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EDITH HALL

recognition of himself, is the direct result of the extorted testimony of a
slave.

Critics have objected to so much dangerous knowledge residing in a
single man, in particular finding it implausible that the same slave who was
asked to expose the baby survived to be the only living witness of Laius’
murder. ‘This Theban is the man who took the infant Oedipus to “trackless
Cithaeron”, who witnessed the murder in the pass, who saw Oedipus
married to Jocasta. In other words, astonishingly, wildly improbably, he has
been keeping company with Oedipus all of Oedipus’ life.”’> But such
criticisms fail to take into account the social structures which meant that
slaves, especially those regarded as particularly trustworthy through having
been born into the house, must often have known more about their masters
and their families than their masters can have known themselves. Is it really
so unlikely that a man sufficiently trusted by Jocasta to have been entrusted
by her with the exposure of the infant would also have been selected to
accompany Laius on his mission to Delphi? The invention of this slave-
character in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King expresses at an aesthetic level the
ancient awareness that the dehumanised slaves who lived with the free, and
were privy to their secrets, sometimes had knowledge with literally lethal
potential. He also exemplifies the disastrous results of independent decision-
making by slaves: if he had carried out his original order to expose the
baby, the deaths of Laius and Jocasta, the incest, and the blinding of
Oedipus, would all have been avoided.

An important category of tragic slave is comprised by the old female
nurses and their male counterparts (paidagogoi), who were appointed to
care for aristocrats in their childhood, and remained with them in their
maturity. In reality such figures must have known much about the house-
holds which they served, and the playwrights exploited this knowledge for
dramatic purposes: in the opening scene of Euripides’ Medea a nurse and a
paidagogos between them provide all the background information required
by the audience.

The paidagogos, appointed by a child’s kurios, was in reality the kurios’
agent in his absence, ‘an instantiation of his interest and an extension of his
authority’.’ In the two Electra tragedies by Sophocles and Euripides, the
paidagogos is indeed a symbolic extension of the authority of the master who
had appointed him, even beyond the grave. In Sophocles’ version Electra
significantly wants to call Orestes’ paidagogos ‘father’ (1361), when in reality
even elderly male slaves could be insultingly addressed as ‘boy’ (pai).>* This
52 Cameron (1968) 22. 53 Golden (1990) 62.

54 See Golden (1985) 91-104. At Aesch. Cho. 653 Clytemnestra’s doorman is addressed as
‘boy’.
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slave is an authoritative figure obsessed with avenging Agamemnon’s death.
He urges on the two siblings to matricide, rebukes them for time-wasting,
and facilitates the murder by his brilliant “false” messenger-speech, reporting
the fictional death of Orestes. Euripides, typically, takes convention to
extremes: his paidagogos had reared not only Orestes, but also Aga-
memnon.’S Thus his authority stretches far back into the past; he is the
appointee of Atreus himself.

Nurses and paidagogoi, like other slaves, exhibit a profound ‘vertical’
allegiance to the households they serve, rather than to others of their class:3®
two Euripidean slaves, the nurse in Medea (54-5) and the second messenger
in Bacchae (1027-8), express emotional attachment to their owners, saying
that good slaves suffer along with their masters’ fate. Even Orestes’ old
nurse Cilissa in Libation-Bearers, while hating Clytemnestra and Aegisthus,
remains loyal to the household as represented by Agamemnon’s memory
and Orestes.

The influence of nurses and paidagogoi, like the knowledge of Oedipus’
Theban shepherd, can prove lethal. A driving force behind the plot of
Euripides’ Ion is cultural anxiety about the influence of slaves upon free
members of the household, in particular women. If there is a crime in this
tragedy it is the attempted murder of lon, whom Creusa, at the time she
agrees to it, believes to be an illegitimate child of her husband Xuthus.

Predictably, the dangerous dialogue between the slave and the woman
occurs in the emphasised physical absence of her husband: Xuthus, who
thinks he has discovered a long-lost son, has left to sacrifice on the ‘twin
peaks’ of the mountain (749, r122-7). Creusa now enters, with her old
paidagogos, long ago appointed by her father (725-7); the scene can be
read as implying an unhealthy degree of cross-class intimacy. For Creusa
insists that he is her friend although she is his mistress (730-4), helps him
physically as he limps onto the stage (739-45), and affectionately hails the
chorus as her ‘slave-companions’ in her weaving (747-8).

The plotting scene which ensues enacts the influence which trusted house-
hold slaves might be imagined by absent kurioi to wield over their
mistresses. If women’s deliberative capacity was thought by Aristotle to be
‘inoperative’, it was not present at all in natural slaves (Pol. 1 1260a12-13).
The upshot of the scene, in which the two characters who both require the
guidance of a free male are left to their own devices, is that the slave leaves
to slip poison into lon’s drinking-cup. But it Is important to sec how the
scene evolves psychologically. The Chorus transmits the necessary informa-
tion (as slaves must often have had to do, 774~807). Butitis the paidagogos

35 Bassi (1942-3) 80—7. 56 Synodinou (1977) 62.
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