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EMOTION AND MEANING IN
GREEK TRAGEDY

OLIVER TAPLIN

I shall attempt to characterize what kind of effect Greek tragedy has
— used to have, may have — on a member of the audience. This attempt
calls for a basic consideration of the nature of the art-form, and some of
the most familiar doctrines about it will have to be cleared from the air.
The life-breath of Greek tragedy often seems stifled by antiquarian
patronizing and by text-book clichés, clichés which I find trotted
out in the programme-notes to almost every modern production.
My working assumption is that the tragedians were free in their use
-~ of theatrical techniques, that they chose to convey their meaning by
certain actions and sequences of action rather than others, and that this
artistic choice directs us to their purpose. But most critics have written
t of freedom but of constraints, limitations, rules. In some ways
istotle’s Poetics sets the example for this approach, though at least
istotle was being prescriptive, not descriptive. But in his wake more
y and more authoritarian critics have so extended and rigidly codified
e ‘rules’ of Greek tragedy as to obscure and even deny its lively free-
. Overgeneralizations and simplifications have become common
ktbook doctrine; and instead of illuminating tragedy these clichés have
ortified and alienated it. Some will have to be cleared out of the way
order to approach the experience of the audience of a Greek tragedy.
negative progress will, I hope, constantly be bringing our positive
nearer,
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defined the genre and sustained its elevation. Others regulated, and at
the same time made familiar, the technical medium.! Some may strike
us as awkwardly restrictive (e.g., those governing the handling of the
chorus or stichomythia); others are still dramatic common seénse and
seem too obvious to notice (e.g., only one character speaks at a time,
characters normally speak on entry). Very few of these ‘laws’ are un-
breakable. Two conventions, for instance — both with sound practical
justification — are that the chorus should not go off in the middle of
the play, and that wounds and death should not be presented on stage.
Yet there are counter-examples to both: the former in Eum. and Ajax,
the latter in Ajax, OT and Hipp. These unwritten laws are not really
restrictions or limitations, they are rather the familiar framework which
supports any great cultural florescence. When the artist has accepted
forms and his audience shares a complex of expectations,then, since the
audience is more sensitive and receptive, the art form can be accordingly
more highly developed. So the circumscriptions are liberating (most, if
not all, worthwhile human activities need rules). It is only after the
flowering is over that the rules become a bondage and the art tends

either towards lifeless imitation (like the tragedy of later antiquity) or

towards an indiscriminate formlessness (like today? ). These flexible
defining rules of the game are not like the stiffly distorting overgeneraliz-

ations 1 am complaining of.
Take this, for instance: ‘all the important action in Greek tragedy

takes place off stage: on stage it is merely spoken and sung about.” My
claim is, on the contrary, that it is the action which takes place on stage
which s important, and is part of what the play is about: the action
off-stage is only of interest in so far as it is given attention on stage. The.
error comes about from a simple-minded preconception of what con-

stitutes action; it only countsthe huge violent events of narrative histo

_ battles, riots, miracles, natural disasters and so forth. This is to ™ ;
the point that the stuff of tragedy is the individual response to such
events; not the blood, but the tears. It is the life-sized actions of this
personal dimension which are the dramatist’s concern, and which he put®

on stage. (It is above all the film which, for better or for worse, has
obscured this distinction.)

I move on to a more evidently attractive fallacy, and one which has
in fact, influenced our contemporary theatre: that Greek tragedy i
one way or another a ritual event. This is, [ think, true only in so far @
all human activities are ‘rituals’, a use of the word which renders’
virtually meaningless. On any useful definition of ritual, Greek t
is simply and demonstrably not a ritual. The whole point about ritu
that it should always be the same: it is the aim of its performers:
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:)er;i)ge;ts tg?—el:intlamlfi as perfectly, as identically as possible.? Whatever its
e i ot ;a;)ge. y a; we know it retains no such repeated elements
Sgher in PO 1 rbm whole. Of course there are all the conventions just,
e e b’ ut they promqte diversity, not repetition. Many
s e ;en mz.xde to find invariable ritual elements in Greek
: mgba gl,y ht bestazsof‘::’llllei ﬁg atll (sgl fan('i as I can see) are bound to fail
E y th . .s ruggle, death,lament and rebirth of th-
‘year spirit’, a pattern of fertility ritual whi i g
to Greek ’.(rager. But not one );ingle tragefi};cjvibﬁ:vgdzgla{): x:epded
without distortion actually to follow this pattern; in particul cgm o
t.raglgdy does not go in for resurrection or rejuvenati’on particular Greek
> ;v:n tt}sle:; (t:lil:m;lly are some ritual procedures during the course of
e P zg's, for example supplication, or ghost-raising, or
oy f ther:lo;. ut ‘these are used within the plays, they are ot
e e ;gydw;tfh::lh S(;;rebekt t.l;a.gedy reflects and exploits the
. _ , : but it is not itself a ri

