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WILLIAM G. THALMANN

Euripides and Aeschylus: The Case of the
Hekabe

“-Hamm: 1 love the old questions. (With fervour) Ah the old questions, the old
answers, there’s nothing like them!
-—Samuel Beckett, Endgame

No ONE NEEDS tQ be told that in certain of his plays Euripides alludes to
Aeschylus, and sometimes all but explicitly cites him. Except for scattered com-
ments in studies of individual plays and three general surveys.! however, atten-
tion to this matter has arisen in connection with those plays that treat the same
myths as Aeschylus did. such as Electra, Orestes, and Phoenissae. In fact, reminis- °
cences of Aeschylus occur, in some plays sporadically but often in whal seems
systematic deployment, throughout Euripides’ plays, and not just in those texts

Oral versions of this paper were given at the 1989 Annual Meeting of the American Philological
Association. at the University of Southern California. and at the University of California, trvine. 1
would liKe to thank members of the audiences on those occasions for their helpful comments, and
particularly C'harles Segal. Jeffrey Henderson, and Amy Richlin for their help and encouragement. |
would also like to recall here the anonymous student. shrewder than he or she probably realized. who
wrote on an evaluation at the end of a course on Greek tragedy. “the House of Atreus seemed to go
on forever.”

1. Otto Krausse. “De Euripide Aeschyli Instauratore™ (diss. Jena. 1905). Rachel Aélion,
Euripide héritier d' Eschyle, 2 vols. (Paris: Société d'Edition “Les Belles Lettres,  1983}; and Richard
Garner, From Homer to Tragedy: The Art of Allusion in Greek Poetrv (London and New York:
Routledge, 1990). The first contains valuable information and conclusions but is incomplete at feast
as regards the Hekabe. The second contains much fuller discussions, but its approach is. in my view,
excessively positivistic. Garner pays considerable attention to Euripides’ allusions to Aeschylus but
gives only cursory treatment of the Hekahe.
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where we would expect to find them. The work most frequently recalled is the
Oresteia, and the number and nature of the allusions suggest that the trifogy, and
especially the parodos of the Agamemnon with its narrative of the events at
Aulis, was a deeply but creatively problematical text for Euripides.>

For example, consider the Hekabe. With its dramatization of events set in
Thrace in the days after the sack of Troy, this play would seem at first to have
little 1o do with the Oresteia. But here again a young girl is sacrificed for military
interests, a mother treacherously and fiercely takes revenge on a man for the
death of her child, and winds—or their absence-—keep the Greeks from sailing.
Evidently, through an unrelated myth complex and a series of substitutions of
characters, Euripides “replayed” the Oresteia, as though he needed to work
through something in the trilogy that profoundly disturbed him. Much the same
could be said of a significant number of his other plays as well, and the Hekabe
can serve as an example of an important aspect of Euripidean drama. ]

The Oresteia is, to be sure, not the only surviving text behind the Hekabe.
Katherine King has shown how important echoes of the Iliad are in this play, and
how they structure an implicit criticism of the male-centered warrior ethic that,
through Homer’s influence, had become a principal “myth” (in Barthes’ sense)
of Greek culture.? Allusions to Aeschylus can also be viewed in this way, and in
this sense this paper may be taken as complementary to her article. (I shalf
suggest other perspectives on allusions as well.) In the blinding of Polymestor
and its aftermath the influence of the Cyclops episode in Odyssey 9 has been
detected, and the blinded Polymestor’s entrance has been compared to the en-
trance not only of the Pythia in Aeschylus’s Eumenides but also of Sophocles’
blinded Oedipus.* It has also been suggested that a narrative in Herodotus lies
behind the Polymestor episode; Euripides would then presumably be using the
antithesis between Greek and barbarian prominent in the Herodotean passage. s

2. Cf. Krausse (above, n. 1) 172-73, who concludes that the Agamemnon exerted the most
influence on Euripides. On p. 171 he tists the Hekabe as among those plays that “non ita insignes sunt
Aeschyli vestigiis impressis™; he misses a number of allusions in that play. On the Oresteia’s impor-
tance to Euripides, see also Aélion’s brief comment (above, n. 1) I, 161. Obviously the Oresteia was
not the only influential Aeschylean text for Euvipides (cf. the case of the Phoinissae and the Seven
Against Thebes, interestingly studied by Suzanne Said, “Euripide ou i"attente dégue: L'exemple des
Phéniciennes,” Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore de Pisa 15 [1985) 501-27), but 1 would claim
that it was especially important. :

3. Katherine Callen King, “The Politics of Imitation: Euripides’ Hekabe and the Homeric
Achilles.™ Arethusa 18 (1985) 47-66. Cf. the earlier and less nuanced treatment by Tito Tosi, “Ii
sacrifizio di Polissena,” Atene e Roma 17 (1914) 19-38, esp. 32-33.

4. Cyclops: Charles Segal, “Violence and the Other: Greek, Female, and Barbarian in Euripi-
des’ Hecuba,” TAPA 119 (1990) 18. Pythia: Krausse (above, n, 1) 228-29. Oedipus: Wolf H.
Friedrich, Euripides und Diphilos, Zetemata'§ {Munich: Beck, 1953) 31; Ann N. Michelini, Euripi-
des and the Tragic Tradition (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 1987) 171; and Martha C.
Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986) 417.

5. Hdt. 7.33,9.116-20. See R. Meridor, “The Function of Polymestor’s Crime in the ‘Hecuba'
of Euripides,” Eranos 81 (1983) 13-20, esp. 18-20.
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The Hekabe is a “palimpsestic” text, as Zeitlin has characterized the Orestes.®
Still, although this wider context of allusions is important, this play bears a
particularly strong relation to Aeschylus that deserves to be singled out for
study.

What can such a study tell us? The question is especially pertinent because
critics have often been too easily content to put Euripides’ allusions down to
sophisticated game playing and leave the matter there.” Nor is the issue simply to
discern where Euripides is and is not original, at least as that question is usually
posed.® Allusions to Aeschylus are part of the fabric of Euripides’ plays, and
recognizing them and their significance in context will obviously help us with
individual texts. But whatever insights into the Hekabe can be gained in this way,
the real interest of pursuing this topic is to raise the general question of why
Euripides recurs so often—almost obsessively—to Aeschylus and above all to
the Oresteia and its myths. These echoes and allusions, taken together, imply a
reading of Aeschylus’s text that may be a misreading but that suggests the nature
of Euripides’ relation to his tradition (importantly though not exclusively repre-
sented for him by Aeschylus), or more broadly, as I prefer, to his culture in the
last quarter of the fifth century B.C.?

To discuss allusions is to encounter difficult problems, but these should not
be immobilizing. First, our knowledge of Greek tragedy is so fragmentary that
we may be led to exaggerate the Hekabe’s relation to the Oresteia. Because we
have only the title and one utterly uninformative fragment of Aeschylus’s
Iphigeneia, we have no way of knowing whether that play, as well as the Aga-
memnon, influenced Euripides’ treatment of the sacrifice of Polyxena. And even
if we must ignore the Iphigeneia, there is still a third term in the relationship,
Sophocles’ Polyxéna, in which a ghost (of Achilles) appeared, as does Poly-

6. Froma 1. Zeitlin, “The Closet of Masks: Role-Playing and Myth-Making in the Orestes of
Euripides.” Ramus 9 (1980) 54.

7. Cf. R. P. Winnington-Ingram, “Euripides: Poiétés Sophos,” Arethusa 2 (1969) 127-42. esp.
129-30. 136; Godfrey W. Bond, “Euripides’ parody of Aeschylus.” Hermathena 118 (1974) 1-14,
esp. 7. 11-12: N. G. L. Hammond, “Spectacle and Parody in Euripides’ Electra,” GRBS 25 (1984)
373-87: and, most pertinent to this paper, George Gellie. “Hecuba and Tragedy.” Antichthon 14
(1980) 30-44. 1t would be equally a mistake to ignore the Euripidean wit that these critics have so
well described; but there is more to the matter than that. For examples of what can be gained from
taking as significant connections between Euripidean and other texts, see Richard Caldwell, “Trag-
edy Romanticized: The Iphigeneia Taurica,” CJ 70 (1974) 23-40: and Zeitlin (above, n. 6) 51-77.

8. This is the emphasis of Aélion (above. n. 1):e.g.. 1,18, 116-17, 326-28; 11, 85.

9. And there is disagreement on this relation. Two recent books have described Euripides,
respectively, as traditionalist and as antitraditional ironist: David Kovacs, The Heroic Muse: Studies
in the Hippolytus and Hecuba of Euripides, AJP Monographs in Classical Philology 2 (Baltimore and
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 1987); and Michelini (above, n. 4). I tend toward

. Michelini’s position. For her. however, Sophocles represents the tradition for comparison with
Euripides, whereas 1 would emphasize Aeschylus, and think that Aristophanes showed acute judg-
ment in opposing him to Aeschylus in the Frogs. Michelini also seems to consider the issues in
Euripides™ relation to his tradition primarily aesthetic; 1 consider them profoundly political. or
rather. T would not want to separate the «aesthetic" and the “political.”
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doros's ghost in the Hekabe, and which evidently, like the Hekabe (1277-81),
contained a prophecy of Agamemnon’s death in markedly Aeschylean diction. 1
The date of this play is unknown; but if it preceded the Hekabe Euripides may
have been reacting to it as well as to the Oresteia." Whatever the chronology
may have been, however, if we had the whole play we might well find that
Sophocles was responding in his own way to the Oresteia, and that the two plays
were more significantly related to the trilogy than to each other, as the example
of the two Elektras suggests. At any rate, we shall find positive evidence below of
the Hekabe's direct relationship with the Oresteia.

A more essential problem is how one recognizes or proves an allusion. In
critical discourse, allusions occupy an oddly indefinite place. On the one hand,
everyone knows what they are and recognizes their pervasiveness and their
importance at least some of the time. On the other hand, no two readers would
find the same allusions in any given text, or would agree on what is needed to
connect that text with a prior one. One reason for the uncertainty is the variety
of effects that might be covered by the term: from the reappearance of a distinc-
tive word or phrase used memorably in an earlier text to the construction of a
scene (including visual effects) and beyond that to the manipulation of myths and
characters to create parallels or contrasts with the treatment of the same or
similar stories in earlier texts. Context will be of some help: when the Hekabe
recalls the Oresteia through these larger effects, we can be fairly confident of
finding verbal reminiscences that work with structure and story pattern to play
one text off against another in a reader’s or audience’s mind. But allusions aiso
differ qualitatively. Some are glaring, and any audience that misses them will
lose much of a text's richness of associations and suggestiveness, though it is
doubtful that its essential meanings ever depend on allusions. Others are scarcely
allusions at all, but more like unconscious or partly conscious echoes, with little
or no effect on an audience’s interpretation. Even thesc are significant, however.
A turn of phrase, a way of conceiving a situation or story, even if neither poet
nor original audience may have been aware of their association with a prior text,
can tell us something about the poet’s approach and how that was shaped by his
predecessors, and about the new text’s relation to types of discourse prevalent in
its society and incorporated in earlier works.

This last point—that texts are particular realizations of kinds of discourse—
may help clarify a particular form of the problem of identifying allusions. How
can we know that a phrase or a scenic device or a way of shaping action that
resembles an element in another text is an allusion to that text and not just a
convention of the genre, especially given the highly stylized nature of Greek

10. Soph. fr. 526P. On this play see William M. Calder 111, “A Reconstruction of Sophocles’
Polyxena,” GRBS 7 (1966) 31-56.

11. For arguments for the Polyxena’s priority, see Calder (above, n. 10) 53-56 and bibliogra-
phy there. They are not such as to justify his confidence in his conclusion, and the question cannot be
resolved.
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tragedy? We shall encounter this question at several points in the discussion of
the Hekabe. 1t assumes 2 mutually exclusive opposition between convention and
a significant effect in a particular context, in this case allusion. But is that
correct? Conventions are a kind of discourse and as such carry meaning. If—to
take an example that will concern us below—tragedians structured scenes of
offstage murder in a similar way, those scenes carried with them associations
with questions that typically surrounded such murders, questions of guilt and the
moral ambivalence of revenge, and these issues bore implications for the values
of contemporary society. At a very minimum, then, relating similar scenes in
different plays will tell us something about conventions not just as formal devices
but as part of the language of tragedy. But we can go farther. Conventions have a
way of being realized in particularly memorable form in certain texts, and their
use later will inevitably evoke those texts. My contention is that, for Euripides
and his audience as well as for us. the Oresteia was such a text because of its
historical significance as a major summing-up of fifth-century Athenian culture,
and that some elements in the Hekabe might fit the pattern of conventions but
also recall Aeschylus's text in particular.

