet no one would argue
themes in Meden and the tlrst book of k lm)qmrrc] bcrwcén Conts and Corcyra on
Hat gl g ?ffl(\m?]:: lt::ltri?;idcs took inspiration from the quarrel
Suripides’ tragedy conversely, that & ‘ o 5 .
lk)tl:\l\l::{x:s(:)rr:i:l:i\m:g ‘(IorCYrJA The intcrrclations}npgbctwc)cn tljut r(\)\l i 1{1;33:;:: Lr.t
at once more subtle and more pcr\'alsi\'c‘ l"? b:g(l,l;t\l\]’rl;;stj,’;b?\kv‘;;zi iy l)aw e
sculi hem or to 431 sCE. In meetings $ y ' . .
E‘::]P(:l:‘:?:r:;idics as well = Athenians will lmlvc \‘vimcsscé (.icb'}\\zcs 1‘n ‘y‘.,l:l:l]]tl?((::(:ll]
competed with expedience and conflicting obligations clashed. .()rlm\ LA,tl he tlljw
Euripides tragedy ends with its protagonist al?out to flee froml Corint 1. to 1 S, .
Corinth of Medea is not the Corinth of the fifth century, nor is Athens of the tragedy

the Athens of Euripides” audience. -

What s the relationship between tragedy’s mythical past and the fifth-century
Athenian audience’s present® The goal of this chapter will be to lay the groundwork
for answering this question. In order to suggest the range and direction of the
movement between past and present in surviving tragedies, 1 will interleave with a
brief overview of fifth-century Athenian history discussions of different facets of the
interplay between tragedy and history. These subjects are, of course, more complex,
and the scholarly debate much more nuanced, than 1 can convey in a short

survey. Indeed, even the terms “tragedy” and “history” require some preliminary
explication.

Suripides may
Both Thucydides and Euripides may

Corcyracans, and Athenian
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By “tragedy” T mean simply one of the thirty-two surviving dramas produced by
Acschylus, Sophocles, or Euripides and performed at the dramatic festivals, presum-
ably in Athens (on lost tragedies see Cropp, chapter 17 in this volume). Not all ot
these tragedies, as it will turn out, lend themselves to a historical approach. *“History™
“real-world events™
(1997, 213). But “history” docs not consist of empirical facts to which poetry

is more complicated. In one sense it refers to what Pelling, calls

responds. Historians as well as tragic poets compose narratives. The narratives of
Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon provide the basis tor our understanding, of
Athenian history of the fifth century (on sources see Rhodes 1992a, 62-63), but they
also reflect their authors’ purposes and bias and are colored by their historical
circumstances (as is true of my own historical overview). Nonetheless, as products
of the same culture as tragedies, ancient historical narratives are likely to “reflect its
categories and concerns, whether psychological, social, or political” (Boedeker 2002,
116, on myth and history).

The tragedies under discussion fall into two broad categories. In the first, the
poet alludes directly to fifth-century events or developments, but moves them back
into the mythological past. In this category I place Aeschylus™ Persians and Orestein.
Tragedies in the second group generally avoid overt references to fitth-century events
or figures; paradoxically, they also draw the mythological past into the present (see
Sourvinou-Inwood, chapter 18 in this volume). The bulk of the plays in this category
arc by Euripides. Strains of fifth-century Athenian rhetoric, sketches of political types,
and reflections of Athens’ institutions and society lend plays of this category a
distinctly fifth-century Athenian flavor. The emphasis in Euripides’ Orestes on political
factions, for example, is directly relevant to the Athens of 408 BcE.

Sophocles contributes to both categories; indeed, one of his tragedies moves in
both directions. Although Ajax’s followers resemble fifth-century Athenian rowers
more than heroic-age spearmen, the first half of Sophocles’ Ajax draws the audience
toward the epic past. Following the hero’s suicide, however, the play’s historical
motion reverses direction. Sophocles” Agamemnon and Menelaus, with their mean-
ness and flawed rhetoric, have more in common with what we know of politicians of
the second half of the fifth century than with characters in epic or, for that matter, in
any of Aeschylus’ extant dramas. Questions raised by Philoctees (409 BCE) concern-
ing the rglativc power of nomos and phusis (roughly “nurture and nature”) locate it
s?u'arcly in the midst of a fifth-century sophistic debate. The suspicion of rhetoric
Ilnloctxt.r:x generates, as well as the conflict in the play between appearance and reality,
also project its mythic past into the world of Athenian politics of the final decade of
the century.

Sopl‘loclcs locates Ocedipus ar Colonus (406 e his last tragedy)
past of Athens under King Theseus. The !
Athens by shifting the setting from the
This move, as we
tor Athens.

in the mythological
poet distances the action from contemporary
heart of the polis to its outskirts at Colonus.
will see, allows the tragedy to gesture toward a future that bodes well

Athens and the Sea

Of the more than nine hundred tragedics that could have been performed in the fifth
century at the City Dionysia alone, only thirty-two have survived. Moreover, these do
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willingness to pursue the enemy in the aftermath of that battle made them the likely
candidates to assume leadership of an alliance of Greeks, primarily islanders, against
Persian aggression. ‘

In Thucydides’ condensed (and tendentious) account of the approximately fifty
years between the Persian and Peloponnesian Wars, the so-called Pentecontaetia
(1.89-118), Athens methodically expands its power and control over its allies
()Fllcr sources tend to support Thucydides’ picture. Immediately tollowing the battle
of Salamis, for example, Themistocles tried (in vain) to extort money from the island
of Andros; he was more successful with Carystus and Paros (Herodotus 8.111 -12).
Around 476 the Athenians captured Eion and Scyros and sold their inhabitants (non
Greeks) into slavery. Nor was membership in the new alliance, the so-called Delian
League, always voluntary. After the capture of Scyros, and not long before Aeschylus
produced Persians, the Athenians forced the Greek city of Carystus on Euboea to inm
the league (around 474-72). Soon afterwards (around 471-65) they prevented
Naxos from withdrawing from the alliance (Thucydides 1.98). Not all of the cities
of Asia Minor may have been eager to exchange Persian for Athenian control (on
Phaselis see Plutarch, Cimon 12).