tl?h;ly'u\«'nght set about. composition, in other words, he Ellltclil arll-o‘tvillzn the
0l Io: m]ﬁ unp;)sed ritual formula or sequence ve te
£ ould go further and suggest that it was .a n iti
of the great age of Greek tragedy that the drama sl:xifiar%f Leacv(;ngi;;l::g

f;tual. It had to be human and various, beyond the control of repeated

t'mgt,i :nceitrllal (;tatboo, actions stylized and codified beyond any
g mimetic — it had to exploit ritual, not just ,
ictic — 1 fad o exp » Ot just conserve and subserve
petitiousness of ritual m
B ot shiovomon, ay well have been onc
s of tragedy’s creators. The i
at : _ . The impulse amon,
mrl;lpcar:;;(l:‘s’e toanutr}\lpose lntuaélll patterns gvas largely inspireI:i by the ris§
' com] ropological studies.” For when i
als, including some semi-dramatic ri el imrortont
n atic rituals, are so extremely i
g some . , y important
ttm s:c;t;z:,tlﬁj was an obwous~step to expect ritual patfems in
eragedxtmt .to 2l 1 sczllfsp{o:lc}é, wh]:ch is still active, underestimates
: sic reek culture had
tive’, and moved on in the directi A
] e direction, whether or not
: . , one
:l}ﬁc}il progress, ta:ken since by Western civilization. regards
e th: afrgument is advanced by those who claim that tragedy
s éf % acit that t'he tragedies were performed as part of the
e mdu;ecgty festlvaldof Dionysus, an annual event of several
many traditio i i i
e - Wel-ey e i r:ial r}tufxl events — processions, sacri-
T2 v performed within the sacred area of Dionysus
e b ts t;})1nest, aqd were preceded and followed by ﬁxed’
; u ! e fact is that these circumstances have left no
mthe e :n ft e tragedles.themselves, no trace of the Dionysiac
of year, the priests, the surrounding rituals, nothing
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We could not tell one single thing about the Festival from the infernal
evidence of the plays; it is all supplied by external evidence.
Unimaginable? We may go to a secular play or concert which is part
of a church festival, is given in a church and is even preceded by some
prayers from the priest; but does that make the performance a ritual or
attendance a religious experience? You have only to contrast it with
the lessons, litany and liturgy of a church service. But surely, it may
still be claimed, tragedy was, none the less, a religious experience for
the audience, seeing that they were participating in a sacred festival. Is
going to the Nutcracker a religious experience since it is part of the
annual festival commemorating Christ’s birth (or making the winter
solstice, if you prefer)? For the Athenians the great Dionysia was an
occasion to stop work, drink a lot of wine, eat some meat, and witness
or participate in the various ceremonials, processions and priestly doings
which are part of such holidays the world over. It was also the occasion
for tragedy and comedy; but I do not see any way in which the Dionysiac
occasion invades or affects the entertainment. Some Athenians com-
plained that the tragedy was ‘nothing to do with Dionysus’ (cf. our
Christmas): but whatever everyone else went for it was evidently not
another ritual, nor in any obvious or overt sense for a religious experi-
ence. To put it another way, there is nothing intrinsically Dionysiac
about Greek tragedy.

Next a dogma which is, if anything, even more widespread and more
misleading: that ‘they all knew the story already’. This promotes several
misconceived inferences: that Greek tragedy was a repository of tra-
ditional tales, that the dramatist’s composition is ‘dictated by the myth’,
that there is no element of suspense or surprise, that the tragedy is the
working out of fate or destiny, that the characters are puppets of the
gods. All these clichés I regard as more or less wrong.