In the end, there is no way of proving the existence of an allusion—or of
disproving it either.’2 The question is how far one should go, and that is a matter
of judgment. But there are some checks along the way. Does a phrase occur only
in the two texts in question, or at any rate in the two poets? 1f 50, there is a case
for considering the possibility of allusion, especially in the presence of other
elements that suggest a connection. And we have to look at the whole case, the
cumulative structure of what can be called allusions, which reinforce one an-
other, even if some of them seem questionable to some people.

THE TROJAN WAR

To the two actions of the Hekabe, sacrifice and revenge, the Trojan War is
background and cause. The brutality of human sacrifice, Polymestor’s betrayal
of the ties of Eevia, Hekabe's outburst of vengeance, are prolongations of the
war's violence in other forms. In the Agamemnon, too, the war fits into a
sequence between the sacrifice of Iphigeneia and the murder of Agamemnon in
retaliation. These events in turn fall within a larger context, from Thyestes’ feast
to the acquittal of Orestes. Throughout, it is possible to trace a pattern of divine
and human motivation, and movement toward a positive end. though these
things are complex and, to some readers (myself included), not whotly coherent.
In the Hekabe, connections between events are attenuated or wholly lacking:
there is none whatever between the sacrifice of Polyxena and the murder of
Polydoros. Causes are harder to find, beyond the violence within the human
psyche. The gods, about whose possible role in events there are only scattered

12. Garner (above, n. n. 1.

THALMANN: Euripides and Aeschylus: The Hekabe 131

hints, will not serve as an explanation."? And at the end of the play, only further
murder is in sight.

Around the middle of the Hekabe occurs the first of two choral narratives of
the Trojan War (629-56). In Aeschylean fashion it traces present suffering—of
both Trojan and Greek women—to past actions: Paris’s preparations for his
voyage to Greece and beyond that his judgment of the three goddesses. This
song has a specific parallel in the narrative section of the first stasimon in the
Agamemnon (427-55), for it too moves from Paris’s crime to the grief of those
left in Greece for the warriors killed at Troy. The relation between these songs
perhaps consists not of allusion but of a similar conception of the same story
although it is quite possible that Euripides had the Aeschylean passage in min(;
when he wrote his ode. In any case, the similarity only calls attention to differ-
ences of detail and context.

There is some evidence that after the Persian Wars the Trojan War was used
as a Paradigm to shed glamor on contemporary warfare in support of Cimon’s
policies, and that Aeschylus’s anti-Homeric criticisms of the war were unusual
and striking." But the first part of the stasimon (Ag. 355-426), before the
c.jescription of the grief and resentment in Greece, celebrates the sack of Troy as
just retribution for Paris’s act and dwells on the pathos of Menelaos’s desertion
by Helen as a wrong in need of righting. But doing just that inflicted widespread
loss (?n Greece in general (see especially Ag. 427-31). Thus the war was in one
way just, but Greece paid a heavy price. Whether or not the contradiction is
finally resolved by “the Aeschylean theodicy,™ the stasimon could be read in
sTJch a way that the emphasis on the war’s justice significantly offsets its destruc-
twen.ess, places it in a broader moral and religious perspective. To this possible
reading Euripides seems to respond as dangerous, if only by bringing together
the elements of a negative critique of the war in Aeschylus’s text, and so by
resolving the chorus’s ambivalence in favor of protest. ‘

Take away the religious perspective, the lens of theodicy, shift from the
Arg.we to the Trojan point of view, and the result is the Hekabe's second
stasimon. The Trojan women are directly involved in the disaster as victims
unlike the more detached Argive elders in Acschylus: h

&pol XV oVpgoeav,

£poi xfiv Tnpovav yevéodar,

1daiav Ote mpdTOV HAAV

*AMEEavdoog elhativav

ttaped’, Ghov & oidpa vavoToAowv
‘Erévag Eni Méntoa.

(Hek. 629-35)

13. See Charles Segal, “The Problem of the Gods in Euripides’ Hecuba,” MD 22 (1989) 9-21.

14. D. M. Leahy. “The Representation of the Trojan Warii 3 ”
(1974) 123, e5p. S ojan War in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, AJP9S

15. Leahy (above, n. 14) 17-19.
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For me calamity,

for me suffering had to happen.
when first Alexandros

cut the fir tree’s trunk on lda
to voyage over the sea swell

to Helen's bed.

No explanation for their misery is possible for these enslaved women; this is

just what “had to be [xov]." Trace the situatior.\ though.the_y might totPafnt:Z
departure for Greece and, in the antistrophe, t'0 its c.ause lp h‘: Jgdg:;er?n(: the
three goddesses. all that links cause and effect is the inexplica le su'"«: 625;30)
necessities greater than sufferings” (338——39;tnn(:teemtil(1)en rt;s:(;::il;:e\::lt o i.t
And perhaps that is why Aeschylus . (?es not men e Jud; of Pt .us
inj n element of divine caprice into a situation that h.lS chor

:vr:::‘ (tioh :;: ;:J;C(‘)::"z; coherent. The way an individuals folly brings dl:ﬂaSI(':l’. :‘0
the whole community is regarded by the Agamemnon chorus as an a'we—mS[;lr(; ii
demonstration of the fitness of things (Ag. 392-95; cf. 699-716). as it wasta s :
earlier tradition.!s For Euripides’ chorus, it only makes events more monstrously
““fa;: sz tetﬁ;s():l(:)t.he more remarkable that these women sec¢ beyond t(?eltr ;rv(/)n
grief to imagine the mourning of a Spartan girl or mother for gh.er .dﬁea : . i);
(Hek. 650~56). in lines that may well allude to /.1g. 4.129—55.._ |gn'| :anthya,n '
women with whom these Trojan captives feel a solidarity of grlef., rat :rh e
indefinite subjects of the verbs in Ag. 433—55,.pr.esumably relfmves o ltt i dea 2,‘
for one way the Hekabe depicts women is as victims of r?1ale violence. It 1S ol
mark of the chorus’s imaginative sympathy that they glcturclthe mou:tnl:ngS '
Spartan woman (Adraiva), for Helen their destroyer 1§ # Adxawva, “the Sp
o I\(Afe:lre\ki.ndt':l}:)'flekabe are not conspicuous for such sympathy (excgpt, [;c?apes‘;
Talthybios). Odysseus earlier has also commented on the suffering of Gre
women in very similar terms but for different reasons:

el & olnted MAOYEW PNne. 1Gd Avidrové pov
gloiv mag’ futy ovdtv fjooov &{}M('n

yoalon YUVaIXES Aot npeopuTat (,)eﬂev,
vippa T dolotav vUp@imV TNTOREVAL,

bv HdE xevdEL obRAT 1daic #OVIS. ek, 21-29

If you call your sufferings pitiful, hear this reply of mine:

there are among us old women and aged men

no less wretched than you
and wives who have lost the best husbands,
whose bodies the dust of 1da conceals here.

16. Cf. Hes. WD 240-41.
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The last line recalls Ag. 452-55:

ol & aiToL mEPL TELYOG
trag Thddog yag
ehuopPoL xatéyovow, £x-
Do &' Exoviag ExQuyev.

There around the wall

they [the Argive soldiers] in their beauty

dwell in graves of the Hlian land,

and a hostile earth has concealed them, its possessors.

Odysseus is justifying the sacrifice of Polyxena and takes for granted the righ-
teousness of this and all wars.'” A Greek, he echoes the Greek chorus of the
Agamemnon. There is no sympathetic crossing of national boundaries in his
attitude. but rather their assertion. If Greek women suffer from the war, so
should Trojan women; and therefore Polyxena should be sacrificed. So what in
Aeschylus is criticism of the war and for the captive Trojans is reason for a
generalized compassion is, on Odysseus's lips, justification of an act that arises
from this war and will make possible future Greek military ventures (Hek. 306~
16). Euripides thus uses an idca that occurs in Aeschylus, perhaps uses the
Aeschylean passage as a model, in two opposite ways to heighten the criticism of
the war by showing the nature of the victims and the victors.

The sensibility of the defecated women finds utterance again in the third
stasimon (Hek. 905-51). The intimacy of the marriage chamber broken by the
shout of the attacking Grecks,'™ the women's sight of their husbands dead as they
themselves are dragged into slavery, not only imply the familiar idea of war as
sexual violation but also provide an instance of the destruction of philia (here the
bond of marriage) that in various forms is a main theme of the Hekabe. Then the
chorus tell how, looking back from the Greek ships upon the ruins of their city,
exhausted with grief, they cursed Helen and Paris; the connection between
sorrow and anger is made, ominously, immediately before the entrance of
Polymestor and Hekabe's revenge on him:

v Toiv Atoonovgow ‘Ehévay xaav 1daidv 1€ Bovtav
alvonagwv xatdoq
dudovo’, Enei pe yalag

17. CF. especially Hek. 310 (of Achilles): faviv tnge yig ‘EMddog xdhhot’ avip (“the man
who died most gloriously for the land of Greece™). How was the Trojan War an efforl in behalf of
Greece? Euripides will later raise this question again, more emphatically, when Iphigeneia justifies
her own sacrifice in the JA.

18. This cry—® matdeg ‘EAravev (“O sons of the Hellenes")—may echo the Greek sailors’
cry at Pers. 402, as Gamer (above. n. 1: 129) suggests, commenting that “Euripides seems to be
imitating rather than alluding.” But if we attend to Euripides' implicit commenlary on the Trojan
War, this might be a very pointed allusion. which contrasts a war truly waged for the defense of

Greece against barbarians with one that Odysseus only spuriously claims has had this aim (Hek. 309—
10; see n. 17 above).
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tx motplag AmMAETEY , L
EEDuiaéy T OlkwV yépog 0¥ Yauog M
&ardotopdg Tig olLig ’ )

Gv unte néhayog dhov drayayor nAAY

A DoV \ ' &g olnov.
UiTE MOTEOOV mmic G (Hek. 943 52)

(1 tooked back] cursing Helen, sister of the Dioskouroi,
and the Idaean shepherd, Paris the dreadful,

since there ruined me from my father's land

and exiled me from my house

a marriage no marriage but

some Avenger's woe.

May the salt sea never bring her home,

may she never come to her father’s house.

Against the picture of legitimate marriage earlier in the 0¢:‘1e .is now set the
union of Helen and Paris as 2 perversion of marriage—an insistent thf:me in
the second stasimon of the Agamemnon (especially Ag. 699—.74.1.9), which the
language here recalls. Euripides’ aivénagty (“dreaf‘lful Parls‘,‘ 945) e?hohe.s
[égwv TOv atvorexteov at Ag. 712: the reproach z.agamst Paris dfeadful m0 is
bedding” that the chorus of the Agamemnon imagines Troy uttering (Ag. 7 9.—
12) is actually voiced by Euripides’ Trojan chorus as they are take’n from the\lr
ruined city.!® Lines 948-49 recall both Ag. 744-49 (especially yugov Izt‘nglg'
tehevTdg, “the bitter consummations of marriage”)? and 1460-61 (.n g v 107
v doporg / “Eoig tolduatog &vdpdG 0iLlg, “surely there Yvas then in the .housef
the mighty spirit of strife, the woe of a man." also within a cctn.demnatlon o
" Helen).? Deliberate allusion, or just a similar wa)f of conceiving the sam‘e
subject, perhaps under the influence of Aeschylus? Either way. we can appreci-
ate what a difference context and perspective make 10 the significance of ‘the
same theme, blame of Helen. On the one hand, the Argive elqers engage in a
satisfied if awed contemplation of others’ suffering as illustrating a coherence
that they want to find in events: on the other, the Trojan women directly suffer

19: Cf. Helen 1120, gL alvéyapog, “Paris dreadfully marrief:l." B.ol!} !he Aist‘al;yleanh::n:
the Euripidean passages may ultimately derive from A\’Jﬂ?!(lQl., ‘Ev!l»Pans, '11n ’li' 3 ,&\Z:,:u ;:q
through the intermediary of Alcman PMG 77, quoted in a §chnllum on that line: o meﬁ
Alvonaglg xaxdy ‘EALGOL PoTraveioq, «Evil-Paris, dreadful Paris. an evil to Hellas nurse .
See Antonio Garzya, Euripide: Ecuba (Rome, 1955) 107. on Hek. 945.

20. Cf. Richard Seaford, «The Tragic Wedding,” JHS 107 (1987) 126. ) e 641

21. These echoes are noted by Krausse (above, n. 1) 84. Cf. Frael?kel s {-e'mar!( on / g.h o h;’
«The end of the ephymnium (not only the last word) seems to ha:/e been in [.Eunpldes min cv:rrrzaed
made the Trojan captives sing of Helen's marriage (Hec. 946f€.)." Aeschylus: Aga.n!;mr;)or:i.l (‘a e
edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 111, 693. Cf. Gar'ner (above., n 1) 129.“ Bn lo pldylhink
reflection on Helen comes as a Strong, threatening woman 'ls engaged in revenge. ulr :ivm:v‘n n
that the Trojan War is more at issue in this case; Euripides has more overt ways of drawing
parallel between Hekabe and Clytemnestra (see below).
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the horrors of war and are permitted no reflections on how fittingly the world
works.