The Persian threat may not have been dormant in the 460s. The forces the
Athenians defeated at the Eurymedon could have represented an attempt by the
Persians to reestablish themselves in the Aegean. Perhaps as late as 465 the Athenians
routed Persians from the Chersonese, just before the revolt of another ally, Thasos
(Thucydides 100.1-3). Diodorus (11.60) implies that Persian military activity was a
response to Athenian aggression, although modern scholars are less certain (e.g.,
Meiggs 1972, 77-79). By the second half of the 470s, however, the line between
offensive and defensive operations had been blurred. The war to save mainland
Greeks from Persian aggression was increasingly presented as a war of liberation,
protracted in order to extend freedom to the Greeks of Asia Minor (see, e.g.,
Raaflaub 2004, 58-65, 84-89). Regardless of whether the Athenians were justified
in extending their power, by the time that Aeschylus produced Persians they had
taken the initial moves to transform their alliance into empire.

Aeschylus’ Persians

The relation of Persians, our earliest extant play (472), to history is, at first glance, the
least problematic. It is the only surviving tragedy whose focus is a historical event, the
defeat of the Persian king Xerxes at Salamis by the Greek tleet a mere eight years
before the performance of the play. Aeschylus himself is thought to have been a
veteran of Salamis (on the difficulties in extrapolating historical details from Persians,
see Pelling 1997a). The tragedy is also unusual in that we can directly compare it with
a fifth-century historical account of the same engagement (Herodotus 8.40-94). The
exercise, however, is more complicated than it may scem. Although Herodotus does
not agree with Aeschylus on all points, it is likely that he used Persians when
composing his own account of Salamis (Said 2002b, 137-38). Conversely, although

the historical referent of Persians is clear, modern scholars’ interpretations of the

poet’s use of the event are shaped in large part by how far they believe the Athcn.ians

had moved toward empire by the end of the 470s. Both Herodotus and Thucydides

play important roles in conditioning those beliefs.
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temples of your ancestral gods and tombs of your torebears™ (402-5). To the queen’s
question, “Does Athens remain unsacked?” (348), the messenger’s response, “When
[their] men live, [their] defense is secure™ (349), echoes what seems to have become
an Athenian commonplace after Salamis (e.g., Thucydides 1.74.3). By placing praise
in the mouths of enemies, Aeschylus clevates the Athenians and would seem to agree
with the boast of Thucydides’ Pericles: ““This city alone does not irritate the enemies

who attack it, because of the kind of men they are at whose hands they sutter’

(2.41.3).

Empire and Democracy

Fourteen years later, when Aeschylus produced his Orestea trilogy, there could be no
doubt about the nature of the Athenians’ imperialist goals. Their ambitions came at a
cost. Despite the Spartans’ apparent acquiescence to the change in leadership of
Grecks, they were far from content with the Athenians’ growing strength and
influence. Around 465 the Spartans promised to invade Attica it Thasos rebelled
from the Delian League, but were prevented from putting this plan into action by an
carthquake and the subsequent threat of a revolt of their helots, state-owned slaves
(Thucydides 1.101). The transfer of the treasury of the league may have taken place
around this time, given the degree of control Athens was exercising over the Acgean
as carly as 463: by then all of the islands of the Acgean except the Dorian colonies
Thera and Melos were under Athens’ control (e.g., Sealey 1976, 252-53; Robertson
1980, 112-19; contra, Rhodes 1992b, 51).

Growing tension between Athens and Sparta came to a head when the Spartans
sent back Athenian forces they had requested to help with the siege of rebellious
helots on Mount Ithome (around 462). Thucydides savs the Spartans suspected the
Athenians of meddling within the Peloponnese and mistrusted them because they
were not “of the same tribe” — that is, the Athenians were of the Ionian rather than
the Dorian Greek ethnos. According to Plutarch the Spartans thought the Athenians
were “‘revolutionaries”(Cimon 17). Deeply insulted, the Athenians broke off the
alliance still in effect from the Persian Wars and allied themselves with Sparta’s
enemy, Argos. Soon afterwards, Megara defected from the Peloponnesian League
and the conflict known as the First Peloponnesian War began (around 462/61).

Plutarch’s explanation for the dismissal of Athenian torces reminds us of the close
connection between Athens’ domestic and foreign policies (Rhodes 1992a, 73-75).
The complaint about revolutionary tendencies most likely alludes to Ephialtes’ re-
form of the Areopagus in 462 /61 and its consequences. About Ephialtes we know
very little (see Aristotle, Constitution 25-26; Plutarch, Cimon 10, 13, 15-16). His
renown rests on his having successtully deprived the aristocratic council of the
Arcopagus of much of its power and shifted it from the elite to the Athenian people
(Rhodes 1992a, 69-72). Soon after expressing his opposition to these reforms
Cimon, who had urged the Athenians to cooperate with Sparta, was ostracized
(Plutarch, Cimon 17). Quarrels triggered by the reforms are believed to have been
responsible for the murder of Ephialtes in the following year. Athens, it would seem,
was on the brink of civil war.