Greek tragedy almost invariably drew on stories about the distant
heroic age of Greece, the period which in historical terms we now call
the Late Bronze Age or ‘The Mycenaean Age’, those few generations of
mightly exploits, turmoil and splendour, which were the setting of most
traditional Greek heroic song, both in epic and lyric. But these stories.
were not history, nor were they canonized in any definitive collection
of ‘Greek myths’. Their oral transmission ‘at mother’s knee’ was no.
doubt subject to the huge variations which characterize nearly all such
oral traditions, variations of emphasis and the mood no less than ot

narrative content (whatever ‘deep structures’ the reductionist sage

claim to detect). It is likely, in any case, that the tragedians drew P
dominantly on literary sources. Here, too, there was almost limitles
variation, the product of centuries of re-arrangement and invention, &
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~ But i
> c::ecrlla;:;] :h&: hr;;y‘tvl:)sumeri‘rlméch r?ore rigidly laid down than my
claims, s ¢ ol minimal conse
az i<;1r1t1c:131;r11 ot: tragedy, since the mere story, suchq:l{c)e rrlr<1:.:: fgr o
) a collection of ‘Greek Myths’, has no significant bez)llrin; (:));1-

f .

or thes;e ?}ctors are, in effect, the playwright’s medium and

dmramatis ta:)h;terary crltlcl§m and interpretation. What we ask i;

. hs wrought.hxs play, and why he has done it in his
i ¢ had deliberated on this process and made his
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decisions. The constraint of his myth, in so far as it is fixed, is only of
marginal influence. The standard comparison of Aeschylus’ Choephoroi
with the Electras of Euripides and Sophocles shows this process of
artistic shaping in practice. The range of variation is even better brought
out by looking at Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes, Sophocles’ Antigone,
and Euripides’ Phoenician Women.

Now let us look at this issue from the side of the audience. They did
not know the ‘plot’ in advance, for they did not know what version,
what variations and innovations the playwright would use — no doubt
they were eager to find out. Still less did they know how he would
shape his plot, how he would dramatize it: that is precisely what they
went to see. In this respect the audience approached the drama, I would
maintain, virtually free of preconceptions. It was then the dramatist’s
task to enthrall their minds, to fill them with the knowledge, thoughts
and feelings which he wished to conjure up, and to the exclusion of all

others. That is why each tragedy is more or less self-contained in narra-
tive, and includes even the most elementary facts in its exposition —
which is quite uncalled for if they ‘knew it already’. The dramatist
would, naturally, prepare for and foreshadow the course of his plot
(hence ‘tragic irony”), though even here there is plenty of scope for
surprise and suspense. He might even call to mind previous versions of
his story, earlier dramatizations or, above all, Homer; he will then arouse
complex associations and expectations which he can confirm or vary or
contradict. But such allusions should only receive as much attention as
the spellbinder allows; and what is not alluded to does not, within the
play, exist. Far from knowing it all already, the audience knows what it
is told, thinks and feels what it is aroused to think and feel.

A brief paragraph on the related misconception that Greek tragedy
basically shows the working of Fate, of
of higher powers
Hardy for example.” Most cultures have their expressions
they are one of our chief sources of solace in the face
waste of ill fortune: ‘che sard, sard’, ‘God’s will be done’,
was up’, ‘it is written’ . . .
resort to such notions, though, naturally
before the event, and after disaster rather t
most cultures, for a pattern or pu
to superhuman forces, personal or i
not, within the whole compass of a drama, preclude t
characters or their responsibility,

puppetry. Most of the time they are presented as free agents WOIKIH
out their own destinies — as a rule disastro

enough, after rather t
han good fortune. And li

he free will of

men fastened to the puppetry

— a notion with an enduring fascination, for Thomas
of fatalism;

of the pointless
‘his number
The ancient Greeks were as prone as any

rpose behind catastrophe they ookee
mpersonal. But this tendency doed
nor does it render their whole 1