Besides the chorus, Hekabe makes comments on Troy's destruction that
may go back to Aeschylus. When Polyxcna is taken from her and she collapses in
misery, Hekabe curses Helen, echoing Aeschylus's pun (Ag. 689-90) on the first
syllable of her name and the root é\-, “destroy™:?

Og Y Adnavav 6iyyovov Alooxooty
EAévv [Souut” 318 vahov Yo Oppdrov
aloyrota Toolav Elhe THY e0daipova.
(Hek. 441-43)

So may 1 see the Spartan sister of the Dioskouroi,
Helen. For through her beautiful eyes
she destroyed [hel-] most shamefully wealthy Troy.

Again, the triumphant Agamemnon proudly mentions smoke as the sign (ofjua)
of Troy’s destruction:

xomvey & Ghotou viv BT ebonuog mokig’
dtng Boelhat Lwvor, duotiviioxovaa dt
onoddg mpoméumel miovag TAOTTOY AVOdS.

(Ag. 818-20)

By smoke the city's destruction is now still conspicuous.
The winds of ruin are alive, and reluctantly dying
the ash sends forth the rich savor of wealth.

Hekabe twice refers 1o smoke in this way, while making appeals—to him:
xamvov 8t nékewg Tovd iepdomhionovit pm (Hek. 823, “I'see the smoke of the
city lcaping up here™). 2 xamvog &' Eofpnv” Gotv mohepiorg vmo (Hek. 1215, “the
smoke signaled the city beneath the enemies’ sway™). Pecrhaps in the rcferences

22. On the pun here, see Garzya (above. n. 19) 70. Euripides seems to have been impressed

with this pun. and used it elsewhere as well in criticisms of the war and its costs: Tro. 121315, 890-
93, and (with pungent irony when Iphigeneia calls herself EAénTohig, “city destroyer™) TA 1476 (cf.
1511). Hek. 441-43 have been suspected, and Diggle brackets them in his text. Tro. 772-73 are not
so close that they clearly served as a model for interpolation here (see Diggle’s apparatus). For a
defense of the lines. see Quintino Cataudella, “L.*Ecuba’ di Euripide.” Dioniso 7(1939) 121-22; and
on their dramatic appropriateness, sce Wolf Steidle, “Zur Hekabe des Euripides.” WS 79 (1966)
133-42. Both are bricfly anticipated by Johanna Schmitt, Freiwilliger Opfertod bei Euripides
(Giessen: Topelmann, 1921) 50: “Wenn noch ¢in so elementarer Hassausbruch méglich ist, so ist
trotz allen Unglicks die Lebenskraft noch nicht gebrochen. Auch dieser Zug wie der Hinweis auf
Polydoros leitet zu der furchtbaren Rache im zweiten Teil der Tragédie tiber.” On the erotic appeal
of (Helen's) eyes, see Ag. 742, in a passage thal, as we have seen, was perhaps in Euripides’ mind
(and contrast Ag. 418-19). .

23. For imegdpdonov(ta), see tmegdogav at Ag. 827 (both mean “leaping above”).

24. The parallel between this line and Ag. 818-20 is noted briefly by Krausse (above. n. 1) 84.
Perhaps Hek. 823 and 1215 also ironically echo Od. 1.57-59, where Odysseus iEHEVOS XOL XATVOV
anofighorovra vonou /ﬁg yaing. Bavéerv ipeigetau (“wishes to die, longing 10 see the smoke just
leaping up in his native land™), lines that Aeschylus too just might have had in mind.
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to smoke. and surely in the play on Helen’s name, Euripides qualiﬁes‘the tone of
the Aeschylean lines by making the same languag§ mark the feelings of th‘e
defeated. In these passages and wherever we see'hlm alluding .lo. Aeschylus s
depiction of the war or apparently writing unde'r its influence, Eurlpldes ra}ses by
implication the question pf what kind of achievement the Trojan War is sup-
resent.
posel(:\l;rri‘:fophanes‘ Frogs, Aeschylus claims to have made the Athen'ians bel;er
by infusing them with a martial spirit in such plays as the Seven Against Thebes
and the Persians (1019-27). In this, he says, he was the successor of Homer,
from whom his mind molded itself (1034-42). These claims are'exaggeraled, but
at least half true. The [liad presents a complex view of the Trojan War, but does
depict it as an occasion for heroic achievement. ln. later ages. the poem could bg
read as encouraging militaristic values; the Frogs is one p}ece of evndenc.e tha'l :t
was so read. Its effect must have been profound, in view qf Homgrlc' epic’s
prestige as a fundamental document of Greek cullure.and particularly its impor-
tance in schools, where future Athenian citizen-soldiers were shaped. f\lread.y
the Odyssey. perhaps in reaction to the lliad, diminished the '.I‘rOJan. War’s heroic
glamor by emphasizing the Achaeans’ hardships and !osses, including Agamem-
non’s inglorious death. In dramatizing this story, Wl‘?lch had only been a’ recur-
rent motif in the Odyssey, Aeschylus put even heavier stress on the war’s cost.
At the same time, he made the war seem just and necessary, or m(?re likely—
what is not at all the same thing—made his chorus seek to dep'lcl it that way.
Euripides takes a radical further step. In the Hekabe the Tr(')]an War see:mfsf
meaningless, causeless except for the most selfish human .mouves., and cut. o
from all religious or moral structure. Except insofar as it relies on dlrect.alluswn:
to Homer (discussed by King), Euripides’ crilique.of the'TrOJar? War is filtere
through, and sharpens, Aeschylus’s own reevaluation of it. Eunplde§ takt?s. Ee
might say, a critical stance toward Aeschylus’s stance lowarq Homeric epic. He
shows himself skeptical of whatever in the Aeschylean text might be advanced to
justify this or any other war.

THE SACRIFICE OF POLYXENA

It is, accordingly, to one of Aeschylus’s major de.vices for ?ulting ll}e war |r1
a diminished perspective that Euripides responds criu.cally in his turn. Tht? sacn;
fice of Polyxena is a replaying, at the end of the Trojan War, of.the s.acnﬁ?e. ol
Iphigeneia at the war’s beginning ten years before-—bu~l a replaying w:?h ?ntlc;}
differences. No longer is the act a crime within the family, a father sacnﬁcmg his
daughter, but the slaughter of one of the spoils of war. In both. plays, the. sacrlﬁce
is a focal point of the tension between oikos and the community, but tl.ns tension
is worked out very differently in each text. If Agamemnon at Aulis chooses
public over family interests, it is equally true that in the first two pl?ys of the
Oresteia problems within the oikos widen to affect the whole community. In the
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Hekabe, community interests (those of the Greeks as they perceive them) simply
override the claims of the oikos, and oikos ties are destroyed or debased. For
example, Agamemnon still has a private reason to resist the sacrifice, as he did at
Aulis; but his personal connection with the victim has shrunk from a blood tie to
one through his concubine Cassandra (Hek. 120-22)—a more distant and (de-
spite Hekabe’s claim at lines 834-35) an irregular relationship. As for the com-
munity, a personal decision by Agamemnon is replaced by the anachronistically
democratic debate in the assembly, complete with representatives of Athens, the
Theseidae.?* Society in the Hekabe is fragmented into opposing private and
public interests, with no hope that the individual might be integrated into society
without conflict—a hope implicit in the Furies’ prayers for Athens at the end of
the Eumenides.

The choice for the Greek army in the Hekabe is between abetting their
king's lust and honoring their greatest warrior (Hek. 122-40). If Agamemnon’s
motive for resisting the sacrifice is dcbased, the driving force on the other side—
traditional heroic values, the hero’s right to exact honor from the community—is
also pushed to an extreme of inhuman selfishness. It is, after all, not now an
enraged goddess who demands the sacrifice but the shade of the greatest Greek
hero, whose obsession with honor extends, and is even intensified, beyond the
grave. In his scene with Hekabe, Odysscus rationalizes these values by arguing
that it is in a society’s interest to reward its best warriors (Hek. 299-331). His
ruthlessness and his refusal to save Polyxena out of personal obligation to
Hekabe cast his position in a suspicious light. but he has a point. The /liad shows
what happens to a society that fails to reward its heroes adequately. Katherine
King has shown how the situation in the Hekabe repeats that of lliad 1, and how
the arguments for the sacrifice rccast Achilles’ complaints about his treatment
there and in Book 9. Thus in Euripides, “Achilles becomes a vehicle for carrying
to its logical and ultimatc barbarity the Homeric system of using human prizes as
a measure of tirné. 2 But in Aeschylus also heroic values took precedence over
even the most serious consequences. When Agamemnon decided to sacrifice his
daughter, his reluctance to abandon the expedition outweighed love for his
daughter and fear of incurring pollution (Ag. 206-13). “How shall | become a
deserter, losing the alliance?™” he askcd.?’” Agamemnon seems to accept epic

25. They are marked as mediating between the heroic world of myth and contemporary Athe-
nian reality not only by the connotations of dioomv pidwv / $irogeg, “the orators of two speeches”
(see Michelini [above, n. 4] 143) but also by the reworking of the Homerie 6Cog "Apnog “offshoot of
Ares,” into 8Lw "Afmvaorv, “twin offshoots of Athens™ (line 123).

26. King (above, n. 3) 51-57; quotation from p. 53.

27. Note especially Evppaylag duaguiv. Fraenkel (above, n. 21: 11, 123) opts for a rare
meaning of the participle so that the phrase means “when I have failed in my duty as a Evppayog
|ally).” rather than the more natural “losing the alliance.” The only reason to do so is the assumption
that both parts of Agamemnon’s choice must be morally repugnant from a perspective outside the
heroic system of values in which he operates. That is not necessarily the case, and the phrase attraets
particular attention when one encounters it after the experience of Euripides' play.
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heroism without question as his guiding system of values, but Aeschylus puts no
particular emphasis on this fact or on Agamemnon’s assumption that family ties
and avoidance of pollution can properly be surrendered to those values. By re-
playing both the situation in the {liad and the Aeschylean sacrifice of Iphigeneia
together, Euripides teases out the implications that Aeschylus only hinted at. He
explores and makes explicit the full brutality to which an uncritical acceptance of
the heroic world-view can lead?®—a world-view that was still an important ele-
ment of the ideology of contemporary warfare.

In his version of the Aeschylean scenario, then. Euripides made the issues
arising from the sacrifice as public as possible, as though to implicate a whole
society in the guilt arising from the deed. That society is Homeric, but also fifth-
century Athenian; for it is the Theseidae, those “twin offshoots of Athens,” who
contend that Cassandra’s bed should not be preferred to Achilles” war spear
(Hek. 122-29). And in this play Euripides shows what can lead a society that
prides itself on its civilized values by contrast with barbarians (Hek. 327-31,
1247-48)®—as contemporary Athens preeminently did-—to commit such an act.

28. Unless. of course. we folfow the argument of some that Odysseus does make a compelling
case for the sacrifice in putting communal over private values. G. M. A. Grube, for example, finds
Odysseus's reasoning “eminently sensible.” though we cannot like him because of his “coldness”
(The Drama of Euripides [London: Methuen, 1941] 217-18). See above all A. W. H. Adkins, “Basic
Greek Values in Euripides’ Hecuba and Hercules Furens,” CQ 16 (1966) 193-219. On this reading
the inclusion of the Theseidae would be “a patriotic touch™: Alfred Cary Schiesinger, “Two Notes on
Euripides,” CP 32 (1937) 67-70. Adkins’ arguments are convincingly met by James C. Hogan.
“Thucydides 3.52-68 and Euripides' Hecuba,” Phoenix 26 (1972) 241-57. For me the decisive
consideration is that, even if we grant all Odysseus’s assumptions, his argument leads to the killing of
a helpless and innocent girl; surely such an outcome casts doubt on Odysseus’s prior assumptions and
values. Lest this be thought 2 modern prejudice, it should be pointed out—what is too often
forgotten in discussions of this point—that human sacrifice was not included in the value system of
“the contemporary audience,” and no abstract talk about “cooperative virtues” can disguise that fact.
Grube's observation (p. 220) that Polyxena frees the Greeks from blood guilt by going to her death
willingly, though it may be true in a formal sense, blurs this essential distinction between a human
and an animal victim. More recently, Malcolm Heath in a very interesting article has pictured the
Greeks as confronted by a genuine moral dilemma: “[The sacrifice] is not. then, what one would
choose to do. But once Achilles, who has undeniable claims on the Greeks, demands it there is no
morally straightforward way out of the ditemma; and Achilles’ power over the winds leaves no way
out at ali” (* ‘Jure Principem Locum Tenet': Euripides’ Hecuba,” BICS 34 | 1987} 40-68; quotation
-p. 66). Note the palliating understatement of the first ¢. which disguises the terrible nature of
the act. Achilles’ claims on the Greeks are “undeniable” only from within the heroic system of
values. Nor can practical necessity be substituted for the moral question: as | shall argue, Achilles
does not control the winds here (they are not at issue in the Polyxena episode). On what the Greeks
thought about human sacrifice, see Albert Henrichs. “Human Sacrifice in Greek Religion,”
Entretiens sur ' Antiquité Classique 27 (Geneva, 1980) 195-235, esp. 232-34: and E. A. M. E.
O'Connor-Visser. Aspects of Human Sacrifice in the Tragedies of Euripides (Amsterdam: Griiner,
1987) 211-30. In discussing the Hekabe (pp. 60-67), the latter author shows that it cannot be
assumed that Euripides agreed that Polyxena should be sacrificed, but concludes that Agamemnon,
not the army as a whole, is to blame—a dubious distinction, in my view.