Extended military campaigns abroad concurrent with the war against the Pelopon-
nesians may have exacerbated political discontent in Athens. In 460 the Athenians
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Aeschylus’ Orestein

The conflicts and resolution of the Oresteia are strongly colored by the difficulties the
Athenians were facing in the 450s: clashes with the Persians, the First Peloponnesian
War, and political upheavals within their own city. An outstanding feature of Aga-
memnon is the poet’s use of naval power and protracted warfare conducted in distant
lands as a metaphor for a perversion of natural order and a threat to the political
stability in Argos. Unlike Homer’s Agamemnon, Aeschylus’ king is called ““the elder
leader of Achaean ships” (184-85) and “‘commander of ships™ (1227). Agamemnon
wonders how he can become ““a deserter of the fleet” (212), and the chorus refers to
the corrupt sacr.iﬁce of Iphigenia as the “preliminary sacrifice for ships” (227). The
:}):pc‘x‘imon acquires additional negative connotations when Ares, god of war, is called
poelirj Cij":;g;‘:ﬁ:’;ﬁ:;‘:'?g ; (43£) and the long siege in distant Troy generates
Eumenides finally brings an cr::;n (t)}?m A 1'05-“).
Agamemnon and Lilmtiogn Bzurmt(;\s ; mﬂfnt cycle of violence we see continued in
plays, to Delphi and Athens in Eumenfd[e? ofy moves from.An Bos, in the first two
carliest generations of the house of Atreus t, S(t)htoo' i s Mgl tiot, e
where the mythical past borders on the aud'o ? trial of Orestes on the Acropolis,
the only backdrop shared by Eumenides an d“f"“; § present. But the Acropolis is not
The extraordinary topicality of Eumwid,;:ts' fih-fem—my audience,
/7\:: ,?,'0); for example, despite differences in deii]l;"gllsput.cd (e.g., Podlecki 1966a,
that wha:; 127[;153_74.) alludes to Athens® treaty with ;\rgc(:ll'lm;cc Orestes promises the
the poet alludcsnta()gé})cl:izltii?f )'fOfAthcnian citizens the p(il\l'cf t2(; tIrt i
reform of the Ar €opagus, which stjj| rc);ac' e e,
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natural and normal at any time” (1982, 130). Nonetheless, spectators who two or
three years carlier had witnessed the factional conflicts sparked by Ephialtes’ reforms
were likely to be reminded of their own experience.

Athena successfully appeases the Erinyes by incorporating them into the new order:
they will be installed in a cave beneath the Hill of Ares, where the cult of the Semnai
will be established for them (sce Pausanias 1.28.6). If given their due, the chthonic

ill guarantee the fecundity of the city. It dishonored, they will bring

goddesses wi
yth of the origins of the cult

disease and its political analogue, civil war. Aeschylus’ m
of the Semnai is yet another link to the world of fifth-century Athens, since it reflects

contemporary Athenian religious practices.
Despite the play’s topical references and its generally optimistic endin
deftly avoids wholesale endorsement of democratic policies (e.g., Pelling 2000,

171-77), in particular by avoiding exact correspondences with contemporary Athen-
fOrestes’ alliance, for example, are not those of

ian events or institutions. The terms of
Athens’ alliance in 462 (cf. Thucydides 1.102.4). Instead, as Macleod (1982) has
¢ of the world of disorder in

the Athens of Eumenides is the mirror imag
hena’s decision reverses the confusion of gender

2’s murder of Agamemnon. The heir of the
er his own house and Argos. As Semnai, the
chthonic Erinyes promise real fertility, in contrast to the rain of blood that Clytem-
nestra described as spurting from her husband’s wounds (1388-92). It is equally
important that Eumenides resolves the trilogy’s conflicts by holding tensions in
balance. Female is not utterly defeated by male. Despite the negative connotation
of naval conflict in Agamemnon — or for that matter the negative picture of the king

himself — Athena does not rule out war, but prays for war against external enemies.
t retain their former powers.

Orestein comes when Athena

lympian to restore order, but
ed Athens,

g, Aeschylus

shown,
Agamemnon and Libation Bearers. At

relationships that led to Clytemnestr
rightful king is returned to power ov

The Erinyes are incorporated into the new order, ye
The real cessation of the cycle of violence in the

establishes the Areopagus as a court of law. It takes an (@)
she does so with the help of mortals. Aeschylus does not offer an idealiz

but he does lend authority to the origins of an Athenian institution by moving it into

the past and associating with heroes and gods.

War and Peace

The conflict with Sparta that began in 461 may have encouraged the allies” renewed
resistance to Athens’ hegemony; irregular contributions recorded on the Athenian
tribute lists may be evidence of unrest among Athens’ allies in the 450s (Rhodes
1992b, 56-61). If so, it was settled by 449. Discontented cities perhaps thought the
Athenians were too busy dealing with other contlicts to be able to respond to
rebellion. Moreover, if Athens concluded a formal peace with the Persians around
450 (see Lewis 1992b, 121-27; in 460s, Badian 1993b), the allics would have had all
the more reason to break with the alliance: after all, the raison d’étre of the Delian

And in 446 Euboean cities and

League was to protect Greeks from the Persians.
Megara (that is, cities close to home) rebelled; soon thereafter the Spartan king

Dlistoanax led forces of the Peloponnesian League to Attica’s doorstep, only to turn
back and allow the Athenians to subdue the Euboean revolt. The Spartans soon

agreed to the Peace of 446 or Thirty Years’ Peace.
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Sophocles’ Ajax
to the traditional outline of myth, lle add.s sc.vc;al nt;w
Although Sophoclcs— adhchZ The audience is offered competing criteria for the
features (Rose 1995 6?1—(2112. arms of Achilles to Odysscps: moderation, };:hysmal
army’s dccisior? to awar] ws. The poet also emphasizes Ajax’s n}adpess. The n(ljostf
strength, obedience to 1a ‘Homcr’s picture of Ajax is to put h.lm in command o
pronaunced deparince o ave ones at that — an innovation reminiscent of

