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Introduction

The primary focus of this book is Greek tragedy. The curious coex-
istence and parallelism of human and divine modes of causation may
seem to be one of the defining characteristics of this genre. Anyone
who is moderately well-read in tragedy will be familiar with the
profusion of causes that the Attic tragedians often bring to bear on
the deaths or falls from grace of certain doomed figures, Oedipus, for
example, or Agamemnon. The Agamemnon of Aeschylus’ Oresteia is
murdered not for one reason only, but for a great number of reasons
that connect and interconnect with one another: the poet creates a
causal edifice both magnificent and bewildering in its seemingly
endless involutions. If anything, the more deeply one is versed in
Attic tragedy, the more one stands in danger of taking for granted the
complexity and the sheer strangeness of tragic causation. The
thought-worlds of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, though in-
timately connected with our own, are in some respects far removed
from it. In this enquiry, I shall seek to give an account of some salient
features of these thought-worlds. We shall concentrate on the rela-
tion between the divine and the mortal realms, fixing our eyes on
supernatural and human causation within some of those great and
doomed families so beloved of the Attic tragedians.

The houses of Atreus and Labdacus account for thirteen of the
thirty-three extant Greek tragedies. And in some other tragedies,
deviant familial relations also figure largely—for example, in Euripi-
des’ Hippolytus, where Hippolytus, rebuffing the advances of his
enamoured step-mother, incurs the curse of his father Theseus and
dies in fulfilment of it. The blighted family seems to be at least an
important preoccupation of the tragedians. It is the intention of this
enquiry, in investigating primarily these tragedies of family and
generational interaction, to shed new light on one of the central
concerns of tragedy, and thus to contribute to the understanding of
the peculiar quiddity of this inescapably absorbing genre.

The Attic tragedians did not work in an intellectual and cultural
vacuum, as we remind ourselves in Chapter 1. This chapter considers
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briefly, by way of preparation for our approach to tragedy, some
aspects of Herodotus. It examines some instances in this contempor-
ary author of supernatural causation, moral inheritance within the
family, and decision making. Herodotus, it will be argued, exhibits
fruitful points of comparison and contrast with the tragedians.

Having orientated ourselves, we shall turn to tragedy, the main
concern of our enquiry. My primary intention is to trace the connec-
tions within and the workings of a certain constellation of causal
determinants that operate in the corrupted and inward-looking oikoi
of tragedy, paying particular attention to the Atreids and the Labda-
cids. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 successively consider inherited guilt, curses,
and Erinyes in tragedy, seeking to tease apart these closely connected
concepts and to seek out similarities and differences in their function-
ing. Chapter 2 pursues a line of enquiry suggested by the consideration
of Herodotus in Chapter 1. It asks whether those unfortunate des-
cendants in tragedy who are punished for the sins of their fathers are
presented as innocent in and of themselves. The chapter also considers
the functioning of inherited guilt, its place and its workings within the
architecture and the emotional and conceptual dynamics of the plays
in which it appears. Chapter 3, continuing this line of thought,
investigates the highly charged and emotive utterance that is the tragic
curse and considers its status as a causal factor in those plays in which
it is important. It examines, among other things, the inheritability of
curses, and asks, in pursuit of a current scholarly debate, how import-
ant it is in tragedy. Chapter 4 moves from curses to those endlessly
polymorphous entities, the Erinyes, sometimes the enforcers or even
the embodiments of curses and the rectifiers of familial transgression.
Here again, both the dramatic functioning and the causal import of
Erinyes are the particular concerns of our enquiry. And so too is the
one instance in tragedy where the Erinyes play a large part on stage as
characters, the Eumenides of Aeschylus.

Throughout this enquiry, we must remember that Attic tragedy is
not a medium driven solely by philosophical speculation or the urge
to seek out truth: a Greek tragedy is a drama, and plays every bit as
much upon the emotions as on the intellect. Indeed, we shall find an
indissolubly intimate relation between dramatic form and content,
between ideas and emotions. Care must be taken neither to over-
intellectualize our interpretation nor, at the opposite extreme, to
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over-emphasize pathos at the expense of the conceptual: while tra-
gedy is not a matter of purely speculative philosophy uttered from
behind a mask, it is also not simply an exercise in emotion.

After the nexus of three thematic chapters, 2, 3 and 4, which focus
primarily on Aeschylus and Euripides, Chapter 5 considers some mani-
festations of inherited guilt, curses, and Erinyes in Sophocles, paying
particular attention to his three Theban plays and his one Pelopid play,
the Electra. Sophocles is treated separately because, as this chapter
argues, he is a special case in the relevant respects. Aeschylus and
Euripides, for all their differences, seem in interesting ways to stand
rather closer to one another than either does to Sophocles.

The final chapter of this monograph, Chapter 6, attacks a question
that is raised by the arguments of the earlier chapters. The argument
of this chapter might be said to situate itself at the intersection of
tragic theology with ethics and psychology: in other words, it inves-
tigates the agency and decision-making processes of the mortals in
tragedy on whom the weight of supernatural causation rests. In this
chapter we consider successively fate, mortal freedom, and the pro-
cesses of decision, with particular emphasis on a scene that will
occupy us much throughout this enquiry, the so-called ‘decision’
scene of Eteocles in Aeschylus’ Septem contra Thebas. This last phase
of the investigation does not pretend to be exhaustive in itself, but
rather seeks to examine certain relevant aspects of these phenomena
as they present themselves to the student of familial corruption and
supernatural causation. I ask here precisely how divine necessity
meshes with mortal agency in certain relevant cases, and whether
the former imperils the latter.

These questions of causation, of familial interaction and decision-
making, of mortal agency and over-determined action, are no less
pressing now than they were when they received classic treatments in
the mid-to-late twentieth century at the hands of Dodds, Lloyd-
Jones, Lesky, and others.! This study aims to demonstrate that the
raising of questions in these fields, let alone the settling of them, is by
no means at an end.

1 See e.g. Dodds (1951), Lloyd-Jones (1962), Lesky (1966a), Lloyd-Jones (1971),
Dover (1973). It is instructive to note the near absence of these concerns from some
important recent volumes on tragedy, e.g. Silk (1996), Easterling (1997).
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Preliminary Studies: The Supernatural
and Causation in Herodotus

This book will be chiefly concerned with Greek tragedy. It is primar-
ily an enquiry into the workings of some prominent features of the
genre, in particular inherited guilt, curses, Erinyes, and decision
making. Not all tragedies involve a curse, and curses are not crucial
in all the plays in which they do appear. The same is true of guilt and
Erinyes, which are sometimes crucial, sometimes peripheral, and
sometimes quite absent. And while many tragedies, not least those
of Aeschylus, revolve around a crucial decision, many surviving plays
of Sophocles and Euripides do not. Therefore, I do not pretend to
give an account of Tragedy or the tragic, or even of some essential
component of the tragic, but rather to examine some problematic
features that are quite crucial in some surviving plays, and prominent
in a large number of others. In my examination of how guilt, curses,
Erinyes, and decisions function, I shall be particularly occupied with
two things. First, it will be argued that the interpretation of these
inter-relating factors requires both a keen eye for the creation of
dramatic effect and a lively awareness of how dramatic form, struc-
ture, and content interpenetrate. Second, remembering all the while
the salient fact that the texts in hand are plays, we shall find ourselves
considering supernatural causation and human action. From one
perspective, this enquiry may be viewed as unpicking a nexus of
inter-relating causal determinants that drive certain great and
doomed figures to death or ruin.

The student of tragedy must never forget that the genre does not
exist in a vacuum, and that tragic theology is not entirely isolated and
self-sustaining, but has multiple points of contact with the religions
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of other genres and texts. Accordingly, in this chapter we shall begin
our approach to the workings of supernatural causation in tragedy by
first considering some passages of that important contemporary text,
the Histories of Herodotus. Three Athenian poets of the fifth century
BC did not create the complex phenomenon of supernatural caus-
ation ex nihilo and certainly do not enjoy a monopoly over it.

Herodotus, the native of Dorian Halicarnassus, may have spent time
in Athens and was a contemporary and perhaps a friend of Sophocles.!
His interest in supernatural modes of causation, including inherited
guilt and fate, is clear, though their precise status and function in his
historical work are hotly disputed. Does the text exhibit a living and
liveable belief in the gods, or a deployment of them for purely narrative
purposes, or a serious attempt to explain historical processes by
referring them to the causal efficacy of the divine?? In any case, the
workings of inherited guilt and fate in Herodotus are illuminating for
the student of tragedy. As we shall see, a crucial difference is that
Herodotus’ text is a narrative articulated by a narrative voice, while
tragedy is fully mimetic.? This difference is of great importance for the
workings both of inherited guilt and of fate, which serve distinct
functions in the two genres.# My intention is not to raise questions
of intertextuality or influence, but rather to illuminate tragedy by
comparison with a contemporary prose text composed under different
circumstances and with a different purpose.

1 Thus, famously, TrGF iv. T163—Sophocles’ poem to Herodotus. See S. West
(1999), 111-12.

2 Cf. the important contribution of Harrison (2000), esp. his doxography of Herod-
otean religion, 1-30. Harrison himself suggests that the text is pervaded by a living
religion such as one might practically believe and live by. This allows him to account for
some of the difficulties of the work as indispensable features of a religion that is to cope
with the world as actually experienced, a world in which prayers are not answered and
oracles and prophecies can be believed only by miracles of sympathetic exegesis. Contra,
cf. e.g. Gould (1989), 73 ff. on Hdkt. as first and foremost a story-teller, who deploys the
concept of fate ‘not so much an explanation as a means of avoiding the necessity of
explanation and the consequent break in the pace and flow of the story’ (73).

3 This is to employ the distinction of Plato, Republic 392d—394c, between moujois
(‘poetry’) that proceeds Sia piurjoews Ay (‘entirely through imitation’) and moujous
that proceeds 8¢ dmayyelias adrod 00 momTob (‘through the poet’s own narration’),
i.e. between drama, in which every word is spoken by a character, and forms that have
a narrative voice, such as epic. See e.g. Annas (1981), 94-101.

4 On fate in Herodotus and tragedy, and on the narrative importance of moira, see
further below, Ch. 6.
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In short, we shall see that it is severely limiting to view Attic
tragedy in total isolation. By examining this author, we shall orien-
tate ourselves for our main endeavour of the interpretation of the
tragic texts. The Histories, we shall see, exhibit a thought-world in
some ways very similar to the tragedians’.

The author of On the Sublime calls Herodotus ‘Ounpicdrraros
(13.3: ‘most Homeric’).5 The historian’s great narrative of how East
and West came into conflict may certainly be seen to exhibit Homeric
features. To take one example, the text’s organization, relying as it
does on the principles of parataxis and ring-composition, may well
appear indebted to Homeric modes of composition.5 And the roles
of fate and divine causation in the work may also be seen to bear
similarities to Homeric epic. But these features, among others, have
also led scholars to discern a tragic quality in Herodotus, who, it is
said, was a friend of Sophocles.” It is well known that two passages
of tragedy, at least, exhibit close verbal similarities with passages of
Herodotus.? I propose to consider here not precisely questions
of influence and intertextuality between the Histories and tragedy,
which have quite legitimately been raised, but rather some of those
features in Herodotus, particularly in the early part of his account,
that bring him into close parallelism with Attic tragedy. Later chap-
ters will examine, among other things, inherited guilt and fate in
tragedy: the latter is undeniably prominent in the Histories, and the
former too has its place, as we shall see.® We shall examine one or two
instances of these phenomena in a prose Adyos (‘account’) of a date

5 The context is the imitation of great writers of the past. Stesichorus, Archilochus,
and Plato are also said to draw myriad tributaries from the Homeric spring. Russell
(1964), ad loc., quotes Dion. Hal. Pomp. 3, where Hdt. is called ‘Ourpov {ndwmis (‘a
zealous imitator of Homer’) on account of his desire for wouciAia (‘variation/adorn-
ment’). For a modern view of Herodotus” debt to Homer in his narrative technique
and structure, cf. Flower and Marincola (2002), 4-9.

6 Cf. e.g. Immerwahr (1966), 7, likening Herodotean parataxis to ‘pebbles in a
mosaic’.

7 See above, n. 1.

8 There are close similarities between the words of Intaphrenes’ wife at Hdt. 3. 119.
6 and those of Antigone at Soph. Ant. 909—12; and between Aesch. Pers. 728, vavrucos
oTpatos kakwlels melov dAece oTpatdy (‘the defeat of the navy was the undoing of
the land army’), and Hdt. 8. 68. y,un 6 vavrikds oTpatds kakwlels Tov melov
mpoadnhjonrar (‘lest the defeat of the navy destroy in addition the infantry’). See
above, n. 5.

9 Inherited guilt: see Ch. 2. Fate: see Ch. 6.
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contemporary with Attic tragedy—a text that seeks to narrate and
explain real events of the past, some of them within living memory.
Tragedy, with one surviving exception, does not pretend to handle
stories of the recent past; but the causal mechanisms that it applies to
ancient kings and heroes are strikingly similar to those applied by
Herodotus to historic figures. We shall concentrate on the program-
matic opening logoi of the text, and particularly on the first extended
logos, the story of Croesus. In the nature of the Histories, the earlier
books of the work tend to deploy mythic modes of causation more
freely than the narrative of the Persian wars itself. But that is not to
say that these causal mechanisms fade away as the story proceeds. If
anything, the earliest logoi establish abiding causal principles that
continue to obtain right through into the expedition of Xerxes.10
Croesus is the chief subject of almost ninety chapters of the first
book of Herodotus’ Histories (1. 6-94). After his defeat, the second half
of the book is occupied with the reign and demise of Cyrus, the first of
the four Great Kings whose careers the Histories trace. The stories of
both men are programmatic for the later course of the work. In these
two logoi, Herodotus introduces all the guiding principles of his
Weltanschauung, including fate, retribution, the concept of the sins
of the fathers, and the uncertainty and cyclical variation of human life.
After his extraordinary account of the tit-for-tat rapes that char-
acterized early contacts between Greece and the East, the historian
introduces 7ov...olda adTos mpdTov Smdpfavrta adikwy épywv és
Tovs "EAyras (1. 5. 3: ‘the first man whom I myself know began to
commit unjust deeds against the Greeks’)—the man who marks
the beginning of the sequence that will culminate in Dareius and
Xerxes.!! Without the retributive principle there would be no Persian
wars and therefore no Histories.!2 One of the broadest outlines of the

10 Gould (1989), 120-25 rebuts the contention that Herodotus employs ‘primitive’
modes of causation in his earlier books but more ‘historical’ explanations in books 5-9.

11 On the rapes at the opening of the Histories, see Fehling (1989), 50-59, treating
the narrative as ‘a single, complete invention’ (52).

12 Cf,, crucially, the two passages where successive Great Kings give Greek actions
as a reason for invading. At Hdt. 5. 105 Dareius desires to take vengeance (re/cacfa.)
on the Athenians for their part in the Ionian revolt. At 7. 8. f. 1 Xerxes in his first
speech in the Histories reveals his plan to yoke the Hellespont, again in order to take
vengeance on the Athenians: {va Afyvalovs Tipwpriowpar Soa 81 memonjraot I1époas
7€ kal marépa Tov éudv (‘that I may punish the Athenians for all that they have done to
both the Persians and my father’).
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work, one of the guiding principles of the clash of East and West, is
sketched at this very early stage. The other three guiding principles
that we have identified—fate, the sins of the fathers, and the uncer-
tainty and mutability of human life—are all woven into the narrative
of Croesus’ reign. They are all put in place as components of his
downfall, which is amply prepared and foreshadowed throughout the
narrative. Croesus takes no account of Solon’s warnings on the
nature of 70 fetov and 8ABos (1. 32 f.: ‘the divine’ and ‘prosperity’).
And the immediate sequel to these warnings is the first disaster that
he faces: he is overtaken by éx feod véueats peyddn (1. 34: ‘a great
retribution from a god’) in the form of his son’s death. At this point
in his career, he does, it is true, recognize the hand of fedv kov 7is
(‘some one of the gods’) in the calamity that has befallen him (1. 45).
This misfortune, and its attribution to an unspecified god, would
seem to prove Solon’s cautions right. Croesus does not, however,
learn much of a lesson: this small degree of insight soon falls away
from him, as he speeds headlong to ruin. His two years’ mourning are
evidently not spent in fruitful reflection. For, by chapter 50, he is
trying to oblige the Pythian Apollo by making extravagant sacrifices
at Delphi to prepare for his confrontation with Cyrus. The oracular
responses that he receives from Apollo and Amphiaraus are peril-
ously ambiguous, but to this ambiguity he is quite blind: if he attacks
the Persians, he is told, peydAny dpyiv pw xaradicew (1. 53. 3: ‘he
would destroy a great empire’). He receives other warnings in sub-
sequent chapters, but these fall on equally deaf ears (55, 71). The
uncertainty of human life as expressed by Solon is fully instantiated
in the fate of his expedition: he crosses the boundary of the river
Halys and is defeated, captured, and almost immolated.

The sequel to Croesus’ defeat, his final oracular response from
Delphi, drives home the last two of our four crucial principles,
namely inherited guilt and fate. As well as the Solonian aspect of
his downfall, there is an additional level of causation at work, one
that is prefigured long before Croesus’ defeat and brought back into
play after it. When the Pythia has declared the usurper Gyges king,
she warns him ws ‘Hpardeldnor miows fje és Tov méumrov dmdyovov
I'byew (1. 13. 2: ‘that retribution would come from the Heracleidae,
visiting the fifth descendant of Gyges’). The Lydians and their kings,
we are told, take no account of this warning at the time, wpiv o7
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émereléabn (‘until it was actually fulfilled”). When Croesus ascends
the throne at the start of chapter 26, an audience more alert than the
Lydians and willing to do some simple arithmetic will realize that
Croesus son of Alyattes is the fifth descendant in question. But at this
point the narrative voice says nothing of his coming destruction: we
hear instead of his attacking the Ionian Greeks and other peoples in
quick succession. Indeed, throughout the narrative of Croesus’ reign
Herodotus is quite silent about the transgression of Gyges and its
inevitable punishment in Croesus. The éx feot vépeais peydAn (‘great
vengeance from a god’) of chapter 34, the first hint of the pall of
disaster that begins to hang over the king, is not explicitly linked to it.
This incidental catastrophe exhibits precisely the kind of ironic
fulfilment that so strongly characterizes divine causation in many
tragedies, as for example in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus. Just as
Oedipus’ attempts to forestall his prophesied parricide in fact bring
it about, so Croesus’ precautions to protect Atys are precisely the
means of his undoing: the young man’s Phrygian bodyguard is the
instrument of his death by the spear. But Croesus, as we have seen,
learns no lasting lesson from this. Only in chapter 91, after his defeat,
does he attain to the understanding that will make him into the first
in a series of wise but unheeded advisers to the Great Kings. At this
point we finally hear more of the oracle of 1. 13:

\ , - sy > . Cp o . \
™Y mempwuévny polpav advvard éori dmoduyelv kai Oew. Kpoicos e
méumrov yovéos duaptdda éééminae, ds éwv Sopuddpos ‘Hpardedéwr 36w
yuvaikniw émomduevos épdvevce Tov SeomdTea kal €oye THv éxelvov Tiuny

Ny ,
008€év ol mpoaKkovoav KTA.

(1.91. 1)

It is impossible to avoid one’s appointed fate, even for a god. Croesus paid in
full for the crime of his fifth ancestor, who, as a bodyguard of the Heraclei-
dae, was induced by a woman’s guile to slay his lord, and assumed his high
position, to which he had no right.

Croesus has misinterpreted a series of ambiguous oracles, all of
which, had he but understood them, pointed to his own defeat. He
now acknowledges that the fault is his.

The oracle introduces the roles of fate and of inherited guilt. We shall
see in later chapters that in tragedy an ancestor’s guilt or his curse
frequently irrupts into the action at a moment of climax, little or
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nothing having been made of it beforehand. Something analogous is
clearly at work here in Herodotus. An alert audience will be aware that
Croesus is the bearer of Gyges’ guilt and that he will suffer as a result.
But the narrator’s silence until after the fact leaves this implicit: Her-
odotus concentrates on the human and humanly intelligible road to
ruin that Croesus treads. Only at the end of that road does he mark out
the parallel divine mode of causation which, no less than the human,
has brought Croesus to its end. Herodotus’ handling of the divine level
of causation here is, as we shall see, closely parallel with many instances
of the tragedians’ use of it. The deferral and sudden introduction of
supernatural levels of explanation will, in later chapters, come to be an
important concern of our enquiry: we shall find that, in tragedy,
inherited guilt, curses, and Erinyes can all be deployed in this fashion.

The other crucial component of Croesus’ fall is fate, which is no
less important in the Pythia’s pronouncement than the guilt of Gyges.
In this respect too, Croesus’ unhappy end is programmatic for the
Histories as a whole. The twin concepts of what is fated and what
must happen run right through the work, and are frequently invoked
to account for some misfortune or downfall. Here are three salient
examples drawn from the many that the text provides. (i) At 2. 133,
the pharaoh Mycerinus learns that he must die in six years, precisely
because he has been a just man. His predecessors lived long lives of
outrage and iniquity, all the while ignoring the gods and killing men;
but he, who has lived piously, must die for not doing 7o ypeov 7w
moiéew (‘what it was necessary to do’). For, unlike his predecessors,
he has not recognized that Egypt must suffer for 150 years. Somewhat
paradoxically, then, Mycerinus’ very justice and piety constitute a
violation of necessity, a violation that will be duly punished. (ii) At 2.
161, we see an instance of the kind of use of necessity that becomes
very familiar by the end of the Histories. Here the pharaoh Apries
launches an ill-fated expedition against the Cyrenaeans, émei. . . ol
édee kards yevéolbar (‘When it was necessary that evil should befall
him’). The expedition fails, and consequently he is deposed. (iii) A
slightly different usage, and one that is supremely important for the
course of the narrative as a whole, is found at 7. 17. Here, after Xerxes
has had some troubling dreams, Artabanus, who has hitherto been
dissuading the young and hot-headed king from attacking Greece,
receives a dream advising him that he will be punished if he does not
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cease dmoTpémwy 1o xpeov yevéobar (‘averting what must happen’).
Xerxes’ expedition against Greece, then, that lynchpin of the Histor-
ies, is supernaturally guaranteed as inevitable. It is hard to imagine a
deployment of the concept of necessity that could be more central to
the text than this.

These are three of many examples of inevitability and necessity in
Herodotus® text. The concepts operate throughout on all levels of
significance, from the small vignette drawn in passing to the architec-
tonics of the work as a whole; and they touch characters of all degrees
of significance, from ancient pyramid-building pharaohs to the Great
Kings of recent terrible memory. The ineluctable poipa (‘fate’) that
drives Croesus to pay his ancestor’s debt in book 1 is but the first of
many instances of ineluctability and necessity permeating the work.
We shall consider later, in Chapter 6, some salient differences between
the workings of fate in a narrative such as that of Herodotus and its
workings in the fully mimetic genre of tragedy. It will emerge that the
concept so central in the former is strikingly peripheral in the latter.
For present purposes, it is sufficient to bear in mind Herodotus’
picture of the intertwining of fate and inherited guilt, of necessity
and downfall. His prose narrative of recent events deploys supernat-
ural causation no less freely and no less centrally than tragedy. But
whereas in tragedy, named divinities are prominent in the workings of
supernatural causation, in Herodotus’ historical narrative the less
personalized concepts of fate and the unnamed god are more fre-
quently deployed, and named gods tend to recede into the back-
ground. It is as if the purposes of a historical narrative in prose are
better suited by these less precise, perhaps even less polytheistic,
concepts, whereas the fictions of tragedy deploy the Olympians freely,
and fate, as we shall see, rather less commonly. But the fact remains, as
we shall find, that Herodotus’ use of supernatural causation is in some
respects very closely parallel with that of the tragedians.

Having discerned in the programmatic story of Croesus these four
causal pillars of Herodotus” history—retribution, the mutability of
human affairs, inherited guilt, and fate—I return to consider in more
detail the workings of responsibility in this case. Here too we shall
find close parallels with tragedy.