29. Notice how these passages play off against one another, in a way that exposes the contradic-
tions within the system of thought that straightforwardly opposes Greek to barbarian—an opposi-
tion, of course, fundamental to Greek culture. On Athens’ self-definition through a construction of
the barbarian character, see Edith Hall, Inventing the Barbarian (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1989),
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The sacrifice itself is described twice, first in anticipation by the chorus
(Hek. 147-52) and then as past by Talthybios (Hek. 518-82). It is never repre-
sented directly. That is unsurprising, in view of the Athenian theater’s reluctance
to display acts of violence, but it means that the scene of sacrifice comes to us
filtered through the different perceptions and feelings of the female chorus and
the herald, who gives the perspective of the watching male soldiers.

The chorus foresee the sacrifice as follows:

fi Y& o€ Aital
dMaxwhioovs’ dpPavov eivar
nawdog uekéag fj det o Emdelv
tOuBw nEORETH POwvIooOUEVNY
alpat tagdévov éx yguoogdgou
dELQNS VaOoUD HEAUVUVYEL.
(Hek. 147-52)
For either your prayers
will prevent you from being bereft

of your unhappy daughter or you must look upon her
fallen forward on the tomb, a virgin

reddened by blood, the dark-gleaming flow
from her gold-adorned throat.

In ﬂ.le' last three lines, details are interwoven in a complex word order unusual in
]%unpldes‘ nonlyric anapaests, so as to give a vivid sense of the terrible contradic-
n.ons that the sacrifice of a girl entails. The juxtaposition of “blood” and “vir-
gin,” three color terms ending successive metra, and the contrast between the
dark glint of blood and the gold jewelry at the girl’s neck all set this grim ritual
off from the decorum of normal life. There is no sacrificer here, no audience

only the female victim, described by an adjective and a participle :;s the object 0;
her mother’s (anticipated) sight. Talthybios, by contrast, will set the whole ritual
scene.. populated by men, and his account of the death blow (Hek. 566-68) will
d‘escnbe Neoptolemos’s emotions (“not willing and willing through pity for the
girl™), his act in a transitive verb (“he cuts™), his instrument (the iron sword)

and the place of the wound with a clinical precision (“the channels of the:
breath™) that depersonalizes the body. “The girl"® enters the sentence not as
possessor of the throat but as the object of male emotion (olxtw x6eng). Then

the blunt statement of the gush of blood, without visual embell'ishment ;)r any
sense of what this flow of virgin blood might mean: xgouvvoi 8§ Exwgouv.

:sps p(‘). 201 —23' f0{ the “deconstruction” of this antithesis in tragedy. The dynamics of the Greek/
arbarian polarity in the Hekabe have been well set forth by Segal (above, n. 4), who shows that
much as the 'Atheman audience might have liked to project the events of the play onto an alien place
and people, it would have been deeply implicated in them as well.

30. Note the typifying term; the proper name Polyxena is used just once in this speech (Hek.

523), in significant juxtaposition with 'A ig (¢ i
, S ythhéwg maig (“the son of A i
e o o b e ( on of Achilles™) and as object of the
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In the Agamemnon also the scene of sacrifice is described in anticipation,
through Agamemnon’s command, within the chorus’s narrative of the past:

poaoev &' aotolg natio pet’ fﬁxdv
Sinav yuaipag Uneplde Pwpod
nrénloiot nepLreth ftavil Sopd
npovwnn haPeiv aéo- ’

S oTéRaTOG TE XAAMTEW-

QOU PVAANG XATAOYELV
pdoyyov doaiov oinolg. (g, 231-35)
After the prayer the father commanded his attendants
to lift her with all zeal face downwards at.vove the altar
like a she-goat, fallen as she was about his robes(?},
and to restrain with a gag the speech of her lovely mouth
that would curse the house.

A sign that Euripides had this passage in mind might be the similarn)j bc‘:‘tfwlelen
nponeti) (“fallen forward,” Hek. 150) and megurern fmd nrpovmny) (“fa ;n
around,” “face downward,” Ag. 233, 234).3! But the differences between the
scenes are striking. Polyxena is 1o die at a tomb, not an altar: that a hero,fnot sn
insulted goddess, receives the sacrifice both comments on th.e ne?ture.o 'u: l(;
tional heroism, as we saw, and gives the act that rrTuCh le?ss )ustlﬁcatlpn. n
although Euripides’ two accounts of Polyxena’s sacrifice q:ffer greatl);1 in narra:
tive style, their explicitness with regard to the a.ctual cutting of tr‘lc t (;oatt C(;:t
trasts strongly with Aeschylus's reticence. He gl'ves Agamemnon s or etr ondn '
Iphigeneia above the altar (not even that is described directly, as an ev;:ln f)1aw ”
description of the victim, but never the actue.ll dea'th“blow.. At modst, t ef offmn
blood may be symbolically anticipated by Iphigeneia pounr:zgthe yeso‘ sah on
to the ground” (Ag. 239—a line to which we shall return).- A?eschylusbs c l:) uff
never recount the actual killing. When they come to that point thf:y lt:a to
(“what happened then I neither saw nor tell."’/?g. 24%1—3 narratl\r"e. i n:l)h z:
physical, averting of the eyes). It seems that Euripides wFshed to emp asflz; :n,
is only implicit in the Aeschylean text: the fu!l physical brutality o u;nll
sacrifice. its violation of the human body, and—in way.s we shall see mon.'el ully
below—the significance of this sacrifice as an prl:'essnon of the male violence
i that characterizes the Trojan and all wars.
agal;slzewcoirn::eu':nst:ances surrounding Polyxena's death make it different from

31. The sense of nepiunety is disputed; on the uncertainty, see Apn Lebeck, The ()re;leli;::';‘;
S!ud); ir; Language and Structure (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Umversn)l" Presls,hllQZl):lZf;?{ ;,rm:nd
i i Achilles’ tomb, as Iphigenei
t is taken as active, Polyxena will fall forward on
‘/,:gr:::er::w:'s robes in supplication, For this interpretation of the Aeschylean passage, see Hugh
Lloyd-Jones, “The Robes of Iphigeneia,” CR, n.s., 2 (1952) 132-34.
32, See Lebeck (above, n. 31) 80-86.
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what the chorus anticipate, different too from Iphigeneia’s death in Aeschylus,
although some points of similarity show that Euripides is refashioning that narra-
tive.® For example, Talthybios tells Hekabe that certain “picked young men”
(Aexvoi Exngitol veavion), who correspond to the “attendants” (Gotot) of Ag.
231, led Polyxena to the top of the tomb “to restrain with their hands the skittish
leaping of your calf [u6éoyov ofig}” (Hek. 526). It was, of course, common in
Greek to refer to unmarried girls as young animals, and in fact Polyxena calls
herself Hekabe’s calf (uéoyov) at line 206 (if genuine). But in association with
the action of attendants the metaphor must recall dixav ypaipag at Ag. 232
(Agamemnon signed to his attendants to lift Iphigeneia “in the manner of a she-
goat”). In both passages, mention of an animal draws attention to the terrible
incongruity, the violation of religious custom., in the substitution of a human for
an animal victim.™ [n Aeschylus this incongruity is deepened by a terrible appro-
priateness: a xipaipa or goat was sacrificed to Artemis Agrotera before battle.3s
In Euripides the effect arises from the ruthless literalization of a metaphor: if a
girl can be spoken of as a calf, she can be sacrificed like one. Hekabe has already
protested against this blurring of distinctions (Hek. 260-61): xdtepa 10 xo1 o’
tmiyay’ avdownoopayeiv / meog TopPov, EvBa Bovdutelv pahov moéney;
(“Has necessity led them to human sacrifice / at the tomb, where animal sacrifice
is more fitting?"). Polyxena as noéoyog (“calf”) also implies male control over the
female and the connection between sacrifice and marriage.%

There is a slight complication of roles in Euripides’ version of the sacrifice.
The sacrificer signals (by nodding) 1o his attendants to seize the victim (544-45),

33. On several of the connections pointed out below, see Schmitt (above, n. 22} 57-58, who
describes Euripides as indebted to Aeschylus here but as going beyond him both in contrasting
Polyxena's beauty with the horror of the sacrifice and in depicting the triumph of her heroism over
her fate and the fear of death. In what follows, it will be obvious how my view of the relation between
the narratives and of Euripides’ description of the sacrifice differs from hers.

34. This is, of course, a reversal of the process that controls violence by disguising. through
animal sacrifice, its true locus within the human community, according to René Girard, Violence and
the Sacred (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977). And in fact the
Hekabe as a whole could be read from the perspective of his “sacrificial crisis.” Polyxena is also
referred to as a fawn in Hekabe's account of her dream at Fek. 90; but a fawn, not being a domestic
animal, would not be expected o be a sacrificial victim, and anyway the line occurs in a suspected
passage: see Werner Biehl, “Dic Interpolationen in Euripides’ Hekabe." Philologus 101 (1957) 55—
62; and §. M. Bremer, “Euripides Hecuba 59-215." Mnemosyne 24 (1971) 232-50. Their arguments
are not fully met in the defense of the passage by Cario Brillante, “Sul prologo dell’Ecuba di
Euripide,” RFIC 116 (1988) 429-47. For Iphigeneia sacrificed like a calf (udayac), see 1T 359.

35. See Fraenkel (above. n. 21) I1, 133. For discussion, see Jean-Pierre Vernant. “Arteris and
Preliminary Sacrifice in Combat,™ in Mortals and Immortals: Collected Essays, Jean-Pierre Vernany,
ed. Froma 1. Zeitlin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991) 244~57, esp. 250-57.

36. Nicole Loraux, Tragic Ways of Killing a Woman (Cambridge. Mass., and London: Harvard
University Press, 1987) 35-37, who also discusses the metaphor of the nddog (“fily™) at Hek. 142.
Mdayog (“calf") is used 1o describe Iphigeneia in exactly the same way at /A 1083, where wildness
and intactness—attributes of unmarried girls in Greek thought—are stressed. Shortly after, Aga-
memnon plays on the connection between sacrifice and marriage in his use of péoxot (“calves”) in an
attempt 1o deceive Clytemnestra(') with verbal ambiguity (/A 1113).
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just as in Aeschylus ¥ but here this role is taken not by Agamem.non but. by

Achilles’ son, Neoptolemos, as though to stress that the iSSL.lC here is not crime
within the family but the demands of traditional heroism.* His \_no.lcnce seems a‘ll
too characteristic of Neoptolemos, 10 judge from the (?cscrlpt}()r’\ of Plnam s
death (Hek. 23-24): abtog li.e., Priam] te Bupe meOg ﬁsobunn{) nitver /
agayelg "AXIAENG noudOg B patpovov (“He falls at 'the “god-hmlt altar,l/
slaughtered at the hands of the murderous son of Achilles™). Here otgl)agstgf
(“slaughtered™), with its sacrificial associations, lo.oks ahead to the death o

Polyxena (and perhaps characterizes it as an extension of the carnage.at Troy).
And it is part of the dislocations in the play that the slaughter of Priam takes
place on an altar, whereas Polyxena is sacrificed on a tomb. As for Agamemnon,
he does play a rote, but it is the reverse of his action in Aesch?'lus. He commands
the attendants to free Polyxena; he did not do so much for his own daughter ten

ore at Aulis.

yearaszit ris in the description and behavior of Iphigeneia and Polyxena that the
relations between the two narratives become most complex:

xgdxov Pagag 8’ &c nédov yfovoo
EBall’ Exootov Bori-

pwv Gr’ dppatog péder prrioixtw, )
npénovoa & d¢ #v yoagaig, TPOOEVVETELY

déhovo’. (g, 299-43)

Letting flow upon the ground her saffron-dyed cloth,
she struck each of her <acrificers with a piteous bolt from her eye.
prominent as though in pictures, wishing to speak.

xamnel 100 elofrovoe deonot@v ENOC.
AaPovoa mérhovg $E mpag énwu(&og\
toonge haydvag ¢ péoag mag’ (’)u(p‘(lkov
pagrolg T tdelEe otégva ¥ B¢ dyakgutog
wGMLoTO, ®ol xodelon neoOg yalav YOV
Eheke VTV TAMROVESTOTOV. Aoyov’
1600, 168, €i utv oTEQVOV, @ veavia,
naierv mpodupy, raitoov, el & U abyEva

| i Oc eVTPEMTG OOE.
YONGELG MAQETTL MapOg EVTQETNG (Hek. 57-65)

And when she heard this word of her masters,
seizing her robe she tore it from the top of her shoulder

to mid-flank beside the navel,

37. A parallel noted without much comment by Aélion (ab(ave. n. 1) ‘ll‘.‘ll l7h—l:i . i | wvie.
38. In this play Neoptolemos is “always refcnedllo h'y his pal(mnymlc ¢ Charles Segal.
tence and Dramatic Structure in Euripides’ Hecuba,™ in Violence in Drama,
ed. James Redmond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1991), 39.