usly, since this is tragedy
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B‘l‘l)tt _soxtx}gtirne}s1 they are seen in fatalistic terms; and sometimes the two
;nt I:vla ic nasl,l uman and superhuman, are seen conspiring together
Bot ogically sufficient conditions of the outcome, yet both at work,
ut never, except perhaps in mad scenes, ar : :
, are the characters o
:;:Evecdg po.rttr'ayed fashautomata or marionettes. Even when tlt;g/rea?;
as victims of the gods, they remain hu i
Compared with the ‘m ’ o Tl <o
yth fallacy’ and the ‘ritual fallacy’ i
np ¢ acy’ relat
f;:vo cntlc:1 arfeal;he prisoners of my last trap, what might b}e, callicivf}?;
pr ;:glanoz; : g;y . This is the supposition that a Greek tragedy was
g;n:s gir ignificantly sk}aped py the desire to promote a certain line
i a;; 5 1ct cont;mporary issue (in politics or philosophy or whatever)
ity :l:a es 0 su.ch a view will have for a start to allow that such"
-'&pﬂl?;zioga: a is cryptic, if it is true that there is not one single specific
o ;1 0a conte'm‘po_rary person or event in all of Greek tragedy . So
s notedc:n seehth1s is in fact the case. There is not one anachronis;n to
> WoskslucT, no overt Fupture of the dramatic illuson of the remote
hero inrth. o av§rt misunderstanding, I hasten to grant that in a
B (f m;_)s.t unportgnt sense — Greek tragedy is entirely topical
R ;t(}),e :lsa I?Swg ttm;es. ItB was composed for the audience of
2 , not for a Bronze Age audience; and i
pations, moral, social and emotion: o
) > ) al, are those of it
a tissue of technical anachronisms i e stri o !
tissu isms in the strictest historical
point is that they are not to be noti » are admitted
oticed as such, the dmi
as long as they are congruous wi ‘o world of the ot
2 s with
B the phay o st the heroic world of the far past
- ":.h::gr;l‘u;l‘go ::opsicfier these three facts (all in my view beyond dis
, in fact, undisputed). Nowhere in G s
any direct address to the audi . et retorome s i
! ience or any other referen it;
¢ in Greek tragedy does the d i  son Of
. _ ramatist use the first
or refer to himself in an ; e
_ y way; and nowhere in Greek t i
reference of any kind to th o
_ e theatre, to drama, actors, et
. ] 3 ] p : iy ¢ NO
ot:::rs » DO humble author’, no ‘all the world’s a stage’. All
ey : :ln direct ﬁfrﬁaﬁ to the Old Comedy of Aristophanes
! rama, which likes to exploit the tensi
i ension between th,
d:;'nr?a]i'md9the _wprld pf the play, between these two come:
chigh ty.” This mv.anable refusal to admit the existence of
- mnﬁ(;:: ar:: play.wnght, or to admit that the play is not the
'J'of i lsa e claim that the dramatic illusion is inviolable
iy play never as:knowledges the world of the audience:
o tr:aa;:‘i altwat}ll-ls intact. This is by no means to deny thé
i y to the w i ;
oy orld of the audience; but the relevance
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What then is the relevance of Greek tragedy to its audience? Now
that some more modern dogmas have been cleared aside, we might turn
to the ancient Greek sources to see what they thought their tragedies
were about.!® They give us, I think, some views which are interestingly
wrong, and some which tally so well with my own experience that I am
unable to improve on them.

By far the most substantial fifth-century discussion of tragedy is the
second half of Aristophanes’ Frogs. One theme is particularly persistent:
that tragedy feaches its audience. ‘We poets make men better citizens’
(1009 f). ‘Boys have a schoolteacher to instruct them, grown-ups have
poets® (1054 f.). In Plato too this is generally regarded as the dramatist’s
chief claim. This may seem fair enough — most of us decide that art is
didactic in one sense or another — but both Aristophanes and Plato
apply the notion in disappointing ways. Thus, they both speak of poets,
including tragedians, as though it was claimed for them that they actually
taught various practical skills — strategy, sailing, economics, cobbling,
or whatever it may be. Plato’s Socrates has a good time at the expense
of this absurdity: obviously for such expertise you go, not to poetry,
but to a technical manual or to a living authority.

Another questionable assumption is that the poet’s teaching is con-
tained in the words of certain of his lines, and so can be extracted from
the work (like a tooth). Aristophanes scarcely seems to doubt that the
‘message’ of a play by Aeschylus or Euripides — and the man’s personal
moral views also — is purveyed by certain sententious lines from his
work. The same assumption has been shared by the generations of critics
down to the present day who have put together a picture of the dramatist
from a patchwork of quotations. Obviously this is a hazardous, if not
downright foolish, method, since each quotation has a context within

the drama as a whole, a context from which (in any good playwright) it

is indivisible. The dramatizer of conflict has to be able to put both side

of a case: which side is his message? Furthermore, admirable sentiments

may be put in the mouth of a villain, and objectionable ones in

mouth of a virtuous character who does not act upon them (like Hips

polytus’ notorious line ‘my tongue swore, but my heart did not confi

it’). Sometimes, it is true, a final message is drawn from the tragedy as @
whole — messages like ‘life is full of unexpected turns’, ‘call no mag

happy until he is dead’, ‘think on a mortal level’. But these are the tid
ditional maxims of the Greeks, the property of every grandfather: 0
need not go to tragedy to leam these. As always, as soon as the messé
of a work of art is reduced to a sentence it becomes banal.