Croesus, we have seen, recognizes his own fault when he has heard
the oracle of 1. 91. It is not the god but his own obtuseness that is to



Preliminary Studies 9

blame: cuvéyvw éwvrod elvar Ty duapTdda kai od Tob Beod (91. 6: ‘he
recognized that the fault was his own and not the god’s’). In context,
it is clearly his over-confident readiness to interpret oracular re-
sponses in his favour that constitutes his failing. But the play of
responsibility here, as in the case of many of the doomed mortals
of Attic tragedy, is very subtle, more so than might at first appear.
The same word, in the same grammatical case, is used both of the
wrongdoing of Gyges and of Croesus’ recognition of his own fault:
both are called dupaprds (91. 1 ~ 91. 6). This in itself brings the two
men into a close and suggestive connection. The question is then
invited whether Gyges and Croesus show any relevant similarity in
conduct or moral character to bolster this parallelism. Gyges, we
are told repeatedly in chapters 11 and 12, acted under compulsion:
(Y)PCL &VO/)/K'CLL/'Y}V (i/\')’]@é(l)g 7TpOK€L,U,E/V7]V. . €,7TEL/ HE dV(l’)/KdgGLS. . .Ole
é0éMovra. . .008¢€ of v dmadlayn oddepla (‘He saw that compulsion
truly lay before him. .. Since you compel me against my will. .. Nor
was there any escape for him’). But the fact remains, as the queen
reminds him, that he, in seeing her naked, has committed o?d
voutldueva (11. 3: ‘what is not customary’), albeit a transgression
that was itself inescapable (9. 3). And not all necessities are created
equal. At 11. 2 the queen offers Gyges a free choice between two
roads, either regicide and marriage or death: she invites him to turn
which way he will. Gyges implores her not to compel him (11.4:
dvayraly) to make this choice, but the queen stands firm. When
Gyges gives her his decision, the goalposts have shifted subtly: émel ue
dvaykdlews deomdTea Tov éuov krelvew odk é0éovra k). (11. 4: ‘since
you compel me to kill my master against my will’). The necessity of
making the choice has become in Gyges’ mind, by a very natural
progression, the necessity to take the course that will at least save his
life.13 The Pythian Apollo, as we have seen, indubitably regards the
usurpation as a wrong deserving future riots (13. 2: ‘retribution’): the
transgression is explicitly moralized by weighty divine authority. In
other words, what percolates down the generations from Gyges to
Croesus is the desert to be punished for this wrong. We shall consider
at length in Chapter 2 the implications of the doctrine of inherited

13 More is said of differing kinds of necessity and different perceptions of what is
necessary below, in Ch. 6.
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guilt for the family and for the character of those humans unfortu-
nate enough to be afflicted by it. Suffice it to say here that this is a
clear and explicit case of that doctrine. In tragedy, as we shall see,
where there is no authorial voice and where the Pythia is rarely so
explicit, the operation of inherited guilt is seldom so unambiguous
and often much more complicated.

This Herodotean instance of the inherited desert to be punished
may be viewed in one of two ways. I here adumbrate two alternative
lines of thought, the significance of which will become clearer as this
thesis advances. (i) An argument may be made as follows. Croesus, in
his wilfully optimistic interpretation of oracles, in his expansionism
and in his perilous belief in both the favour of the gods and his own
continuing success, shows a kind of folly analogous to that of Gyges.
For Gyges, as we have seen, could, after all, have opted for death and
loyalty over regicide and usurpation. In the last analysis he chose
power. Similarly, Croesus is visibly intoxicated by his own power and
is afflicted with the insatiable desire to increase it. Thus it might be
argued that together with the divinely guaranteed desert to be pun-
ished there also percolates through the generations a similarity of
character that itself predisposes the inheritor to self-destructive folly.
In other words, Croesus the fifth descendant of the transgressor
Gyges himself transgresses in a related way, so that Gyges” debt sits
comfortably on his shoulders and his own downfall is just.1* (ii) On
the other hand, the role of poipa (‘fate’) as an impersonal and
implacable force may be emphasized, and, concomitantly with this,
the moral aspect of the case may be minimized or annihilated.!> On
this account, it might be maintained that the mechanism of inherited
guilt applies to the unfortunate Croesus in the absence of any
personal wrong on his part. Croesus expiates the guilt of Gyges not
by means of punishment for some fresh guilt of his own, but rather in
an amoral percolation of punishment through the generations.16 The
innocent descendant atones for the crime of the ancestor.

14 The applicability of arguments of this kind to figures in tragedy is assessed
below, Ch. 2.

15 Cf. e.g. Waters (1985), 113.

16 Ch. 2 considers some protests against the doctrine of inherited guilt, some of
which regard it as amoral or absurd precisely in that it necessitates the punishment of
the innocent.
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These two antithetical views are both well grounded in the text of
the Croesus-logos. As we come to investigate tragedy in later chapters,
their applicability to texts in that genre will be examined and as-
sessed. But for present purposes, they serve to focus the wide-ranging
general question of how far the Herodotean universe is a harsh and
amoral place. The two views will clearly put different stresses on the
prominence in the Croesus-logos of the uncertainty of the divine, its
envy, and the cycle of human affairs. These Solonian doctrines may
ultimately be squared either with blind fate or with a more moralized
governance of the universe.

Regardless of which of these two camps we fall into, Croesus’
downfall is multiply determined: it is motivated on both human and
divine levels, and the divine component of its motivation is not single
but multiple. Inherited guilt does indubitably play a part, but is not the
be-all and the end-all. As we have seen, only after the fact is the
transgression of Gyges reintroduced as an explanation. On the level
of mortal character as well, Croesus’ motivations are manifold: his
pride, his greed, his blind self-belief and his ill-considered expansion-
ism serve to provide ample grounding for his attack on Cyrus. But that
is not to say that the divine strand is to be discounted or relegated to
second place. We have seen that the structure of the Croesus-narrative,
with its sudden and explosive reintroduction of divine causation
directly after the account of his fall, gives the Pythia’s explanation the
feel of a capstone, a culmination. Moreover, ring-composition is
clearly at work here: the story that began with Gyges ends with a
reminiscence of Gyges (1. 8 ~ 1. 91).17 In other words, the demise of
the Lydian empire is bracketed by Candaules’ murder. We are not
allowed to forget that, had it not been committed, the Persians would
not have made contact with Asia Minor—and, to follow the causal
chain through to its conclusion, had they not begun to interact with
the Ionians, they would never have come to fight the Greeks.

After the Gyges-logos comes the story of Cyrus, which occupies the
remainder of book 1 and reprises some of the same issues. Cyrus

17 ‘A favourite technique of Herodotus’ (Flower and Marincola (2002), ad 9. 4. 2).
Ring-composition is visible on the very largest scale in the Histories too: the grand
narrative of Persian ascendancy and defeat both starts and ends with Cyrus, who is re-
introduced in the last chapter of the text (9. 122) as the wise and moderate Cyrus of
the Croesus-logos, not the blind figure he later becomes.
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spares Croesus for three reasons: (i) Cyrus too is human; (ii) some
future r{ows might come; (iii) human affairs are mutable.!8 The great
king here displays an awareness of mortal limitations that will be
sapped by his continued reign. Eventually he too will become con-
vinced of his own invulnerability. He, like Croesus, will ignore
warnings, and he too will eventually come to grief, far more horribly
than Croesus. Cyrus’ demise will be at the hands of the Massagetae,
whom he ill-advisedly attacks. Two reasons are given for his exped-
ition: (i) 1 yéveats, 76 Soxéew mAéov i elvar dvBpdymov (‘his birth, his
belief that he was something more than a mortal man’);(ii) % edrvy{y
79 kot Tovs moléuous yevouévn (204: ‘the good fortune that he
had had in his wars’). By this stage he is so inflated by his own
regality that Croesus’ admonition that kdxdos 7dv dvlpwmniwy éoti
mpnyudrwv (207: ‘there is a cycle in human affairs’) falls on deaf ears.
Cyrus seems to himself to be specially beloved of the gods: éued feot
kfdovrar kal ot wdvra mpodewviovor Ta émpepdueva (209: “The
gods care for me and show me in advance everything that is going
to happen’). His twenty-nine-year reign ends in death and maltreat-
ment, the head of his cadaver pushed into a bag full of human blood.
This repulsive end is painfully appropriate: at last, in death, his thirst
is slaked. He has learned no lessons from the fate of Croesus. In
Cyrus, then, we see the first of many re-enactments of the same
inexorable pattern of glory, over-reaching, and abasement. We have
now seen that in the first substantial story of the Histories, that of
Croesus, all the principal components of this pattern are put in place.
Throughout the text, in their barest essentials they vary hardly at all.

The first book of Herodotus, then, is programmatic for the whole
work. Many of the recurrent themes are present: human life is
intrinsically mutable; when a man is on the road to ruin, he will
tend to ignore or misconstrue advice; the crossing of boundaries, in
particular rivers or other bodies of water, tends to mark impending
doom.!® Moreover, tisis is an inescapable principle; the crimes of

18 Lefevre (2001), 68, compares Cyrus’ recognition here of Croesus’ shared hu-
manity with Odysseus’ refusal to triumph over Ajax in the prologue of Soph. Ajax.
Both men see in the abasement of their enemies an instance of human vulnerability
that is at least potentially applicable to themselves.

19 On the importance of boundary-crossing in Herodotus, cf. Immerwahr (1966),
with the comments of Pelling (1997b).
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ancestors will inevitably find their atonement in due course; and fate
cannot be cheated. These causal features recur both on the scale of
over-arching structures and in little throughout the work: Dareius
and Xerxes are not the only rulers to follow in the footsteps of
Croesus and Cyrus.

Our consideration of this non-tragic narrative text has shown that
some concepts and some kinds of interest which are sometimes
discussed as if they were the preserve of tragedy are not, in fact, by
any means the sole preserve of that genre. Herodotus shows a very
lively interest in the fate of Croesus and the guilt that he has inherited
from his fifth progenitor Gyges. These kinds of issues, and others that
are related, will occupy us much as we now turn to tragedy. Herod-
otus has often been more or less explicitly patronized by scholars:
insidiously enough, he has at times been regarded as a story-teller of
childlike enthusiasm and nothing more.2° It is not the place of an
enquiry such as this to pass judgement on the relative aesthetic
successes of tragedy and history; but in the respects germane to our
enquiry, Herodotus, we have now seen, in no way falls short of
tragedy in point of conceptual and structural sophistication.

The interplay of the conceptual and the structural, of ideas and of
literary form, is inevitably to be a pervasive concern for us as we turn
to the study of tragedy itself. Throughout the following chapters
I shall make a plea for a lively awareness of the interplay of form
and content in these dramatic texts with which we are occupied. I first
turn to inherited guilt, bearing in mind what we have learned about
Herodotus. I consider in particular two contrasting presentations of

20 E.g. Lesky (19664a), 306: ‘Beside the mature drama of Sophocles we find the
historical work of Herodotus, with its many archaic features. On some of Hdt.s
structural devices, which have sometimes seemed archaic, cf. Immerwahr (1966),
7 ff., on the work’s paratactic structure; 81-9, on the Croesus-logos as containing
several ‘semi-independent’ logoi—Arion, Athens and Peisistratus, Sparta—of grad-
ually increasing power. For a qualified rebuttal of the notion of a primitive Herod-
otus, cf. Gould (1989), 120 ff,, arguing that the distinction between earlier and later
logoi has been over-drawn. Gould reminds us that, for one thing, Herodotus could
draw on eye-witnesses for his Xerxes stories, as he could not for Croesus, three or four
generations earlier, which may help to explain the preponderance of named persons
in the story of Xerxes. Second, perhaps less convincingly, Croesus, as a ‘good” man,
demands a divine level of causation for his fall in the way that Xerxes, a ruthless and
overbearing man, does not, since such men’s destruction is more easily intelligible in
human terms.
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the fatal clash of the two Labdacid brothers, Eteocles and Polyneices,
as it is presented both in Aeschylus’ Septermn contra Thebas and in
Euripides’ subtly nuanced response to the Septem, the Phoenissae.
The downfalls of these two men, no less than that of Croesus in
Herodotus, present a markedly familial aspect: we shall quickly find
that their unhappy ends are inextricably bound up with the follies
and delicts of their ancestors.
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Inherited Guilt

It did not escape Aristotle that Athenian tragedy is very much concerned
with sorrows within the ofkos:

viv 8¢ mept SAiyas oixias al kdAoTar Tpaywdiar cvvrifevrar...dtav &
& tais ¢pNaws éyyévyrar 7o mdln, ofov 1) ddeAdos ddeApov 1) vios marépa 7
wiTnp viov N vios unTépa dmorTelvy M wéAXy 7 TL dANo TowolTov 8pd, TalTa
{pryréo.

(Poetics 1453%18-19, °19-22)

But now, the finest tragedies are composed about a very few households. ...
When the sufferings occur within intimate relationships—for example, when a
brother kills, or is about to kill, his brother, or the like; or a son his father; or a
mother her son; or a son his mother—this is the effect to be sought.

Modern scholars of tragedy have tended to agree in finding intimacy
and ¢u\a (‘Iintimate relationship’/ ‘love’) to be of great importance,
not least when they are perverted into a familial closeness in death
and destruction. It is very characteristic of Attic tragedy to trace the
movement of guilt and transgression through the generations of a
family.! Often sons seem to go the way of ruin in the very footsteps of
their fathers. The tragic house has been called a ‘psycho-physical’
unit, which allows the inheritance of far more than material goods:
tragic children may receive folly and doom for their portion no less
than cattle and lands.2 Classical Greek does not, of course, have a

1 On the characteristic concept of pollution, designated by the sinister and emotive
words plaopa, pioos etc., see Parker (1983), passim; Rudhardt (1992), 46-50, noting,
at 47, that ‘Les Grecs ne se sont pas interrogés sur la nature du ulaocpa ni sur le
mécanisme de son efficacité.

2 Jones (1962), 92; and see 82-111 for an extended consideration of the import-
ance of the house in the Oresteia. On the house in the Choephori, ‘Schauplatz und
Zeuge all der vergangenen Greuel, see Sier (1988), 192, with refs.; see further below.
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word or phrase directly corresponding to the useful English term
‘inherited guilt’ The phenomenon, on the other hand, is indisputably
present and easily detected, as this discussion will show. It will
presently become clear that it is much easier to identify the phenom-
enon as a real thing than it is to fix what precisely it is that is passed
down the generations of these doomed households. To take a very
clear example, that of the Labdacids, Eteocles and Polyneices are the
grandchildren of Laius, who died at his son’s hand; and they too die
at each other’s hand. Their father suffers misfortunes that differ from
poet to poet and tragedy to tragedy, but all agree that he does not end
happily. But in our extant instantiations of Labdacid myths in the
tragedians, do his sons inherit from their forebears more than the
fact of their internecine death? Do they inherit characteristics or
propensities to this kind of disastrous behaviour? Do they inherit
some kind of desert to perish foully? And, a final question, how
important is this phenomenon or set of phenomena for the inter-
preter of the tragedies in which it appears? In Chapter 1, I began to
ask these questions with reference to the fall of Croesus in Herodotus
1. I now ask them of texts in a very different genre, a genre in which
there is no authorial voice, and in which the fractured and the
inspissated are at least as important as the coherent and the pellucid.

In order to investigate the role and functioning of inherited guilt
in tragedy, some preliminary remarks are necessary, both general and
specific, on divine justice in antiquity. The ancients are much con-
cerned with 4{xn, which as early as Hesiod is personified and deified:
7 8¢ Te mapBévos éari Alkm, Aios éxyeyavia, | kvdpr 7 aldoin T Beois
ol "Olvumov éxovaw (WD 256 f.: ‘And there is the maiden Justice,
child of Zeus, honourable and reverend among the gods who dwell
on Olympus’).? Elsewhere in the same author she is the daughter of
Themis, and among her sisters are Edvouin (‘Good Order’) and the
Fates (Theog. 901 ff.).* This multi-faceted concept may at its broad-
est be central to the very order of the universe.> Thus Anaximander
says that existing things 8i8dvar...d(kpw kal Tiow dAMjlois Tis

3 Solmsen (1949), passim, argues at length for the importance of the Hesiodic con-
ception of justice to later writers. Cf. Dover (1974), 255, for later refs. to the same notion.

4 On which see West (1978), ad loc.

5 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 161-2, summarises the Greek notion of a dike-ordered and
regulated cosmos.
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ddwklas rkata v T0b ypévov Tafw (fr. Bl DK: “for they pay penalty
and retribution to each other for their injustice according to the
assessment of Time), tr. KRS) in constant reciprocity; or again,
Heraclitus insists e/dévac...xpn...d(knv éuw (fr. B80 DK: ‘it is
necessary to know. .. that right is strife, tr. KRS). At its most specific
and concrete, the word may denote a penalty or a lawsuit.6 Between
these extremes resides the ethical aspect of 8{«». This too has a number
of facets. From Homer on, Zeus protects suppliant and guest.” A{xy as
reciprocity has seemed to many a central motive principle and well-
spring of action both human and divine in Herodotus.? 4{xy in
the moral sphere may be presented as peculiarly the possession of
Hellenic peoples, as opposed to the lawless outrages of the barbaroi.®
Familial operation is a special case of this ethical aspect of §{x7.

The modern Western world is not quite at home with the concept of
inherited guilt, which it perhaps finds alien or even primitive. Should
not the individual, we ask, and he alone, bear the burden of his own
actions? For many the notion is a dimly remembered archaism from
the Old Testament.!° In a classic account, E. R. Dodds reminds us that

6 Anaximander: cf. KRS 117 ff. Heraclitus: 4{xn here has been called ‘the “indi-
cated way”. .. or the normal rule of behaviour’, KRS 193 ff. According to LSJ s.v., the
adverbial usage 8(xnv + genitive = Lat. instar + genitive grows out of this sense of
‘way’ or ‘custom’. On this idiom see Sommerstein (1989), ad Aesch. Eum. 26.
‘Penalty’ or ‘lawsuit’: cf. e.g. Aesch. Eum. 433: kpive & edfeiav 8{xnv (‘give a straight
judgement in a trial’, tr. Collard), with Sommerstein (1989), ad loc.; and see Fraenkel
(1950), ad Aesch. Ag. 813.

7 Cf. Lloyd-Jones (1971), 5.

8 Cf. Gould (1989), 63-85; and see above, Ch. 1.

9 On the morality of barbarians in tragedy, see Hall (1989), 181-90. At 211 ff. she
assesses the phenomenon of the ‘noble barbarian’. The attribution of ‘barbarous’
outrages to Greek heroes in tragedy, esp. in Euripides’ Troades, is the ‘rule-proving
exception’ (222).

10 Thus, famously, Exodus 20. 5 = Deuteronomy 5. 9: ‘For I the LORD thy God am
ajealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and
fourth generation of them that hate me.” To select a few other examples, cf. Exodus 34.
7, 1 Kings 2. 33, Job 21. 17-19. West (1997), 124 ff. adduces parallels from the
Hebrew Bible and other Eastern texts for Greek notions of divine justice. Pease
(1955-8), ad Cicero Nat. D. 3.90, gives in a learned note on inherited guilt ample
references not only to classical but also to Hebrew Bible material. Note that the
Hebrew Bible does contain passages questioning and modifying the doctrine of
inherited guilt: it is not always allowed to pass without protest, and on occas-
ion inherited guilt is felt to conflict with individual responsibility. Thus e.g.: ‘In
those days they shall say no more, the fathers have eaten a sour grape, and the
children’s teeth are set on edge. But every one shall die for his own iniquity: every
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there are good reasons why such a doctrine might seem welcome or
even necessary in order to sustain belief in the efficacy of divine
punishment.!! Indisputably the world is not so ordered that retribu-
tion strikes offenders with the satisfying inevitability that men demand
of their gods: sometimes the wicked flourish

like a green bay-tree. ... In order to sustain the belief that [the mills of God]
moved at all, it was necessary to get rid of the natural time-limit set by death.
If you looked beyond that limit, you could say one (or both) of two things:
you could say that the successful sinner would be punished in his descend-
ants, or you could say that he would pay his debt personally in another life.!2

With the notion of post mortem punishment, which does not figure
prominently in tragedy, we shall not be concerned. The other of
Dodds’s options, however, the punishment of the sinner in his
descendants, enjoys a career traceable from early times. Solon, confi-
dent of the r{ows of Zeus, states that, if it is not immediate, it is sure:

N e ooy gy
AN 6 pev adTiK éreigev, 6 & UoTepor: ol 8¢ dpUywow
s Vo A ,
avrol, unde Oeddv poip’ émodvoa kixy,
HAvbe mavrws adtist avaitiol épya Tivovow

P , R
1) maides TovTwy 1) yévos éfomiow.

(fr. 13.29-32 West)13

But some are punished forthwith, and some later: and as for those who
escape in their own persons, and the fate of the gods does not overtake them,
it comes later at any rate: the guiltless pay for their deeds, either their
children or their future offspring.

man that eateth the sour grape, his teeth shall be set on edge’ (Jer. 31. 29-30); Deut.
24. 16, a principle appealed to at 2 Kings 14. 5-6 and 2 Chron. 25. 4; Ezek. 18. 2-20:
‘What mean ye, that ye use this proverb concerning the land of Israel, saying, The
fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge?’

11 Dodds (1951), 31 ff. Another useful account of inherited guilt is given by Parker
(1983), 198 ff.

12 Dodds (1951), 33, with useful collections of passages ibid., nn. 23, 25. Harrison
(2000), 112-13, calls belief in delayed punishment a ‘let-out clause for belief in
[divine] retribution’, quoting Parker (1983), 201-2: the doctrine of inherited guilt
‘protects the belief in divine justice from crude empirical refutation.

13 Refs. to other authors are given by Parker (1983), 199; n. 50. The Solon of this
fr. contrasts with the Solon who gives advice to Croesus in Herodotus 1: the
historian’s Solon is more a prophet of uncertainty and mutability than of guaranteed
divine justice. Cf. Harrison (2000), 31-63.
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This notion has been considered post-Homeric, a product of the
Archaic period in which god is primarily to be feared and the life of
man is hedged round with all manner of potential disaster: ‘We get a
further measure of the gap [between the Homeric and the Archaic] if
we compare Homer’s version of the Oedipus-saga with that familiar to
us from Sophocles. In the latter, Oedipus becomes a polluted out-
cast. .. [b]ut in the story Homer knew, he continues to reign in Thebes
after his guilt is discovered. 14 There is, however, a discernible continu-
ity between Homer and later authors: the Homeric Agamemnon, when
Menelaus has just been pierced by the arrow of Pandarus, is confident
of the eventual retribution of Zeus upon the truce-breaking Trojans cvv
opjow kepaXjor yovaiél 1€ ral Texéecow (Hom. IL 4. 158 ff.: ‘with
their own lives and their women and children’).!> Agamemnon will of
course ultimately be proved right, but not within the compass of the
Iliad, which ends not with the fall and divine punishment of Troy, but
with the burial of Hector. Hesiod, in a passage of which Solon’s
pronouncement appears reminiscent, asserts a future eclipsing or de-
struction (duavporépn yevery) of the descendants of perjurers (Hes.
WD 282-5). At the least, the notion of an offender bringing his family
down with him when he falls is as early as the earliest Greek literature.

I shall have little to say of the advantages conferred by 8{«x» on the
righteous; and I shall find myself saying nothing of the hypothetical
converse of inherited guilt, inherited credit.1¢ It is true that Hesiod’s

14 Dodds (1951), 36.

15 Called by Kirk (1985), ad 160—62: ‘the first general statement in Greek literature
of the powerful dogma that Zeus always exacts vengeance in the end, and that it may
spread into the transgressor’s family. Other passages are given by Parker (1983),
201 n. 65. Parker correctly concedes that the destruction of an offender together with
his family is distinct from the destruction of his descendants only, while he himself
goes unpunished (201).

16 The notion that benefits should be conferred on the progeny of state bene-
factors—as on the descendants of the tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton—
was available to the Athenians, at least in a civic context: cf. Parker (1983), 206. Id.,
203ft., discusses sanctions actually applied to the children of some classes of offender,
and observes that the extirpation of families might sometimes be undertaken for
reasons more ‘prudential and punitive’ than ‘cathartic’ (204). Cf. also Lysias 14,
where not the least component of the character assassination of the younger Alcibi-
ades is denigration of his father—a form of inherited discredit. A case of problem-
atized moral inheritance is provided by Neoptolemus in Sophocles’ Philoctetes: will
the young man be true to his father’s open and honest heroism, or will he go against
his inheritance by practising the dolos (‘guile’) counselled by Odysseus?
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deified justice has many blessings in her gift: where men are just to
foreigners and natives alike and do not transgress, roict Téfnle
moAis, Aaol & dvfedow év admj (‘their state flourishes and the people
blossom in it’), peace nurtures the young in the land, famine and
ruin are absent, the earth is fruitful, women bear children resembling
their fathers, 8dAdovew & dyaboiow Scaumepés (WD 225 ff.: ‘and they
prosper continually in good things’). But tragedy as a genre tends to
deal with the deviant and the crooked, and by its nature does not
often depict the reward of virtue.!” The forgiveness of the gods is also
a notion that is available in tragedy, at least as something for which
characters may entertain a more or less vain hope. Thus, for example,
Euripides makes the old servant beg Aphrodite’s forgiveness for the
youthful folly of Hippolytus (Eur. Hipp. 114-20); or the half-comic
Teiresias pray for Pentheus xaimep dvros dypiov (Eur. Bacch. 360-63:
‘though he is wild’). Our concern, however, is with those cases in
which the gods’ forgiveness is not forthcoming, cases where justice of
a kind in all its dreadful implacability is shown bringing characters
low.18 The Justice of the tragedians is generally an engine of destruc-
tion, and the Aixa that shines forth in smoky dwellings in one
passage of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (772 ff.) is often scarcely visible
through the pall of transgression, Erinys, and curse.