Themes in Drama 13,
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and displayed her breasts and chest most beautiful,

as of a statue, and letting fall her knee upon the ground
she uttered the most unhappy speech of all:

Look, here, young man, if you desire to strike

my chest, strike; but if you wish to hit beneath the neck
here is my throat, ready for you.

Polyxena’s breasts and chest are “most beautiful, as though of a statue™ (&g
aydhparog), just as Iphigeneia is said to have been prominent “as though in
pictures™ (¢ &v yoapuaig, Ag. '242). Surely Euripides is directly alluding to that
scenc. But in Aeschylus the comparison marks Iphigeneia as feminine victim of
male force and thus as passive and silent, able because of her gag only to “strike
each of her sacrificers with a piteous bolt from her eye™ (Ag. 240-41). The same
comparison comes in the Hekabe when Polyxena does what no Greek virgin
would ever have done in public, much less before an entirely male audience:
bare herself to the navel and expose her breasts. This gesture can be one of
supplication, when married women make it and it emphasizes motherhood——for
instance, Hekabe at [l. 22.79-89 or Clytemnestra at Aeschylus Cho. 896-98. But
it can also be intensely erotic, as when Helen bared her breasts to Menelaos in
the sack of Troy and he dropped the sword with which he meant to kill her (Eur.
Andr. 629-31, written not much earlier than the Hekabe, Ar. Lys. 155-56). And
this is the best parallel for what Polyxena does, which to a Greek audience would
have been shocking.

Recent critics have agreed that this scene has an intense erotic charge, and
that Euripides, far from being merely lurid, is bringing out the implications of
virgin sacrifice by playing on common Greek notions of the parallels between
marriage and death (thc dead girl as “bride of Hades"), marriage and sacrifice,
and sacrifice and sexual violation.® Thus Polyxena as sacrificial victim occupies
an ambivalent status as (in Hckabe’s words later) “both bride and virgin, neither
bride nor virgin”—in keeping with the liminality that bride and victim have in
common.#® But it would be useful to go farther and speak of the pornographic
character of this scene, if by “pornography” we can understand the construction
of the female body as a depersonalized erotic object by and for the male gaze.

39, For this reading of the scene, see Loraux (above, n. 36) 39-41, 56-60; Segal (above. n.4) 3—
11: and Froma Zeitlin, “Euripides’ Hekabe and the Somatics of Dionysiac Drama,” Ramus, 20
(1991) 74-75, 78. On the conneclion between marriage and female death/sacrifice, see Helene P.
Foley, Ritual Irony: Poetry and Sacrifice in Euripides (1thaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1985); and Seaford (above, n. 20) passim. Zeitlin suggesls 1hal the baring of 1he breasis signifies both
eros and Polyxena's untouchability, and also “her intrinsic identification with her mother’s body™ (cf.
Hek. 424). That may be, although | would want 10 emphasize more sharply than she does the contrasl
belween Polyxena's leave-taking from Hekabe, where the breasts are a focus of physical intimacy
between mother and daughter, and the later scene. where Polyxena's body, bared before a male
audience. is a focus of eros.

40. Hek. 612: vopgnyv U avupgov nagitévov v anapdevov. Ovid. acute reader of Euripides
that he was. and with his unerring eye for such things, calls Polyxena “plus quam femina virgo™ (Met.
13.451).
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This description is all the more appropriate since pornography often takes the

form of eroticized violence against the female, as in this scene of sacrifice where

Polyxena’s helplessness and vulnerability add to the titillation.4 Talthybios’s
reporting is not neutral; he adds the epithet xd)hota, “most beautiful,” to
udotoug otépva 8, “breasts and chest” (Hek. 561). Polyxena is viewed through
his eyes not as a person but as a statue, reduced to her (or a statue’s) breasts and
chest. From this point of view, Polyxena’s care to fall dead decorously, “hiding
what should be hidden from the eyes of males™ (Hek. 570) helps to contain the
erotic force of the scene.*? and Hekabe's worry that the soldiers will violate the
corpse (Hek. 604-8), which has shocked many critics, merely shows that she has
appreciated this aspect of the scene as well as her daughter’s nobility.*
Iphigeneia, like Polyxena, is the object of sight (oémovoa, “prominent”),
but she also looks reciprocally on her sacrificers “with a pitiable bolt from her
eye.” There may be an erotic overtone to this look, as there certainly is in the
similar description of Helen at Ag. 742.4 A contrast between the two passages is
equally possible. In any case, some connection is clear, since Helen is &yahpa
nhovtov, “statue / adornment of wealth,” as Iphigeneia is dopwv Gyohua,

41. See E. Ann Kaplan, “Is the Gaze Male?” in Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, ed.
Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983).
The parallel between modern cinema, which she discusses, and this scene from ancient tragedy is
close: for the camera with the male eye behind it, whose footage is for consumption by males,
substitute Talthybios reporting a scene played before a male audience (the army) before an audience
in the theater that may have been all or mostly male. Anyone worried that the use of the term
“pornography” demeans Euripides should note Kaplan's argument that the boundary between “art”
and “pornography” cannot be drawn. In commenting on this scene. Segal. significantly. writes that
“Polyxena’s naked body . . . is viewed from the perspective of the masculine gaze™ (above, n. 4: 4).
See also Susanne Kappeler, The Pornography of Representation (Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press, 1986). For an eloquent treatment of the sacrifices of Polyxena and Iphigeneia from this
paint of view. see now Terri Marsh, “The (Other) Maiden's Tale,” in Amy Richlin. ed., Pornogra-
phy and Representation in Greece and Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991) 26984,

42. Very different is the use of this motif in the earlier Herakleidae (560-61), where the
sacrifice seems to be played without irony. Makaria’s inviolability even in sacrifice is insisted on
because she is to be seen as embodying female heroism paraliel to the male’s, and so the ideology is
affirmed that maintains that the woman's role in war is to be sacrificed, as the man's is 1o die in
battle. Doubtless for these reasons the sacrifice is not described. On this sacrifice, see John Wilkins,
“The State and the Individual: Euripides’ Plays of Voluntary Self-Sacrifice.” in Euripides, Women,
and Sexuality, ed. Anton Powell (London and New York: Routledge, 1990) 177-94. esp. 185-88.

43. Michelini's view of the scene (above, n. 4: 160- 70)—that the idealism of Polyxena's con-
duct verges into sentimentality, which is then undercut by the coarseness of Hekabe's imagination—
has attractions but plays down the erotic implication of Polyxena’s self-exposure. 1 would not agree
with Aélion’s view that Euripides was presenting in Polyxena an idealized image in reaction to the
«réalisme terrible” in Aeschylus’s account of Iphigeneia’s sacrifice (above, n. 1: 11, 116-18; quota-
tion from 118). Idealization. after all, is another name for fetishization of Polyxena’s breasts. And I
see little realism in Aeschylus’s description.

On Hekabe's use of comparisons of herself to works of art in her speech of supplication to
Agamemnon (Hek. 8068, 836-40), which should be connected with the simile in the sacrifice scene,
see Segal (above. n. 4) 9-10; Zeitlin (above, n. 39) 78.

44. Seaford (above, n. 20) 125.

THALMANN: Euripides and Aeschylus: The Hekabe © 145

«statue / adornment of the house” (Ag. 741, 208). There are also the beautiful

statues of Helen, eyes emptied of eros, that are all Menelaos has after she has
left him:

n6dw & vnepnoviiag
paopa SOEEL dOpmV AvAooEw’
£VudepWY dE ROAOTOMV
Fydetan ydowg avodol,
dupdrov 8 #v dymvioug
tooew nao’ "Ageodita. .
(Ag. 414-19)
Through longing for the woman beyond the sea
a phantom will seem to rule the house.
And the grace of lovely statues
is hateful to the husband,
and in the eyes’ emptincss
all love has vanished.

There is, then, a threc-way relationship and a reciprocity between Helen, her
statues, and Iphigeneia, Greece, Aulis, and Troy, that involves contrasts be-
tween presence and absence, fullness and emptiness, the life of the body and the
lifelessness of a statue (Iphigeneia being poised between the two), the absence of
eros, its destructive excess, and the pitiable sight and glance. But Euripides
changes the significance of the gaze by making Polyxena purely its object, not its
subject, to sharpen the suggestion already in Aeschylus of male control over the
female expressed in violence to the femalc's scxuality and life.*

For there is an erotic overtone in the Aeschylean scene. Just what its form is,
and so the way in which Euripides extends and transforms it, depends on the
interpretation of Ag. 239, x06x0v Pagag & ég nédov yéovoa (“letting flow the
dyes of saffron upon the ground™). These sccm to be the possibilities:

1. Iphigeneia sheds her robe and bares her body. This was long the
accepted view, adopted by Fracnkel. Euripides would then have made
the gesture much more explicit, describing Polyxena tearing her robe
whereas Iphigeneia merely let hers fall, and dwelling on Polyxena’s
breasts whereas Aeschylus concentrated exclusively on Iphigeneia’s
eyes. Or if the Aeschylean line does not suggest nudity, Euripides may
have been the first to read it that way,* and proceeded to explore what

it meant for a virgin to expose herself publicly before men in the context
of a sacrifice.

45. Not that the gaze is simple in the Hekabe; elsewhere in the play it functions in complex
ways. See the excellent discussion by Zcitlin (above, n. 39) 64-74.
46. Loraux (above, n. 36) 87 n. 33.
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2. According to Lloyd-Jones, Iphigeneia’s saffron robe trails to the
ground as she is hoisted above the altar.*” In this case, Euripides turned
the mark of Iphigeneia’s passivity (the robe) into an object by means of
which Polyxena shapes the nature of her own sacrifice through an inde-
pendent gesture. And Euripides would have capitalized on the hint of
sexual violation in the robe trailing on the ground.

3. Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood, while agreeing that the literal
meaning of the line is as Lloyd-Jones takes it, suggests that it also refers to
the shedding of the krokotos by girls at the Brauronia upon completion of
their service as Artemis’s “bears.” A reference to this ritual of initiation
would associate the sacrifice of Iphigeneia with the transition from “sexu-
ally ambivalent childhood to fully female status,” the shedding of nega-
tive aspects of virginity (untamed wildncss) and acculturation under male
control, and the anticipation of the bride’s sexual surrender to her hus-
band.* On this reading, many of the implications surrounding Polyxena’s
actual nudity are already latent in the line, and above all Euripides is
accentuating the irony of associating a ritual of transition from girlhood to
maturity with the ritual slaughter of a virgin, in order to comment on the
full meaning of such an act, which Aeschylus might seem to have elided.

4. Alternatively, the reference might be to the removal of the
bride’s veil, which was part of the wedding ceremony. At that point,
bride and groom looked directly into each other’s eyes in a frankly erotic
gaze.® This view has the advantages of connecting the shedding of the
garment with Iphigeneia’s gaze at her sacrificers and fitting exactly with
other ironical references to the wedding, especially REOTELELD VODY,

“the ships’ preliminary rites” (Ag. 227).

I.find it difficult to decide between the last two interpretations, but it is

unnecessary to do so, since rites such as the Brauronia and the wedding cere-
mony are stages in the same transition from girl to mature woman. With either
reading. whether or not Euripides also got the idea of nudity from Aeschylus. he
emphasized the erotic overtones he found there. the suggestions, inherent in
virgin sacrifice, of initiation into sexuality outside marriage and of male control
over the female unchanneled by the wedding ritual but exercised violently. And
by doing so he constructed a scene that was frankly pornographic. He made his
audience experience its terrible pleasure even while using the scene as a symbol

47. Lloyd-Jones (above.n. 31) 134-35. )

48. Christiane Sourvinou-lnwood, Studies in Girls’ Transitions: Aspecis of the Arkteia and Age
Representations in Attic Iconography (Athens: Kardamitsa, 1988) 127--35. See also her earlier article,
«Aristophanes, Lysistrata. 641-647," CQ 65 (1971) 339-42.

49. David Armstrong and Elizabeth A. Ratchford. “jphigeneia’s Veil: Aeschylus. Agamemnon
228-48," BICS 32 (1985) 1-12. The same suggestion was made independently by M. L. Cunning-
ham. “Aeschylus, Agamemunon 231-247," BICS 31 (1984) 9-12.
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for something essential in his and their soeiety: its reliance on gender imbalance
and the ease with which it turned to violence.