S ]()IS - Jﬂd not par [lCUIal]\ bl
’\:“ h\]US treatment of .Ag(llllfll“lOIL I{C Catcd lCtCl ences to Sa amis
AesC p s[rcngt hen

the connection to the na\}:(Roscl 19.9]:3(j,i?t9llqzlit).of i 5 i e, ool
As the tragedy moves from the ur

ilitates the warrior in anticipation of his final victory, the awarding

il rehsthates i B e presents Ajax’s madness as a moral flaw
of burial to his corpse. Whereas the pr(')logunv ;T 4 of dhe tragedy he scems  vicim
S e immo?‘é@c bcm"‘?ﬁ{;.‘ﬂ:i;‘: Ajax is initiall;/ isolated from his

g i » exercise of divine power. Ha : i
sO(:cEEer,alrll?;t‘r?igs;r’\\cc riLsIOlation s gnally transformed into a stirring evocation of his
uniqu'c lonely stance as defender” (Rose 1995, 69). i the loulc of [e]
In the poet’s attempts “‘to square the logic of thc- myth with the log Ay
apologia” Rose identifies silences that point to contradictions in Atl}cns itself. dp o
cles’ association of Ajax with “both the human rootedness of Hector an th
absolutist isolation of Achilles” (64) draws the audience back toward the mythic
world of Homer. At the same time, his command of sailors would have reminded ‘thc
fifth-century audience of themselves and of the great aristocratic gcncral% rcsponsnblc
for repelling the Persians and for the prosperity that the expansion of the empire
brought their city. In the last third of the play, Sophocles blurs the tension between

Fifth-Century Athenian History and Tragedy 13

the démos and aristocracy by emphasizing the meanness and tvrannical behavior of the

Atreidac in contrast to Ajax, ** 31g” men, such as Ajax. after all, are needed to protect
the “little” (158-59) from the likes of Agamemnon and Menelaus. At the end of the
play Ajax - or rather the idea of Ajax inspires his illegitmate halt-brother Teucer to
imitate his behavior and defy the Atreidae. Thus Sophocles ofters **a process of the
democratization of an aristocratic ideal™ (Rose 1995 77

The Early Years of the Peloponnesian War

When the war began most Greeks thought thar it would last no more th
and that the Athenians would quickly give in
took four years for the fighting merely to re
for the Spartans to invade Attic
the Peloponnese

Frustrations grew as the war dragged on. In addition to w
ravage their crops each vear, soon after the war beg
attacks of the plague; siege operations in Ch
A rebellion of the cities on Lesbos (428

an three vears
Thucydides 5.14.3, 7.28.3). Instead it
ach its peak. By then the usual pattern was
a each spring, while the Athenians sent a fleet to harass
atching the Spartans
an the Athenians suffered repeated
alaidice were depleting their treasury,
, led by the Mytilencans, tried them further.
The Athenians put down the revolt, bur their mitial decision to condemn all the
Mytilenean men to death and sell the women and children into slavery reflects the
seriousness of the rebellion’s threat. Bur hostilitics had vet to escal
that the Athenians were blind to the savageryv of their initi
quickly rescinded (Thucydides 3.49)

So, too, by the first Olympic festival of the war (428 ). the Peloponnesian League
showed signs of strain. Although the allies who had convened at the testival agreed to
a double invasion of Athens by land and sea, manv of them failed to muster at the
isthmus. Thucydides explains that they were “both in the middle of harvesting and
tired of campaigning™ (3.15.2). That the Spartans were willing to send a fleet to
Lesbos to help with the rebellion the next spring turther suggests that frustration —
and perhaps fear of losing their grip on their alliance - was driving them toward more
daring underrakings.

Ataround the same time, the Athenians began to act more aggressively. Before the
outbreak of war Pericles asked the Athenians to think of themselves as islanders
(Thucydides 1.143.5) and warned them not to try to acquire more or voluntarily
undertake additional risks while they were waging war (1.144.1); he adhered to this
advice even after the plague struck Athens (2.61.2). In 427, however, the Athenians
captured the island of Minoa, off the coast of Megara. In the tollowing year the
general Demosthenes defeated troops consisting of Peloponnesians and their allies in
Amphilochia and discredited the Spartans there by allowing important Peloponnes-
ians to depart in secret, deserting the rest of the troops (3.109.2). The Spartans may
have responded to increased pressure on their periphery by establishing a colony
outside the Peloponnese, Heracleia Trachinia (Thucydides 3.92-93)

ate to the point
al decision, which they

Euripides’ Children of Heracles

More than half of our surviving tragedies were composed after the outbreak of the
Peloponnesian War. A number of these plays have been mined for specific historical
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al of their foes could have reminded the Athcni\
. ' CCe - ne ¢ it g
- cident involving Bocotians in the recent past. Bowie concedes that ther
. S c1de = . : 2 5 7 1o g t
ofa su}:.ﬂ.u l}m‘bcr\"ccn the myvthical and historical situations, and tries to show how,
e ghiimrenEes ary events to complicate the audience’s response.

Rowie notes, is the cluster of features in the play tha
reefully draw the mythical Athens of Suppliants toward its fifth-century COuntey
rcefully drd 7 ~li - > refers iQ ;
:I:rt Although Thescus seems to have monarchical powers, he refers to his ¢

the poct filters contempor
Equally important, as

ity as
5 - 5 It
ere democratic; he must consult the Athenian people before dcudmg t0 hye)
vere aug, N

‘ cover the dead; he echoes the language of the assembly (438-39) an

recov ad,

S d refers to
magistracies (406-7). In her speech at 29.7—331\ ~Acthm justifies intervening iy the
affairs of other states, as was Athens’ wont in the fifth century, and speaks of the law of
all Hellas (311), referred to as well by speakers in Thucydides (e.g., 4.97.2). The
culogies at the end of the play would have recalled Athenian funeral orations, Tj,
most glaring anachronisms are the references to ““written laws” (433) and a tripogd
with an inscription (1201-4; on writing cf. Easterling 1985a, 3-6).