We may reach a first approximation to an understanding of inher-
ited guilt in tragedy by considering this very play, the Agamemnon.
This text is perhaps the supreme example of a complicated nexus of
guilt, curses, furies, and other vengeful spirits. In the very copious
literature on it, questions of guilt and responsibility have figured
prominently.’® Scholars have asked to what extent Agamemnon
deserves to die. They have thus been led to ask whether his sacrifice
of his daughter at Aulis is a free choice and whether, compelled or
not, it is a culpable act, an act that is legitimately avenged by
Clytaemestra’s murder on his return home. And if this murder is
legitimate, at least in some sense, does that in turn legitimize the
further deaths that occur in the Choephori? The questions that we ask

17 If Oedipus’ problematic apotheosis in Sophocles’ Oedipus Coloneus is indeed
the reward of virtue, it is by no means the norm in extant tragedy.

18 On divine forgiveness, see further Dover (1974), 261 citing also passages from
Aristophanes.

19 Cf. e.g. Daube (1938), 166 ff.; Lloyd-Jones (1962); Dover (1973).
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of the Agamemmnon ramify throughout the great edifice of the con-
nected trilogy, and are not laid to rest even by the triumphant torchlit
procession that concludes the Eumenides. For the present, let us
restrict ourselves to the first play: in its complex and multi-layered
causality, the poet marshals around the bare facts of two deaths, those
of Iphigenia and Agamemnon, the following supernatural elements:

(i) the butchered children of Thyestes that Cassandra discerns

about the house (1095 ff. etc.);

(ii) the chorus of Furies also seen by the prophetess (1186 ff.);

(iii) the rpumdyvvrov daluova yévms thede (1476 f.: ‘the thrice-
glutted spirit of this family’) and its wadaios dpiuds dAdoTwp
(1501: ‘ancient keen avenger’);

(iv) the curse laid on the house by Thyestes, ovrws dAéofar mav 76
ITXewaBévous yévos (1600 ff.: ‘that so should perish all the race
of Pleisthenes’).20

The structure of the play interweaves the great cosmic principles of
reciprocity, the suffering of the agent and the demand of blood for
blood with the curse on the house and with the Erinyes, those spirits
of vengeance that are often associated with curses but are not iden-
tical with them.2! No single one of these interlocking elements gives
the key or hint or the crowning reason for the terrible deeds enacted.
It is a mistake to try to discern one paramount causal factor in the
death of Agamemnon to which the others are subordinate.2? For

20 Hutchinson (1985), ad Aesch. Septem 769-71, rightly emphasizing the com-
patibility of multiple causes, compares the over-determined fate of Croesus in Hdt. 1
(discussed above, Ch. 1, and see below, n. 47). Cf. also Gould (1989), 70-71
(specifically a propos Hdt.), on the ‘luxuriant multiplicity’ of causation acknowledged
by the Greeks. In our consideration of the Septern below, we shall discern multiple
causes for the catastrophe but also an effect of greater simplicity than is presented by
the Agamemmnon. We shall have more to say of daiuwv in a later chapter. On this
strange phenomenon, see Burkert (1985), 179-81, esp. 181, for daluwv in tragedy.

21 Tragic Erinyes are considered in detail below, Ch. 4. The Erinyes of Aesch. Eum.
416 f. do identify themselves with curses: “We are the children of eternal night, and in our
home beneath the earth we are called Apai’ More often in literature they are not
embodied curses but enforcers of curses: ‘Such curses are, in the epic, administered by
the Erinyes, who are guardians of the structure of family authority (younger sons
normally have no Erinyes)’, Parker (1983), 196; and see his nn. 32—4 for relevant passages.

22 Thus, rightly, Fraenkel (1950), ad Aesch. Ag. 1330: ‘It would be absurd to
attempt an exact calculation as to the degree of efficacy in each of the different
elements that work together towards Agamemnon’s fatal end.
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example, to insist very heavily on the curse of Thyestes, which is only
revealed in the final scene of the Agamemnon, is to do violence to the
structure and dramatic economy of the work. The play introduces
this inherited curse when it does for a good reason. It is rather more
fruitful to see these elements as complementing and reinforcing one
another as the play progresses. Each has its place in the causal nexus
alongside the others, and is deployed at that moment when it is most
effective dramatically. In this fully mimetic text, every word is said or
sung by a character or by the chorus, and consequently each super-
natural element of causation is introduced to serve some underlying
agenda: even the chorus is deeply engaged with the stage-action,
and often performs the function of contemplating and contextualiz-
ing it.23 To review each causal determinant in turn: we hear of the
ominous sacrifice of Iphigenia in the parodos, after the watchman
has caught sight of the beacon and before we have seen anything of
Clytaemestra. Troy has fallen and we can expect Agamemnon home
before long, and now the chorus tells of the sacrifice that facilitated
the expedition and will presently lead to its perpetrator’s death: the
clouds begin to gather very early in the play, before any stage-action
to speak of has got under way. Once this background has been
established, the early choral odes introduce and contemplate the
general principle that crime must follow crime in a pattern of
inexorable reciprocity. Not until the Cassandra-scene do we feel the
presence of Thyestes’ children and the chorus of Erinyes, shortly
before the speaker is done to death together with the child-killing
son of Atreus the child-killer. Here there is a subtle play of similarity
and difference: both Agamemnon and his father have killed children,
but whereas Atreus has killed those of his brother Thyestes, Aga-
memnon has slain his own daughter. While in a sense Agamemnon
renews or refreshes his father’s crime, if anything his own crime is
weightier still. This is an ascending rather than a descending se-
quence, and the crescendo will continue throughout the trilogy.
The vengeful spirit of the house is introduced on the lips of Clytae-
mestra when she is attempting, with increasing anxiety and some

23 On this aspect of the tragic chorus see Gould (1996), for whom ‘the chorus
brings to the fictional world of Greek tragedy an experience alternative to that of the
hero, and one that is of its essence both “collective” and “other”’ (219).
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desperation, to justify her crime to the horrified chorus. Finally, it is
Aegisthus who relates the curse of his father Thyestes at the very end
of the play: his intent, like Clytaemestra’s, is self-justificatory—has he
not justly avenged his father??¢ The multiple determination of Aga-
memnon’s fall, then, is not superficial but quite essential to an
understanding of the text. The Agamemnon’s peculiar gravity and
weight derive not least from this conjunction of elements, any one of
which would seem weighty on its own: in their juxtaposition there
may be discerned a conceptual and thematic mass that perhaps
parallels the verbal dyros (‘mass, ‘bulk’) that Sophocles is said to
have attributed to Aeschylus (Vita 5 = Aesch. T 1. 14 Radt; Plut. De
Prof. in Virt. 7.79B = Aesch. T 116. 1 Radt).2s

This very brief overview suffices to show that the play foregrounds
connections between generations of the house through suggestive
juxtapositions. At the very least, we are invited to contemplate Aga-
memnon’s death in connection both with the death of Iphigenia and
with the deaths of Thyestes” children at the hands of Agamemnon’s
father. The former provides an important motive for Clytaemestra’s
act of murder, the latter a motive for Aegisthus’ participation. More-
over, the cosmic principle of reciprocity propounded by the chorus
invites us to see Agamemnon’s death as a direct consequence of his
prior act of sacrifice: blood demands blood. And that sacrifice in turn
is connected to Atreus’ act of butchery in the previous generation. This
causal nexus brings to the fore the links between crime and crime, links
that will extend through the trilogy. We can hardly assess the Aga-
memnon without assessing these features. And however moral, im-
moral, or amoral we find this terrible and bloody sequence—and
opinions have varied—we cannot deny that a sequence does obtain
and that heredity does come into question.

The consideration of some of these causal factors in the Agamemnon
does not strictly have a place in a treatment of inherited guilt proper.
Curses and Erinyes have close connections with ancestral transgression

24 Alkn, he says, has brought him back to Argos, and Agamemnon lies 775 4{kns
év épreow (1607, 1611: ‘in the snares of Justice’). On Aixy in the Oresteia, see further
Sier (1988), 173.

25 On the centrality of 8{/xm to Aeschylus see e.g. Lesky (1966a), 241. As a starting-
point for the many relevant questions raised by the Oresteia, see Winnington-Ingram
(1985), 287 f., with his useful bibliography. Some observations on the Choephori are
given below, p. 72.
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and are often found in association with it, but they are not simply facets
of it, as Chapters 3 and 4 of this study will demonstrate. A taint of
inherited guilt, whatever precisely it may be, is clearly neither a super-
naturally charged utterance nor an animate entity with certain func-
tions and prerogatives. It is of course true that in the nature of things a
curse is likely to be uttered by one who has been or feels himself to have
been wronged; and indeed curses have been thought to work coexten-
sively with the rights of the individual: ‘Even the strong can perhaps not
curse effectively unless wronged, while the weak acquire the power to
do so in so far as their recognised rights are infringed.2¢ Moreover,
curses do have a familial aspect: they are felt to be most efficacious when
uttered by ‘kings, parents, priests, magistrates, and the like—who
represent whatever in society most demands reverence.2’” And curses
may, but do not necessarily, attach themselves to successive generations
of a house in a fashion analogous to, and sometimes complementary
with, an inherited taint of guilt.28 But, as has been forcefully underlined
in a recent paper, not every curse, even if laid on a family member, does
blight successive generations.2® Erinyes, too, originally guardians of the
order of the cosmos but also specifically enforcers of curses and aven-
gers of certain kinds of transgression, particularly the familial, will be
discussed separately.3°

The Agamemnon is but one example, if perhaps the most reward-
ing, of a Tantalid tragedy concerning the sorrows of successive
generations. The two extant Electras, the Orestes, and the Iphigenia
plays all present versions of the myth that deserve attention. It is
unfortunate that some of them have been viewed, more or less
explicitly, as pale imitations of the transcendent brilliance of our
one surviving connected trilogy. Thus Euripides’ Orestes has seemed

26 Parker (1983), 197 in a discussion that appropriately takes pains to distinguish
the familial curse from inherited guilt. Burkert (1985), 73-5 treats the Greek curse as
a kind of prayer. See further below, Ch. 3.

27 Parker (1983), 192. Thus we discuss in Ch. 3 e.g. Eur. Hipp. 887-90: Theseus lays
a curse on Hippolytus, whom he explicitly calls éuov 7aid’ (‘my son’). At Eur. Phoen.
67 ff., we shall see, Jocasta describes her sons’ anxieties lest their father’s curse on
them be fulfilled. For copious lists, see Parker (1983), 191-206.

28 Thyestes’ curse on the whole family, which has just been discussed, is a good
example.

29 West (1999), lamenting the imprecision of terminology in much scholarship on these
subjects and rebutting Lloyd-Jones’s insistence on the importance of inherited curses.

30 See Lloyd-Jones (1971), 83—4; Parker (1983), 196.
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to some a mere vehicle for low entertainment, peopled with thor-
oughly unattractive villains.3! And in the Electra of Sophocles we may
find ourselves pining, perhaps irrationally, for more Furies than the
text appears to offer.32 The five extant Labdacid plays do not live in
the shadow of the Oresteia to anything like the same extent—not
least, perhaps, because Aeschylus’ Laius and Oedipus, the yokefellows
of his Septem contra Thebas, survive only in a few very meagre
fragments. It is the Septem to which we shall now turn in our
investigation of inherited guilt. Questions of generational interaction
and inherited guilt in this play have, it is true, received attention, but
rather less so than in the Oresteia. We are fortunate, moreover, to
possess another, and much later, tragedy on exactly the same part of
the Labdacid myth, Euripides’ Phoenissae. This late production of
Euripides is no less mature than the Septern, and comparison and
contrast of the two very different dramas is highly instructive. We
shall see that much can be learned about both poets and about tragic
inherited guilt from these two plays. The second, as we shall see, may
be viewed as a finely and subtly nuanced response to the first.

The afflictions of the house of Oedipus are adumbrated in the earliest
Greek poetry to which we have access: Homer knows of the incest and
parricide of Oedipus and of puyrpds *Epwies (Hom. Od. 11. 271 ff.: ‘a
mother’s Erinyes’), while the author of the cyclic Thebais appears to
relate not one but two curses of Oedipus upon his sons (Athenaeus 14.
465E = Thebais fr. 2 Davies; X Soph. OC 1375 = Thebais fr. 3 Davies).33
The Lille papyrus of Stesichorus seems to have included prophecies of
doom for Eteocles and Polyneices uttered by Teiresias (Stes. fr. 222(b)

31 Aristotle cites as an instance of movnpla...u) dvaykala (‘unnecessary vice’)
‘Menelaus in the Orestes’ (Poetics 1454a28-9). The last sentence of the Aristophanic
hypothesis to the Orestes as transmitted comments censoriously that in the play
mh ... ITuAdSov mdvtes dpadlot foav (‘except Pylades, all were vicious’).

32 Hence the controversy over the persistence of 6{xn-problems and Furies at the
end of that play. Cf. Stinton (1986), 75: ‘Many have found allusions to pursuit by
Furies in Sophocles’ Electra; not because of the authority of the standard version, but
because they felt that without any suggestion of Furies to cast a shadow on Orestes’s
success the play became at best flat and morally uninteresting, and at worst mere
melodrama.’ Surely it is in part the influence of Aeschylus that prompts critics to
entertain such feelings. See further below, Ch. 4.

33 On the cyclic Thebais, see also West (2003), 6-9, and 447, printing Ribbeck’s
emendation of fr. 2.9, matpat” émét <év> duAdrnTe (‘their patrimony in friendship’,
tr. West), which seems to give good sense.
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Davies). But the first certain instance of the working of the sorrows of
the race into a unity is Aeschylus’ Septern contra Thebas. The fragments
of the two preceding plays are too sparse to allow any great certainty
about their contents; but, in view of their titles, categorical denial of
a tri-generational pattern would be rash.3* I shall offer one or two
speculations on this in the course of this discussion.

The Septem has sometimes been seen as falling into two halves,
pivoting around the vicinity of line 653. This point, the end of the
great central shield scene, has been called a divide in the ‘atmosphere’
of the play.3> It has even seemed to some a divide in the character of
Eteocles. This kind of approach does embody an important truth.
For this point is indeed a real and very strong punctuation mark in
the play’s progress. But there is not, I shall argue, a marked or
troubling discontinuity. The Eteocles of the first half is the same
man as in the second, but seen in a different light. The earlier part of
the drama is largely civic in character, and the latter rather more
familial: as far as the end of the shield scene, the danger to the md\is is
to the fore. The Eteocles of the prologue, and even of the earlier
portions of the Redepaare, is very much the helmsman of the ship of
state (62 olarxooTpddos). In the first episode, his concern to quell the
women’s panic arises from its deleterious effect on the morale of the
city (237f. etc.), whose interests are his first priority. It is true that in
his early prayer for the salvation of the polis he invokes:

& Zeb 1e kal I'h kal modoaodyor feol,
Apa 7 Epwis matpos 1) peyacheris.
(69 1)

O Zeus and Earth and gods that protect the city, and Curse, the mighty
Erinys of my father.

He thus sets his father’s curse alongside the most powerful divine
protectors of Thebes.?¢ The only other mention of his familial affiliations

34 Thus Lloyd-Jones (1971), 120-21, would have the Laius treat the rape of
Chrysippus, a contention rebutted by West (1999). Hutchinson (1985) has comments
on the frr. and the trilogy.

35 Hutchinson (1985), xxxii ff.

36 A recent paper argues that Eteocles the accursed leader is characterized
throughout the play, from the prologue onwards, by a pervasive dusphemia: Stehle
(2005); and that Eteocles in this passage, by invoking the Erinys of Oedipus, can only
‘draw her attention’: Stehle (2005) at 113. See further below, Ch. 3.
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in the first portion of the play comes at line 203, when the chorus
addresses him as & ¢idov Oid{mov Tékos (‘O dear child of Oedipus’).
But otherwise the familial aspect is strikingly absent from the first half of
the play, from the utterances of the chorus no less than those of the
characters. There is not one mention here of inherited guilt, of an
ancestor’s transgression threatening to bring about the destruction of
Eteocles.

But suddenly, when it is announced that Polyneices is to stand at
the seventh gate, all is family:

@ Oeopavés te kal Qedv uéya oriryos,
N 7’ < \ IQ 7 7/

@ mavddkpvrov auov Ol8{mov yévos:
” LSy sy /
dpot, maTpos 61 viv dpal TeAeaddpor.

(653-5)37

O maddened by the gods and great object of the gods’ loathing, O our
family, the house of Oedipus, all lamentable; alas! Now, indeed, are my
father’s curses finding accomplishment.

In the remainder of the play, the familial principle is repeatedly
appealed to by both Eteocles and the chorus to explain the catas-
trophe. I contend that we do not see here a sharp discontinuity in the
character of Eteocles, but rather that his character now displays a
different aspect or dimension: he is no longer viewed as leader alone,
but also as inheritor of a blighted past.3® Throughout his earlier
management of the national emergency, he has displayed confidence
and resolution: as he unhesitatingly matches champion for cham-
pion, shield for shield, he is master enough of himself to display a
quick and dry wit. At the moment of anagnorisis he is not divested of
these qualities, but turns them towards an additional end: to his
concern for the general salvation is added his quintessentially Lab-
dacid desire for the destruction of his brother. The latter end is
quite complementary with the former. Eteocles’ death, then, is not

37 Fraenkel (1957), 55-6 rightly says of this remarkable outburst: ‘Der Anfang der
Entgegnung des Eteokles (653 ff.) gehort zum Erschiitterndsten, das ein tragischer
Dichter geschrieben hat’ Croiset (1965), 119 describes Eteocles as ‘saisi d’un trans-
port de fureur’.

38 A somewhat similar shift of aspect may be seen in the Orestes of the Choephori.
The Orestes who is now the stalwart avenger, now polluted and on the verge of
madness, remains the same character throughout and does no violence to the unity of
the play.
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quite the Opfertod that some have thought it to be. It does not over-
value city at the expense of family, but rather conjoins the two
interests into a neat unity. If Eteocles were sprung from almost any
other blood, this would indeed be a noble self-sacrifice for the sake of
Thebes, not unlike that of Menoeceus in Euripides’ Phoenissae. But,
given his background, which is shot through with the tendency to
familial implosion, this is no selfless act.?® This has been a first
account of Eteocles’ place in this crucial and absorbing scene, to
which we shall return more than once as this book advances.

Eteocles’ cause against Polyneices, he maintains, is just, and it is
also just that the two should meet.#® Thus it is, at least in part, his
own moral sense, his own idea of what is right, that ensures his
demise, as he makes the decision that brings him into conformity
with his supernaturally determined doom. When the chorus, by this
time Eteocles’ partisans (677) and not labouring under a similar
taint, endeavour to persuade him out of this determination, he is
quite immovable. This conflict will be polluting, they say (681-2)—
this is madness and dra (686 ff.). But his response ‘expresses Eteo-
cles’s passionate assent to the will of heaven’:4!

émel 70 mpdypa kdpt émomépyer Beds,
, > a - - /
{7w kat obpov, kipa Kwkvrod Aaydv,
, e g ,
DolBw orvynbev mav To Aaiov yévos.

(689-91)

Since a god vehemently urges the matter on, let it go with a following wind, a
wave having a share of Cocytus, all the race of Laius loathed by Phoebus.

Here, at line 691, is the first reference in the play to the transgression of
Laius. The chorus will dilate on this theme in their next ode, where they
sing of a madawyevy...mapafacior drimoworv (‘a swiftly avenged
transgression, born long ago’) abiding to the third generation, that is
from that of Laius to that of the two brothers, ‘when Laius, doing
violence to Apollo, who said thrice in his Pythian oracular seat at the

39 Contra e.g. Nussbaum (1986), 38—40, propounding the view that Eteocles’
willingness to engage in fratricide constitutes an over-valuing of state at the expense
of familial interests.

40 The speech 653-76 contains five §ix— words: note esp. 673 évdicirepos (‘having
a greater right’).

41 Hutchinson (1985), ad 690.
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navel and centre of the earth that should he die without issue he
would save the city, overcome by his own thoughtlessness, sired
death for himself, father-slaying Oedipus, he who sowing his
mother’s sacred field...” (742-53). The audience’s precise response
to 691 will, of course, depend on what they have seen in the earlier
plays of the trilogy. But it is very unlikely that a Laius that contained
the verb yvrp({{ew meaning ‘to expose a child in a pot’ (X' Ar. Vesp.
289e = Aesch. fr. 122 Radt) will have proceeded without any mention
of an oracle to Laius either urging him not to bear children or
warning him of the consequences of so doing.#2 I therefore take it
that here, coming shortly after Eteocles’ diagnostic mention of his
father’s curse, his mention of his grandfather’s sin is also supposed to
be immediately relevant to his present ills.#> Now that the perspective
is broadened to encompass the wholesale destruction of the yévos, he
thinks of the old transgression perpetrated before ever the curse was
uttered. This transgression has already effected the destruction of
both its agent and his son, and it is still felt to obtain. This contrasts
with the Solonian notion discussed above—the notion that it is when
the perpetrator goes unpunished that slow and sure divine justice
strikes his offspring. In Aeschylus’ version, Laius’ disobedience to
Apollo is felt to have an unfailing and universal destructive effect,
which is not quelled by his own murder. In this respect, Eteocles’
view of the workings of his own family seems to approach more
closely to Yahweh’s doctrine of the third and fourth generation in the
Pentateuch than to any belief that expiation in the person of Laius
himself extinguishes the guilt or pays off the debt. It has been said
that in general Aeschylean inherited guilt does not attach itself to the

42 Since oracles, like curses, have a tendency to metamorphose in tragedy, it does
not follow from the wording of 742 ff. that the oracle, if and when it was mentioned
earlier in the trilogy, had the same form. Hutchinson (1985), xxiii agrees that ‘its
command was no doubt reported’, and remarks on the dangers involved in attempt-
ing to reconstruct it precisely (xxviii—xxix). He notes that ‘In 748f. Apollo tells Laius
that by dying without issue he will save the city, in 801f. it seems that the oracle is
fulfilled by the death of the brothers. For similar reasons we must beware of over-
confidence in fixing the exact form of the curse of Oedipus. We cannot be certain
beyond doubt that any single definitive form of words was given in the Oedipus:
within the Septem itself, the three versions at 697, 727 ff. and 788 ff. are decidedly
divergent.

43 “The present moment embraces the whole range of the trilogy. So Hutchinson
(1985), ad 691.
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wholly innocent: ‘In Aeschylus it seems that the son who inherits the
family-curse’—the author means ‘the inherited taint of familial
guilt—"*is never an innocent sufferer. He inherits not just guilt but
a propensity to incur fresh guilt himself, and he is thus always in
some degree responsible for his suffering.44 Or again, in Labdacid—
and Tantalid—plays generally, one scholar has discerned a ‘concep-
tion of the family crime that leads automatically to fresh crime;
which lends to inherited guilt in tragedy a ‘greater moral subtlety’
than it perhaps possesses in some extra-tragic discourses.*> This
seems to be the pattern here, where continuing guilt is percolating
down the generations to the willingly fratricidal Eteocles. As we shall
see, at no point does he deny the impiety or pollution attendant on
killing his brother: in full knowledge, he takes upon himself a guilt no
lighter in fifth-century Athenian eyes than that of his father.46 Crime
begets crime. In this sense, the guilt of Oedipus is a part of Eteocles’
inheritance—and it is no less the inheritance of Polyneices outside
the gates.¥’

It should be remembered, of course, that the Septem is a fully
mimetic text, and that Eteocles’ own appraisal of the mechanism of

44 Garvie (1986), xxviii.

45 Parker (1983), 200. Pease (1955-8), ad Cicero Nat. D. 3.90, lists some extra-tragic
protests against the doctrine that the innocent suffer for their forefathers’ transgressions.
A pointed expression of discontent is attributed to Bion: 6 yap Biwv Tov feov xoddovra
T0Vs maidas TV movnpdv yelodTepov elval ¢now latpod did véoov mdmmov Kal maTpos
éiyovov 1) matda dapparebovros. (Plut. De sera 19. 561¢ = Bion fr. 27 Kindstrand: ‘For
Bion says that the god is more ridiculous in punishing the children of the wicked than a
doctor treating with medicines a grandson or son on account of the sickness of
a grandfather or father’). See also Dodds (1951), 33 with n. 25; and for differences
between civic and tragic discourse in this area cf. Parker (1997).