At least, this is one side. The scene has another, contradictory aspect.
Polyxena not only accepts her death; in sharp contrast to Iphigeneia, far from
needing to be held and gagged she speaks, directs the scene of her sacrifice. Not
only does she bring out its significance by tearing open her robe, but she also
offers Neoptolemos the choice of stabbing her in the chest, the place where
warriors receive the death wound, or cutting her throat, as is conventionally
done to female victims.* And in this aspect the scene is highly ambivalent. On
the one hand, we can say that Euripides redresses the Aeschylean imbalance
between male and female, which is not resolved even at the end of the Oresteia,
by giving the female victim a voice, a point of view, and some initiative.
Polyxena is an Iphigeneia who does not need a Clytemnestra to act in her behalf
(significantly, she rejects the aid of her mother, who becomes a Clytemnestra
figure in the second half of the play). She becomes, we would say, heroic. But
heroism is a tricky concept in this play. Vincent Rosivach comments that
Polyxena subscribes to the aristocratic code of Homeric heroes and that “by a
particular irony, the original causc of Polyxena's death lics in another facet of
this same aristocratic code . . . that respect is due the hero even after his
death.”®* But why does she subscribe to that code? Hekabe thinks that the
answer is her birth and perhaps her upbringing (Hek. 592-602). But nobility—
adherence to dominant values—means to accept the dominant ideology of both
class and gender. The truth is that if Polyxena is not to be a passive Iphigeneia
there is only onc pattern of heroism available to her. So she both is feminine
victim of male power and takes on the malc attributes valued by the power
structure that demands her death; and that is why the watching soldiers are so
filled by admiration for her.® But of course her identification with male heroism
is not total. As Loraux points out, Ncoptofemos treats her to the woman's way of
death by cutting her throat, for not even the transgressive genre of tragedy can
go to the extreme of soverturning the civic order of values.™* And in any casc,
as Segal remarks, “Polyxena’s *heroism’ . . . is intentionally paradoxical, resting

50. Loraux {above, n. 36) 36-60.

51. Vincent J. Rosivach, “The First Stasimon of the Hecuba 444ff.." AJP 96 (1975) 359-60;
quotation from p. 359. This can also be seen in Polyxena’s echo of Odysseus’s n6TeEQU uayotped” #
PLAOYUANOOREY; (“Shall we fight or love life?” 315) in 347-48: ei Ot wn Boviieopat, / xowi)
gavoipan kel eUioyvxog yuvig (*If 1 am not willing. 1 shall appear a cowardly and life-loving
woman”), and also in Yuyiy dpiot (“bestin courage,” 580: cf. 134, 1OV AOLOTOV Aavad v Taviev,
“the best of all the Greeks.” of Achilles).

52. Instead of vying with each other to violate the corpse as Hekabe imagines (Hek. 608), the

" soldiers urge each other to prepare a funeral for Polyxena befitting a male hero: for the fetching of

logs for a pyre (Hek. 574-75). cf. 1. 23.110-26, 24.778-87. In throwing leaves on the body they treat
her like the victor in games. if the scholiast on 573 is correct: gpuAhofoeTtat 6t NokvEévn, doneg
v &ay® v vuroaoa (“Polyxena is pelted with leaves. as though a winner in a contest”). But there is a
limit to her identification with a male hero; in the event Hekabe will bury her with Polydoros.

53. Loraux (above, n. 36) 60
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as it ultimately does on female submission to male violence.™ So the two
aspects of Polyxena as victim, feminine and masculinized object of violence, the
one an extension of Aeschylus’s Iphigeneia and the other sharply contrasting
with it. contradictory though they are, converge in affirming the Greek hierarchy
of genders. But the scene also shows to what lengths a society murderously
dominated by heroic values will go to maintain that hierarchy.

HEKABE'S REVENGE

We know from the prologue that a slave will find Polydoros’s corpse and
take it to Hekabe, who will bury it. But what we are not at all prepared for is
Hekabe’s revenge on Polymestor or the form it takes, both of which seem to
have been Euripides’ invention.’ In only some seventy lines (657-725), we se€
Hekabe develop from helpless victim, bending over the shrouded corpse and
taking it for Polyxena’s (she has been compared here to Aigisthos at the end of
Sophocles’ Elektra), through the cruel shock of discovery, to passionate aven-
ger.® In her plot for revenge and its execution, however novel, the audience that
knows the Oresteia will again feel a comforting familiarity—for a time.

The deception and blinding of Polymestor is a citation, verbal and visual, of
the scene between Agamemnon and Clytemnestra and his death off the scene in
the Agamemnon. Here, as there, a king enters in state (Polymestor has not only
his children but also armed attendants), and is met by a woman who seems weak
but actually controls the scene through that apparent weakness, who uses verbal
ambiguity to manage his entrance into the scene building. her sphere of influence,
on her terms (Polymestor goesin with his children but without his attendants), and
there takes her revenge after fulling him with a false show of welcome.s’

$4. Charles Segal, “Golden Armor and Servile Robes: Heroism and Metamorphosis in Hecuba
of Euripides.” AJFP 111 (1990) 316.

55. See R. G. Tetstall, “An Instance of ‘Surprise’ in the Hecuba," Mnemasyne 7 (1954) 340-41.

56. The coherence of the play's action. and of Hekabe's character, has been discussed by nearly
all writers on the play as a major problem. For discussion and selected bibliography. see Heath
(above, n. 28) 62-65. Perhaps the best «common-sense” defense of the play's artistry is given by
Grube (above, n. 28: 82-84, 221-22) and Antonio Garzya, «Intorno ali’ ‘Ecuba’ di Euripide,” GIF1
(1954) 211, whose views converge: Polymestor’s crime is far worse than the sacrifice of Polyxeqa.
which at least was carried out as a duty to the dead (Grube) and had the character of a religious rite
(Garzya): therefore. Hekabe, who could not rebel against the latter deed, is free to do so against the
former, and sofrow and vengeance are two naturally complementary sides of her character. Cf.
Garzya's remarks in the introduction to his edition of the play (above, n. 19: 25-27). Hez?lh (p. 64)
seems right, however, 10 point out the “historical contingency” of such critical preoccupations, but I
cannot follow him in regarding the Polyxena episode as subordinate to the revenge on Polymestor.
Reading the play in relation to the Oresteia allows us to se¢ that Euripides has conflated two
actions—sacrifice and revenge—for reasons that will be suggested later in this paper. Though that
may not satisfy readers obsessed with problems of “unity,” at least we should recognize the powerful
comment on the tradition that this play makes. For a recent and unusually subtle exploration of the
play’s thematic unity. see Segal (above, n. 4).

§7. On these parallels. see especially Aélion (above, n. 1) 11, 65-68, 301-303.
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Polymestor’s cries from within (Hek. 1035-37) echo those of Agamemnon (Ag.
1343-45).% Both passages are preceded by a short astrophic choral lyric (Hek.
1024-34, Ag. 1331-42), and are interspersed with and followed by trimeter com-
ments and reaction by coryphaeus or choreutae (Hek. 1042-43 compresses the
debate of Ag. 1346-71 over whether the chorus should go in and intervene in the
action). These are then followed by the entrance of avenger and victim.

These similarities are well enough known, but more might be made of them
than simply to ascribe them to the convention of revenge tragedy set by Aeschy-
lus,® or to find in them merely “a dramatic smirk at the matching of the
scenes.”® If we follow them out, in this new plotting of the old story Hekabe
remains the equivalent of Clytemnestra as she was in the Polyxena episode.
Polydoros is the counterpart of Iphigeneia, and Polymestor of Agamemnon. But
Polydoros’s death cannot be made to appear a sacrifice for the good of the
community; Polymestor does not have even the excuse (whatever it is worth)
that Agamemnon did, or Odysseus in this play, though significantly he tries to
argue that he does (Hek. | 136-44). Is Hekabe therefore completely in the right?
Whether or not she is justified is much debated,® but 1 think that it is posed too
narrowly. Hekabe is an ambivalent figure, terrible in both suffering and action.
Some critics have felt, correctly, that in her attack on Polymestor she is avenging
Polyxena as well as Polydoros, substituting one persecutor whom she can fight
for another (the Greeks) whom she cannot, and so that there is a significant
connection between her powerlessness and her explosive revenge. Judging her
individually is less important than recognizing that through her Euripides is

58. See R. Meridor, “Eur. Hec. 1035-38," AJP 95 (1975) 5-6, anticipated by Krausse (above,
n. 1) 84-85.

59. This is the tendency of Aélion’s discussion (above, n. 57). Richard Seaford has posed the
question most pointedly. though in a slightly different context (in an argument against dating plays
because of similarities with other plays). Speaking of the similar offstage cries in Agamermnon,
Sophocles’ Electra, and Euripides’ Hekabe and Cyclops, he says, “1t seems . . . that the dramatist,
when treating a situation identical or similar to one in a previous play either by himself or another. is
not always concerned to devise structure or diction that is entirely original, but will draw, consciously
or unconsciously, and even after a lapse of years, on a stock of metrical phrases that is ngt the private
property of one individual” (*The Date of Euripides’ Cyclops,” JHS 102 1982] 169). 1 agree with the
point about dating, but would not extend this argument to skepticism about allusions (it is not clear
whether Seaford would). For reasons, see the discussion at the beginning of this paper of the false
dichotomy between “conventional” and “significant.” In this case, given Agamemnon’s passive
connivance in the revenge and the prophecy of his murder at the end of the play, I find it impossible
to doubt that there is a very marked allusion 10 the Agamenmnon.

60. Gellie (above, n. 7) 36. For an example of what can be accomplished by taking the resem-
blances seriously, see Theodore A. Tarkow, “Tragedy and Transformation: Parent and Child in
Euripides’ Hecuba,” Maia 36 (1984) 132-35.

61. For arguments that the revenge is justified, see Adkins (above, n. 28) 200-206; and R.
Meridor, “Hecuba’s Revenge: Some Observations on Euripides’ Hecuba,” AJP 99 (1978) 28-35. Both
make the same kind of argument, from traditional values and contemporary law. But as with Polyxena
the question is whether the form of the act outweighs the content, here especially the death of innocent
children; and 1 think that as usual Euripides’ complexities are beyond simple formulation.
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raising questions about revenge and its representation in the theater, about
gender, and about the order of things in his whole culture.®

Agamemnon’s role in this part of the play is as significant as Hekabe's. He,
who sacrificed his own daughter ten years before, secretly connives at the
playing-out prospectively and by proxy of his own murder. Cassandra ensures
that the two actions will be linked by something more than formal resemblance.
In her name Hekabe successfully pleads with Agamemnon when more principled
arguments have failed (Hek. 824-35). and Cassandra will provide an added
reason for Clytemnestra to kill Agamemnon and will die with him (Hek. 1275~
77).6* In not seeing that many of the issues apply to him. Agamemnon 18 morally
obtuse, of course, but his individual failing is not what matters most. The story
enacted in the Hekabe gives an external perspective on his own death. Agamem-
non may think that he is uninvolved, judging other people’s troubles (TGMOTOLO
HOLVELY waxd, Hek. 1240), watching an episode of murderous treachery and
grisly vengeance among barbarians from a detached Hellenic point of view (Hek.
1247-48), and the audience may think so t00. But similarities in the patterns of
action annihilate the distance. In the barbarian mirror the Greek audience se¢
one of their most important myths in its full brutality.*®

Hekabe’s revenge, like Clytemnestra’s, pits a woman against a man. But
whereas Clytemnestra combines male and female attributes and transgresses
socially determined gender boundaries, Hekabe deliberately conforms to the
male stereotype of women, uses it as her strength. In one of the most pointed
ironies of the play, Agamemnon, soon to fall victim to a death blow from his
wife, expresses his contempt for women's strength even while Hekabe reminds
him what makes women formidable to men:

Ay. xai Tog yuvaELv dootvav EoTal 1OATOGS;
Ex. dewvov 10 miidog UV SOA® TE HVOPAYOV.
Ay. dewvov’ O pévror Hpw péppopaL odévoc.
Ex. T &', o0 yUvainES chhov Alyvmrou TEnva
xai Afjuvov aednv Gootvary EEDRIONY;
(Hek. 883-87)

Ag.: And how will women conquer males?
Hek.: Terrible is the might of numbers, and with deceit invincible.

62. Hekabe has often been compared to Medea. Zeitlin (above, n. 39), who makes a welcome
protest against moralizing interpretations of the play (p- 57), describes the distinctive pattern of
women's suffering and equally strong revenge that these heroines share as part of tragedy's typical
“Dionysiac scenario” (PP 82-85).