Bowie’s article (52) also raises an important question about the limits as
have been imposed on tragedy after Phrynichus was fined for reminding
nians of “‘suffering close to home.”” Was Euripides treadin
Events in Euripides’ tragedy turn out better than the
Athenians were twice defeated by the Boeotians. Nev

sumed tq
the Athe.
g on dangerous groung
y did in real life, where the

ertheless, by raising the aud;.
ence’s emotional investment, could the powerful contemporary resonances of this
and other Euripidean play

s have counted against the playwright when it came to
awarding first prize at the City Dionysia?

Recoveries and Reversals

Thucydides contends that the treaty of 421 did not bring genuine peace (5.26.2),
Powerful members of Sparta’s alliance rejected it, and although the Spartans recovered
the soldiers captured at Pylos, few of the other terms of the treaty were carried out. But
the respite from battle offered both sides a chance to regroup. As early as 419 the
impetuous Athenian aristocrat Alcibiades was stirrin

g up trouble in the Peloponnese.
The Spartans show

ed signs of their old selves when they defeated the Argive alliance in
a hoplite battle at Mantinea. In 416 the Athenians captured the island of Melos, a
Spartan colony, then put to death the adult males and sold the women and children
into slavery (5.116.4). In the same year the Athenians voted to send a large expedition
to Sicily under the command of Nicias, Alcibiades, and Lamachus. Technically the
Peace still held; not until 414 would the Athenians openly break it by sending help to
Argive allies under attack by the Spartans (6.105.1 ).
By 413 the Athenians seemed to be o
had fled to Sparta after bein
(Thucydides 6.61.1)
were at Athens’ b

n the brink of defeat. By this time Alcibiades

g recalled to stand trial on charges of impicty in Athens
and for two years had been helping the enemy. The Spartans
ack door; the Attic deme of Decele

a had been transformed into an

g . ket ragedy 17
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outpost for the enemy and a haven tor runaway slaves (

suftered the total destruction of theiwr torces in Swaly

© 97 3.5 The Athenaas had

) and teared both a direct
. - crists the Athenmans
ttack on the city and revolt among their allies. In response to the ¢r

-7
e (R
appointe d a board of elders, including the poet Sophot \n’\,»h‘ \'.U\'k;l ll‘K|\k‘\v\\'ﬂ\\\.\\‘:\‘;l‘;jg;
I'he following year, Chios, one ot the few allies still in possession obits navy,
> Spartans (8.14.2) o
\”(‘l)‘\('cr ‘x\‘\c final seven vears of the war the Athemans showed u‘n\.n'k,\lv\c l‘k‘Sl‘I.L“I\\\‘.‘V
Although consistently short of tunds, they rebuilt thar navy. With s\|$‘\\\“1‘f)\
f\\Lihmzh‘\ who had shitted his allegiance once again and had been elected gtl\uﬁ.\
of the fleet stationed at Samos (Thucvdides 8 81), the Athenans would o on to win
DC ()'- in‘\ DIrEssIve victories 1in Yh(‘ cast

’ nt‘\ll‘:‘;{ﬁi(.\rdcs c\':‘nm(\ll\' returned to Athens (Xenophon, Hellenica 1.4), but hus recall
was a mixed blessing. He turthered the cause ot oligarchs in Athens, who overturncd
the democracy in 411 (Thucydides 8 64-70) Their violent raign was unstable ‘.\nd
short-lived. The tleet at Samos swore to remain democratic and to continue to hg\\‘&
the Peloponnesians (8.75). They went so tar as to torm an assembly and elect their
own generals. In etfect, they became an Athenian government in exile i .

AcZ()l‘ding to Thucydides, internal divisions were the real cause of Athens” defeat
(2.65.11), and Xenophon’s account of the tinal years ot the war scem to bear \3\1\\’ out,
After winning naval victories at Cynosema and Cyzicus (Thucydides 8. 1047, )\cn‘()
phon, Hellenica 1.1) and regaining control of much ot the Hellespont | 1!:‘11:‘71;1‘::
1.3), the Athenians failed to drive home their successes. Without tribute to fund the
fleet, commanders had to extort pay tor their rowers trom cities in Asia Minor and the
islands. During one such excursion to raise monev, Alcibiades made the mistake of
leaving his forces in the hands of a subordinate, who toolishly exposed the fleet to a
successful attack by the Spartan commander Lysander (Xenophon, Hellenica 1.5).
The Athenians, as Alcibiades well knew, were unlikely to accept his excuses. Rather

than risk their wrath he fled to a stronghold he had prepared tor himself in the
Chersonese (Hellenica 1.5).

Despite a resounding naval victory, the Athenian generals at Arginusae (406) were
less fortunate than Alcibiades. In the attermath ot barttle

, a storm prevented them
from rescuing rowers who had been swept overboard. When they were brought to
trial tor neglecting their duty, they felt the full force of the Athenians’
Collectively (and therefore illegally) condemned,
were put to death (Xenophon, Hellenica | 6-7). Because of the trial the Athenians
forteited the services of some of their most capable commanders, including the
younger Pericles (Jameson 1956, 222-24). They also rejected ver another Spartan
offer of peace (Aristotle, Constiturion 34).