46 On the particular heinousness in Greek eyes of murder within the family, see
Rudhardt (1992), 49: the emotive word pdoos, often used of this kind of pollution,
designates ‘souillure trop abjecte pour qu’on en parle’

47 The inherited guilt of Croesus in Hdt. 1 (discussed above, n. 20 and Ch. 1), is a
useful point of comparison. Croesus, we have argued, is in a relevant respect a Gyges-like
figure, just as here Eteocles and Polyneices are, in a limited sense, suggested to be
Oedipus- and Laius-like. This observation provides a basis for the refutation of e.g.
the position of Waters (1985), 113, a propos the Croesus-logos: ‘All that can be salvaged
is the regrettably amoral view that the sins of the fathers may be visited on the children,
in the fifth generation. Fate, fortune and necessity have little to do with morality. If
Croesus, like the sons of Oedipus, is so constituted as to incur fresh crime on his own
behalf and as a result of his own motivation-set, his death as fifth descendant of Gyges is
not ‘regrettably amoral’ at all. Part of the unhappy inheritances of Croesus, Eteocles, and
Polyneices is the tendency to re-enact their forebears’ delicts.
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inherited guilt is that of a doomed man in a morbidly heightened
emotional state. It remains to be seen whether his emotive assessment
is borne out by the views of other characters and the chorus.
Answering Eteocles’ speech 689-91, the chorus replies that, in
wanting to fight his brother to the death, he entertains an over-savage
desire (duodaxis . .. dyav {uepos 692). Eteocles openly agrees: ‘Yes,
for...” (yap 695). He identifies his father’s curse as the reason for his
desire but is manifestly not of a mind to fight it, in what has been
called a ‘peculiarly bizarre and exceptional” acceptance of the external
impetus.*8 His eyes, he says, are dry.#° The other choric protests are in
vain, and his last words before he departs to his death express in brief
the appropriation of his fate that he has exhibited throughout this
short scene: fecdv 8168vTwv otk dv éxdiryors kard (719: ‘when the gods
bestow evils, you cannot escape them’). This is a man oddly fatalistic
with respect to his own resolve—a point that we shall examine in
detail in Chapter 6. The poet allows Eteocles a number of opportun-
ities to exhibit his unyielding resolution. He discounts (i) the fear of
pollution; (ii) propitiatory sacrifice; (iii) time for the Salpwv to
simmer down (surely the implication of the choric suggestion at
705 ff., and hardly practicable with the enemy clamouring at the
gates); and (iv) the substitution of another champion at the seventh
gate: this would be to buy victory at the price of inglorious personal
safety. It is thus, we contend, that the fated quality of his fall is
reconciled with the need for a personal impetus rooted in his own
deviant motivation. We shall see that Euripides’ Eteocles and Poly-
neices resort to combat after the prolonged wrangling of an extended
agon: with the Aeschylean Eteocles, accepting his destiny in all its
awfulness is the work of a moment.5° In this conjunction of divine

48 Pelling (19904), 248.

49 Contra, see Hutchinson (1985), ad loc.: “The eyes are those of the Curse.’ I do not
see why the words ‘the curse sits hard by my tearless eyes’ should not be regarded as
an admissible Aeschylean expression of the sentiment that Eteocles contemplates the
slaughter of his brother tearlessly because he is afflicted by his father’s curse. That the
curse should be tearless does not seem to give particularly good sense: why should
Eteocles point out that the curse of Oedipus does not weep? The lachrymosity or
otherwise of the mortal hero about to face death is surely much more to the point.

50 Cf.,, a propos the problem of freedom and double motivation, the interesting
suggestion of Mogyorddi (1996) that appropriation, which implies freedom, is
crucial: see also below, Ch. 6. In the parodos of the Agamemnon, Agamemnon is
presented as reviewing the two options that stand open to him (Aesch. Ag. 206 ff.),
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and human, external and internal impetus, Eteocles shows himself
‘der erste ‘tragische’ Mensch der Weltdichtung’5! No character in
extant tragedy presents a more acute case of the mortal agent stand-
ing at the interface between supernatural causation and human
action, where causal determinants of various kinds and differently
construed necessities combine to bring about a fateful act.52

In the stasimon 720-91, the chorus contextualizes the clash of the
brothers at greater length, appealing to the twin principles of curse
and guilt invoked by Eteocles in the previous episode.>? They relate
first the curse of Oedipus and then the ‘ancient transgression’ of
Laius, which led to his death by his son’s hand (751 f.). The last two
strophic pairs narrate the fall of Oedipus as an instance of the
destruction attendant on éABos dyav mayvvbels (771: ‘over-fattened
prosperity’): the prosperous and successful destroyer of the Sphinx
later perished himself, and his Erinys is now set to visit on his sons a
further disaster (790-1, where rpéw picks up the opening #é¢pura of
720). The family unit, riddled with interconnected woes, is a locus
not of prosperity and positive ¢ulia but of the dangerous and
destructive throughout its generations: & |mwévot déuwv véor malai—
| ofor ouppuyels xarols (739—41: ‘O new sufferings of the house
intermingled with old misfortunes’). The fatherhood of Laius is
perverted, and so also is that of Oedipus. Sure enough, the messenger
in the next episode announces that whilst the city is saved, Apollo has
brought home to the scions of Oedipus wadatas Aaiov dvofovAias
(801-2: ‘the ancient unwisdoms of Laius’). They have indeed divided
their substance with Scythian iron (818-19), fulfilling their father’s
curse in a fate all too communal (Saluwv kowds...dudoiv dyav

before putting on the dvdykas . .. Adémadvov (‘yoke-strap of necessity’), which may be
viewed as a similar appropriation. Of course, for Eteocles in the Septem there is no
directly comparable explicit review of options. Whether or not in the last analysis we
believe that the so-called ‘decision-scene’ in the Septem does represent a decision,
I stress that the review of alternatives undertaken by Agamemnon in the Agamemnon
has no counterpart here. For the implications of the view that Agamemnon in the
Agamemnon passage ‘has no choice’, see Lloyd-Jones (1962), 191 ft.

51 Regenbogen, quoted by Williams (1993), 137, in the course of a discussion of
the ‘apparent unintelligibility’ of the operation of necessity in this passage, which
does not, Williams argues, simply represent a decision.

52 See further below, Ch. 6.

53 Cf. Romilly (1971), 56: ‘leur chant remonte alors aux origins du mal, c’est-a-
dire a Laios’.
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814).5¢ The following ode is again full of these same two concerns,
the curse (832 f.) and Laius’ disobedience, which for a third time is
described as folly (750 ~ 802 ~ 842). The witlessness of the grand-
father is carried through into the ‘madness’ both of Oedipus (781)
and of the brothers (686, 875 etc.).55 These verbal connections are
highly suggestive of the workings of moral inheritance within the
family. Successive generations of Labdacids not only repeat (albeit
with variations) the misfortunes of their forebears: they display, the
chorus suggests, repeated patterns of folly and witlessness on account
of which they incur these disasters.5¢

We have discerned above, in our consideration of the Agamemnon,
a play of similarity and difference in the repeated crimes of the
Tantalids. A similar tension is evident in this passage: it is not only
negative characteristics that have been inherited. For all that Laius
and Oedipus partake of a similarly perverted fatherhood, and for all
that Oedipus and his sons may be called ‘mad’, Oedipus is a paradigm
of cleverness no less than of folly, just as Eteocles is presented in this
play as a compound of quick wit and insanely destructive and
polluting desire. There resurfaces in the person of Eteocles, then,
not only ancestral folly but also ancestral intelligence. This dual
inheritance of the Labdacids enriches and complicates the pathos of
the play, adding a further poignancy to the continuing disasters of
the family of Laius: these men who are going to their doom in the
footsteps of their ancestors are not mere fools.

In the succeeding laments, all is familial. The emphasis falls so
heavily on the deed of fratricide that the salvation of the city seems to

54 In citing this speech of the Messenger (811 ff.), I follow the numeration of
Page’s OCT.

55 Cf. Bacon (1964), 27 f.: “The defiance of Eteocles and Polyneices is also com-
pared by verbal echoes to the defiance of Laius.’ Bacon adduces the further corres-
pondence 842 ~ 846: dmioro (of Laius) ~ dmiorov (of Eteocles and Polyneices).

56 See also the treatment of moral inheritance in Dover (1974), 83-95. Add to his
¢vows-passages (i) (in favour of the importance of ¢dais) Soph. frr. 567, 808 Radt;
and (ii) (against its importance) fr. 667: moddv & & modvmAndia méderar | ot dm’
ebyevéwy éa0)os ol dypelwy ‘ yévos del kards: Bpordv 8¢ moTov 00dév (‘Among the
multiplicity of the many the descendant of noble men is not always good and that of
useless people is not always bad; nothing about mortals can be trusted, tr. Lloyd-
Jones; but note that yévos de/ is an emendation of Lloyd-Jones for 76 Alav)—a
sentiment directly contrary to the atmosphere of the end of the Septem.
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count for comparatively little beside it.5” The opposition between
Eteocles and Polyneices that reaches its height at the end of the
Redepaarenow collapses utterly, and nothing more is said of the relative
justice or piety of the two opposed causes. They are so closely joined
in their terrible fate that they are barely distinguishable, barely indi-
viduated. This unification reaches a head in the noble passage
961-1004, where the intimate interconnection of the two scions of
Oedipus approaches the point of identity.

This consideration of the Septem contra Thebas has shown the
great, and even paramount, importance of moral inheritance in the
second half of the tragedy. Suddenly Eteocles’ Labdacid affiliations
burst into the action, and remain there throughout the concluding
scenes of play and trilogy. In our ignorance of the Laius and the
Oedipus, which is almost total, we cannot comment on the implica-
tions for the trilogy of the Septer’s bi-partite structure: we must rest
content with treating the play in isolation. It has emerged that the
poet takes great pains to show the effect on Eteocles of his own
heritage: the good leader is also the son of Oedipus. The explosive
end of the shield scene marks the point at which this second aspect of
Eteocles’ nature is exposed, but not to the exclusion of his civic
identity and the character that the poet has established in earlier
scenes. If anything, Eteocles is one of the most sharply and econom-
ically delineated characters in Aeschylus, a character, we have argued,
who remains quite consistent throughout. Indeed, the concept of
atmosphere is usefully deployed here: what changes in the region of
line 653—and we are certainly sensible of some change—is our
perspective and our focus, not the substance of Eteocles. A theme is
added to the mix as Eteocles goes to his death. But the predominant
theme of the first half, the welfare of the state, is not subtracted. It is
this addition of familial concerns that accounts for the dark pall that
hangs over the closing scenes of the play and trilogy.

But, granted that moral inheritance is important, what exactly is
inherited? It appears that Eteocles inherits not only Thebes, but the
folly or madness, or at any rate the blighted disposition of choice,
that drives him to an act of self-destruction and fratricide. Suggestive

57 1 say nothing of the mé\is-aspects of the Antigone-like scene 1005—fin., which,
following the modern consensus, I consider spurious.
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verbal connections and connections of thought, we have argued,
show that Eteocles is an Oedipus- and Laius-like figure in this
relevant respect. The Septem presents his death and that of his
brother as lamentable and horrifying, certainly; but the deaths are
neither baseless nor random. Aeschylus, always concerned to explore
the implications of mortal decision making and human action under
the canopy of the divine, is at great pains to suggest that the misery
of the Septem is not causeless, but rather the logical working-out of
the past in the person of Eteocles, the grandson of Laius.58 Not only
does misery beget misery: from the perspective of agency and respon-
sibility, crime, as we have said, begets crime.

The Phoenissae of Euripides is a very different play.>® The author of
the Aristophanic hypothesis identifies the Septern as its source: 7
,LLUHOWOLLICL KGETGL 770,/)’ Al?o‘xl;/\(f) €,V ¢E7T’TG‘, €,7le @77/3(15‘ 7TA7‘}V T'ﬁs‘
’Tordorns (‘The invention of the story lies with Aeschylus in the
Seven against Thebes, except Jocasta, Hypothesis (g) Diggle (OCT)
3—4). A further scrap of prefatory material expresses displeasure with
the play’s structure: it is mapamAnpwparcdy (‘overfull’), says the
author. He censures the teichoscopia of Antigone, the Polyneices-scene
and the exile of Oedipus, apparently on the grounds that they are
inorganic (p,e/pog ok  €oTt  Spduartos...oddevos  €veka...
mpooépparnrar Sia keviis: ‘It is not part of the drama...for no good
reason...it has been stitched on in a futile fashion), Hypothesis (c)
Diggle (OCT) 2-5).6° The choruses, moreover, have attracted criticism
both in antiquity and more recently.6! A recent rehabilitator has taken
an important step in observing that the play is not a failed attempt at a

58 Aeschylus’ obsessive concern with human decision making is examined below,
Ch. 6.

59 Cf. Goossens (1962), 620-22: ‘Rien de plus different que les deux tragédies que
nous avons sur le mythe des Sept.” Goossens’s view of Euripides’ one-upmanship with
respect to Aeschylus is rather naive and simplistic: we shall see that the Phoenissae
does not crudely attempt to trump the Septem, but engages with it in a highly subtle
and sophisticated way.

60 So Craik (1988), 162: ‘The critic seems to be troubled by interpretation rather
than authenticity.

61 7pos 0vdev TadTa. .. 1a mept Oldimoww wkal Ty Zdlyya dipyeitar Ta moAddkis
elpnpuéva(2 third stasimon: ‘These things are to no purpose. ... The material about
Oedipus and the Sphinx relates things that have been said many times’). Modern
times: Mastronarde (1994), ad locc., quotes Hermann’s disapproval of the first
stasimon: ‘Hanc neminem defensurum nedum laudaturum arbitror’; and of the
second: ‘Tumidissimum inani verborum strepitu carmen.
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second Septem, but rather is written on very different principles, em-
phasizing diversification and multi-directionality rather than simpli-
city.62 Three relevant differences are immediately visible between
Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ treatments:

(i) The only Labdacid present on stage in Aeschylus is Eteocles.
In the Phoenissae, Oedipus, Jocasta, Antigone, and Polyneices are
introduced as characters, not to mention other related figures.

(ii) The Septem has a simple and tightly controlled bi-partite struc-
ture, emphasizing first méAs and later blighted family. However, in
the middle of the Phoenissae, attention veers sharply away from the
doomed royal house towards the voluntary self-sacrifice of Menoe-
ceus in the interests of the city as a whole, only to return to the
Labdacids later. Thus the play has something of a triptychal effect.

(iii) Aeschylus makes Eteocles himself the first to state that a curse
and a transgression bear on his personal calamity. Only afterwards
does the chorus of the Septem begin to contextualize it. In the
Phoenissae, on the other hand, it is largely in Jocasta’s prologue and
the first four choral odes that the familial background to the action is
related. Moreover, the myth—historical elements in the Euripidean
choruses are far more luxuriant and profuse than those in the
Aeschylean.s? It has even been thought that the tainted history of
house and city in the Phoenissae is distanced from the stage-action
and relegated to only tangential relevance in choral odes that are
simply interludes.

All three differences may be said to fall on the side of greater
complexity: the earlier play seems much simpler by comparison.

62 Mastronarde (1994), 3 ff., identifying the mode of composition as ‘open’ rather
than ‘closed: “The open structure is not to be viewed as a failed effort at closed
structure, but rather as a divergent choice that consciously plays against the world-
view of closure and simple order. This magnifies the difficulty of detecting extended
interpolations on structural grounds: Euripidean canons of relevance in this play are
inclusive enough to make it difficult to say with any certainty that a given passage is
spurious because inorganic. On interpolation in the Phoenissae, see further Fraenkel
(1963), esp. 120.

63 Euripides undoubtedly welcomes the element of the bizarre inherent in the tales
of Spartoi and Sphinx, not least for its exotic and ornamental effect. But we shall
show that these elements are more than mere ornament.
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I shall suggest that each of these differences has a bearing on the
interpretation of inherited guilt in the tragedy. Euripides’ response to
Aeschylus, we shall see, involves a very different approach both to
mortal agency and to familial disaster.

Jocasta’s prologue gives familial background in typically Euripidean
fashion, but gives it from the perspective of deep personal engagement.
Her narrative is riddled with first-person verbs and pronouns (10, 12,
13 etc.). Laius is oduos mdats (35: ‘my husband’). Oedipus is Tov éuov
@dlvwy mévov (30: ‘the labour of my own birth-pangs’), mais ovuds
(33: ‘my son’) and éuos mais Oid{movs (50: ‘my son Oedipus’). He is
tdAas in killing his father and marrying his mother (53), while he has
cast on their children dpas . . . dvooiwrdras (67: ‘most unholy curses’).
The whole account ends with an impassioned prayer to save ‘us’ (85).
She does touch on the first arrival at Thebes of its founder Cadmus,
great-great-grandfather of Oedipus, and calls it an unhappy day (4-5).
Most of her attention, however, is paid to the story from Laius
onwards, including his dumAdxknua (‘transgression’) in disobeying an
unequivocally imperative Delphic oracle:

) Ay ” / ,
MmN O'7T€Lp€ TEKVWYV aAOKa SG.L[J,OV(,UV BL(}..
s / PR A e gy
€l yap Tekvaroels maid, amokTevel o 6 PUs,
s , > o
kal wds 00s olkos Brioerar 8. alparos.

(18-20)

Do not sow a furrow of children against the will of the gods: for if you beget a
son, your offspring will kill you, and all your house will wade through blood.

Apollo leaves no doubt that transgression will lead to general mis-
fortune for the family. As so often in Greek tragedy, we are left
wondering, not whether these bloody misfortunes will ensue, but
rather how they will be worked out. Oedipus’ curse on his sons is also
explicitly given, in a line strongly reminiscent of the curse in the
Septem (Septem 727 ff. etc.): Onrrd oidfpw ddua Sradayeiv T6de (68:
‘to divide this house with whetted iron’). It was in fear of this
outcome that Eteocles and Polyneices were led to seek their unsuc-
cessful compromise, their attempt to frustrate the curse by alternat-
ing the kingship of Thebes year by year.6* Jocasta herself is trying for

64 The brothers’ compromise agreement may be a Euripidean innovation: cf.
Mastronarde (1994), 26-7. There is no explicit mention of such an agreement in
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a resolution (81 ff.). In assigning to her the role of mediator, a role
quite absent from the Septem, Euripides perhaps takes his hint from
the appearance of the mother of Eteocles and Polyneices in the Lille
Stesichorus (fr. 222(b) Davies). Her influence pervades the present
play, and her inclusion as a stage actor complicates the dramatic
effect considerably. Jocasta is not a distant, dead, and vaguely appre-
hended source of misfortune, but an engaged, suffering and some-
times vocal character. Her attempts to mediate in the first episode
reach a pitch of pitiful anguish at the end of the agon (618 ff.), where
she has no option but to warn them helplessly of their ‘father’s
Erinys’. In the fourth episode, she heightens the sense of urgency.
Apprehensive for the brothers’ lives, she hastens off to make a last
and desperate attempt at reconciliation: s, v pév ¢pldow | maidas
mpo Adyxms, ovuos év pdet Blos (1280-1: ‘since, if I reach my children
before their duel, my life is saved’). Finally, in the fifth episode, the
second messenger relates her suicide as a sequel to her sons’ mutual
slaughter—«ai 7a wpos Tov7oLs kard (1427: ‘and the further misfor-
tunes’)—extending the catastrophe back into the previous gener-
ation. 7ds . ..olros (‘the whole house’) does indeed wade through
blood, as Apollo warned. Jocasta’s bond with Eteocles is affirmed by
the wordless touch of his Jypav xépa (1439: ‘his enfeebled hand’) and
that with Polyneices by his dying speech. Her final act, mepBarois’
dudoiv xépas (1459: ‘casting her arms about them both’), heightens
and complicates the emotional effect of their unification in death,
adding an element absent from and quite foreign to the lamentation
at the end of the Septem. The steady and dignified closural movement
of the Aeschylean play leaves no room for anything like this surpris-
ing, pathetic, and indeed rather overwrought Euripidean touch.ss

the Septem (unlike Stes. fr. 222(b) Davies 220-24, where the mother of the two
brothers suggests that they draw lots, one holding the house and Thebes, the other
taking their father’s money). In the earlier play, our sympathies lie very much with
Eteocles, while in the Phoenissae he is clearly in the wrong on this point, though
whether Polyneices is right to bring an invading army to claim his due is a different
question. The brothers’ compromise, leading to their quarrel, is of course an instance
of that ironic fulfilment so characteristic of tragedy: without the agreement, which
was intended to obviate the curse (cf. also 473-80), Eteocles could not renege; and, if
Eteocles could not renege, the brothers would never meet in single combat. Thus the
curse is fulfilled by the very means intended to negate it.

65 My position on Septern 1005—fin. is given above, n. 57.
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It is one thing for Aeschylus’ mourners to couple Eteocles and
Polyneices verbally, and another for Jocasta to perform a physical
unification through her own moribund body, palpably yoking both
the two men and two generations of the house.

The appearance of Oedipus at the end of the play is another
surprise for the spectator familiar with the Septem. Here too we see
Euripides diversifying his theme and complicating Aeschylus’ rela-
tively simple picture. The mentions of Oedipus at the end of Aes-
chylus’ trilogy identify him chiefly as an initiator of curses, an
incestuous abomination and a source of misfortune. But the Eur-
ipidean Oedipus is to some extent a victim in his own right. In the
exodos, he is driven from his home by Creon in a scene that recalls
Creon’s firm treatment of him at the end of Sophocles’ Oedipus
Tyrannus.®6 The new ruler will not have him stay at Thebes any
longer: Teiresias has prophesied that the polis will never prosper if
Oedipus stays (1590 f.), and Creon is in fear for the land .. . . . Tods
dAdaropas | Tods govs (1593—4: ‘on account of your avenging spir-
its’).67 As in Sophocles, here we can hardly avoid feeling a measure of
pity for this polluter, this danger to the safety of the country. Anti-
gone shows obvious compassion for her father, and he repeatedly
professes his own wretchedness (1595 f., 1599, 1608 etc.). Of course,
he is not purely a victim. Antigone, anticipating Creon, also speaks of

66 The authenticity of all or part of this scene has been called into question by
scholars. At the very extreme of suspicion, some, like Diggle, delete all of 1582—fin.
Mastronarde (1994), 591—4, discusses the various arguments. As he notes, at 593,
‘[D]oubted passages make a real difference to how the scene develops and ends’; but
I do not know of any persuasive arguments for wholesale deletion of the scene. To
speak at the most general level, it seems to me that the absence from the Phoenissae of
any and all interaction between Oedipus and Creon and Oedipus and Antigone
would constitute a substantial diminution of both the richness and the completeness
of the familial picture that the poet is at pains to draw. For one of the defining
differences between this play and the Septem is precisely its greater inclusiveness and
its concern to portray the impact of the stage-action on as many members of the
House of Oedipus as possible. It might be thought more likely than not that the poet
who gives such a prominent role to Jocasta will also give at least some role in the
exodos to her husband and son, who is at least as crucial to the praxis as his wife and
mother. But such an argument is, of course, far from decisive.

67 As well as the echoes of Soph. OT, the exodos as transmitted also echoes
Sophocles’ Antigone (and the probably interpolated end of the Septerm), in that
Antigone temporarily resists Creon’s edict that Polyneices be left unburied. If this
passage or the substance of it is indeed by Euripides, it is a further move towards
comprehensiveness in the treatment of his theme.
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oos dAdoTwp (1556: ‘your avenging spirit’) as the cause of his sons’
deaths. And he himself acknowledges, albeit with regret, that he has
destroyed his own children, dpas maparaBav Aaiov kai maiol Sovs
(‘having received Laius’ curses and passed them on to my children’),
though this was not compassed dvev fecv (1611 ff.: ‘without the
gods’).68 By his own admission, then, Oedipus is both the dangerous
and powerful presence that Creon takes him to be and the very
present and concrete link in the chain of familial misfortune from
Laius to Eteocles and Polyneices. In making his Oedipus both horri-
fying and pitiable, Euripides extracts from his praxis every possible
ounce of pathos, bringing before the audience of this Labdacid play
as many Labdacids as possible. The introduction of Oedipus, then,
no less than the introduction of Jocasta, indicates the gulf that
separates Euripides’ conception of his subject from Aeschylus’. Aes-
chylus brings the whole weight of the past to bear on Eteocles,
making the sorrows of the house converge in a single member on
stage: Euripides traces their ramifications through multiple interact-
ing characters as they work out in concert the doom that they all
share.

The notion of inherited guilt that is alluded to by Oedipus here in
the exodos does not figure largely in the earlier spoken portions of
the play. There is nothing comparable with the Aeschylean ‘decision’-
scene of Eteocles, no similar appropriation of compelling supernat-
ural factors on the part of a single individual. In the first episode,
Jocasta mentions to Polyneices the circumstances of his inauspicious
birth, but is fatalistic about it: one must bear what the gods ordain
(379-82). Shortly afterwards, in the first rhesis of the agon, Polyneices
mentions Oedipus’ curse on his sons and its role in prompting him
to go into exile (473-80), but does not speak of an inherited taint as
such. A more explicit mention of supernatural problems in the
family is found at 624:

68 Mastronarde (1994), ad 1611, enumerates three possible interpretations of the
line: (i) it glances back to a curse of Pelops and thus the Chrysippus-myth; (ii) it is
evidence for a curse pronounced by Laius on his son; (iii) ‘curses’ is to be taken
generally of familial misfortune. In the absence of any good internal evidence for (i)
or (ii), I accept the third interpretation. For questions relating to the Peisander
scholion and the Chrysippus myth, see Ch. 3.
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Io. matpos ot pevéectl *Epwis; I1o. éppérw mpdmas 8dpos.

