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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 deWning 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 Wgures, 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 ediWce both magniWcent 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, Wxing 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 Wgure largely—for example, in Euripi-

des’ Hippolytus, where Hippolytus, rebuYng the advances of his

enamoured step-mother, incurs the curse of his father Theseus and

dies in fulWlment 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



brieXy, 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 diVerences 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 rectiWers 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 Wnd 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

xii Introduction



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 somemani-

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 diVerences, seem in interesting ways to stand

rather closer to one another than either does to Sophocles.

The Wnal 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.1 This study aims to demonstrate that the

raising of questions in these Welds, 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).

Introduction xiii
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1

Preliminary Studies: The Supernatural

and Causation in Herodotus

This book will be chieXy 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 eVect 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 Wnd 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 Wgures 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



of other genres and texts. Accordingly, in this chapter we shall begin

our approach to the workings of supernatural causation in tragedy by

Wrst considering some passages of that important contemporary text,

the Histories of Herodotus. Three Athenian poets of the Wfth 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.1

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 eYcacy of the divine?2 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 diVerence is that

Herodotus’ text is a narrative articulated by a narrative voice, while

tragedy is fully mimetic.3 This diVerence is of great importance for the

workings both of inherited guilt and of fate, which serve distinct

functions in the two genres.4 My intention is not to raise questions

of intertextuality or inXuence, but rather to illuminate tragedy by

comparison with a contemporary prose text composed under diVerent

circumstances and with a diVerent 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 diYculties 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 V. on Hdt. as Wrst 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 Xow of the story’ (73).
3 This is to employ the distinction of Plato, Republic 392d–394c, between ��Ø�Ø�

(‘poetry’) that proceeds �Øa �Ø���ø� ‹º� (‘entirely through imitation’) and ��Ø�Ø�
that proceeds �Ø
 I�Æªª�º�Æ� ÆP	�F 	�F ��Ø�	�F (‘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 ofmoira, 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 � ˇ��æØŒ�	Æ	��

(13.3: ‘most Homeric’).5 The historian’s great narrative of how East

andWest came into conXict 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.6 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.7 It is well known that two passages

of tragedy, at least, exhibit close verbal similarities with passages of

Herodotus.8 I propose to consider here not precisely questions

of inXuence 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.9We shall examine one or two

instances of these phenomena in a prose º�ª�� (‘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 � ˇ�æ�ı ��ºø	� (‘a
zealous imitator of Homer’) on account of his desire for ��ØŒØº�Æ (‘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, �Æı	ØŒe�
�	æÆ	e� ŒÆŒøŁ�d� ���e� þº��� �	æÆ	�� (‘the defeat of the navy was the undoing of
the land army’), and Hdt. 8. 68. ª; �c › �Æı	ØŒe� �	æÆ	e� ŒÆŒøŁ�d� 	e� ���e�
�æ����º��	ÆØ (‘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 Wgures. We shall concentrate on the program-

matic opening logoi of the text, and particularly on the Wrst 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 Wrst

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 Wrst 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 	e� . . . �r�Æ ÆP	e� �æH	�� ���æ�Æ�	Æ I��Œø� �æªø� K�
	�f� �¯ºº��Æ� (1. 5. 3: ‘the Wrst 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.11Without the retributive principle there would be no Persian

wars and therefore no Histories.12 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 ð	���Æ�ŁÆØÞ
on the Athenians for their part in the Ionian revolt. At 7. 8. �. 1 Xerxes in his Wrst
speech in the Histories reveals his plan to yoke the Hellespont, again in order to take
vengeance on the Athenians: ¥�Æ `Ł��Æ��ı� 	Ø�øæ�ø�ÆØ ‹�Æ �c ����ØŒÆ�Ø —�æ�Æ�
	� ŒÆd �Æ	�æÆ 	e� K��� (‘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 identiWed—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 	e Ł�E�� and Zº��� (1. 32 f.: ‘the divine’ and ‘prosperity’).

And the immediate sequel to these warnings is the Wrst disaster that

he faces: he is overtaken by KŒ Ł��F �����Ø� ��ª�º� (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 Ł�H� Œ�� 	Ø�

(‘some one of the gods’) in the calamity that has befallen him (1. 45).