Through jealousy, suspicion,
Athenian commanders

anger.
some tled the city, while others

or sheer incompetence, in the tollowing year (405),
assigned to the tleet at the Hellespont failed to take to heart a
warning from Alcibiades that their position at Aegospotami was vulnerable to attack
by the Peloponnesian fleet. The details ot the battle ot

the outcome is. Of the 180 ships in the Atheni
Athenian general Conon sailed with cight to Cy

Acgospotami are not clear, but
with the appalling news. Some Athenians esc

an tleet, only nine survived. The

prus; one ship returned to Athens
aped overland to Sestos; the rest,
perhaps three to tour thousand men, were ¢

aptured and put to death (Xenophon,
Hellenica 2.1). Lysander controlled the Hellespont and with it Athens’ grain. By



I

Panln Debnar

he city, he hastened the fam;
8 jato rerurn to't \ ‘ ' .
I “\hil!\(llrllrnim 2.2). By 404 the Atheniayg hag
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sarchs, the $0°€
Athenian oligarchs,
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hocles” Philoctetes and Euripides’ Orestes
Sopho

{ democracy in Athens in 411 Sophocles Produce
i e ; P ‘ .
¢ ()\Lrt!\r‘);997) has reexamined the parallels er\vgu? t‘?L Protagoniy
. Bo‘}.{c( cal Alcibiades and concluded that the similarities would
the historica 3

ter th
Soon after t
Philoctetes (409)

of this pl.ly and hocl 's” audience rcligi()us as well as moral and P()ht]ka] o !
4 ised n 5()[3 NOCICS ¢
have raiscd

o recall, In the play the Greeks need to retrieve P‘hiloctc.'tcs to saye
about Alcnbladu.:s reca -"l iades was recalled to the Athenian fleet at Samos in 4] () With
their forces at'] r(?y’;Alk‘)IT' c()illd save Athens. Both figures are under 3 Curse
the hope that his Imd.crsr“pbittcn by a sacred snake when he entered Chryses:
Philoctetes .bccausc ‘hL .T‘ ::: his role in the desecration of the herms and profanation
Sr""“‘Aldbmd,c% bc‘.almn() thL‘ Sicilian expedition (Thucydides 6.27-29, 53-61,
of thc- mysr(t;m‘:l ~p/r\/li(v)srtcricr on the curse see Plutarch, Alctbiades 22).

A»\ch?(>cndlcS§ " ,’f h(')wcvcr’ are outweighed by differences (];m.\csol‘x 1956, Calder

e 5;»';“1‘22':32 in cont;asr to Alcibiades, is not a master of intrigue. Nor dogg
:)z?l(l)zm:: want t(; return to Troy, as Alcibifxdcs schcmc\‘dj t;)rbc:uAnl\Clt‘Z)l afztil;c]n;c.altivc“
Bowie concedes that Odysseus as \\'cl'l as Neoptolemus L‘\[]!b} e 2a ures
(Jameson 1956); Odysseus, like Alcnbmd.cs~ .(Plutarch, A c;fm' csd (D,.gmr ;s&s)la
chameleon-like ability to adapt and a belief in the power of words (De :

-20; Podlecki 1966b). .
20;tiﬁf)‘1’hiloctctcs is without a doubt colorgjd by con.tcmp(t).rzlx\r])i cotl(l)cltlr:‘sls Fi::ioR(:;e
(1976) the setting of the play and thg lntr()d‘uc.t{o? o 1 u;);;]iloctctcs, imlm;
myth highlight the play’s engagement w1.th. s'op}"nsng t]gugllt. St el
life on Lemnos associates him with “‘primitive stage in t\;l (;p"ns Sgrccks b
human progress. His joy at being able to C()nmwnlcatcdwx‘t] bcn(()i\:of fricnésm
mutual sympathy felt by Philoctetes and Ncoptolfmu.s, and the *?Sm of endsh r;;
that they begin to form represent the second or ‘s‘ocml compact' g s 1 witﬁlits
of Odysseus ushers in the Sophists’ fmlal stage, “‘contemporary society,

eveloped political, economic, and social institutions. o i ’

dL\IIL\‘ I{’osc‘z view, éoph()clcs challenges the Sophists’ privileging .of c‘ulturut.( lr]l;)ar:m:)s
over nature (phusis). The Sophists’ attitude toward cultgrc, cducano‘n |ln })ardlc cm;td
Rose explains, was complicated. On the one hand, their va.luc as teac hers cizw s
on the premise that “nature” could be changcd, a potcnflally. dcmocrétlc .v. ar.isto-
they could not dismiss “nature” altogether, since many ot' their patrons,\‘vc'rc e
crats by birth. Instead, they claimed that training could bring out the best in nature,
while a good nature could also be corrupted. i . ‘ "

The young Neoptolemus has two instructors. Odysseus h\rst convinces him to .

deceit by claiming that the good of the Greek army justitlc§ the base means thcr

must use to lure Philoctetes to Troy. The argument of advantagc',‘ in Ot‘d s

words, trumps that of justice in this play, as it often does in the debates in lhucyt.i(; gy

(c.g., 1.32-43). Neoptolemus has learned his rhetoric lessons well: when askc. v

Philoctetes, “Child, do you not know who it is you look upon?” Neoptolem

I"l/‘lh«(frnm;"v Athenian History and Tragedy 19

artfully dodges the question: «

How could 1 recognize a man I have never seen?”
(249-50)

Philoctetes offers Neoptolemus competing lessons: claims ot tnendship and of
favor in return for favor outweigh the pursuit of glory and gam. All that Philoctetes
asks is to be returned to his family. After witnessing, Philoctetes” suttering first-hand
he reveals his own duplicity in the hope that candor
an convince his new friend to help the Greeks take Troy.
appears, scizes the bow, abandons Philoctetes, and orders Neopto-

lemus to depart, expedience and deceir seem to have won the day. But Neoptolemus
soon returns in defiance, restores the bow to Philoctetes

him home. In short, Rose argues, in the deb
cles comes down squarely on the side of n
Philoctetes and Neoptolemus.