Joc.: Will you not avoid your father’s Erinyes? Pol.: Let the whole house
perish.

But the hint that Erinyes or related strands of causation might have a
bearing on either of the brothers’ motivations is not developed.
Teiresias ascribes to the sons a foolish error in their treatment of
their father (fjuaprov duabads), which precipitated the curse and will
lead to their deaths (872 ff.). This recalls the semantic field of Laius’
dumldrkmuo in disobeying the oracle and begetting a son, an ‘error’
committed when he gave in to pleasure in his cups (21-3): there is
folly in both generations.®® In the exodos, moreover, Oedipus says
that he is not so dovveros (‘stupid’) as to be ignorant of the role of the
gods in his misfortune: he is eager to mention that he is not the fool
that he might be taken for. There is in this play, it seems, a suggestion
of familial continuity in folly similar to that found in the Septem—a
hint of similar vocabulary applied to different generations, all of
whom are similarly doomed. Here again we are invited to think in
terms of moral inheritance across the generations of the house, each
generation’s folly leading to the destruction of the perpetrator.7® It is
in the working-out of this folly that Euripides’ interpretation differs
from that of Aeschylus. But before this process is traced through to
the sons of Oedipus, it is necessary to look to the choruses. Far from
allowing the audience welcome intervals of peaceful wool-gathering,
these masterful odes encompass in their broad chronological sweep
‘a survey of the history of Thebes’; and they ‘explain t[he] connection
between the city’s present ills and the conditions of its formation.”!

The chorus in this play are further removed from the action than
the Theban women of the Septem, in that they are Phoenician
maidens, not Thebans, and are passing through the city en route
elsewhere. But there is a tie of blood: they too are children of Io, and
therefore xowa. . .. p{Awv dyn (243: ‘the woes of friends are shared’),
as they sing in the parodos. They have heard enough of the history of
the city, albeit in their foreign tongue (819), to contextualize and

69 ‘In his cups’ reading Parxyelav 21.

70 Here too, as in the Septem, there is a suggestion of a dual inheritance: the
Oedipus of the Phoenissae, like the Oedipus of the Septem, is simultaneously foolish

and wise.
71 Arthur (1977), 163.
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comment on the action. At the same time, they remain distant
enough from the perils of Thebes not to fall headlong into panic at
the prospect of the enemy at the gates. In other words, they combine
alterity with community. ‘It is the chorus, “marginal”, transient, and
alien though it is, rather than any of the play’s protagonists, who
bring to this imagined world and its terrible events the ballast of
memory.”2 Their odes form a sequence that begins with the prehis-
tory of Thebes, takes in Cadmus, the Sphinx and Oedipus, and
culminates in an anticipation of the duel between Eteocles and
Polyneices. Cadmus’ arrival, we learn in the first stasimon, fulfilled
an oracle of Apollo (638 ff.), one of the many Delphic pronounce-
ments that run through the play.”? This, the first object of the chorus’
reflections, is the moment the significance of which Teiresias will
later identify: it is the source of the wrath of Ares that must be
propitiated by the sacrifice of Menoeceus (931 ff.). Already the
chorus has provided important background to the action. Next
they relate the internecine killings of the Spartoi (670 ff.). This
provides a first slaughterous taint in the bloodline, more generally
applicable to the polis than the specifically Labdacid woes of the
prologue and first episode. This incident, which falls between the
first and second episodes, is directly relevant to the public aspect of
the stage-action in both the second and the third episodes. These
episodes, unlike both those preceding and those following, concern
themselves more with the state and its salvation than with narrow
familial issues. The second stasimon, after a decidedly martial epi-
sode, begins with Ares and concludes both strophe and antistro-
phe with the familial Eris that afflicts the present kings. The
antistrophe progresses through Oedipus to the danger once posed
to the city by the Sphinx, who assailed the walls much as the Argives
do now. From there the chorus’ attention reverts to the present
BUO'S(II,/‘L(UV e é’pLS‘ &)\/\a ce 7T(1L’8(UV OZSLW(SB(I K(I'Td 8({)“(17(1 KO,2
méAw (811-13: ‘another ill-starred strife of the sons of Oedipus in
their house and in the city’). However much editors would excise
from Oedipus’ part in the exodos, he is a significant and ineradicable

72 Gould (1996), 225.
73 Apollo’s oracle to Laius is retailed by Jocasta in the prologue; the oracle to
Adrastus at 409 ff.; and the oracle to Oedipus in the third stasimon (1043 ff.).
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presence in this ode. The epode freewheels through the generations,
from the Spartoi, ®jBats kdAioTov dvedos (821: ‘fairest of re-
proaches to Thebes’), via Amphion’s raising of the walls, back to Io
again: the early history of the bloodline exerts an inescapable gravi-
tational pull. Whereas the structure of the stage-action at this point
in the play relegates familial problems to second place, in this chorus
private and public interpenetrate. Thebes, no less than the Labdacids,
has its own ancestral taint, and the two are not easily separated. After
all, the house of which Oedipus’ sons are the latest generation is a
royal house. As is often the case in tragedy, the troubles of the oikos
that stands at the head of the polis are inseparable from wider civic
disaster. Thus, in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, Oedipus is not only
the conscientious ruler, the public-spirited king making great efforts
to scout out the pollution afflicting his land and people: he is also,
when viewed under his familial aspect, its incestuous source. Aes-
chylus, I have argued, does not insist on this interconnection in the
same way. In what remains of his trilogy, the earlier poet is more
interested in the three generations of Labdacids and their successive
disasters than in the polis over which these infatuated monarchs
preside: to some extent the structure of the Septern even separates
the two. In the Oresteia, too, the strongly Athenian civic aspect of the
Eumenides is far more prominent than any engagement with the well-
being of the Argive méAis in the first two plays.”

The third stasimon opens with a Euripidean misdirection. Menoe-
ceus has departed nobly to the death that he has elected to face, and
the chorus begins: €Bas éBas (1019: ‘You came, you came’). But the
progress of the sentence reveals that its subject is not the youth but
the Sphinx. For a moment the second-person verb engenders the
sense that Menoeceus must be meant: the audience will initially
expect to hear his eulogy. As the sentence unfolds, however, it

74 The clue to this difference may lie in part in the suggestion that the Thebes of
tragedy is often the locus par excellence of the deviant and transgressive, whereas
Athens is the site of resolution and salvation: cf. Zeitlin (1986). So e.g. Oedipus in
Soph. OC ends his troubled wanderings at Colonus. But the distinction between a
suffering people of Thebes in Sophocles and Euripides and a frightened but
unblighted Aeschylean populace remains valid. (Of course, this is not to deny the
presence of a tyranny and liberation motif in Aeschylus’ Choephori—cf. Cho. 302ft.,
973 etc.; but I do insist that in that play there is a less marked emphasis on public
matters.)
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becomes clear that what is apparently an immediate reaction to the
present action—You went, you went!’—is in fact a reminiscence of a
past disaster—‘You came, you came, [0 Sphinx].75 It is only at the
end of the ode that the boy’s self-sacrifice will be praised. First we
must hear of another danger overcome, Oedipus’ victory over the
Sphinx, kadA{vikos v alveypdrwy (1048-9: ‘triumphantly defeating
the riddles’), and of the incest and pollution of the city that this
victory brings in its wake. Oedipus’ curse on his sons is indeed
alluded to here, but in passing (1053—4). Only now comes the
expected praise of Menoeceus: the maidens commiserate with his
father Creon and hope that they may bear such noble children
themselves. Thus admirable and deviant children are starkly juxta-
posed: the cursed Eteocles and Polyneices are implicitly contrasted
with the selfless Menoeceus. Again the familial and the civic cannot
be separated. We cannot think of Menoeceus and Creon without
thinking of Oedipus, another saviour of the city, it is true, but
ultimately an ambivalent benefactor, whose own parenthood no
maiden in her right mind would wish to emulate.

With this choric mention of the curse of Oedipus, the historical
progression of the choruses concludes. The historical odes have now
come to the point of enmeshing the Theban past with the present
course of the stage-action: in a little while, at the end of the subse-
quent episode, Jocasta will depart in the attempt to forestall the very
curse that has just been mentioned. Accordingly, the one remaining
extended song of the chorus, the fourth stasimon, makes ‘only the
barest explicit reference to the past.’¢ All the foreign maidens’ de-
tachment is replaced with intense emotional engagement: they trem-
ble and feel the stab of pity (1285-7). It is fitting that these
cataloguers of familial woe should conclude their song with the
word *Epwiwv (1307), which, in a different grammatical case, was
also Jocasta’s last word in the agon-scene (624).

On the strength of these choruses alone, the Phoenissae both
demands and repays close study as an examination of the intricate
interplay of similarity and difference within successive generations,

75 Pace Mastronarde (1994), ad loc., who sees no ambiguity. The misdirection
requires only that Ba{vw be able to bear the sense of ‘g0’ no less than ‘come’, which of
course it can (LS] s.v.).

76 Mastronarde (1994), ad loc.
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all of them subject to repeated transgression and repeated misfor-
tune. In this respect we may discern a greater intricacy in the present
play than in the Septem. As I have argued, Aeschylus pursues in that
play simplicity rather than multi-directionality, and he does not
allow such an intimate and complex interpenetration of family and
state. Thus he does not, for example, give a prominent role to the
Spartoi, nor does he dwell on the notion that the whole 7éAis of
Thebes is thoroughly tainted from its very inception.”” Heredity is
the choric armature of the Phoenissae, the framework that articulates
and informs the text. The final birth in the choral odes is the signal
for Eteocles and Polyneices to begin their duel to the death. There is
no vestige here of Aeschylus’ almost total suppression of family in the
first half of the Septern and that play’s subsequent and explosive
familial anagnorisis. The closing tragedy of Aeschylus’ connected
trilogy is a very different creation from Euripides’ single, long, and
‘open’ tragedy, which condenses into a single play enough gener-
ational matter from the myth to fill a trilogy in its own right.78

It remains to consider the appearances of Eteocles and Polyneices
in the play. Here, if anywhere, Euripides’ constant engagement with
the Septemn is manifest. The second episode shows an Eteocles far
removed from the able and imperturbable general and leader of
Aeschylus. Here he is dependent for strategic advice on Creon, who

77 Of course, these elements are not totally absent from Aeschylus’ play: the first
word of the Septern is Kdduov; omaprdv. .. dvdpdv (‘the Spartoi’) are mentioned at
412; and the Sphinx appears on Parthenopaeus’ shield (539 ff.) and briefly in the
contextualizing ode at 720 ff. But none of these appearances approaches the sus-
tained thematic importance of these elements in the Phoenissae. It is symptomatic
that Aeschylus appears to have relegated the Sphinx to the place of his satyr-play. The
play of Aeschylus that offers the closest parallel for the kind of multiplicity that
I discern in the Phoenissae is not the Septem but the Agamemnon.

78 It has been argued that the Phoenissae was the third member of a connected trilogy
Oenomaus—Chrysippus—Phoenissae. The corrupt and fragmentary Aristophanic hypoth-
esis with its xal ydp TabTa o Ofvéluaog Kal Xplﬁcwrwos katr <> oq’)&"rm (‘and indeed
Oenomaus and Chrysippus. .. <> preserved’) is not decisive either way, but if anything
the nominatives count against a connected trilogy. Here those who propound one must
surely pine for datives. Mastronarde (1994), 31 ff., makes the further point that the
Phoenissae makes no unambiguous internal reference to the Chrysippus-story. Oedipus’
mention in the exodos of his passing on a curse from his father to his children is not,
I have argued, at all conclusive. It can be stated with some confidence that, even if the
Phoenissae was third in a loosely connected trilogy, then that trilogy was constructed on
very different principles from the Theban tetralogy of Aeschylus.
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is responsible for setting a champion at each of the seven gates and
for the criteria to be used in appointing them (734 ff.). To Creon also
falls the task of consulting Teiresias, for Eteocles has offended him:
here too his less than perfect competence as a leader compels him to
delegate one of his essential responsibilities. This is the same Eteocles
who has reneged on his agreement with his brother (74 ff.). In the
agon-scene, moreover, it is he who is in a furious rage, with dewov
Sppa kal Bupod mrods (454: ‘dreadful aspect and breaths of rage’). His
antagonist Polyneices is not the bogeyman of the Septem, but if
anything a sympathetic figure. Indeed, the first portion of the first
episode (261-445) allows him to present himself unopposed as a
reasonable and a wronged man, o0 dtkalws dmelabels (369: ‘unjustly
driven out’). He has suffered all the humiliations of exile (388 ff.).
And when he does return to his native city, he must come tearfully
(366 ft.), sword in hand for fear of guileful attacks. Euripides thus
markedly alters the balance of our sympathies between the two
brothers—an important aspect of his very different presentation of
what it is to labour under an inherited taint.

It is hard to imagine how the Septem could have included anything
like Euripides’ agon between the brothers without a drastic modifica-
tion of its dramatic economy. The Aeschylean Polyneices does, of
course, claim &{«xy for himself, but he remains a clamouring presence
outside the walls. The closest he comes to arousing our sympathies is
when he and his brother are pitifully joined in death: until his
individuation breaks down, he remains a horrifying threat to the
much more sympathetic Eteocles. Conversely, there is no room in the
Phoenissae for Aeschylus’ so-called ‘decision’ of Eteocles.”® In that
scene, our focus is on one of the brothers as the individual agent who
aligns internal with external necessity. This is a characteristically
Aeschylean presentation of the workings of divine causation on the
doomed descendant of the blighted Oedipus. Euripides is not greatly
concerned with the particular kind of moral inheritance depicted
there—not for him the cursed and guilt-inheriting Eteocles who
holds within himself the impulse to appropriate his curse and will-
ingly enact it. It is true that at Phoenissae 624 (quoted above) Poly-
neices in some sense appropriates the curse of his father at the end of

79 On which see further below, Ch. 3 and (esp.) Ch. 6.
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the agon-scene. But this is the culmination of his lively and deeply
acrimonious trochaic wrangling with his brother. Euripides does not
share Aeschylus’ profound anxiety about the agency of the individual
mortal: his version of moral inheritance is rather more interperson-
ally conceived. He explores the tendency of the house as a whole to
destroy itself through strife between its members, which is a very
different matter from exploration of the agency of one such member.
In this respect the agon of Eteocles and Polyneices is of a piece with
the roles of Oedipus and Jocasta. To employ a metaphor from
geometry, it might be said that the doom of the Labdacids in the
Septem is a single point in the form of Eteocles, whereas their doom
in the Phoenissae is a polygonal figure, depicting multi-directional
interactions between the several members of the family who are intro-
duced as characters. Euripides’ concern is to show the brothers, who are
sharply individuated one from the other, coming through an abusive
exchange to the mutually satisfactory resolve to kill one another:

Ilo. dvritdéopar kTevav oe. E7. kdué 1008’ épws Exer. (622)

Pol.: T shall muster against you to slay you. Et.: I too yearn for this.

In the earlier part of their agon, the brothers are diametrically
opposed not only in their claims, but also in their styles of self-
defence: Polyneices presents himself as wronged but still unwilling to
go as far as armed conflict, while Eteocles professes the injustice of
his own position with a kind of savage nobility. Polyneices wants, he
says, only his own due share (484 ff.), while Eteocles explicitly deifies
Tyranny (504-6), and will do anything to keep hold of that great
goddess, in whose name ddiwkia (‘injustice’) is as fine as it can be
(524-5). After Jocasta’s utterly futile attempt at mediation, and as the
dialogue accelerates towards its conclusion, Polyneices calls succes-
sively on the various members of his family. He invokes not only his
mother (612), but also his father (611) and his sisters (616—17), none
of whom Eteocles will let him see. His thoughts as he stands on the
point of departure are with his family and the polis. After these
frustrated appeals, it is he, Polyneices, the unwilling enemy, who
first suggests single combat with Eteocles. He has been wrought to
such a pitch in the presence of his brother that he is no longer
reluctant: now he will have blood. The two sons of Oedipus are
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brought into a close union of murderous épws. They are different
men, Polyneices for the most part more appealing than Eteocles; but
their behaviour when they meet proves that they share in equal
measures Oedipus’ tendency to destroy other members of the clan.
Thus they are very much the sons of that unhappy father who has
slain his own father and cursed his own children.

These two plays, I have argued, are both deeply engaged with prob-
lems of inherited guilt, but they manage their respective engagements
in different ways. But have we lost sight of 8{xn? There is no trace in
these tragedies of the kind of divine justice that was visited by the god of
the Hebrews on Sodom and Gomorrah, or on the disobedient wife of
Lot. What has emerged within the limits of this consideration is a
conjunction of inherited guilt with moral inheritance: in both authors,
the doomed family’s recurrent misfortunes through the generations are
mediated not simply through some mysterious supernatural means,
but at least in part through the recurrence of traits and modes of
behaviour, which help to create the recurrent patterns of doom through
intelligible continuities of human character and action. The workings
of inherited guilt in Aeschylus’ Septem contra Thebas and Euripides’
Phoenissae are decidedly more human than the Solonian 8{xy that
strikes the innocent progeny of sinners, and against which Bion was
later to protest.8° The scions of Oedipus in both plays, I have argued,
are not innocent victims of a cruel and scarcely explicable destiny. At
the least, they throw themselves headlong into fratricide. At most, they
gladly perpetuate and re-enact their family’s gruesome internecine
history, showing themselves true and fitting Labdacids.

We have found that the study of inherited guilt, if it is to do justice
to the richness and complexity of these texts, must take account of
the intimate and indissoluble connection between the dramatic and
emotional aspect of tragedy and its conceptual burden. The tra-
gedians do not examine inherited guilt aridly or in a vacuum: they
weave it into the structure of their plays, introducing it at crucial
moments and making it a central part of the emotional dynamics of
the texts. As our enquiry proceeds, we shall find that this is no less
true of curses in tragedy, to which we now turn.

80 On protests against the doctrine of inherited guilt, see above, n. 45.



3

Curses

The previous chapter’s investigation of inherited guilt has touched
on curses in tragedy. Curses and taints of guilt are often, but not
always, found in conjunction, and sometimes an intimate conjunc-
tion. Thus the Agamemnon of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon labours both
under a taint of inherited guilt in virtue of Atreus’ murder of the
children of Thyestes and under Thyestes’ curse on the whole family, a
direct consequence of the same act of murder. Similarly, the Eteocles
of the Septem contra Thebas, in desiring his brother’s death, not only
re-enacts the guilt of Laius and Oedipus, but also fulfils his father’s
curse. In Euripides’ Phoenissae, the same is true of both Eteocles and
Polyneices, though the working-out of the process is differently
presented. Starting from this point, this chapter begins by distin-
guishing the concept of a curse from that of inherited guilt. It will
then endeavour to identify the essence of the tragic curse by means of
a thought-experiment involving the substitution of defixiones (the
so-called ‘curse-tablets’ or ‘binding spells’) in some tragic passages
where in fact we find curses. We shall then proceed to the main
objects of this enquiry. I have argued that tragic inherited guilt
involves considerable moral complexity on account of the parallelism
between inherited doom and inherited character-traits and dispos-
itions of choice. Is the same true, it may be asked, of inherited curses?
But before this question can be asked, it must be established what
precisely we mean by an inherited curse as opposed to any other
curse. And it must also be asked whether this special kind of curse is
actually as common as first appearances might suggest, or whether it
is a category that has been over-used by exegetes of Attic tragedy. This
last question, as we shall see, involves an important point of critical
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methodology: our consideration of tragic curses will raise a crucial
issue concerning the hierarchy of interpretative priorities that we
bring to our engagement with these texts. The investigation of curses
thus strikes at the heart of the interpretation of tragedy.

A curse has been defined as ‘a prayer that harm may befall someone,
and indeed to treat curses as a species of prayer is fruitful.! A more
nuanced definition of curses has been articulated by a New Testament
scholar, who defines a curse as

a directly expressed or indicated utterance which in virtue of a supernatural
nexus of operation brings harm by its very expression to the one against
whom it is directed. ... The curse can overlap with prayer if its fulfilment is
thought to be so dependent on a deity that it must be committed to this
deity, and it may even become a prayer if it is requested from the deity.2

These two definitions have in common the notion that a curse must
be expressed or performed, so that a mere unspoken sentiment of ill-
will is excluded from the realm of the curse. The second definition
has the additional advantage of recognizing that the supernatural
element of cursing may be implicit: not everything that we or the
Greeks would call a curse explicitly invokes a divine or supernatural
power. Thus Thyestes” curse as reported by Aegisthus at the end of
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (1600-02) involves a performative act of
kicking over the table, but no direct invocation of any gods.> On
the other hand, the mention of the supernatural in the definition
implies an awareness that it is not profitable to treat as a curse proper
such exclamations as fdAX els kdparas (e.g. Ar. Nub. 133: ‘away with
you, damn you!’). Utterances of this kind, in Greek as in English, do
express a desire for the destruction of their object; but they do not

1 M. West (1999), 31. For curses as prayers, cf. Burkert (1985), 73-5; Hesych. A
6921-2 s.v. apd; and Et. Gud. s.v. dpd, suggesting an etymology dmo 709 alpecfar Tas
xeipas év 7¢ ebyeofau (‘from raising the hands in prayer’). It is a well-known lexical
feature of Greek that certain words may mean both ‘curse’ and ‘prayer’. dpd, dpdopad,
and dpdros, evx1 and karedyopar can all refer to both cursing and praying, though
some words compounded from the two roots are more specialized, e.g. kardpa never
= ‘prayer, always ‘curse’; xarevyr never = ‘curse’ For an attempt to clarify the
semantic fields of etyoua: and dpdopar, see Pulleyn (1997), 59-76, with doxography.

2 Biischel (1964), 449.

3 This curse is considered in detail below, p. 71 ff.
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make any genuine appeal to the supernatural, nor are they buttressed
by any real expectation that they will find fulfilment.*

If the quiddity of curses is to be identified in the context of Greek
tragedy, they must be distinguished on the one hand from prayers in
general and on the other from defixiones. It would be satisfyingly neat
to draw the following distinction between cursing and binding.
Curses, it might be claimed, characteristically constitute an appeal
to the divine order that is governed and guaranteed by Olympian
powers: they have been thought to work coextensively with an
individual’s rights, and to operate effectively only where injustice
has been done.> Defixiones, on the other hand, appeal to a different
order of things, in that they have a more chthonic aspect. But this
simple formulation will of course not stand, for more than one
reason. First, there are, it is true, many instances of efficacious curses
that do serve to smite a wrongdoer. But equally, some curses work to
the detriment of the innocent, or at least of those who are innocent in
the respect relevant to the operation of the curse. Thus, in Euripides’
Hippolytus, Poseidon complies with Theseus’ appeal that he fulfil one
of the three curses that he has granted, though Hippolytus has in fact
not laid violent hands on Phaedra, and Theseus’ information is,
unbeknown to him, nothing but the malevolent fiction of a disap-
pointed woman.6 Second, the simple distinction of order appealed to
is by no means watertight: the Erinyes, powers conceived as enforcing
curses, and sometimes even approaching the point of identity with
them, have a very marked chthonic aspect.” But, even if they are not
so easily distinguished, curses and defixiones do present discernibly

4 Note, a propos of curses and prayers, the distinction drawn at Plut. Alc. 22.4,
where the priestess Theano refuses to curse Alcibiades for profaning the Mysteries.
She does so on the grounds that she is edydv, 00 karapdv, (épeta (‘a priestess of
prayers, not curses’).

5 Parker (1983), 197.

6 The Hippolytusis treated in more detail below, p. 67. Nothing here is intended to
deny that the three arai of Theseus in that play are exceptional.