63. Ci. Tarkow (above. n. 60) 134,

64. Iphigeneia in Tauris, the Euripidean sequel to the Oresteia as the Hekabe is its Euripidean
prelude. also makes use of a barbarian setting for clarification, but the journey to the land of the
Taurians and back to Greece seems an attempt to rescue the myth from its own “barbarism.” There
Thoas draws the line between barbarian and Hellene, but his perspective is the reverse of the Greek
one; commenting on Orestes’ matricide, he says. “Anohhov, 008" &V PuoPaporg EThn e av (“Apotio!
No barbarian would have dared that,” IT 1174).
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Ag.: Terrible. But I don’t think much of woman’s strength.
Hek.: Well, didn’t women kill Aigyptos’s sons
and utterly empty Lemnos of men?

Sheer numbers and deceit, both cowardly, give women an unfair advantage over
men unless men preempt them, according to the gender ideology that Hekabe
parrots here. Of the myths that project malc anxiety about women on this basis,
she mentions two in which groups of women took treacherous revenge on men.
Both have Aeschylean associations. The killing of Aigyptos’s sons would evoke
Aeschylus’s Danaid t.rilogy. and the Lemnian women are prominent among the
examples of female criminality cited in the notorious misogynist stasimon of the
Choephoroi (631-38; <o dewvov, “horror,” there—cf. 586—is echoed by devov,
“horrible.” in Hek. 884 and #85). In order to entist Agamemnon’s aid in a deed
that anticipates his doom, Hekabe skillfully uses a hatred and fear of women that
for Aeschylus’s chorus is confirmed by his death.

This exploitation of stereotypes continues as Hekabe convinces Polymestor:
to enter the hut, leaving his bodyguard outside, since the hut contains only
women (Hek. 981, 1017-18). Inside. the women disarm him and gain possession
of his children by acting like stereotypical women, admiring his clothing, taking
his spears to examine them curiously, and passing the children in apparent play
from hand to hand (lines 1150-59). But after the deed it is the blinded
Polymestor’s turn to quote the odc in-the Choephoroi:

(g O iy pongols telvi Aoyovg,
£l TIC YUVUIROG TOV 7oLV ELENHEV RORDG
7 viv Méywv EoTtv TG 7| péMheL héyewy
STAVTOL TOUTO. CUVIERDY Ey6 @EAow’
yévog YaQ ofite évTOg 0VTE Y TEEWEL
ToLovd” 6 B aiel Euvtuyov ERLOTUTOL.
(Hek. 1177-82)

Not to prolong my speech,
if anyone in the past has spoken ill of women
or does so now or will in the future,
cutting short all these speeches I shall declare:
neither sea nor land nurtures such a race.
Whoever encounters them knows this.

The last two lines clearly echo Cho. 585-92 (and line 1178 seems to gesture to
Aeschylus: €l g TOV TQIV ELQNHEV XARDG, “if anyone in the past has spoken ill
of women™).#* Therc is no need for a lengthy condemnation of Hekabe or of
women; one need only cite tradition, and especially Aeschylus. Yet although

65. This echo has been recognized recently by Garner (above. n. 1) 129-30, 138, and Segal
(above, n. 4) l.l _To my knowlcdge, of earlier scholars only Michacl Tierney in his edition (Euripides
Hecuba {Dublin: Richvicw Press. 1946] 127-28) noted it, but without comment. Compare Eur. fr.
1059.
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Hekabe is certainly a Clytemnestra figure—indeed, has implicitly accepted the
identification in her own words on women’s strength—this sweeping blame of
women is spoken by a man who has shed blood terribly, as did Aeschylus’s
Agamemnon. The allusion thus may comment on the Aeschylean ode, which,
coming just before the killing of Clytemnestra, might seem to ignore too easily
that she had a reason for what she did. A categorical condemnation of women,
Euripides seems to suggest, is too simple to resolve the issues not only in his own
play but also in the Oresteia.

The complexity of these issues is suggested by another group of similarities
between texts. Agamemnon says to Polymestor (Hek. 1250-51), GAL’ &nxel va pny
xaAd / mpdooerv Exdhpag, thijh »al ta uf gika (“But since you dared what was
not good / endure what is not to your liking”)—words that resemble what
Orestes says to Clytemnestra just before killing her (Cho. 930):% &xaveg ov ov
xofv, xal To wi) yotwv ndde (“You killed one you should not have killed. Now
suffer what is not right™). That in Euripides the lines are spoken by the judge and
not, as in Aeschylus, by the avenger perhaps emphasizes the just aspect of
Hekabe's revenge. But Agamemnon is not immune to the judgment that he
passes on Polymestor and Orestes passes on Clytemnestra. Both Hek. 1250-51
and Cho. 930 recall Ag. 1525-30, Clytemnestra’s condemnation of her husband
for the sacrifice of Iphigeneia:

GAL” 2oV &x tovd' Epvog depdiv

v mohuxkiaiTnv

Tpuyévelav dvdEwa dpdoag

&Ela mhaoywv pndtv Ev "Awdov

peyahavyelto, Eupodniire

Bavary teioag Grep Npkev.

The branch sprung from him and me,

the much-lamented Iphigeneia

he treated unfittingly. He has suffered fittingly.

Let him not boast in Hades, since he has paid
with death by the sword for what he started.

Can we trust a judge oblivious to the full application of his principle? Can we
trust the order of a world in which, as the reminders of the Oresteia show, that
principle leads to further violence?

There is, however, one great difference with the Oresteia: the nature of the
revenge. Polymestor is blinded, not killed (and in his cry from within the hut
Tugplotpon at Hek. 1035 replaces mémhnyypar in the corresponding Ag. 1343; it
has the same position in the line and the same metrical shape). His torment is
worse: his last sight of the outer world, before he is blinded, is of his children
being killed. And his subsequent entrance at Hek. 1056 provides a dramatically

66. The similarity is noted by Krausse (above, n. 1) 85.
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effective contrast with the appearance after their respective revenges of Clytem-
nestra and Orestes with the corpses of their victims. Death is displaced onto the
children, who recall the children of Thyestes in the myth Aeschylus uses; and
though there is obviously a symmetry and hence a certain fitness here—Hekabe,
who has lost two children in this play, takes the lives of two children—in this play
the myth of the House of Atreus is collapsed in on itself. Euripides blurs the
Aeschylean distinction between gencrations and hence the Aeschylean ordering
of cause and effect. No son will come to avenge the father in an act that will bring
about progress toward a resolution. There will be no resolution, as in the Eume-
nides, as though Euripides found the Aeschylean ending impossibly contrived.
Hekabe's revenge will be followed only by Clytemnestra’s, which echoes it.

The issue, once again, is not whether Hekabe's revenge is right or wrong—
as if that ever could be sorted out. The play reveals clearly the problem with
revenge and revenge drama: that the avenger, no matter how deeply injured, no
matter how defensible the cause, becomes in the act of revenge morally indistin-
guishable from the victim. This problem Aeschylus sought to contro! (even if he
could not abolish it) by weighting the Choephoroi poetically and emotionally
against Clytemnestra and so making possible Orestes’ acquittal and the placation
of the Furies in the Eumenides. Despite this effort, the problem now comes back
to haunt Athenian tragedy. For there can be no breaking of the repeated pat-
terns of crime and revenge, only, at most, variations, from which there is no way
out.

One variation is so audacious that most critics refuse to recognize that it is
there. I mean the transfer of the motif of winds from the sacrifice story, where
Aeschylean precedent leads us to expect it, to the revenge story. That contrary
winds or windlessness keep the Greek fleet from sailing is mentioned only when
Agamemnon agrees to permit Hekabe's revenge (lines 898-901), with an abrupt-
ness that draws attention to this transfer and suggests that it is significant. When
Achilles appears to demand a sacrifice the Greek fieet is already setting sail (37~
39, 109-19); indeed, line 112 clearly means that the sails were puffed out by the
wind, and therefore that the wind was both favorable and strong. Neoptolemos’s
prayer to his father (538-41) does not mention winds. Although the text is
corrupt, it seems that he asks Achilles’ favor in setting sail and his aid for all
Greeks in getting home safely. There is no reason to think that Achilles controls
the winds.&

The result of the transposition of the winds to the revenge plot is, first, that

67. See Kovacs (above, n. 9) 105 and n. 58. The misconception that the Greek fleet is pre-
vented by the winds from sailing in the first half of the play appears aiready in the scholia to line 110
and is sometimes used by modern critics in extenuation of the sacrifice of Polyxena (e.g.. Heath as
quoted in n. 28 above). But | cannot agree cither with Kovacs' use of a similar argument in favor of
Hekabe's revenge. For other recent denials (both brief) that the winds have anything to do with the
sacrifice see O’Connor-Visser {(above, n. 28) 63; and Renate Schlesier, “Die Bakchen des Hades:
Dionysische Aspekte von Euripides’ Hekabe,” Métis 3 (1989) 114-15.
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the sacrifice of Polyxena is required by no divine necessity; the Greeks debate
freely between two equally possible alternatives, and their decision reflects upon
traditional heroic values. Second, even in the second half of the play, the matter
of the winds is only tenuously, if at all, related to divine agency. The only
mention of the gods in this connection is in line 900: 0¥ yag ino’ ovpiovg nvodg
Bedg (“for the god does not send following winds™).% At most, Euripides both
suggests and leaves uncertain that the gods delay the fleet, and more likely the
suggestion is not even there. In either case, the emphasis is on Hekabe's initia-
tive, much more than on Agamemnon's in Aeschylus; and this is another sign of
the moral ambiguity of her violence. In the third place, the displacement of the
motif aligns Polyxena, Polydoros, and Polymestor’s children together as victims
equally of a world gone brutal. And finally, whereas the winds seemed to reguire
a violent act in the Agamemnon, they now permit one that anticipates the re-
venge Clytemnestra will take for that earlier sacrifice, on Agamemnon. That the
king himself mentions the winds in such a way as to remind the audience of both
his deed at Aulis and his murder to come deepens the ironies of his position in
the Hekabe, of which he cannot be aware.

At the end of the play, Polymestor’s prophecies and three Aeschylean ech-
oes in fifteen lines join the action to the rest of the myth and, more pertinently,
the Hekabe to the Agamemnon.® “This man's [Agamemnon’s} wife will kill her
[Cassandra). a bitter housekeeper joixovpdg mxnpd]” (Hek. 1277)—words that
recall Calchas’s terrifying gofeod nahivogtog / oinovopog dokia, pvapwv
Miwig texvomorvog (“a frightful deceiving housckeeper arising in the time to
come, mindful, child-avenging Wrath,” Ag. 154-55; cf. 1225, 1625). Polymestor
then rounds on Agamemnon: “the bloody bath [@ovia hovted] awaits you in
Argos” (Hek. 1281); compare the hovtpdv gdvov (“bloodshed of the bath™) of
Eum. 461 (and cf. Cho. 491).™ Finally, and above all, the last words in the play
of an Agamemnon superbly blind to his fate virtually quote the first line of the
play that dramatizes his murder (Hek. 1291-92): £0 &' ¢ ndtpav AkeDOwpPEY, €D
Ot thv dopoig / Exovt’ idowev 1@vd agepévor ndévav (“Prosperous be our
voyage home, prosperous the things / we find in the house, released from these
toils™); compare (Ag. 1) Beovg piv altw w@vd' aralrayhy xoévav (“1 ask the

68. This seems significantly different from saying that the gods send contrary winds or a caim
and may well not even imply it. Agamemnon might just be using a conventional expression. His
words hardly justify the conclusion that “it is the gods who favor Hecuba's scheme™ (Kovacs {above,
n. 9} 105). Heath (above. n. 28: 67-68) is more properly tentative in finding evidence of divine
causality in this play but suggests more than is really justified. For good sense on this question, see
Segal (above, n. 13) 16~17.

69. On these prophecies and the parallels they create between the two plays, see Cataudella
(above, n. 22) 127. 1 do not understand why, when he finds so much significance in the other
prophecies, he says that Hekabe’s transformation is not 2 comment on her revenge but merely serves
an aetiological purpose.