But the idea that tragedy teaches is not to be abandoned just beca
it has been applied sophistically. We might well agree in general
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that, in so far as tragedy teaches, it does so throu
through the way that human life is portrayed ail:it:;twrﬁ;l:eﬁabw}ilroléei,
vidual spoken lines. So the audience learns, in so far as it learns b);/ wa -
:-t;g t:;yw;?(lie ixpe:Jience. That is to say, the intellectual burde,n of thi
its value as teachi i i
B e excporionce aching has to do with the quality of the
Wg do h?ve a scrap of fifth-century criticism which seems to be de-
veloping this very train of thought. It is a single sentence, a fragment
torn from its surrounding discourse, but we know it was writ,ten apropos
of tragedy: ‘The man who deceives shows more justice than he \fho
does not; and the; man who is deceived has more wisdom than he who is
not’ !ho te apatésas dikaioteros tou mé apatesantos, kai ho apatetheis
sqp-h.oteros tou me apatethentos). These are the words of Gorgias, the
Sicilian theorist and teacher of rhetoric, who worked in Athens m’ the
last quarter of: the fifth century, and who is best known for his discom-
fiture in Plato’s Gorgias.'" Inevitably any interpretation of this sentence

i #asmmaiw, but there is one which seems to me to make very good

nse, whether or not it is what Gorgias meant. The tr i
cceeds ?n enthralling his audience does more justice by tﬁge:flfz:::t“tllllli(;
on his audience than the playwright who fails to captivate them:
the member of the audience who succumbs to the spell of thc;,
will thmugl"l that experience be a better, wiser man than the
ber w:ho resists and remains unmoved. On any interpretation the
yord is, of course, apatan, to deceive, trick, beguile (perhaps con-
X by the English word-play that tragedy ‘takes in’ its audience). It
alanced Para-dox, typical of Gorgias’ manner, that deceit should be
s of justice and wisdom. It is also a shrewd reply to all those
sts, above all Plato himself, who have complained that fiction is
.Thu dFCClt, Gorgias implies, is temporary and it is beneficial
and falsity are not the category relevant to the case: the worth ot"
of art depends rather on whether it is convincing, on whether
s, enthralls, moves its audience. ’
then, does this ‘deceit’ take effect? Gorgias’ own views are, 1
worth pur-suing; and the following passage, which comes fro,m
apologia for Helen, surely has tragedy in mind. ‘All poetry I
and define as discourse in metre. There comes over the audience
ﬁ: fea.rful horror- and Fearful pity and doleful yearning. By
e discourse their spirit feels a personal emotion on account
d and bad fortune of others.”!2 This passage alone should be
= cue Gorgias from the common slander that he was merely
; T. l:tbt?ve all he sees that emotions are at the heart of tragic
‘what is more he has put his finger on one of the most vital
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and remarkable features of this experience: that the emotions are
generous — altruistic almost — that we feel disturbed personally for
other people, for people who have no direct connection with us and
indeed belong to another world from ours. (What’s Hecuba to us?) This
outgoing emotion, as opposed to introverted self-absorption, is charac-
teristic of Greek tragedy, and of most (perhaps all) great tragedy. This
point is well brought home by the anecdote in Herodotus (6.21) about
Phymichus, a contemporary of Aeschylus, who produced a tragedy
about the sack of Miletus, a recent outrage on a city closely connected
with Athens. Phyrnichus was prosecuted and fined for reminding the
Athenians of their own troubles; this is not the playwright’s function.
Can we characterize these tragic emotions? Gorgias’ list is, I think,
extraordinarily apt, and far more evocative than Aristotle’s terse and
derivative ‘pity and fear’ (eleos kai phobos). Literally Gorgias writes
‘ultra-fearful shuddering and much-weeping pity and grief-loving longing’.
The greatest of these is surely pity, however much Plato and Nietzsche
may protest (how deluded Nietzsche was in claiming the Greeks as his
authority for denouncing pity). We feel an overwhelming compassion
for these other people who undergo the tribulations, pain and waste
which are the stuff of tragedy. Yet this compassion is seldom if ever
separable from other emotions. We pity Agamemnon, Oedipus, Agaue;
yet at the same time we feel horror, alarm (phriké); and at the same
time we want Agamemnon to be murdered, Oedipus to find out the
truth, Agaue to recognize her son’s head. We have a longing (pothos)
which wants grief (philopenthes): it is such sweet sorrow. | shall return
to the paradoxical pleasure of these doleful feelings; the important new
point for now is that the emotions of the tragic experience are complex,

and they are of course ever-shifting. Perhaps, indeed, the better the

tragedy, the more complex and labile the emotions it arouses. This may

be why there are certain strong emotions which Greek tragedy does not

as a rule subject us to, notably hatred and lust. These are dominee

and single-minded obsessions which do not permit mental companions.:

It seems to me, then, that Gorgias is right that tragedy is essent
the emotional experience of its audience. Whatever it tells us about th
world is conveyed by means of these emotions. Plato agreed with GO
in this, but he disapproved of the process and regarded it as naff
Aristotle agreed with him too, but, contrary to Plato, regarded it @
beneficial and salutary. Plato’s objection was that such emotions are i€
the province of the highest part of the soul, the intellectual part. T is
the forefather of the error made by so many later critics who have ™
acknowledged the centrality of emotion in the communica ion -
tragedy. They think that if tragedy is essentially an emotional experiene
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it must be ;olely that: and they think this because they assume that
str(_)n_g.emotlon is necessarily in opposition to thought, that the ps hz'l
actw:‘nes are mutually exclusive. But is this right? Unde;'standin peyC .
!earmng, moral discrimination; these things are not, in my exg,errizsom
mcomp;ahble with emotion (nor presumably in the eiperience o?Gorm’:e,
and Arlstptle): \fvhat is incompatible is cold insensibility Whethe;glzIS
“f)t emotion is inimical to such intellectual processes de.e d e
circumstances in which it is aroused. pends on the
’ic characteristic tragic emotions — pity, horror, fascination, indi
nation, and so forth — are felt in many other situat,ions besides,in ti]g-
t.heatre. Above all we suffer them in the face of the misforiunes of r E;
life, of course. What distinguishes the experience of a great tra edea"
For one thing, as already remarked, we feel for the fortunes of io )i
who_ have'no direct personal relation to us: while this does not dg::rep .
the intensity of the emotion, it affords us some distance and pers ect'ilzSe
We can _fee] and at the same time observe from outside. But dges :h?.
: distinguish trz_lgedy from other ‘contrived’ emotional ex;;eriences (mol:
of them tending to the anti-intellectual), for example an animal hunt Sa
_tball ma.tch, an encounter group, reading a thriller, or watchin’
or movie? Well, the experience of tragedy is by no n,1eans a rand(%nil
. es of sensations. Our emotional involvement has perspective and
text at the same time, and not just in retrospect. Thus the events of
gmgedy are in an ordered sequence, a sequence which gives sha
| comprehensibility to what we feel. And, most important of all tEe
; c:lf the character§ which move us are given a moral setting w,hicﬁ
i o:al and ?])-cplored in t.he Play. They act and suffer within situations
u conflict, or social, intellectual and theological conflict. The
y of the trggedy depends both on its power to arouse our emo.tio
the setting of those emotions in a sequence of moral and int:ls
\_Hcgmphcatlons which is set out and examined. Tragedy evoke;
{dgs_ fo_r others_, ljke much else; but it is distinguished by the
significance it imparts to suffering. So if the audience is not
- hen the tragedy, however intellectual, is a total failure: if its
- .;re aroused, but ir} a thoughtless, amorphous way, then it is
; 'a:'l tragedy, sensational, melodramatic.
-;;dmmt;at’ our em‘otigr}s. in the theatre, far from driving out
L demng, are indivisible .from them: they are simultaneous
inya w;;end}:ent. The experience of tragedy can achieve this
b y that the emotional experiences of real life generally
because they are too close, too cluttered with detail and iali
n_m perspective. Tragedy mak f " Partlallt.y,
+ gedy makes us feel that we understand life
BIC aspects. We have the sense that we can better sympathize
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with and cope with suffering, misfortune and waste. It is this sense of
understanding (not isolated pearls of wisdom) that is the ‘message’ of
a tragedy, that the great playwright imparts. This is well put in T. S.
Eliot’s essay ‘Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca’, where he argues
that it is the quality of the emotional expression rather than the quality
of the philosophy which makes literature great, which makes it ‘strong,
true and informative . . . useful and beneficial in the sense in which
poetry is useful and beneficial’. ‘All great poetry’ Eliot writes ‘gives the
illusion of a view of life . . . for every precise emotion tends towards
intellectual formulation’. |
Jllusion’? Maybe; but emphatically not because the play is a fiction
and the audiences’ experiences the product of temporary artifice. (And
all for nothing! For Hecuba?) Their experiences, both emotional and
intellectual, are none the less real, and become part of the real person.
The experience is not erased when we leave the theatre. Tragedy is only
an illusion in so far as any claim to make sense of all the evils of our life
is an illusion (and perhaps tragedy does not claim this). The ‘tragedies’
of real life, unlike those of the stage, are often shapeless, sordid, cap-
ricious, meaningless. But supposing this to be true (as I do), what then?
It is not human to be content with this useless, even if ultimate, truth.
We must try to understand, to cope, to respond. It is in this attempt
that tragedy — that most great art — has its place. For it gives the hurt-
ful twists of life a shape and meaning which are persuasive, which can
be lived with. And that endurance and perspective are none the less real.
As Gorgias so neatly put it ‘the man who is deceived has more wisdom
than he who is not.” And so in the end the ‘deceit’ is true to life and part
of life and makes life the better for it.