7 For the chthonic aspect cf. Burkert (1985), 200 n. 13, Hom. II. 19. 259-60, Aesch.
Eum. 395: 7o x06va rdéw €xovoa (‘having my appointed place below the earth’). For
Erinyes and curses, cf. Aesch. Septem 70: Apd 7’ Epwis marpos 1 peyacberiis (‘and
Curse, the mighty Erinys of my father’), id. Eum. 417: Apai 8 év olkois yijs vmal
rexMjuefa (‘in our home beneath the earth we are called Curses’). For a fuller
treatment of the nature, prerogatives and workings of Erinyes in tragedy, see below,
Ch. 4.
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different aspects: we sense some definite contrast in their nature and
operation. It is worth pursuing this feeling in order to shed light on
curses in tragedy, and on the virtual absence of defixiones.8
Defixiones certainly share with curses the intent to harm a victim
or victims, and it is true that some of them constitute pleas for justice
or vengeance.® But regardless of individual circumstances, the lever-
age that a defixio is supposed to exert and the mechanisms whereby it
operates are distinct from those of a curse. Whereas the former is
spoken aloud, or sometimes—in life but not in tragic texts—publicly
inscribed, the defixio is a ‘silent and lasting inscription. .. While the
official cult always continues with the spoken word, the invocation of
the written word is used to serve magical ends.® Indeed, some
tablets explicitly describe themselves as ‘letters’!! Moreover, voces
mysticae, characteres, and figurines, those peculiar and sometimes
chilling features of the defixio, seem to suggest that the power of the
gods above and their governance of human morality are insufficient
to achieve the desired end, even where a wrong is thought to have
been done.!2 Instead, the initiators have recourse to the gods below.!3

8 On the curse—defixio distinction, see further the helpful discussion of Graf
(1997), 118-74. Ogden (2002), 210 gives a one-page summary of the properties of
defixiones. 1d., 210-26, gives a selection of defixiones in translation, with useful
illustrations and limited commentary.

9 E.g. DTA 98. 6-7: d8wkotbpevos yap vmo Edpvrrodéuov kal | Eevopdvros karadd
adrovs (‘for being wronged by Euryptolemus and Xenophon I bind them down’);
DTA 100. 11-12: Totrovs kodd{(e)7(e) (‘punish these people’); DTA 102. a.4, where
Aikn is invoked. See also, for examples in translation, Gager (1992), ch. 5; and see the
study of Versnel (1991). Parker (1983), 198 with n. 46, cites some other defixiones
specifying that the author has been wronged. He notes that some aggrieved people
will in practice have resorted to both curse and defixio.

10 Burkert (1985), 75. On the public nature of the curse and the private nature of
the defixio, see further Graf (1997), 128 ff., with references.

11 Cf. DTA 102. a.1-3: *Emworo{c} iy | mépmav | [8laipo(ow) xrA. (‘sending a
letter to the spirits’).

12 Tt should be said, of course, that the earliest tablets tend to be the simplest, while
it is in the later examples that more elaboration is found and these devices are
employed with increasing frequency: cf. Ogden (1999), 6-10 with refs. See also
below, n. 25. But voces mysticae in magic are attested—albeit obliquely—as early as
Eur. IT 1336ff., where Iphigenia’s incantations include BdpBapa uéAy, ‘foreign songs’:
cf. Graf (1997), 218-19 with n. 29.

13 In the Attic defixiones collected in DTA, Hermes is of all divine powers much the
most frequently invoked, e.g. 84. b.2: xaradd Tpbdwva mpos Tov ‘Epuiv (‘by Hermes
I bind down Tryphon’). He is sometimes addressed under the aspect of xdroyos,
e.g. 88; and often as yfdvios, e.g. 83. I'j, Hecate, Persephone, the Erinyes, and the
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In other instances, the notion of a demonstrable wrong, a balance
needing to be redressed, seems to be very much subordinate to the
natural, if discreditable, human desire to harm a rival by underhand
means. Defixiones by no means always claim the moral high
ground.'* Many of the simplest give no indication of the reason for
their writing.15 It appears, then, that divine justice, in the sense in
which it appears repeatedly in tragedy, is not the power, or rather
order, to which the caster of the spell addressed himself. In this
world, another sphere of influence is entered, one that has often
been called magical. Defixiones, then, presuppose a modus operandi
different from those presupposed by prayers and by curses.’6 No
argument deployed here will depend upon the establishment of a
satisfactory distinction between magic and religion, categories that
do not appear to have been clearly distinguished at the time when
our tragedies were composed.!? Suffice it to say that marked differ-
entia are identifiable between these two particular phenomena.

The mechanisms involved, though apparently pervasive in daily
life from at least the fifth century Bc to the end of classical antiquity,
are not prominent in the world of tragedy. The specific magical
elements found in defixiones are extant, to my knowledge, in only
one place in the genre if at all.18 This one passage is the so-called

ITpagdikar also appear, and Hermes is more than once coupled with Persephone: in
DTA 105-7 they appear together under their chthonic aspect. Note that Erinyes are
very much less prominent than Hermes. In the prologue of Aeschylus’ Choephori,
Orestes invokes Hermes Chthonios first of all.

14 Rivalry: e.g. DTA 45 (theatre?); 75, 87 (trade); 96 (apparently law-courts). See
also Gager (1992), esp. chs. 1-4.

15 Many bear only the name or names of intended victims (DTA 1-39), and some
only a name or names with a verbum devovendi (DTA 40-46).

16 The notion of binding is not, of course, unique to what we understand by
defixiones proper. Cf. e.g. P. Paris 574. 1246-7 (a C3 AD spell for casting out a dalpwv
from a possessed man): oe Seopedw Seopols ddapavrivows | dAdTows wrA. (‘I bind you
with adamantine bonds that cannot be loosed’).

17 On the magic-religion distinction, see e.g. Luck (1985), 4 ff.; papers in Faraone
and Obbink (1991), passim, e.g. 20, 92, 188 ff.; Graf (1997), 2 ff. and passim: ‘“The
debate about the distinction between magic and religion has been long and bitter, and
without a clear solution’ (2).

18 In choral lyric, Pindar OL 1 contains a prayer that may show the influence of
defixio, when Pelops, all boldness and confidence, makes his successful prayer to
Poseidon, asking the god: médacov éyxos Olvoudov xdAxeov (76: ‘restrain the brazen
spear of Oenomaus’). Cf. Gerber (1982), ad loc.
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‘binding song’ in the first stasimon of Aeschylus’ Eumenides. The
scholia on the ode imply that it falls within this sphere of operation;
and more recently it has been argued that the ode reflects not only
defixio in general, but specifically the numerous binding spells in-
tended to incapacitate an adversary in the law-courts.!® In support of
this suggestion, its proponent convincingly adduces arguments both
from context and from verbal features of the song itself.20 I shall not
rehearse detailed correspondences here.2!

This is of course a binding-song, involving both music and dance.
The essence of the defixio as it is known to us from archaeology is that
it is inscribed and the tablet then deposited in some deep place.
Doubtless there were performative elements attendant on the cre-
ation and interment of the tablets, but they are lost. Moreover, this
passage contains none of the eclectically gathered magic words and
divine names that are so common in the later instances of curse-
tablets, though admittedly not in fifth-century examples. Tragedy as
a genre is quite capable of introducing exotic and foreign, or appar-
ently foreign, elements when the occasion demands.?2 Perhaps one
reason for the complete absence of such elements from this stasimon
is that when the Erinyes are themselves performing the binding
rather than being invoked to perform it or aiding in its performance,
they are thought to have no need of such magical concomitants. It is
one thing for a mortal to beg an Erinys to bind, and quite another for

19 Scholia: e.g. X' Aesch. Eum. 303: o0k dmoxplvy 1) dvri 7o 098¢ dvTipwriioess pot,
dAG. 0ob Bovdouévov Aadelv 76 pOéyua deijoerar (‘Do you not reply? alternatively,
you will you not even respond to me, but though you wish to speak your voice will be
bound’) Modern argument: Faraone (1985), and cf. n. 14 above.

20 Context: Faraone (1985), 152 n. 12, rightly noting the use of judicial vocabulary
earlier in the play; verbal features: passim.

21 E.g. fuvos . .. 8éaueos ter (306; 331-2 = 344-5), and cf. Sommerstein (1989), ad
loc; the chorus here repeatedly emphasizes its own chthonic character (338—40,
368-72, 385—6, 395-6); it intends to silence Orestes and to madden and distract him
(cf. e.g. DTA 50 and 67. a.8-10, both attempting to neutralize the opponent’s speech).

22 Foreign elements: Aesch. Pers. includes abundant Asiatic-sounding names and
exclamations: cf. Hall (1996). Medea knows exotic pharmaka and disappears from
Euripides’ play in a chariot drawn by dragons. See also below, n. 37. Gager (1992),
265-9, has a ‘Glossary of Uncommon Words’, which suggests foreign, sometimes
Near Eastern, origins for some voces mysticae. Cf. DTA Index 9, ‘Ephesia Grammata’.
These elements of defixiones increase in number diachronically. The earliest tablets
are generally the simplest: cf. Ogden (1999), 610, with refs.
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an Erinys to do so on her own account. Tablet or no, this is clearly a
magical binding very like those that we know from buried defixiones.

It should be repeated that this is an exceptional passage in the
surviving tragic corpus.2? Indeed, the very absence of such material
from other places where defixio might conceivably be introduced
deserves attention: tragedy depicts plenty of enmities and rivalries
of appropriate kinds. In Aeschylus’ Septem, we find no binding of
Polyneices by Eteocles. When Ajax is sent mad in Sophocles, it is not
by his enemies but by an Olympian goddess, and his plight inspires in
his enemy Odysseus not Schadenfreude but pity. In Euripides’ Hip-
polytus, when Phaedra’s advances are unsuccessful, her vengeance
relies not on a defixio but on a letter to her husband, though
incapacitating the mind and tongue of her stepson would doubtless
have been welcome: she has no faith in his oath of silence.24 There is
enough magical material in extant tragedy to show that it is not
rigorously excluded from the genre.?> If we make the thought-ex-
periment of inserting defixiones into those places in tragedy where we
in fact find curses, it emerges very quickly that tragedy sorts better
with cursing than with binding. The parallelism of divine and human
causation, with which the tragedians are deeply preoccupied, might
appear less easy to manipulate when defixiones are employed than
when a victim is cursed without their aid. Perhaps the defixio also

23 In other respects too the Eumenides is an exception among surviving tragedies. It
includes a change of scene from Delphi to Athens (not usual, but cf. Soph. Ajax—a
much more dramatic scene change), and the majority of its characters are not mortal
but divine (the only other extant play that centres on deities is the Prometheus Vinctus).

24 The play does not, of course, rigorously exclude all mention of magic: the
Nurse’s claim to possess a love-charm and Phaedra’s acquiescence in its use are
crucial to the plot (Eur. Hipp. 509 ff.).

25 QOther incidents that might be regarded as reminiscent of magic include: the
raising of the ghost of Dareius in Aesch. Persae, our earliest extant tragedy, which is
accomplished by means of prayers to the gods below (628, 641 etc.); the poisoned
robe in Soph. Trach.; Medea in Soph. pclorduor (Root-cutters) fr. 534 Radt, cutting
roots in an obviously ritual context involving nudity, a brazen sickle, and ritual
cries—though we do not have enough of the play to know why she was represented as
doing this; also, in Eur. Med., Medea’s skill with ¢dppara (Eur. Med. 385: ‘drugs/
potions’) and her special association with Hecate (395-7). A still more magical
Medea is found in Ap. Rhod. 3. 528-33: we are told that she can, among other
things, turn back rivers and ‘fetter’ (émédnoe) the courses of moon and stars. Cf.
Hunter (1989), ad loc. Magic does of course figure prominently in later texts, where a
taste for the bizarre and esoteric is often evident, e.g. Theocritus 2, Horace Epod. 17,
Vergil Ecl. 8, Aen. 4.483 ff., 509 ff.
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offers less scope for moral complexity. The victim of a binding, if it is
effective, is overcome by supernatural powers who are in some degree
compelled to act and whose operation is supposed to be only partly
consensual. A curse proper, on the other hand, appeals to divine
powers but does not compel them. It is an invocation dependent on
their pleasure: they may be entreated and cajoled, but they cannot in
the same way be constrained. The speaker of a curse may, it is true,
enjoy a greater or lesser degree of leverage over the deity or deities
invoked. Thus, for example, when Theseus invokes his father Posei-
don in the Hippolytus (887-90), he has been promised three arai, and
the success of this curse is therefore required as proof of his father’s
good faith. But even here, where the curse has every chance of hitting
the mark, there is no suggestion that Poseidon has no choice.26
Indeed, Theseus is not confident of its fulfilment. He adds to his
curse the sentence of exile, lest it fail: dvoiv 8¢ woipaw farépa
memdéerar (894: ‘he will be struck by one of two fates’). The moral
complexity of this play is not harmed by Poseidon’s having the
option to kill or spare the innocent Hippolytus. And while some
defixiones do undoubtedly work with a conception of justice and
punishment, this is not the norm in the world of binding as it is in
the world of the curse.?” The notional difference of mechanism
between curse and defixio is, I think, one reason why the latter is
less common in, and perhaps less appropriate to, tragedy. This
difference was long ago adumbrated by Wiinsch: ‘Nam cum saepe
eveniret, ut sero numinis vindicta aut numquam adsequeretur mal-
eficum, volgus a religione convertebat se ad superstitionem, quae
docebat, preces non exaudiri a numinibus nisi rite invocatis secun-
dum praecepta, quae deos cogere possent arte magica, ut devoventibus

26 In Greek eyes there is no difficulty with the notion that a prayer or sacrifice may
be formally correct and valid, but may still be refused by the powers invoked. Cf. e.g.
Athena’s rejection of the Trojan women’s prayer and precious offering in Hom. II. 6.
Hecabe has gone to great trouble, but the goddess nods upward nonetheless (II. 6.
286-311).

27 Of course, none of this is to say that in tragedy curses are not generally fulfilled,
in stark contrast to life outside the theatre. In that rather larger arena of the Athenian
consciousness, ‘No one could actually know whether or not the gods always accepted
the particular form of prayer which we call a curse and would accordingly be willing
to implement it’ (Dover (1974), 251, in the context of curses being specially ratified
when pronounced publicly on behalf of the community).
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morem gererent’ [my italics].28 (‘For since it often happened that
divine punishment overtook a wrongdoer late or never, the populace
turned from religion to superstition; which taught that prayers were
not heard by the gods unless they had been invoked with due
ceremony according to the precepts, which had the power to compel
the gods by magic art to gratify those who cursed.)

Another factor in the absence of defixiones from tragedy is perhaps
the genre’s sense of its own dignity. Grand thoughts and grand per-
sonages, says Aeschylus in Aristophanes’ Frogs, demand grand words:

, - \ A Ny ,
peydlwy yvwudv kal dtavoidv {oa kal Ta pipara T{KkTeEw.

” Y -y , .
kAAAws elkos Tovs Nuibéovs Tols piuact uelloot xpHobar.

(1058—60)2°

It is necessary to engender words of equal size to great thoughts and ideas.
And in any case, it is reasonable that the demigods should employ words of
greater magnitude.

The other side of the same coin is that in this comic poet’s work,
Euripides is repeatedly mocked for violating the dignity of the tragic.
Aristotle shares the belief that tragedy must have a certain elevation:
he famously defines it as ulunois mpdéews omovdalas rai Telelas
uéyebos éxovans krA. (Poetics 1449P24: ‘an imitation of an action that
is serious and complete, and that possesses a certain magnitude’).3°
Looking back on Attic tragedy over a span of centuries, Horace in the
Ars Poetica takes the elevation of the genre for granted (89-98): the
feast of Thyestes requires an elevated strain, and it is an exception
to the rule for a Telephus or a Peleus to lament in a lowly register.
A curse or prayer is quite appropriate to the genre; but a magic ritual
is perhaps less easily accommodated.?! Moreover, the defixio regularly

28 DTA ‘Praefatio) ii. We need not wholeheartedly accept the terms of Wiinsch’s
opposition between religio and superstitio to take his point about different spheres of
operation. See also Parker (1983), 198 noting that defixiones, unlike curses, require
‘reinforcement through magical techniques’.

29 Cf. Russell (1964), xxxii—xxxiii.

30 On Nietzsche’s very different account of the elevation of tragedy as a genre, and
on its relation to Aristotle’s Poetics, see Silk and Stern (1981), 225-38.

31 The quintessentially exalted genre of Homeric epic contains very few even
approximately defixio-like practices, as Il 13. 434-41, where Poseidon ‘fetters’
(médnae) the limbs of Alcathous so that he may be slain by Idomeneus. The unfortunate
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involves writing. And though writing does figure in tragedy, it is the
exception rather than the rule, and in the surviving plays it is never
free from complexity.32 In a genre that tests verbal communication to
breaking point, written letters are often deceptive, often ambiguous,
and never unproblematic.3? In the Hippolytus, Phaedra’s tablet is very
vocal, but the words that it is said to call aloud are false.3* While we
could conceive of inscribed curse-tablets in tragedy crying out to the
gods below in a similar vein, this would constitute an infraction of
the genre’s norm of communication with divine powers, which is
oral and not textual.

A further reason for the prominence of curses perhaps shows most
clearly of all the value of trying to imagine the substitution of
defixiones. Curses must be pronounced: they are fundamentally per-
formative and lend themselves well to moments of high drama. The
defixio, on the other hand, whatever rituals and incantations were
associated with the inscribing and burial of the tablets, is in essence
much more private. We frequently see in tragedy a Theseus or an
Oedipus quite publicly calling down the vengeance of heaven on
malefactors or supposed malefactors; but we do not see them en-
gaging in the secret and disreputable practice of scratching names,
symbols, or words of power on tablets of lead to compass their
destruction. By its nature, a curse does not come into being unless
it is laid on an enemy or wrongdoer by another’s word, a word that
may often be spoken before or directly to the wrongdoer himself or,

hero is made to stand fixed like a stele or a tree, and helplessly takes the spear in the
middle of his chest. See also Od. 4. 380, where the desperate Menelaus asks Eidothea
Ss 7is ,U.’ abavdrwv ‘n'Equ. Kat e"S‘r]as keXevfov (“Which of the immortals fetters me and
has held me back [/it. ‘bound me’] from going my way?’).

32 Writing is crucial in Sophocles’ Trachiniae (both the 3éAros left behind by
Heracles and the purely metaphorical ‘tablet’ on which Deianeira has recorded the
Centaur’s instructions for the proposed love-charm, 683: yaAkijs dmws Svovimrov éx
3éXTov ypagv: ‘like writing that is hard to erase from a tablet of bronze’); and in
Euripides’ Hippolytus (Phaedra’s letter), Iphigenia in Aulis (Agamemnon’s two letters
to Clytaemestra) and Iphigenia in Tauris (Iphigenia’s letter to Argos, where she
supposes it will reach Orestes). On tragic writing and letters see further Segal
(1986), esp. 92-109.

33 Cf. Segal (1986), 93: even into the fourth century, writing can be presented as
‘an object of suspicion’. This suspicion is, of course, first attested in the earliest Greek
literature, in the one Homeric reference to writing, II. 6. 166 ff.

34 See below, n. 60.
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at least, out in the open, before some audience.?s In this respect too,
the curse differs markedly from the less open, less public defixio.

To conclude this discussion of defixiones and curses: the thought-
experiment of attempting the substitution of binding spells where
curses occur in tragedy reveals four features crucial to the operation
of the tragic curse, four features absent from defixio. (i) A curse
proper is a request to divine powers on the part of one who claims
the moral high ground: it generally does not pretend to constrain
these higher powers, perhaps not least because it is satisfied of its own
moral rectitude and the justice of its case. (ii) Curses, as a kind of
prayer-like utterance, sort better with the exalted dignity of tragedy
than does the more humble, quotidian, and secretive defixio. (iii) The
tragic curse is by its nature spoken aloud, not written. Tragedy is very
shy of presenting writing as an efficacious mode of veridical commu-
nication. (iv) Curses are quintessentially public and performative
utterances, which may be pronounced before an audience and even
before their intended victim: binding spells are generally more private.
In general, the curse lends itself better to moments of high drama.

Curses differ in these respects not only from defixiones but also from
a taint of inherited guilt. Guilt accrues as a result of actions under the
canopy of the cosmic principle of retribution. It may percolate down
the generations of a family in parallel with the ¢dois (‘inborn nature’)
which itself, I have argued, facilitates the resurfacing of self-destructive
dispositions of choice. Unlike a curse, inherited guilt is not imposed by
an injured party, but comes of its own accord. It has been suggested
above with special reference to Aeschylus’ Septem and Euripides’ Phoe-
nissae that a keen sensitivity to familial context is vital to the interpret-
ation of the plays. The workings of inherited guilt in those tragedies
have been traced in some detail.3¢ The question to be addressed now is
whether curses ever have an analogous familial aspect, and, if so,

35 Some curse-words in Greek, like the modern English word ‘curse’, are occasion-
ally applied to a grave misfortune or to some kind of jinx or hoodoo without bearing
the strict sense of a species of utterance spoken with the intent of doing harm. Cf.
West (1999), 41 with n. 25, denying that either Soph. OT 417 £. or Eur. Phoen. 1610 f.
is a ‘literal curse. (See further below, pp. 64—6.) See also EM 134. 15 s.v. dpd: 7 dmo
700 Apeos, BAamrikod Svros, dpa 1 BAdBn wrA. (‘curse: either from Ares, who is
harmful; curse = harm...’) and Hesychius A 6922 s.v. dpd. But it is with dpd
‘curse’ stricto sensu that we are currently occupied.

36 See above, Ch. 2.
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precisely how they function. Certain classes of people appear to be
particularly efficacious in their cursing: ‘kings, parents, priests, magis-
trates, and the like—who represent whatever in society most demands
reverence’?” In tragedy, it is the curse on the family, whether the father’s
curse or that laid on a line by an outsider, that is of most pressing
interest for our present purposes.

A curse may be directed at an entire ofkos or yévos root and
branch.3® An example in tragedy that we have already mentioned is
the curse of Thyestes on his whole family, reported at the end of
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon. Such curses are also deployed in public
contexts. A well-known Tean inscription (ML 30) is dated to around
470 Bc and is thus roughly contemporary with Aeschylus’ Persae, our
earliest extant tragedy. Anyone who harms the Teans with ¢dppara
or attempts to interfere with the corn supply is to perish together
with his yévos.3® But not every curse in tragedy can be taken without
argument to blight the descendants of its victim. Curses on families
and inherited curses have been a focus of recent debate, a debate of
considerable significance for the interpretation of tragedy. We have
drawn an elementary distinction between curses and guilt: we must
proceed to consider whether curses also focus the issue of the paral-
lelism between on the one hand divinely determined causes of
suffering and on the other the tendency of later generations in a
house to exhibit self-destructive traits of character and dispositions
of choice.#® The unfolding of curses across generations in a great and

37 Parker (1983), 192, and see 191-206 for his extended treatment of curses. Thus
e.g. at Eur. Hipp. 887-90, as we have seen, Theseus curses Hippolytus explicitly as
éuov maid’; and at Eur. Phoen. 67 ff. Jocasta describes her sons’ anxieties lest their
father’s curse be fulfilled. For the universally agreed efficacy of certain fathers” curses
in myth, see Plat. Leg. 931b—c: Oid{movs, pauév, dripacbels émmifaro Tois avrod
Térvous & 61 kal mas Vuvei Téea kal émirkoa yevéofar mapa Oedv,’ Apdvropd Te Polvike
70 €avrod émapdofar madl Bupwbévra wal ImmodiTw Onoéa kal érépovs dAos
wuplous (‘Oedipus, we say, when he had been dishonoured, laid on his own children
curses that everyone always says were fulfilled and heard by the gods; and Amyntor in
his wrath cursed his own son Phoenix, and Theseus Hippolytus, and countless others
cursed their children likewise’). For an example of a public curse, see below. One of
the most trenchant ironies of Soph. OT is that the curse pronounced on the polluter
by Oedipus in his capacity as ruler is to rebound on his own head as parricide.

38 Cf. M. West (1999), 35-6, with n. 12, on oaths ka7’ éédAeiarv (‘on pain of utter
destruction’).

39 Parker (1983), 193-6 cites and discusses other examples of public curses.

40 Dispositions of choice and states of mind are considered at length below, Ch. 6.
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unfortunate tragic family is in urgent need of close attention. It may
be that thus another strand can be distinguished—if not perhaps
unravelled—in the tangled skein of that strangely fascinating and
endlessly involuted entity, the tragic house.

It has recently been argued that the concept of the inherited curse
is an over-used interpretative tool, and even that preoccupation with
the phenomenon is itself one of the ‘inherited curses of scholarship’
Particular attention has been paid to the Labdacid plays, where
family and heredity are generally agreed to be of some importance.4!
The point of contention is not that in some portions of the story
curses are cast, and indeed that they sometimes deserve attention;
but rather that a curse from old time lies on the race and is crucial to
the unfolding of the story in tragedy. Thus it has been argued, for
example, that in Aeschylus’ Labdacid trilogy, the generations are tied
together by ‘ill-judged, deluded behaviour, not an ancestral curse’.#2
Eteocles in Aeschylus’ Septem clearly says, as we have noted in
Chapter 2, that his own disaster is in part the outcome of the curse
laid on him by his father, and the chorus shares his view. But granted
that his father has cursed him, is his misfortune also to be considered
in the light of some earlier curse, and is Oedipus’ curse somehow a
re-enactment of it? If this question is to be pursued, a scholion on
Euripides must be examined, the so-called ‘Pisander’ scholion.