In contrast,

Neoptolemus’ resolve wavers:
combined with persuasion ¢
When Odysseus

»and finally agrees to escort
ate between nature and nurture, Sopho
ature by attirming the nobility of both

Calder (1971) contends that Neoptolemus is clev
throughout the play. Goldhill (1990) also points out th

complicates the picture. The sudden epiphany of the recently apotheosized Heracles
sets the story back on its traditional trajectory: both Philoctetes
willing to go to Troy after all. At the same time, Heracles’ w

matters concerning the gods™ is likely to have reminded the audience that after the
fall of Troy Neoptolemus murders Priam at his household altar and hurls Astyanax
from the walls of Troy. Is nature really stronger than nurture? Truc, Philoctetes will
win glory by killing Paris, but glory is a heroic value that he has torcetully repudiated

erly deceptive
at the ending of the play

and Neoptolemus are
arning to “‘be pious in

throughout the play.

Rather than a specific debate about Alcibiades,
double-dealing and subterfuge of this pl
the time of the oligarchic revolution of 411 (although the two are, of course, related;
Calder 1971). When, for example, Philoctetes entrusts his bow to Neoptolemus, he
shows himself unable to distinguish between friends and enemies. Thucydides offers a
similar picture of Athens of 4] L. The authors of the oligarchic revolution promised
the people that a council of five thousand would rule the city.
ever formed. But when the Athenians finally resisted and
in the Piracus that would have allowed the Spartans to enter their city, Thucydides
says that rather than calling on the people tor help, they called out to “whoever
wanted the Five Thousand to rule instead of the Four Hundred™ because they were
afraid that this group might actually exist ““and that in speaking to one of them they
might make a dangerous mistake through ignorance™ (Thucydides 8.92.11). At the
same time, as Pelling (2000, 187-88) suggests, the questions raised by Philoctetes are
far from one-dimensional. The Athenians were in danger of losing the war. Circum-
stances must have complicated their responses to Neoptolemus’
Odysseus and to Philoctetes’ stubborn retusal to com
the safety of the entire Greek army at stake.

Euripides’ Orestes, whose plot t
set in

1t s much casier to see in the
ay amore general retlection of Athens around

No such council was
decided to tear down a wall

n

disobedience to
promise, both of which put
akes up where Aeschy
an even more troubling world of factions
play’s outstanding features is the sketches it ofters of a wide range of political types.
We first encounter members of a faction of young aristocrats, Orestes, Pylades, and

Electra (as in Thucydides 8.65.2; Hall 1993, 269-7] ). Next we meet the non-
committal Menelaus, who pries from Orestes all the

s’ Libation Bearers ends, is
and wavering loyalties. One of the

information he can get about




20 Panla Debnar
cr promising to help his nephew (if o]
ow up 1bly \\'hujc Orcstc.s argues his case., The
1gs Electra news of Orestes’ trial describes tour speakerg i
Talthybius (formerly Ag.\nwmnon’s herald, now “under th‘-
““half-heartedly” praises Agamemnon, while rcp"(’ﬂk‘hint
Orestes for the bad p:‘c;cdcm as set conccrl}mg the treatment of paren
(887-97). Diomedes receives a mixed response to his propos.nl that banishment |,
the pui 1t (398-902). An Argive of dubious citizenship (902-106) is said ¢,
bluster + on ouicries from the crowd (see Bers 1985). Orestes has op,
defender, a manly fellow (andreios) who warns that men will refuse to go off to war i
they suspect their wives will be unfaithful (917-30). Perhaps recognizing the effect.
iveness of this man’s argument, Orestes adds (if his speech is not an intcrpolation)
that if women like his mother go unpunished, men will be enslaved by their wiye
(931-42). The argument, however, is less effective coming from Orestes, and he anq
his friends are condemned to death. The entire trial, as these sketches suggest, js
conducted in terms of advantage rather than justice or piety. There is no mention of
Apollo’s urging Orestes to murder Clytemnestra, although the god’s role is men-
tioned at the beginning of the play and Apollo himself will appear at its end.

The poet seems to have invited his audience to sce a reflection of Athens in this
play. As Easterling (1997b, 28-33) observes, Orestes’ Argos is featureless. The lack of
specific details about this setting allows the audience to project onto Argos the image
of their own city. We can never know for certain how distorted or parodic this
reflection may have seemed. In antiquity there were attempts to identify “real”
Athenian politicians, like Cleophon or Theramenes, behind the cast of Orestes (on
Orestes and Antiphon see Hall 1993, 267). As with Philoctetes, however, the vague-
ness of the parallels makes it difficult to see more than types. The fifth-century
Athenian audience may have perceived through these types many more men than
the few individuals we know about from Thucydides and Xenophon (Pelling

2000, 166).