By enthralling its audience tragedy unites emotion and meaning so as
to give us an experience which, by creating a perspective on the mis-
fortunes of human life, helps us to understand and cope with those mis-
fortunes. There is nothing new or startling in this conclusion; but if it is
along the right lines there is no harm in its being repeated and rephrased.

We are now the audience of Greek tragedy. Are the actions and emotions.

and ideas I have been considering irremediably inaccessible? They sti
have the power, surely, to amaze indeed the very faculties of eyes ané

ears.

2

DECISION AND RESPONSIBILITY IN THE
TRAGEDY OF AESCHYLUS

ALBIN LESKY

What I want to present here is an interpretation of fo
the extant dramas of Aeschylus. Our po?nt of departun:l l;vri’lzlls;:gt‘:ef::::
:a,nd qot any general consideration. I also want to avoid committing m
glf right at the outset on the question whether we have to excludge t}ile:
;dea of personal will from the tragedies merely because we do not find
in them a corresponding term for it. I do want, however, to confess to
belief. It seems to me just as wrong to interpret the great poetry of
Gre:.-,ks out of the ideas of our times, out of that Impertinente Nihe’
dacious Proximity’) that Nietzsche spoke of, as it is wrong to regard
“E;e_ecllcs a; lcompletely dif.ferent people, severed from our world by
gml:l e%ea e gulf. The Aristotelian golden mean will here too be the
Let us begin with a passage from the Suppliants, a pass i
SOT Sncﬂ has also attributed particularI;igniﬁc’anlc’e.1alg::’v:::ll‘zl;liﬁlt;l
phasise, however, that, if I begin with a scene from the Suppliants
$ ot mean that I have returned to the old view that dated,
ay in an ea.rly period. On the ground of the well-known papyrus-
: t :‘i ; Pl’:cdaica;ia [prgduction record] it seems to me on the
vitable to date the i
:t in the second half of the 4605‘?e rlomance of the play in the
uation in the first part of the drama needs no special intro-
B. The :rhoc:;ushls formed by the daughters of Danaog, who ht;\?e
m(lncide :111 e impetuous and .repulsive wooing of the sons of
o c;llt y, I shall take it for granted that the twelve
iy orus represented all fifty daughters of Danaos.) Near
. rgos, they have taken refuge at a large altar, where the
ymbols of a number of gods are combined. The king of the
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NOTES

0. Taplin: Emotion and Meaning in Greek Tragedy (pp. 1-12).

1. One of my purposes in The Stagecraft of Aeschylus (1977) is to clucidate
this ‘grammar’ of dramatic tcchnique. W. Jens’ Die Bauformen der griechischen
Tragédie (1971) is an attempt, far from successful but none the less enterprising,
to compile the whole of this ‘grammar’. Disciples of Walter Jens at Tiibingen con-
tribute sections (of greatly varying quality) on the structure of opening and closing
scenes, on the acts and choral songs, speech, stychomythia, lyric dialogue, and
monody : there are also three parerga on supplication, props, and the significance
of on- and off-stage.

2. This point is hammered home by Brian Vickers, Towards Greek Tragedy
(33 ff., esp. 41-2). Vickers’ confutation in his section ‘Metaphysics and Mystiques’
(3-51) of various ‘transcendant schemes’ which have been vainly imposed on
Gregk tragedy is onc of the best parts of a stimulating, if uneven, book. The most
influential account of the Greek theatre as ritual has probably been Ch.i of Francis
Fergusson’s The Idea of a Theatre (Princcton, 1949).