This misfortune, and its attribution to an unspeciWed 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 reXection. For, by chapter 50, he is

trying to oblige the Pythian Apollo by making extravagant sacriWces

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, ��ª�º�� Iæ�� �Ø� ŒÆ	Æº���Ø� (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 Wnal 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 preWgured long before Croesus’ defeat and brought back into

play after it. When the Pythia has declared the usurper Gyges king,

she warns him ‰� � ˙æÆŒº���fi ��Ø 	��Ø� l��Ø K� 	e� ����	�� I��ª����

ˆ�ª�ø (1. 13. 2: ‘that retribution would come from the Heracleidae,

visiting the Wfth descendant of Gyges’). The Lydians and their kings,

we are told, take no account of this warning at the time, �æd� �c
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K��	�º��Ł� (‘until it was actually fulWlled’). 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 Wfth 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 KŒ Ł��F �����Ø� ��ª�º� (‘great

vengeance from a god’) of chapter 34, the Wrst 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

fulWlment 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 Wrst

in a series of wise but unheeded advisers to the Great Kings. At this

point we Wnally hear more of the oracle of 1. 13:

	c� ���æø����� ��EæÆ� I���Æ	� K�	Ø I���ıª�E� ŒÆd Ł�fiH: ˚æ�E��� �b
����	�ı ª����� ±�Ææ	��Æ K���º���; n� Kg� ��æı��æ�� �˙æÆŒº�Ø��ø� ��ºfiø
ªı�ÆØŒ��fiø K�Ø�������� K����ı�� 	e� �����	�Æ ŒÆd ���� 	c� KŒ����ı 	Ø�c�

�P��� �ƒ �æ��Œ�ı�Æ� Œ	º:

(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 Wfth 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 suVer 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 Wnd 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 	e �æ�e� q�

��Ø��Ø� (‘what it was necessary to do’). For, unlike his predecessors,

he has not recognized that Egypt must suVer 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, K��d . . . �ƒ
���� ŒÆŒH� ª����ŁÆØ (‘when it was necessary that evil should befall

him’). The expedition fails, and consequently he is deposed. (iii) A

slightly diVerent 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 I��	æ��ø� 	e �æ�e� ª����ŁÆØ (‘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

signiWcance, 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 signiWcance, from ancient pyramid-building pharaohs to the Great

Kings of recent terrible memory. The ineluctable ��EæÆ (‘fate’) that

drives Croesus to pay his ancestor’s debt in book 1 is but the Wrst of

many instances of ineluctability and necessity permeating the work.

We shall consider later, in Chapter 6, some salient diVerences 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 suYcient 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 Wctions of tragedy deploy the Olympians freely,

and fate, as we shall see, rather less commonly. But the fact remains, as

we shall Wnd, 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 aVairs, inherited guilt, and fate—I return to consider in more

detail the workings of responsibility in this case. Here too we shall

Wnd 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
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blame: �ı��ª�ø !øı	�F �r�ÆØ 	c� ±�Ææ	��Æ ŒÆd �P 	�F Ł��F (91. 6: ‘he

recognized that the fault was his own and not the god’s’). In context,

it is clearly his over-conWdent 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 Wrst 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 ±�Ææ	�� (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:

uæÆ I�ÆªŒÆ��� Iº�Ł�ø� �æ�Œ�Ø�����. . .K��� �� I�ÆªŒ���Ø�. . .�PŒ
KŁ�º��	Æ. . .�P�� �ƒ q� I�ÆººÆªc �P����Æ (‘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 �P

���Ø�����Æ (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 oVers 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:

I�ÆªŒÆ�fi �) to make this choice, but the queen stands Wrm. When

Gyges gives her his decision, the goalposts have shifted subtly: K��� ��

I�ÆªŒ���Ø� �����	�Æ 	e� K�e� Œ	����Ø� �PŒ KŁ�º��	Æ Œ	º. (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 	��Ø� (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 diVering kinds of necessity and diVerent 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 aZicted by it. SuYce 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 signiWcance 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 aZicted 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 Wfth 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.14 (ii) On

the other hand, the role of ��EæÆ (‘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.15 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 Wgures 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 diVerent stresses on the

prominence in the Croesus-logos of the uncertainty of the divine, its

envy, and the cycle of human aVairs. 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

butmultiple. 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 Wght 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 Wgure he later becomes.