70. See further Richard Seaford, “The Last Bath of Agamemnon.™ CQ 34 (1984) 252.

71. Euripides seems to have been much impressed with this line and the possibilities of exploit-
ingit: of. EL 1291, 1T 92, Tro. 271, Or. 1522, Cf. Rhes. 474. On the other hand, similar phrasing from
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gods rele'ase from these toils™). The farther back in time we go, only to find the
;:(:rr: t:;cilt:?r;seeu':]usi.erlylng those of the Oresteia, the more remote that “release
The “join™ thus created with the Oresteiq helps us appreciate what Euripides
has dor!e. Between the end of the Trojan War and Agamemnon’s homeco?nin
he h:fs tnserted two stories, one given him by tradition, the other evident] hi§
own_mvention, that together collapse the ten-year perspective of the Agarr)z,em-
non into one day and that, since they are only loosely connected by the figure of
Hekabe, slacken the ties of causality between sacrifice and revenge that the
corresPonding events have in Aeschylus—a comment on the randomness and
brutality of the world Euripides portrays. The essential operation that Euripides
performs on the Oresteia is duplication, which creates an excess of action thaF: has
the Paradoxical effect of emptying events of intelligibility and meaning. With the
sacrifice, Euripides makes present and stages directly at the war’s .end what
Aeschylus only narrated as past and selectively from the war's beginnin and
thereby not only fills in elisions and draws out implications in the Aescl%.lean
text.but also confuses our notion of the linear progress of time.” (If the Gzeeks
sacrifice a virgin when they leave for Troy and when they return, has anythin
changed? Is change possible?) The revenge also repeats an event Agameni,non’g
murder—from a prior text. But in the time scheme of the my’th this event o
actua!ly in the future. A dubious light is thus cast on both subsequent stor anls
an_tenor text. When literary and narrative succession conflict, in what ;ens)é can
1hmg§ go forward, reach an end? There is no ending to this play only an
opening-up onto another text that this one repcats (or that repeats this (;ne7) and
.that has already been read. The characters are trapped within the same cir'cular-
ity. By making the figures in the Hekabe's and the Oresteia’s myths interchange-
ab!e counters in repeated patterns of action, Euripides drains the myths of thgeir
unmiqueniess and hence their paradigmatic value. All that is left is a system of

ll‘elaly s lgnlﬁels de‘ached fl()lll tlle" sign “eds , d Cl lcle of uhll“ate Yy p
gni 1 l otntless
l

1678; Hipp. ; i

o8 S’,,c,:ﬁ, 6219_;,114 ‘“.‘23. 1(X}4) that one might be tempted to explain alf occurrences as stereotyped

825 Ao i:v.see eref is. howlever, 1o use of this phrasing in Sophocles (except. just possibly, Trach
5). s ms fair to claim that its use in some Euripidean contexts i int usion .

1. and that in other contexts recollecti i , Cehaps wcomciout oo

E ton of the line excrted a {perh i i
Euripides as he composed—still a si Tine was Tor b T penee on
. sed—still a sign of how memorable the line was for him Thi ition i
] . § ) " b . 1S 1 B
consistent with Milman Parry's consideration of the possibility of the tragic “formula” in Y;):e’(;inpi':

Technique of Oral Verse-making.” in A ] i
don Prese. 19717 250 o 2.7 Iin A, Parry. ed., The Making of Homeric Verse (Oxford: Claren-

72. Cf. Tarkow (above, n. 60) 135.
73
Orestr "'ll;he H.e..kabc.’ thus shows, pc‘rhaps more subtly, the effect that Zeitlin has described in the
sfes: “Repetition in a closed and circular set of circumstances implies a rut, a stutter. as it were, a
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CONCLUSIONS

“Parody™ is the word that most easily comes to mind in discussions of the
relations between Euripides and any of his predecessors. And if we mean by that
not something trivializing and destructive, but a form that reflects on other texts,
calling attention to the distinction between form and content that they (seek to)
conceal, is produced at a transitional stage of culture when literary forms have
fulfilled and therefore exhausted themselves, and reproduces the rifts and con-
flicts within its society, then it might be an accurate term.™ Certainly large parts
of many of Euripides’ plays could be called parody in this sense, and the term
would be useful as long as we did not imagine that by labeling a particular ef.fect
“parody™ we had explained something, without going on to tell how it functions
as parody. But to call one of his plays as a whole a parody is, even at best, to
relegate it to “secondary” status, by contrast with the “primary” works o.f Ho-
mer, Aeschylus, and Sophocles, and thus to reinforce the hierarchical dlstmf:—
tions that critics have all too often made in the past. So it might be best in
discussing these poets to avoid the term “parody” or to use it only in a limited
and specific sense.

But there are other relations between texts than that between “original” and

“parody.” And in fact we have come to recognize that any text refers not directly
to the experiential world, but to other texts. in the very broadest sense of that
term—the values, attitudes, and ideologies systematized in codes and conven-
tions, and often in prior works of literature, that are the precondition for the
appearance of any literary text. This notion of “inlertextuality,“. however, as
Jonathan Culler points out,™ is so broad in its scope that it is very difficult to use:
the search for intertextual relations becomes traditional source hunting, and so the
theory is distorted. I have therefore avoided the term here, even thoughl ha.ve' haq
this theory in mind throughout. Not that I consider this exploration of Euripides
stance with regard to Aeschylus “source hunting” in the sense of a search for
“origins” that will “explain” the text in question. But I have concentrated on a
particular text, the Oresteia, with which the Hekabe seems to have a strongly
marked relation. Despite this narrowing of focus, I would hope to have contnt.)-
uted toward a fully intertextual study. If the latter considers “the relationshllp
between a text and the languages or discursive practices of a culture and its
relationship to those particular texts which, for the text in question, articulate th.at
culture and its possibilities,” examining Euripides’ relation to the Oresteia,

74. See G. D. Kiremidjian, “The Aesthetics of Parody." Journal of Aesthetics and"/?rl Criti-
cism 28 (1969-70) 231-42. Cf. Alastair Fowler, “The Life and Death of Lilera.ry Forms. fn Ralph
Cohen, ed., New Directions in Literary History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,

7 7-94. ]
? 4)7.57. Jonathan Culler. “Presupposition and Intertextuality,” MLN 91 (1976) 1380-96, repnnl.ed
in revised and expanded form in his The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981) 100-118.
76. Culier (above, n. 57} 1383 (= 103).
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which does seem to have been for Euripides an important articulation of fifth-
century Athenian culture, might be part of this enterprise—especially if we recog-
nize that the Hekabe is related in complex and important ways to other texts also
{Homer, Sophocles) as well as to extraliterary discourse. This may help us think of
the Hekabe, or any Euripidean drama, as “a dialogue with other texts, an act of
absorption, parody, and criticism, rather than as autonomous artifact which har-
moniously reconciles the possible attitudes to a given problem.””

Another perspective on Euripides’ relation to Aeschylus—one that empha-
sizes poets as well as their texts—is offered by the theory of Harold Bloom.™ In
Bloom’s terms, Aeschylus would be Euripides’ “strong precursor,” the Oresteia
the anterior text with which Euripides spent many years grappling in an attempt
to turn his own belatedness into a strength. The “meaning” of the Hekabe would
reside not within its own boundaries as autonomous artifact but in its relation to
the Oresteia, and interpretation would be interpreting its differences with Aes-
chylus’s trilogy, reading Euripides’ reading of Aeschylus. The result would be an
“antithetical criticism,” and I think that in the case of our texts this can happen.

“I ask the gods for release from these toils”—can one reread the opening of
the Agamemnon innocently after reading Agamemnon’s wish for a prosperous
homecoming, with the Greeks “released from thesc toils™ at the end of the
Hekabe? Euripides’ play puts the whole of the Oresteia in a different context.
After the full experience of human sacrifice, whose ends and intrinsic worth as a
gesture have been so thoroughly undermined, and of revenge that leads to self-
brutalization rather than ultimate salvation, can a reader believe in progress, or
does such a reader see that the idea of progress itself is harmful, leading as it
does 1o violence? But to ask this is to suggest that Euripides can induce us to read
as if his own text were prior, as if by opening up a stage in myth that precedes the
beginning of the Oresteia he made Aeschylus the belated poet and himself the
strong precursor. The Hekabe, that is, is a fine example of what Bloom calls
“transumption.””

The reading of the Oresteia that the Hekabe implies is, of course, a misread-
ing, as Bloom says it must be. It flattens out the complexities of Aeschylus’s own
version of events from Aulis to the incorporation of the Furies into Athens..

77. Culfer (above, n. 57) 1383 (not in revised version).

78. In.what foliows I have in mind particularly his A Map of Misreading (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1975). On p. 77 of that book, Bloom comments in passing on Euripidean drama as
a “misprision” of Aeschylus (an idea he auributes to William Arrowsmith). G. Zuntz, The Political
Plays of Euripides (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1955) 25, has a splendid paragraph
on Euripides’ “contest™ with Aeschylus that in some ways anticipates Bloom's theory. 3

79. Compare what Bloom says about “Milton and his precursors” (above, n. 7/7: 132-38). He
puts the point succinctly, again in connection with Milton, in his more recent book Ruin the Sacred
Truths: Poetry and Belief from the Bible to ihe Present (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1989) 96: “Milton’s most characteristic stance . . . is to station himself, with radical originality, in an

anxiously emptied-out present time, between a culturally wealthy but error-laden past and a weirdly
problematic future.”
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Returning to Aeschylus from Euripides gives, on the one hand, a recognition of
the genuine gaps and elisions in Aeschylus’s representation, which the Hekabe
really does expose, and on the other hand a renewed sense, in reaction to the
distortions in Euripides' reading, of those elements in Aeschylus’s text that
undermine a straightforward view of the issues. Against Euripides, for example,
we might protest that Aeschylus does not represent the events at Aulis, or the
Trojan War they made possible, as what had to happen, or as clearly justifiable
by their convergence with the need for Paris to be punished. We might notice
that the very structure of the narrative at Ag. 184-257, with its subordinate
clauses and oblique approaches to and avoidance of the central act of sacrifice,
both is a highly effective way of presenting that act in its full horror and compli-
cates and obscures any simple causality we may try to find in it. If Hekabe is
presented as a Clytemnestra with the justice of an Orestes (or if she seems an
Orestes as horrific as Clytemnestra), we reply that though the trilogy as a whole
seems weighted against Clytemnestra there are plenty of signs in the text that
there is much to be said on her side, not least the failure of the resolution in the
Eumenides to redress the wrong done her (and its more general bias against the
female). To reread Aeschylus through Euripides in this way is, I take it, to
engage in the antithetical reading that Bloom commends.

Bloom’s theory is, however, limited by his deliberate choice to conﬁne the
issues to the “interpsychical”’—the Oedipal struggle of belated newcomer against
his precursor—and to abstract the poet and his language from the surrounding
culture, to narrow radically the “discursive space” entered by a text that it is the
great advantage of the theory of intertextuality to widen. Bloom remarks, for
instance, that “as the language of a poet is his stance, his relation to the language
of poetry, you therefore measure his stance in regard to his precursor’s stance.”®
But the “language of poetry” is not neutral, independent of the language (or
languages) of contemporary society and the cultural tradition. Thus the stance
that we have seen Euripides take to Aeschylus’s stance to Homer implies a
criticism of all the values that both Homer and Aeschylus had come to carry for
Greek culture. And similarly, though Bloom’s theory offers a powerful explana-
tion of why Euripides was so obsessed with the Oresteia and why his relation with
Aeschylus took the agonistic form it did, what we learn from it has to be supple-
mented. Whatever we said above about the true complexities of the Oresteia, itis
clear enough that the trilogy could be read as celebrating Athenian political and
cultural values through their inaugural myth. Euripides’ critique of the Oresteia
is more than an assault on Aeschylus’s authority; it is a critique of his whole
culture as the Oresteia is read (rightly or wrongly; it does not matter) as repre-
senting it8'—its ideology of war, its easy slides into violence, and its hierarchical

80. Bloom (above, n. 77) 76.

81. See especially Zeitlin (above, n. 6) 53; King (above, n. 3) 58-60: and, more generally,
William Arrowsmith, “A Greek Theater of Ideas.” in John Gassner, ed., /deas in the Drama (New
York and London: Columbia University Press, 1964) 1-41, esp. 9-21.
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structure of genders, all of which the Oresteia might seem to legitimate as the
necessary price for that “progress” that culminates in fifth-century Athens. It
could be that the experience of the Peloponnesian War, even as early as the late
420s, brought Euripides to this critical stance.® If so, however, it only precipi-
tated much more general insights: not just into the psychology of war, but into
the contradictions within Athenian ideology, its inherited values, summed up
in—among other places—certain literary works.

Such a critique is not negative; it implies the need for a reformed culture.
But what that would be, Euripides cannot show us, for all he has are the terms
his culture gives him: its myths and its prior texts.

82. On the response in the Hekabhe to the contemporary situation—the Peloponnesian War and
war politics within Athens-—see Vincenzo di Benedetto. Euripide: Teatro e societa (Turin: Einaudi,
1971) 138-43. For the play as “a reaction to the first major atrocities of the Peloponnesian War™—
Mytilene, Plataea, and Corcyra—see Katherine Callen King. Achilles: Paradigms of the War Hero
from Homer to the Middle Ages (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987)
259. Cf. also Justina Gregory, Euripides and the Instruction of the Athenians (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1991) 112-24, These authors accept the commonly accepted dating of the play to
around 424. 1t is unlikely to be earlier, but if it were not for the metrical evidence (incidence of
resolutions in the trimeters), one would be tempted to put the play later, closer to Troades, with
which it is thematically related. That there is an allusion to the purification of Delos at lines 458—65 is
extremely doubtful, and the parody of lines 172-74 at Ar. Clouds 1165-66 (parody of 159-61 at
Clouds 718-19 is much less certain) dates Hekabe securely only to sometime before the revised
version of Clouds. But it is clear, at any rate. that experience of events surrounding the war pro-
foundly shaped Euripides’ attitude toward his culture; and that general attitude, if we cannot be sure
about specific events, is reflected in his plays.