3. I relegate a couple more hobby-horsical reflections to a footnote. Another
motive for the search of ritual may be the desire of some to find religious or quasi-
religious motives for all valuable human activities so that they are all donc to the
greater glory of god (even if it is the wrong god). Another more modern motive is
the desire of the ‘counter-culture’ to stress all that is anti-rational, impulsive, and
‘primitive’ in our life. The driving forces of this movement are too complex and
too close for analysis, but they include the decline of traditional religion, disillusion
with scientific ‘progress’, Freudian psychology, expression of solidarity with non-
Western cultures, and simple revolt against whatever system is nearest at hand.
Greek tragedy, they gather, was a ‘primitive ritual’, so it is annexed as a venerable
support for these cultural trends. But the ancient Greeks are treachcrous allies.
The undeniable powers of the irrational, the cruel, and the impulsive are clearly
recognized by Greek tragedy, but they are not admired; they are rather forces of
destruction and inhumanity.

4. The authoritative account is Pickard-Cambridge’s The Dramatic Festivals of
Athens (1968, ch. ii, 57-125).

5. This should be put in its place a fragment of the fourth-century comedian
Antiphanes which has been taken much too seriously. His character is trying to
show that comedy is much harder to compose than tragedy because you havc to
make up the story:

I have only to mention Oedipus, and they know the rest
that his father was Laius, his mother Jocasta,

who his daughters are and his sons,

what he is going to suffer, what he has done. . .

The crudity of this proves, in a sense, the opposite of what it purports to prove.
6. There is an interesting exercise in comparison to be found in the fifty-second

(so-called) Oration of Dio Chrysostom (Loeb Classical Library, vol. iv, cd. A. L.

Crosby, 338 ff.), in which he discusses the three Philoctetes plays of Aeschylus,
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Euripides, and Sophocles (only the last survives). The fixed elements are that
Odysseus and others have to fetch Philoctetes from Lemnos to Troy: the differences
between the three plays move them worlds apart.

7. This dialogue occurs at the most harrowing moment of Jude the Obscure
when Jude and Sue have discovered the violent death of their children:

‘Nothing can be done’ he replied.

‘Things are as they are, and will be brought to their destined issue.’

She paused, ‘Yes! Who said that?’ she asked heavily.

‘It comes in the Chorus of Agamemnon. It has been in my mind continually
since this happened.’

To move from the sublime to the less than sublime see the very title of Cocteau’s
version of Oedipus, La Machine Infernale (1934). The prologue voice says, ‘Spec-
tator, this machine, you see here wound up to the full in such a way that the spring
will slowly unwind the whole length of a human life . . .” The radio comedy show
I'm Sorry I'll Read That Again ended its version of Oedipus ‘My fate, my fate are
killing me!’

8. Aeschylus’ Persians is the exception which proves the rule. Not only is
the play not a tragedy about Athens, but the Persian rulers are given the status
and distance of tragic heroes indistinguishable, dramatically speaking, from the
usual figues of the heroic age. Even those who generally agree with my case would
until recently have made an exception of Eumenides and granted that it contains
political propaganda. But it seems to me that Colin Macleod in his article on the
unity of the Oresteia (1973) is completely convincing in his denial of specific
topical allusions and in his claim that the play is political in a much more ideal
and time-free sense. On the ‘dramatic illusion’ of Greek tragedy see the first and
last chapters of David Bain, Actors and Audience (Oxford, 1977).

9. See, for instance, Anne Righter, Shakespeare and the Idea of the Play
{London, 1962, repr. Penguin, 1967).

10. Excellent translations of the more important fragments are collected in
the first section of Ancient Literary Criticism, ed. D. A. Russell and M. Winter-
bottom (Oxford, 1972).

11. Some fragments of Gorgias are in Russell and Winterbottom (op. cit.),
but for a translation of all the little that survives see that by George Kennedy in
The QOlder Sophists,ed R. K. Sprague (South Carolina, 1972, 30 ff.). The standard
text is in Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (vol. ii, 7th ed., rev. Kranz, Berlin,
1951-4).

12. A Phonetic rather than literal transcript brings out Gorgias’-use of the
letters r, then [, then ¢ to vary the predominant emotional p: priké peripobos kai
eleos poludakrus kai potos pilopentés.

Albin Lesky: Decision and Responsibility in the Tragedy of Aeschylus (pp. 13-23)

(19281' B. Snell, Aischylos und das Handeln im Drama, Philologus SB 20, Heft 1
).

2. Proc. of the Cambr. Philol. Soc. 186 (1960), 27.

3. Form and Meaning in Drama (London, 1956), 4.

4. Aeschylus, Agamemnon xxvii.

S. Etudes de Lettres 6 (1963),73-112 (Bull. de la Fac. des Lettres Lausanne).
On all these questions, cf. also H. Lloyd-Jones, ‘The Guilt of Agamemnon’, (printed
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