The contents of this scholion (X MAB Eur. Phoen. 1760) are as
follows:

{oropel Ileloavdpos 87u kara xdAov 7is "Hpas éméudln n Ziyé Tois
, s A s, - . sy, p \ ,
OnPaiots amo Tdv éoxdrwv pepov Tis Aibwomias, T Tov Adwov
acefrioavra els Tov mapdvopov €pwta 700 X pvoimmov, 6v fpmacey amo Ths
, , , s Sa ey s o . Ly
Il{oms, odk éripwpricavto. v 6é ) Zdlyé, domep ypdperar, Ty odpav éxovoa
Spakalvys: dvapmdlovoa 8¢ puxpods kal peyddovs warfobiev, év ofs kal
p \ , - v Lo L
Alpova Tov Kpéovros maida kal “Immov 7100 Edpuvduov Tod 7ols
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Peisander relates that the Sphinx was sent upon the Thebans from the
furthest regions of Ethiopia on account of the wrath of Hera, because the
Thebans did not punish Laius for the impiety he committed in his unlawful
lust for Chrysippus, whom he snatched from Pisa. The Sphinx, as is written,
had the tail of a serpent; and, snatching up small and great alike, she
devoured them, including Haemon the son of Creon and Hippios the son
of the Eurynomos who fought the Centaurs. Eurynomos and Eioneus were
the sons of Magnes the son of Aeolides and Phylodice. Now Hippios, though
a foreigner, was slain by the Sphinx, and Eioneus by Oenomaus, in the same
way as the other suitors. Laius was the first to conceive this unlawful passion.
And Chrysippus, in shame, made away with himself with his sword. Then
Teiresias, knowing as a prophet that Laius was hated of the gods, attempted
to dissuade him from his journey to Apollo: he sought to persuade him
instead to offer sacrifices to Hera as goddess of marriage. But Laius set
Teiresias at naught. Now he departed and was murdered at the crossroads
together with his driver too, when he struck Oedipus with his whip. When
Oedipus had killed them, he buried them straight away together with their
cloaks; but he removed Laius’ belt and sword and wore them. He took the
chariot back and gave it to Polybus. Then he married his mother after
solving the riddle. After this, when Oedipus had offered certain sacrifices
on Cithaeron, he set off for home with Jocasta in his chariot as well. When
they reached the point of the crossroads, he was reminded and showed
Jocasta the place; he told her what had happened and showed her the belt.
Jocasta was horrified but said nothing: she did not know that he was her son.
And afterwards an old horse-keeper came from Sicyon and told him the
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whole story of how he found him, took him and gave him to Merope. He
also showed him his swaddling-clothes and the pins and demanded the price
for saving his life. Thus everything came to light. Now they say that, after
Jocasta’s death and his blinding, he married the maiden Eurygane, by whom
his four children were born. So says Peisander.

It has been argued that the Sophoclean Oedipus-plays presuppose
some version of the Chrysippus-story, because the fate of Oedipus is
only comprehensible if Laius has perpetrated some transgression and
if some curse laid on him has been inherited by his progeny.*3
Sophocles, we are told, ‘took it for granted that his audience would
realize that a curse inherited from Laius rested upon Oedipus’** If
nothing is found in Sophocles to confirm this view decisively, it must
be remembered that the modern reader is perhaps ‘slow to realise
what slight indications may serve to show that something in a play is
relevant to its understanding’#5 This argument raises two questions,
questions that must be separated: first, whether the story of Chry-
sippus is essential to an understanding of the story of Oedipus; and
second, whether Laius’ transgression constitutes or at least involves a
curse on the family. If a curse is a species of prayer or an utterance
relying on some supernatural means of doing harm, then some
evidence must be presented for his pronouncing a curse on his
offspring before it may even be asked whether this curse was later
inherited. The only other discernible means whereby Laius’ offspring
might labour under an inherited curse is if a curse were pronounced
upon Laius and his offspring by some other party: as far as we know,
the best candidate for laying such a curse is Pelops after the rape of
Chrysippus. As a consequence, if no evidence of such cursing is
forthcoming, then the inherited ‘curse’ on the offspring of Laius
must be regarded as at best an inherited taint of guilt, and not at
all a curse proper. This is not to minimize the importance of curses in
tragedy, but to insist that misfortune, inherited or not, is one thing, a
curse another—and that a curse that is inherited is yet a third thing.
The issue is not the wholesale denial of the importance of curses, but
a circumscription and more precise articulation of their workings
and significance. As has recently been pointed out, ‘Critics have often
43 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 120-24.

4 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 121.
45 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 124.
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spoken of an inherited curse when what they mean is inherited guilt,
or some kind of genetic corruption, or persistent but unexplained
adversity. 46

M. L. West has recently observed that, whereas epic does not tend
to ‘move across generations, several fifth-century genres adopt a
‘more synoptic approach to mythology’.47 Acknowledging that the
tragedians tend to show interest in the continuity of misfortune
across the generations of this unfortunate oikos, West denies, rebut-
ting Lloyd-Jones, that an inherited curse is ever in tragedy the con-
necting factor. He finds in Aeschylus’ Septem no sign that ‘the earlier
fortunes of Oedipus and Laius. .. had anything to do with a curse’.48
His treatment of the three Sophoclean Theban plays concludes that
‘There is no question of a family curse going back to Laius.4® This
leaves Euripides and the ‘Pisander’ scholion, whose contents have
been printed above. This note has been variously assessed as (i) a
summary of the epic Oedipodeig; (ii) a late mythographic composite;
and (iii)—the prevalent view—the work of a Hellenistic prose
author.5® ‘That text certainly cannot be used as evidence for the
presence of the Chrysippus-story in the epic Oedipodeia.! In the

46 M. West (1999), 34.

47 M. West (1999), 37.

48 M. West (1999), 39-40, where it is rightly observed that at Aesch. Sept. 742 ff.
the chorus identifies as the beginning of familial misfortune not a curse but Laius’
foolish disregard of the thrice-repeated oracle of Apollo. The importance of inherited
guilt in the play is considered above, Ch. 2, and its focus on decision making below,
Ch. 6.

49 M. West (1999), 42. Finding no curses in Sophocles’ Antigone, West says
nothing of ¢pevédv ’Epwis (603), which he himself quotes: see below. In Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus, Teiresias’ reference to a dewémouvs dpd coming from Oedipus’
parents (OT 417 f.: ‘dread-footed curse’) is ‘vatic language and does not refer to a
literal curse’ (41), and cf. n. 35 above. The characters of OC, like those of Ant.,
contemplate familial misfortune with ‘baffled despair’ (42).

50 M. West (1999), 42 with n. 27, giving refs. and doxography. Lloyd-Jones (2002),
1-10, in his much more detailed consideration of the scholion, summarizes earlier
debate on the origins of its contents at much greater length. Conflation or confusion
of different sources has long been suspected. See also Fraenkel (1963), 6-7.

51 M. West (1999), 42. Lloyd-Jones (2002), 10 concludes: ‘It seems to me much
likelier than not that Bethe was right and that in general the scholion sketches the plot
of the [epic] Oedipodeia, though I do not rule out the possibility that it is to some
extent affected by reminiscences of tragedy, as in the case of the surprisingly casual
mention of the riddle. He notes the tendency of the tragedians to omit Hera’s part in
the story, citing Phoen. 810 (Sphinx sent by Hades) and Eur. Antigone fr. 178 TGF = X
Phoen. 1031 (Sphinx sent by Dionysus).
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absence of good evidence for the plot of Euripides’ Chrysippus, and a
fortiori in the absence of good evidence for the Chrysippus’ being part
of a connected trilogy that also contained the Phoenissae, the argu-
ments for the Phoenissae glancing back to an ancestral curse on the
race, it is contended, are not strong.52 Even if the Chrysippus did
contain an inherited curse on the race of Laius, perhaps this is a
concoction of the playwright ‘suo Marte5* Only one source, another
scholion on the Phoenissae, speaks of an inherited curse (X MAB Eur.
Phoen. 60): daciv 6rv ITédoyp Xpvoimmov dpmayévros karnpdoaro
wéxpt maidwv elvar 7o xardv (‘They say that Pelops, after the rape of
Chrysippus, cursed him so that the misfortune should extend to his
children’). Thus West concludes that there is no good evidence of early
date that an inherited curse lies on the Labdacids anywhere in tragedy.

52 Qedipus says at the end of Euripides’ Phoenissae: maidds 7" ddelpods érexov, ods
dmaddesa, | dpas mapadafav Aatov kal maiat ovs (1610-11: ‘And I begot sons who
were my brothers, whom I destroyed, receiving the curses of Laius and passing them
on to my children’). These words, which seem to imply a curse at least connected with
Laius, are dismissed by West in the same breath as his dismissal of Soph. OT 417-18:
cf. M. West (1999), 41 with n. 25; and nn. 35, 49 above. His cursory dismissal of
Phoen. 1611 seems to involve a fallacy. Crucial to the paper is his argument against
equivocation on ‘curse’, which has two senses: curse! = ‘misfortune’; and curse? = ‘a
kind of prayer for harm or other utterance relying on supernatural powers to do
harm’. It is question-begging to dismiss a candidate for a curse? uttered by or
inherited from Laius, where the point at issue is whether the Phoenissae contains a
reference to a curse2. This point should be independent both of the ‘Pisander’ question
and of the contents or even the existence of the Chrysippus. Phoen. contains ample
evidence that Oedipus has cursed his sons (e.g. 66 ff.). It is hard to see why 1610 f.
should not in principle imply either that Oedipus cursed his sons as Laius cursed him
(mapadaBdv . ..Sovs); or that he inherited a curse from Laius—i.e. a curse? pro-
nounced upon Laius and his offspring, which was then passed down through the
generations. Mastronarde, ad loc., identifies three possibilities. (i) Aalov is a subject-
ive genitive: Laius has pronounced a curse on Oedipus which Oedipus has passed on
to his sons. (ii) Aafov is an objective genitive: Laius has been cursed himself,
doubtless by Pelops, ‘which would provide the only allusion to the Chrysippus
story within Phoer’. (iii) dpds is used in a ‘loose and assimilating manner’ of Laius’
misfortune: it refers not to a curse?, but to a curse!. In other words, Oedipus, who has
been plunged into misfortune by his father, is in turn plunging his sons into
misfortune. Mastronarde, essentially following Thomas, accepts (iii). Whatever we
conclude, these two lines are the only passage in the text that raises the question of an
ancestral curse in an acute form: it is not as though exegesis of the play is hamstrung
without some ancestral curse to tie it together. This point of critical methodology is
further discussed below.

53 Dositheus, FGrHist 290 F 6, may give the hypothesis to Eur. Chrysippus.
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West does not deny that in some tragedies that other notable and
notably unfortunate family, the house of Pelops, labours under an
inherited curse.>* But he notes the wide variations between attested
versions of the curse. (i) As Myrtilus was cast from Pelops’ chariot into
the sea, he cursed Pelops and his scions.5> (ii) Pelops cursed both Atreus
and Thyestes, his sons by his second wife, for their jealous murder of
Chrysippus, his son by his first wife.56 (iii) Chrysippus was abducted by
Zeus.57 On the basis of this multiplicity of incompatible versions, West
concludes: ‘The inherited curse was not a fixed element in this mythical
complex but an accessory motif that could be fitted in at various points,
according to the changing horizons of individual authors.s8

From the thickets of this controversy, three preliminary lessons can
be extracted. (i) The attempt to elucidate extant tragedies from other
sources, many of them later and resting on uncertain foundations, is
perilous in the extreme and must be undertaken cautiously. We must
be very careful to examine our assumptions about the background of
extant plays. (ii) To derive from such later sources a crucial architec-
tonic principle that is conceived as underlying an extant play is no
less dangerous. Strict limitations must be imposed on any claim that
if an extant tragedy is to be fully, or even satisfactorily, understood, it
requires knowledge for which the extant text itself provides little or
no firm support. If we find it tempting to read inherited curses into
tragedies, we would do well to ask ourselves why we feel we need
them. Are they supposed to provide a more satisfying sense of unity?
Or a better explanation for the suffering portrayed? Or a more

54 West (1999), 37-9.

55 Pherec. FGrHist 3 F 37, Eur. Or. 988—-1012—a highly compressed and elliptical
account of how the dpa moAdorovos (‘lamentable curse’) came upon the Pelopids. Cf.,
some ten years earlier, West (1987), ad Eur. Or. 982-1012: ‘no one who did not know
the stories already would understand them from this account’. Also, ad 996: whereas
in Aesch. the curse is ‘a real abiding force) in Eur. ‘it is merely a convenient
justification for filling up songs with mythical reflections’ Our consideration of
another Euripidean play, the Phoenissae (above, Ch. 2), shows that, in one play of
this author at least, a curse in the family is far more than a mere excuse for the
introduction of mythic material. For Myrtilus’ demise but no curse, see Soph. EI
504-14. At Eur. IT 192-3, pupai ITélomos (‘Pelops’ casting’) is Murray’s supple-
ment—he cites in support Or. 988, El. 727—on which nothing secure can be based.

56 Hellanicus FGrHist 4 F 157, Thuc. 1. 9. 2. And for Pelops’ curse on Atreus and
Thyestes, cf. Calasso (1994), 181-2. Calasso calls the history of the Pelopids ‘a
succession of atrocities, each worse than the one before’ (183).

57 Praxilla PMG 751. 58 M. West (1999), 39.
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comforting picture of justice? Perhaps the attempt to exalt a heredi-
tary curse as a paramount explanatory feature of a play reveals as
much about what we desire to find in the action of a tragedy as it
does about the tragedy itself. It may be that we are sometimes guilty
of what might be called trilogic thinking: it is very easy to fall into the
trap of demanding generational interactions and repeated patterns of
misfortune in an unfortunate house even where the text does not
foreground such diachronic schemes. It is of course true to say that
Attic tragedy is much concerned with sorrows within the oikos, and
that many extant tragedies revolve around certain great and doomed
houses. But that does not mean that we must shoehorn ancestral
curses into our texts even if they protest, simply in order to gratify
our mistaken belief that such curses will satisfy our craving for a
certain kind of familial unity. The tragedians are quite capable of
writing a Labdacid play that does not rest on Pelops’ curse on Laius,
or a Pelopid play that does not rely on Myrtilus’ curse on Pelops. (iii)
Whatever the usage of the English language, a curse in the strict sense
must be kept apart from the kind of persistent blight or recurrent
misfortune that may, in Greek no less than in English, be loosely
termed a curse. This is not always easy to do. The state of suffering
from some blight or misfortune, even where no curse proper has
been spoken, is sometimes indistinguishable from the effect of a true
curse. Thus the vocabulary of cursing comes easily and naturally to
be applied to such a state. For present purposes, this feature of
language must be constantly borne in mind. On our account of
cursing, not everyone who is said to be cursed is in fact truly cursed.>®

Where an inherited curse does obtain, does it ever enjoy crucial
and primary importance for a play or trilogy? It will be profitable to
examine first some of the curses that are actually pronounced on
stage within extant plays. Theseus’ curse on his son in Euripides’
Hippolytus has already been discussed, a curse wrested from him by
his wife’s malicious letter. In the sequence of significant acts of

59 The Greek noun dpd (‘curse’) is not in itself used of a generalized blight or
misfortune: this is contrary to English usage, which does allow us to speak freely of
the curse of deafness, stepchildren vel sim. However, the same is not true of the
adjective dpaios (‘cursed’, ‘accursed’), which, as in English, may be used of such a
blight or misfortune. But see further below, n. 62; and Ch. 5 Sect. i n. 33.
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communication that informs the play, this is climactic.6® In form, his
curse, which is called dpd, is very prayer-like. It involves an invoca-
tion of Poseidon, who is Theseus’ father and has promised him three
dpal. Let him destroy Hippolytus this very day, elmep juiv dmacas
cadeis dapds (887-90: ‘if indeed you have bestowed upon us true
curses’): characteristic elements of prayer are clearly present.6! The
chorus urges Theseus to retract, but he is implacable and redoubles
his resolve, adding to the curse the burden of exile. The curse alone
apparently cannot be relied upon: if Hippolytus does not meet his
death at the hands of Poseidon, 7as éuas dpas oéBwv (‘respecting my
curses’), then let him suffer the wretched life of the exile (894-8). The
curse is not at all prominent in the 300 lines that intervene between
its pronouncement and the Messenger-speech bearing tidings of its
fulfilment: in this intervening passage, interest is focused instead on
the human dynamics of the agon between father and son. When the
news comes that Theseus’ own father has not let him down, his
reaction is initially triumphant (1169-72, where he is eager to hear
how the supposed malefactor perished). Only when Artemis explains
his mistake is he prostrated.

The operation of this curse is swift and direct. Theseus’ decree of
exile facilitates its fulfilment, in that it brings the departing Hippo-
lytus to the seashore where the bull appears. Hippolytus’ chastity, his
fidelity to the oath that he has sworn—despite 612—and even in
some degree his own delight in horses, are put to ironic service in
compassing his destruction. Thus Aphrodite’s pyal (1417: ‘rage’)
are satisfied, more or less as she outlined in the prologue (43-6). The
Hippolytus, as many have remarked, is a profoundly ironic play: both
the circumstances of this curse’s pronouncement and the means of its
fulfilment are in different ways ironic. It is by the combination of his
father’s curse with his own character, his own unbending piety, that
Hippolytus is undone.

In the first episode of another profoundly ironic play, Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus, the main character pronounces a curse on the
killer of Laius, whoever he may be:

60 On the centrality of speech and silence in the play, see Knox (1952); and cf. Bod
Bod 6éAtos dhaorta (877): the letter is said to cry aloud.
61 Cf. the typology of Greek prayers in Pulleyn (1997), esp. 15-18.



Curses 69

, v (o
kaTedyouar 8¢ Tov SedpardT, elTe TIS
s w Ny y . ,
els av MéAnlev eite mAelbvwr péra,
\ - ’ y ,
KAKOV Kakds vw duopov ékTpipar Blov.

(246-8)

And I curse the culprit—whether one man has escaped notice on his own or
whether he acted together with others—that he should wretchedly live out
an unhappy life in wretchedness.

He adds a similar imprecation for himself, if his own house harbours
the murderer.52 When it is eventually revealed that Oedipus is himself
the killer, both polluting and polluted, he emerges from the house self-
blinded and demanding to be taken away (éxrémios 1340), describing
himself as 7ov karapardrarov (1345: ‘the most accursed one’): not
only has his injunction that the killer be driven out come home to him
(241~1381f., 1451 ff.; and compare 1436 with 386), but also his curse.
Multiple linguistic correspondences draw the parallels between Oedi-
pus’ state at the end and his former elevation and good intentions.%3
As has often been remarked, his unceasing endeavours to save the city
precipitate his own downfall, and his confident, if unwitting, pro-
nouncement of a curse is a facet of this process.

These two cases are similar in three relevant respects. (i) Each
curse is pronounced by a figure of authority: Oedipus and Theseus
are both kings, and Theseus is also Hippolytus’ father.6* (ii) Each
curse is pronounced in full solemnity at a crucial point in the plot
and finds its fulfilment at the end of the play. These are no casual
utterances, but moments of high drama. (iii) Each is pronounced in
ignorance: Theseus does not know that Hippolytus is innocent of
rape, and Oedipus does not know that he himself is guilty of the
killing. The late realization of their ignorance has profound effects on
both characters and on their families.

62 Regardless of whether karedyopar without genitive or dative of person can ever
be translated ‘I curse’ (cf. Jebb ad 246), the exangelos later in the play clearly regards
this pronouncement as a curse: this is the clear implication of 1291: 8dpots dpaios, ws
fpdoaro (‘accursed in the house, even as he cursed’), as Jebb, ad loc., cannot but
acknowledge—see further below, Ch. 5 Sect. i n. 33. It is at any rate certainly an
utterance that intends harm by supernatural means.

63 Vernant (1990a) argues that the play’s language is pervaded by systematic
ambiguity between the exalted and the finally abased and polluted Oedipus.

64 Qedipus’ own fatherhood within the strange generational economy of Thebes is
notoriously problematic: cf. Zeitlin (1986).
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It cannot seriously be denied that all extant Labdacid plays present
or allude to catastrophes of more than one generation of the family;
but in some of these plays there is no ancestral curse, no inherited
curse, to be found. The Antigoneis a case in point. Antigone’s wish un
mAelw rard, | mdBoev 7 ral Spdow éwdikws éué (927-8: ‘may they
suffer no more misfortunes than they unjustly inflict upon me’),
described as a curse by Griffith, is not an ancestral curse and is not
even aimed at any Labdacid.s5 Despite its apparent fulfilment in the
misfortunes suffered later by Creon and his family, it is not for
present purposes interesting.5¢ Easterling, in a detailed reading of
the second stasimon of the play, discerns a depiction not of ‘a family
under an actual curse’ in the narrow sense, but more generally of
repeated and inherited misfortunes across the generations of the
Labdacids.5” Jebb does not hesitate to speak of this same ode in
terms of a ‘divine curse...upon [the] family) referring to the story
of Pelops and Chrysippus.68 This approach has been developed by
Lloyd-Jones, who sees Antigone as ‘a victim of the family curse’¢® He
adduces good arguments in favour of some notion of generational
continuity in misfortune and even of inherited guilt. Moreover, he
offers a salutary reminder that Aeschylus does not have a monopoly
on the workings of ate, remarking on the parallels between the
chorus’ contextualization of Antigone in this stasimon and familiar
passages of Aeschylus. But the passages adduced in favour of a cursed
Antigone do not weigh heavy. To say, as she does more than once,
that her woes are derivable from her father (1 ff., 857 ff.) is not in

65 Griffith, ad loc.

66 Even the very weakest and humblest can sometimes curse effectively. In the
Odyssey, the broken-down slave woman at the mill curses the suitors for putting her
to this shattering work. viv Jorara Sevmvijoear, she asks Zeus, and her prayer is
answered (Od. 20. 112-19: ‘now may they dine for the last time’). Note that here
Antigone is in no position of power when she utters this wish: these are almost her
last words as she departs to a sentence of certain death. She is not one of those
authority figures whose curses are supposed to be particularly efficacious, but her
words are subsequently ratified nonetheless. That this wish or curse is indisputably
fulfilled might be said to contribute to the character’s peculiar potency, which the
poet sets in relentless counterpoint with her social inferiority and consequent help-
lessness. Eurydice’s dying curse (1304-5) is perhaps comparable.

67 Easterling (1978), 142.

68 Jebb, ad 582-625, and cf. id. ad 593.

69 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 115, and for his treatment of the Antigone see 113-17.
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itself to say that she is cursed. She does, of course, explicitly say that
she goes to join her unhappy parents in death dpaios dyauos &8 | éyw
uérorkos (867—8: ‘I, accursed and unmarried as you see me, to dwell
there...”). But, in its context, this is to say no more than that she is at
the extreme of misfortune and that, as such, she aptly fulfils the
destiny of the ‘renowned Labdacids’ (862). She is not, it would seem,
seriously claiming that anyone has cursed her, but simply that her
renewal of the woes of her ancestors is practically indistinguishable
from the state of being cursed. The only other passage within the play
that is at all promising is 582—614. Here dpyaia 7a AaBdaxidav . ..
mjuara (594-5: ‘the ancient troubles of the Labdacids’), in the
absence of an explicit curse reference, and since the Chrysippus
affair cannot legitimately be brought into consideration, need mean
nothing more than a sequence of catastrophes: it can mean no more
than some progression of inherited disaster. ¢peviv Epwis (603: ‘an
Erinys of the mind’) is a poor straw to clutch at, for the presence of
an Erinys does not entail that a curse obtains.”? So while a notion of
inherited misfortune and perhaps guilt is easy to discern in Sopho-
cles’ Antigone, there is no good internal evidence for the presence of
an inherited curse.

Another text in which an inherited curse has been thought very
important is Aeschylus’ Oresteia: it has been argued that the curse
cast upon Atreus by Thyestes determines the action of the trilogy.”!
The curse is clearly aimed at the whole family, odrws dAéo0ar wav 76
I )ewsbévous yévos (1600 ff.: ‘that so should perish the whole race of
Pleisthenes’). Thyestes’ kicking over the table reinforces the curse
with a tangible expression of disgust and repudiation: a parallel can
perhaps be drawn with the use of analogy in some defixiones and
other magical practices. As the table that has supported the unholy
freight of butchered children is overturned, so may the whole family
be overturned. This does appear to be a heritable curse and, in
common with the curses of Theseus and Oedipus that have been
discussed above, it is uttered in extremis by a figure in authority.
Thyestes is father to Aegisthus, who reports the curse, and uncle to
Agamemnon, who has borne the brunt of it earlier in the play.