The striking differences betw
also point to broad changes in the politi
years between the two performances. At
Apollo suddenly appears not only to ord
Athens (where he goes in Aeschylus’ trilogy),
heavens and to arrange marriages between Py

Orestes and Hermione (whom Orestes has just t
authorization of the Argive council or of human law, as in Aeschylus’ Eumenid

is there any sensc of an old order being incorporated in the new. The torches
procession that lead Aeschylus” Semnai to their new abode in Orestes become rorch“jS
about to set fire to the palace (Hall 1993, 281). As in Eumenides, violence in Orestes's
brought to an end, but not by the establishment of a court that will continue b_c)’ond
the limits of the performance. Rather, it is ended by the delayed intervention ©
Apollo. Whether this god can be depended on for future help is left open. Severd
years before the Orestein, Aeschylus’ audience had survived one threat of ci\'i.l war.
Euripides’ audience was just on the brink of another (see the nuanced discussion 0

Pelling 2000, 184-88).

r hand In Argos; aft

which party has the upp¢
’ at the assen

in words), he does not sh
messenger who brir
addition to Orestes.

power of the strong”) only
he h

1¢ tC

reen Euripides’ Orestes and Aeschylus’ Oresteia may
cal world of Athens over the course of the fifty
the very end of Euripides’ play, for example,
er Orestes to go to Parrhasia and then to
but also to whisk Helen off to the
lades and Electra as well as between

hreatened to kill). There is no divine
¢5, 0T
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Epilogue: 401 and chnnd

The rule of the Thirty Tyrants in Athens lasted only as long as 1 ysander retained

influence in Sparta. In 403 the Spartan king Pausanias negotiated a pe
men i the aty (Xenophon,

ace berween the

democratic exiles, in control of the Piracus, and the

Hellenicn 2.4). The restoration of democracy and a general
Sophocles’ Ocdipus at Colonus,

amnesty soon tollowed.

The city’s remarkable resilience may explain why
which celebrates Athens, could be produced five years
three years after Athens’ defeat. Kirkwood (1986 also Blundell 1993) points to
y is set, not in the cty itselt, the seat of bygone imperial
praised in the choral odes for its fertility and
arrives at Colonus he first asks, “What

after it was composed and

another reason. The pla
power, but in the deme of Colonus,

bounty. As Kirkwood observes, when Oedipus
and the power Oedipus offers to Theseus in exchange tor

Jand have we come to2”
¢ of the Eumenidesis chthonic power, power i

accepting him as suppliant in the grov
the land itself (1986, 104-9).

The emphasis on the city as
and people marked the beginning

a collection of citizens instead of the city as bothits land

of Athens’ naval hegemony and rise to imperial

power. When the Athenians took to their ships under threat of a Persian mvasion,
they fought for a city that existed only in their “faintest hope” (Thucydides 1.74.4).
On the final retreat from Syracuse the Athenian general Nicias tried to instill courage
in his soldiers — the remnants of the rowers that manned the fleet = by telling them

that men make the city, not walls or ships (7.77.7). When an oligarchy was established

in Athens, the fleet in Samos became the democracy in exile (8.75)

At the end of his life Sophocles did not reject the city or its democracy. Rather he
saw in Athens something more than the sum of its imperial power. In Theseus’
treatment of the suppliant Oedipus we find the return of epietkeia, the prized
sense of fairness and justice, which the Athenians had forfeited at Melos and Scione
(Kirkwood 1986, 100-103). The poet’s vision proved correct: the Peloponnesian
War did not destroy Athens, or the Athenian democracy, or, for that matter, tragedy.
All continued to flourish well into the tourth century.

FURTHER READING

On the relationship of tragedy to fifth-century history, two valuable collections of essays are
Goff 19952 and Pelling 1997¢. Gotts introduction (1995b) and Pelling’s conclusion
(1997b) are especially important The care that Rose 1995 takes to articulate his theoretical
assumptions and methodology is exemplary. Bowie 1997 ofters a usctul catalogue of candi-
dates for historical tragedices (including fragments).

Pelling 2000 is a more broad-ranging study by a single author and complements the collections
above, especially in its discussions of the reactions of the fifth-century Athenians to tragedy.
Since we know so little about these reactions, much of what Pelling says is speculative, but he
exposes many unspoken assumptions that modern readers bring to ancient texts. On a

audicnces see Sommerstein 1997,

to what scholars think tragic poets were doing (or

For an overview of different

possible change in fifth-century
Interest in the ancient audience is connected
thought they were doing) when they produced their plays.
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T bodes above) scc Unz 1986 and Badian 193c. o
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CHAPTER TWO

Tragedy and Religion:
The Problem of Origins

Scott Scullion

This chapter deals with the origins of tragedy and, in that context, considers whether
and to what extent tragic drama was a religious phenomenon. Opinion on these
matters rests on painstaking interpretation of brief and often obscure ancient texts,
and the scholarly literature is correspondingly vast and controversial. 1 here analyze
much of the primary ancient evidence with a minimum of doxographical detail,
referring to influential studies written or available in English where further biblio-
graphical guidance can be found. We must evaluate as best we can what evidence we
have for the origins of tragedy before hazarding any conclusions about its religious or
ritual nature; this may seem obvious, but the assumption that tragedy is by origin a
religious phenomenon is so common and ingrained that the question is often begged.

Aristotle on Origins

Modern discussion of the issue of origins is in large part an extended commentary on
Aristotle’s brief treatment in the Poetics. The key passages are these:

Coming into being from an improvisational beginning - both it [tragedy] and comedy,
the former from those leading the dithyramb, the latter from those leading the phallic
songs, which even at the present day are still a Customary practice in many cities — it was
enhanced little by little as they developed each clement of it that became manifest, and
after passing through many changes tragedy ceased to change, since it had attained its
own nature. Aeschylus first increased the number of actors from one to two, diminished
the choral elements, and made speech play the leading role; Sophocles introduced three
actors and scene-painting. And then, with respect to grandeur, because it changed from
being satyric (dia to ek saturikon metabalein] it was late that tragedy left behind simple
plots and humorous diction and became dignitied. In addition its meter became the
iambic trimeter instead of the trochaic tetrameter; at first they used the tetrameter
because the poetry was satyric and more closely connected with dance . . . (144929-23)

... As for the number of episodes and the other elements, how they are said to have been
embellished, let us take all these things as read, for it would perhaps be a big task to go
through them one by one. (1449a28-31)
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