70 See below, Ch. 4.
71 Lloyd-Jones (1962); and cf. Lloyd-Jones (1971), 89 ff.
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This curse demands a rather more cautious treatment than the
curses we have considered thus far: it lies in the past, before the
beginning of the trilogy; it is heritable; and it is mentioned at the end
of the play by a character who is only introduced in the exodos.”2 Of
course, in this play and the trilogy as a whole the importance of the
deeds of former generations must not be minimized.”? The previous
chapter has discussed the importance of inherited guilt in the Ores-
teia. The Cassandra-scene of the Agamemmnon, which contains proph-
ecies that are indubitably fulfilled, highlights the importance of the
feast of Thyestes; and in the exodos Aegisthus chooses for his own
purposes to adduce his father’s cursing consequent on the same feast.
The Choephori is not intelligible except in the context of Clytaemes-
tra’s murder of her husband, which is avenged by their son with his
sister’s aid. The great kommos in which Agamemnon’s children nerve
themselves for the deed appeals repeatedly and magnificently to
Agamemnon as he lies in his tomb at their feet: the appeals some-
times reach the point of invocation of the dead man reminiscent of
the Persians’ invoking the departed Dareius in the centrepiece of the
Persae.’* There is much talk of 4{xv and retribution (313 f., 398 etc.),
deployed not in the spirit of detached philosophical or theological
enquiry into the rights and wrongs of the matter, but rather in very
necessary self-justification and in the attempt to bolster the anxious

72 To clarify, the distinction that I am endeavouring to inculcate is between (i) an
inheritable curse that lies in the past and is explicitly alluded to as such within the
drama(s); and (ii) some inheritable curse that may be mentioned by other sources—
whatever their antiquity—as lying before the start of some given extant play, but
which is not explicitly alluded to within an extant play.

73 In metaphor and imagery throughout the trilogy, generation and parenthood are
of paramount importance. The bereaved vultures and the pregnant hare in the parodos
of the Agamemmnon help set the tone. Clytaemestra’s dream (Cho. 523-39) continues the
theme in her inexorable advance to death at her son’s hands, and many other gener-
ation metaphors are thrown out in passing, e.g. wdov, Cho. 794. On imagery in
Aeschylus, cf. Lebeck (1971), Garvie (1986), xxxvi—xxxviii and notes passim, with the
review by West (1987b). Simon (1988), 28-62 notes that ‘Causality [in the Oresteia] is
typically cast in the language of something begetting something’ (45).

74 Electra’s kAi0{ vvv, & mdrep (332: ‘hear now, O father’) is strongly reminiscent of
e.g. Chryses’ prayer to Apollo in Iliad 1: k)60{ pev, dpyvpdrof (37: ‘hear me, god of
the silver bow’). Cf. Pers. 638, 665, on which see Groeneboom (1960), ii. 135 ff. On
Orestes’ nerving himself for the deed of matricide in this passage, see Croiset (1965),
219-21, and Sier (1988), 70 ff.: the invocation of Agamemnon ‘hat dem Sohn die
innere Festigkeit gegeben, die ihn zum Handeln befihigt’ (70).
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speakers’ resolve. The lines 402—4, assigned by Hermann to the
chorus, appear to implicate an Erinys in the family’s succession of
deaths:

Bod yap Aovyos *Epwiv
mapa TV mpdTepov phiuévawr drmy

(32 Py 5 > o
ETEPOAV €TTAYOVOAY €TT ATY).

For destruction calls upon an Erinys, bringing from those who died before
another ruin on top of ruin.

Orestes’ injunction in the succeeding stanza, modvkpareis ideabe
pOinévawr Apal (406: ‘behold, you mighty Curses of the dead!’), is
of a piece with this, as the capitalization of Apal in Page’s text
suggests.”> A curse stricto sensu, which is an utterance, cannot look
upon an event or on the plight of mortals, but a mortal may certainly
entertain the hope that an embodied Erinys can. We know of no
curse cast by the deceased Agamemnon or Cassandra, no literal
‘Curses of the dead’: it is the personified agents and enforcers of
cursing, who may, as we have seen, be called ‘curses) that this line
invokes. The kommos, then, does not explicitly refer present woes to a
curse proper: the perceived presence of an Erinys does not entail that
a curse has been cast.’6 But, even though there is no explicit curse
reference here, these lines do certainly appear to recall or suggestively
evoke the curse of Thyestes on the yévos. And they must at least
suggest a curse-like strand to the coming murder. But this is neither
the sole nor the dominant mechanism to which the speakers appeal
in their justification of the outrage. Their purposes are suited better
by the language of blood for blood, which is much more frequently
on their lips. The chorus will conclude the following stasimon with
another and rather more pointed reference to an Erinys (648-51),
just as Orestes calls for admittance to the house. Now that he is
apparently confirmed in his resolve as an avenger, he can be regarded
as definitely subject to this supernatural mechanism of causation,
and an allusion to the general field of an ancestral curse, if not
indubitably to a curse as such, is not inappropriate. In this trilogy,

75 ] print Page’s text of 406. The text of the MS, and that printed by West, both give
essentially the same sense.
76 See below, Ch. 4.
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curses, like the phenomenon of inherited guilt that we have already
considered, have a habit of emerging at crucial points, of irrupting
into the action at moments of high drama and of decision making.
Timing is crucial.?? None of these causal elements is casually
deployed: a curse or a Fury is not a throwaway scrap of poetic colour,
but a grave and weighty element of the dramatic edifice, placed
significantly at a load-bearing point in the structure.

There is more talk of curses and Erinyes in the climactic stand-off
between Orestes and his mother. In the excited stichomythia of
908 ff., Clytaemestra, whose intelligence and adaptability are beyond
question, runs the gamut of possible strategies and, as her end draws
nigh, unashamedly clutches at straws. She does not at any point in
this scene pronounce a curse of her own on Orestes, but she does ask
him: oddev ceBily yeveBliovs dpds, Téxvov; to which he replies:
Texovoa ydp W éppubas és 76 Svoruxés (912-13). ‘Have you no
reverence for a parent’s curse, my child?” ‘No, for you who bore me
cast me into misfortune.’ This warning or threat that he, as her child,
will be accursed if he kills her is parried with the retort that she has
not been a protective mother. In context it does not seem plausible to
relate this to the inherited curse on the race: to warn Orestes that he
will incur a curse is far more to the point than asking him whether he
respects the inherited curse that obtains. For if anything the inherited
curse, as the chorus has already implied more than once, does not
militate against her death but actually conduces to it. On this read-
ing, the thrust of Orestes’ reply must be that she has not been a true
mother to him and as such does not have the right or power to curse
him.”8 The Nurse in the previous episode has offered a paradigm of
motherhood far more touching than his biological mother, and no
amount of desperate mammary display (896—8) will change that.
Clytaemestra does not let go of her status as mother. In the famous
exchange 924-5, she warns of the un7pos éyrdrovs kivas (‘grudge-
bearing hounds of the mother’), which Orestes deftly parries by
adducing those of his father. Of course, both the exodos of this

77 1 consider this phenomenon of ‘irruption’ at length in my consideration of
Erinyes below, Ch. 4.

78 Thus Garvie ad 913: ‘Although Clytaemestra gave him birth, she did not treat
him like a son, and therefore she is not properly his mother....[T]he line makes a
fitting response to 912 as usually interpreted’
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play, when Orestes begins to see Erinyes, and the whole course of the
Eumenides prove her right: Orestes’ dilemma is precisely that he has
been warned of manifold ‘attacks of the Erinyes’ (275 ff.) if he does
not do the deed.”® The fact that Clytaemestra is right when she says
this is quite compatible with her saying it in desperation: curses and
Erinyes, like any concept that humans are able to deploy, are quite
amenable to being inflected in whatever direction is demanded by
a speaker’s assessment of his or her own needs.80 The overlap-
ping spheres of curses and Erinyes, then, are important to the
Choephori and the Eumenides no less than to the Agamemnon. But
to see the trilogy as ultimately the working-out of the inherited curse
of Thyestes seems insufficiently grounded in the text, in which all
characters have their own ends to serve and will deploy language
appropriately.

There is indubitably a curse at work here. But, like the inherited
guilt that also helps to inform the trilogy, it is one strand of several.
We have argued in the previous chapter that the unity of the Oresteia
consists not least in the sheer mass and accumulation of intercon-
nected causal elements. It has now emerged that the curse of
Thyestes, like the deaths of Iphigenia and Agamemnon, has the status
of one element in this conglomerate. It is a crucial member of the
trilogy, but not its keystone. While this inherited curse is certainly no
chimera or phantom, it is simply one of many intertwining strands of
explanation for the action of the trilogy.8! It is less prominent, for
example, than the all-pervasive preoccupation with retributive &(x.
Tragic texts by their nature unfold diachronically. While it is some-
times inevitable and often legitimate to take a more synchronic view
of them, the ordering of developments within a play does not deserve
dismissal out of hand. The inherited curse is mentioned very late in
the Agamemnon, by a character who has a vested interest in justifying

79 Cf. Daube (1938), 166—78, on Agamemnon’s dilemma at Aulis.

80 This is well said at Thucydides 3. 82. 4-8.

81 This complex of internecine strife notoriously omits any mention of Pelops and
the curse of Myrtilus as an dpy1 xaxdv (‘beginning of evils’). To refer the calamities of
the trilogy to anything beyond the generation of Atreus and Thyestes would be a
desperate and, it would seem, quite unnecessary expedient. Orestes’ deployment of
the great name of the Pelopids (Cho. 503 f.) is a wish that the line might be preserved,
not a lament that it is beset with ancient woes.



76 Curses

Agamemnon’s murder and who is likely to rejoice in it out of filial
piety and for other reasons. To treat the Agamemmnon like some highly
wrought and unusually sophisticated murder mystery, as though it
should be expected to offer some final answer, some over-arching
explanation for its catalogue of disasters, is misleading, not to say
pernicious.82 For this line of interpretation comes perilously close to
over-intellectualizing the trilogy and consequently minimizing its
very great impact as drama. Family is undeniably of paramount
importance in the Oresteig; but we go rather too far if we enthrone
an architectonic ancestral curse in the attempt to invest the trilogy
with unity.

I have argued, not that inherited curses have no place in Greek
tragedy, but rather that they are never more than one strand of
causation. Still less do I seek to maintain that curses are unimportant
in themselves. If we endeavour to encapsulate the sense of unity with
which a work like the Oresteia leaves us, we would do well to avoid
the belief that it must reside in a single causal factor. If anything, it is
the sheer mass and accumulation of elements in the trilogy that
imparts a sense of its oneness. The sorrows of the house of Atreus
are multiple, and the downfall of Agamemnon and the near downfall
of his son are multiply determined. The reader who considers the
causal aspect of unity may well find himself or herself thinking that it
is not the curse of Thyestes alone that draws the work together, but
the fact that different woes come to a head in the careers of very few
persons: there are many reasons for the many sufferings of this single
oikos. Inherited guilt and Erinyes, two other facets of extreme familial
disorder, are no less important to the feverish afflictions of the house.

I have also emphasized that in the tragedies we have considered
curses are deployed at moments of high drama and with considerable
theatrical impact and subtlety. If defixiones are very much less prom-
inent than curses, that may be partly because the curse proper, as a
performative utterance, has more potential for being uttered in a
moment of heightened tension or emotion. A curse, moreover, can
be cast in another character’s teeth, whereas the defixio is undertaken

82 Holford-Strevens (1999), 219 remarks that Aristotle treats Sophocles’ Oedipus
Tyrannus ‘on the footing of a detective story’ and Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris ‘as a
thriller’
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in secret or at least privately. And because an inherited curse may
travel down a bloodline in parallel with self-destructive situations
and dispositions of choice, it perhaps lends itself better than a defixio
to a medium in which, as Aristotle notes, sufferings within families
are of paramount importance.83

83 Aristotle, Poetics 1453*18—19, 1922, and see above, Ch. 2.
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Erinyes

The workings of inherited guilt and curses in tragedy have by now
become clear. In the course of discussing them, we have had occasion
to mention Erinyes more than once. In this chapter we come on to
consider in detail their nature and operation in tragedy. These three
concepts—inherited guilt, curse, Erinys—are often found in close
and involved conjunction, and part of our endeavour is gradually to
tease them apart, to identify their essence and their differing func-
tions and connotations as they are deployed by the tragedians.
Crucial to this project is a lively awareness of the symbiotic relation-
ship between form and content: to understand how a curse, a taint of
guilt, or an Erinys works and what it signifies, we must have an eye to
the flow and structure of our plays as well as to what happens and is
said in them. Curses and guilt, we have seen, tend to come to the fore
at crucial points, to articulate and inform plays on the levels both of
detail and of large-scale structure. The same is true of Erinyes, who
have a habit of obtruding themselves on our consciousness with a
violent suddenness and then keeping hold of it. We shall first pursue
their history and nature in life and in genres other than tragedy, in
order to learn what we can about their range and prerogatives.
Having staked out their territory, we examine their appearances in
a number of plays where they are crucial, and find that in all these
texts they share certain features that set them apart from curses and
inherited guilt. We then consider their central place in Aeschylus’
Eumenides, which is often taken, more or less consciously, for a locus
classicus. In the event, we shall see, the one extant play in which
Erinyes almost literally hold centre stage is an exception to the rule in
more ways than one. Thus, we shall find, Aeschylus’ play helps us to
define the province and limitations of tragic Erinyes.
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Erinyes are called by Burkert ‘the embodied curse’, and in one
passage of tragedy they confirm this identification themselves (Aesch.
Eum. 417).1 They are involved in the enforcement of curses as early as
the Iliad. Twice in the Embassy-scene of book 9, Erinyes are brought
into the sphere of cursing, first when Phoenix relates his own father’s
curse on him (IL 9. 454-6, orvyepas & émexérder *Epwis wrA.: ‘and
he called on the hateful Erinyes’), and again in the Meleager-paradigm
(Il. 9. 571-2, 1iis & tepodoitis *Epwis | éxlvev €& *EpéBecdw,
duelAyov jrop éxovaa: ‘but the Erinys who walks in mist heard her
from Erebus, having an implacable heart’). But they have a wider
range of attributes and functions than this description suggests. They
may sometimes be invoked to fulfil a defixio, or they may silence a
talking horse.2 They may correct the path of the sun or punish oath-
breakers.? They may avenge kin-murder even when no explicit curse
has been uttered; and be invoked as explanations of ate where murder
and equine locution are not at issue.# They may be euphemistically
called Eumenides and identified with the Semnai Theai.5 Their field
of operation appears at first sight to overlap not only with curses, but

1 Burkert (1985), 181. Apd may become a daimon in itself, and may be identified
with the Erinys that would otherwise be regarded as enforcing it: cf. Aesch. Septem 70
with Hutchinson, ad loc.; Soph. EL 111, where Electra invokes to aid in the avenging
of Agamemnon vl Apd, | ceuval te fedv maides *Epwies (‘lady Curse, and dread
Erinyes, children of the gods’); and Strubbe (1991), 42 with n. 100.

2 Defixiones: see above, Ch. 3; Versnel (1991), 64; and Gager (1992), 134-6, at
135 n. 61: ‘They [sc. Erinyes] do not appear frequently in the papyri or tablets [sc. of
defixiones]’. Horse: Hom. Il. 19. 417, with X, noting: éni{oxomot ydp elot Tdv mapa.
¢dvow (‘for they are the overseers of things contrary to nature’).

3 Path of sun: Heraclitus fr. 94 DK (= fr. 226 KRS): fjAwos 00y SmepBricerar pérpa- €
8¢ w),  Epwies pw Aikns émikovpor ééevprisovow (‘the sun will not exceed his measures:
otherwise, the Erinyes, agents of Justice, will find him out’). Oaths: as early as Hom. IL
19. 259—60: Agamemnon, swearing that he has not laid hands on Briseis, invokes, among
other powers, ’Epwies, ai & vmo yaiav ‘ avfpdrmous Tivuvtar, 671is K émioprov dudoay
(‘Erinyes, who beneath the earth punish mortal men who swear false oaths’). See Burkert
(1985), 200 with n. 13, and cf. the closely similar wording in Agamemnon’s earlier oath
before the single combat of Menelaus and Paris, I 3. 276 ff. at 278-9. Both of these are
moments of high drama, crucial to the pace and flow of the poem as a whole.

4 Apparently random infatuation: Hom. Il 19. 86-9, and see below. At Soph.
Teucer fr. 577 Radt, Telamon complains that he has been deceived by an Erinys: év
orére Aabovod we | éoaw’ Epwis #dovais &fevouévor (2-3: ‘an Erinys, going un-
noticed in darkness, beguiled me, deceived in my pleasures’).

5 Though no extant passage in Aeschylus’ Eumenides explicitly confirms the name
Eumenides, cf. the play’s Hypothesis 3-4, as 8¢ *Epwias mpatvaca [sc. Abnvd]
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also with keres.6 They may appear in the flesh, or their operation may
be immanent, which to the classical Greek is no less real a manifest-
ation: Aphrodite’s role in the human causation of Euripides’ Hippo-
Iytus is just as significant and just as real as the physical archery of
Artemis in Sophocles’ Niobe (fr. 441aa, 441a Radt).” Or again, in
Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the Erinyes of the murdered Agamemnon,
though invisible save in the person of Orestes, are not less real than
those of Clytaemestra which first appear to Orestes alone and sub-
sequently hound him over many weary miles.? The earliest literary
references to the Erinyes, in the Iliad and Odyssey, attach unattractive
epithets to them: the Erinys is daomAjris, orvyepd, and repodoites
(respectively Hom. Od. 15. 234, II. 9. 454, 9. 571 etc.).® Moreover,

mpoonydpevoer Edpevidas (‘[Athena], mollifying the Erinyes, named them Eumen-
ides’; reading mpaiivaca with West for the mpaivas of MS M, which would make the
subject of the sentence Orestes) ~ Harpocration s.v. Eduevides; Page, app. crit. ad
1027; and West, app. crit. ad 1028: ‘veri simile est autem Minervam Furiis hic nomen
Eduevidas indidisse . ..”

6 The two may be identified, e.g. Eur. El. 1252: Orestes is to be hounded by «ijpes . . .
al kovdmides Oeal (‘the keres, the dog-faced goddesses’). On the nature and functions of
the entities keres see further below.

7 Euripides’ Cresphontes seems to allude to a version in which Apollo does the
shooting: Eur. Cresph. fr. 455:...7éxva | NioBys Oavévra Aoflov Tofebuacw (‘the
children of Niobe who died by the arrows of Loxias’). Cropp (1995), ad loc. suggests
that Artemis’ role ‘is absent through allusory brevity, or because the sentence is
quoted incomplete’ In Sophocles’ play, fr. 441a.9-11 seems to suggest that it is the
daughters of Niobe who are perishing on stage at the hands of Artemis and that the
sons have died already: perhaps they were shot down by Apollo when they were on
the hunting expedition mentioned in the fragmentary Hypothesis, the occasion of
Niobe’s renewed boasting ([dmoméumovoa] 8¢ émi Onjpav. .. [mdA|w éueyalopnpu|dv]
noev krA.: ‘sending them off hunting she boasted of them again’; and cf. fr. 448). In
any case, both versions agree that the archery is a real physical phenomenon.

8 The word ‘hound’ is to the point: Clytaemestra has warned her son of the uyrpos
éyrérovs ritvas (Cho. 924: ‘the mother’s grudge-bearing hounds’, and cf. Soph. EL
1388: dpurror kives ‘inescapable hounds’; Eur. ElL 1342-3: «idvas 7dode ‘these
hounds’), and see Vidal-Naquet (1990a), 158 ff., noting the role of animal imagery
in this play’s presentation of the Erinyes. On his account, their reconfiguration as
tutelary deities of Athens is marked by their transformation from bestial huntresses
into gods of agriculture and recipients of non-deviant sacrifice. It may be thought
that to press too hard the animality of these divinities, even within the precisely
defined bounds of the play’s economy of imagery, is potentially pernicious. For their
elaborate and highly articulate self-justification in the trial scene is, it would seem,
hardly characteristic animal behaviour.

9 On 7epogoitis see below. daomAfiis is another fossilized Homeric word of
uncertain meaning. In its contexts it is unlikely to mean anything pleasant: the
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Sophocles, in an isolated fragment, has Teiocw» & dvwler feoruwnt
alpaToppspos (fr. 743: “Teiso above, gulping blood’). In Hesiod they
are xpatepal (Theog. 185: ‘mighty’). None of these poets describes
them physically: for this the Pythia’s description in the prologue of
Aeschylus’ Eumenides is the locus classicus (Eum. 46-56).1° In the
exodos of Euripides’ Electra, the Dioscuri call them yeipodpdrovres
xp@Ta kedawal (1345: ‘serpent-handed, black-skinned’).1! The visual
arts are less uniformly damning. Erinyes are depicted with or without
wings, with or without black skin or clothing, and with or without
entwining serpents. While the monstrous potentialities of these attri-
butes are exploited to the full in some representations, others depict
personable young maidens whose appearance is some way removed
from hideousness.!2 It may be thought that Aeschylus, who doubtless
had an eye to the dramatic effect of his embodied Erinyes in the
theatre, exercised considerable influence over artists.!3
Pausanias attests cults of the following related entities:

(i) A cult of Demeter Erinys in Arcadia (8. 25. 3 ff.), where she was
covered by Poseidon and bore the horse Arion, perhaps gaining her
epithet from her wrath at this arbitrary treatment.!* 700 unviparos pev
évexa’ Epwis, 67u 70 Buud yprobar kalobow épwiew Aprddes (8.25.6:
‘Erinys on account of her wrath, because the Arcadians call to be

epithet is also applied at an early date to Charybdis (Simon. fr. 522 Page), where the
monster is a metaphor for all-consuming death. Rather later it is used of Hecate in a
magical context (Theoc. 2. 14); and of snakes, or rather of Cadmus and Harmonia in
snake form (Nicander Ther. 609); and later still of the horrific prospect of lovers
separated: Paulus Silentiarius Anth. Pal. 5. 241. 3—4, SaomAijra Sidoraow, ‘[daspleta)
separation’. The etymological suggestions of the Suda and Hesychius s.v. betray
desperation.

10 Tn attempting to describe them, the Pythia finds it relevant to mention that she
has seen paintings of Harpies (50 f.). Sommerstein, ad loc., notes that her description
includes some words not normally found in tragedy—B3eAdrrpomor (52: ‘repulsive’),
péyrovo (53: ‘they snore/snort’). To give a good idea of the full horror of the Furies,
she must stoop below the normal level of generic elevation.

11 See also Eur. Or. 255-7, IT 285-7, for two more associations with serpents.

12 The range of permutations is displayed and described in LIMC iii s.v. Erinys.

13 A Vita of Aeschylus claims that when the Eumenides was produced, the entrance
of the chorus so shocked the audience s 7o pev vima éxfiéar, Ta 8¢ EéuBpva
ééapBAwbivar (‘that children expired; foetuses miscarried’). On this fictional account,
their shocking effect on the Pythia within the confines of the play was matched by their
powerful influence over the spectators of the drama.

14 Cf. Burkert (1985), 138.
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annoyed erinyeir’). It has been suggested, on the strength of a
number of archaeological finds from Mycenae, that this cult is
a survival from Mycenaean religion, preserved into historical times
in the relatively secluded backwaters of Arcadia.!s

(ii) In Sicyon, a vaos fewv as Abnvaior Zeuvds, Zikvdvior 8¢ Edpev!
das dvoudlovow, where the deities received libations of honey and
water and an annual burnt offering of a pregnant sheep (2. 11. 4: ‘a
temple of the goddesses whom the Athenians call Semnai, but the
Sicyonians Eumenides’).

(iii) A sanctuary by the Areopagus in Athens of the goddesses ds
kalovow Abypvaior Zepvds, ‘Halodos 8¢ Epwis év Oeoyovia (1. 28. 6:
‘whom the Athenians call Semnai, but Hesiod, in the Theogony,
Erinyes’). He remarks that Aeschylus was the first to give them hair
entwined with snakes, and that their images here had 0ddév doBepdv
(‘nothing frightening’).16

But whereas it might seem logical a priori that these deities should
receive apotropaic worship after the fashion of heroes throughout
Hellas, in practice they seem to have been largely ignored by cult.!?
Perhaps their negative function was felt to predominate to such an
extent that they were better ignored than disturbed. No doubt their
fabled implacability made sacrifice seem hopeless in Greek eyes: their
character as untiring avengers would not admit of any substantial
quid pro quo. And where they were in fact worshipped, they were
called by euphemistic names. The cult of the Semnai Theai at Athens
was real, but the Erinyes who in Aeschylus come to be identified with

15 Marinatos (1973). Certain ‘idols’ have been unearthed on the southern slope of
the Mycenaean acropolis, ‘purposely made and painted to represent extremely fierce
and ugly looking female beings’, together with ‘large coiled snakes modelled in clay’:
examples are illustrated in Marinatos’ figs. 1 and 2. The e-ri-nu of the Mycenaean
tablets might, on this account, be more akin to the historical Demeter Erinys than to
‘the Furies of Orestes, which automatically come to on