Preliminary Studies 11



spares Croesus for three reasons: (i) Cyrus too is human; (ii) some

future 	��Ø�might come; (iii) human aVairs are mutable.18 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) " ª����Ø�; 	e ��Œ��Ø� �º��� 	Ø �r�ÆØ I�Łæ���ı (‘his birth, his
belief that he was something more than a mortal man’);(ii) " �P	ı���

" ŒÆ	a 	�f� ��º���ı� ª������� (204: ‘the good fortune that he

had had in his wars’). By this stage he is so inXated by his own

regality that Croesus’ admonition that Œ�Œº�� 	H� I�Łæø���ø� K�	d

�æ�ª��	ø� (207: ‘there is a cycle in human aVairs’) falls on deaf ears.

Cyrus seems to himself to be specially beloved of the gods: K��F Ł��d

Œ���	ÆØ ŒÆ� ��Ø ���	Æ �æ���ØŒ���ı�Ø 	a K�Ø��æ����Æ (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 Wrst of many re-enactments of the same

inexorable pattern of glory, over-reaching, and abasement. We have

now seen that in the Wrst 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 Wrst 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.19 Moreover, tisis is an inescapable principle; the crimes of

18 Lefèvre (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 Wnd 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 Wfth 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.20 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 whichwe are occupied. I Wrst

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 (1966a), 306: ‘Beside the mature drama of Sophocles we Wnd 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 V., 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 qualiWed rebuttal of the notion of a primitive Herod-
otus, cf. Gould (1989), 120 V., 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’ Septem 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 Wnd

that their unhappy ends are inextricably bound up with the follies

and delicts of their ancestors.
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2

Inherited Guilt

It did not escape Aristotle that Athenian tragedy is verymuch concerned

with sorrows within the �rŒ��:

�F� �b ��æd Oº�ªÆ� �NŒ�Æ� Æƒ Œ�ººØ�	ÆØ 	æÆªfiø��ÆØ �ı�	�Ł��	ÆØ . . . ‹	Æ� �

K� 	ÆE� �Øº�ÆØ� Kªª���	ÆØ 	a ��Ł�; �x�� j I��º�e� I��º�e� j ıƒe� �Æ	�æÆ j
�	�æ ıƒe� j ıƒe� ��	�æÆ I��Œ	���fi � j ��ººfi � X 	Ø ¼ºº� 	�Ø�F	�� �æfi A; 	ÆF	Æ
��	�	���.

(Poetics 1453a18–19, b19–22)

But now, the Wnest tragedies are composed about a very few households. . . .

When the suVerings 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 eVect to be sought.

Modern scholars of tragedy have tended to agree in Wnding intimacy

and �Øº�Æ (‘intimate 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.1Often 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 ��Æ��Æ, ����� etc., see Parker (1983), passim; Rudhardt (1992), 46–50, noting,
at 47, that ‘Les Grecs ne se sont pas interrogés sur la nature du ��Æ��Æ ni sur le
mécanisme de son eYcacité.’
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.



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 Wx 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 suVers misfortunes that diVer 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 Wnal 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 diVerent 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

speciWc, on divine justice in antiquity. The ancients are much con-

cerned with ˜�Œ�, which as early as Hesiod is personiWed and deiWed:

" �� 	� �ÆæŁ���� K�	d ˜�Œ�; ˜Øe� KŒª�ªÆıEÆ; j Œı�æ 	
 ÆN���� 	� Ł��E�
�Q $ ˇºı���� ���ı�Ø� (WD 256 f.: ‘And there is the maiden Justice,

child of Zeus, honourable and reverend among the gods who dwell

on Olympus’).3 Elsewhere in the same author she is the daughter of

Themis, and among her sisters are ¯P����� (‘Good Order’) and the

Fates (Theog. 901 V.).4 This multi-faceted concept may at its broad-

est be central to the very order of the universe.5 Thus Anaximander

says that existing things �Ø���ÆØ . . . ��Œ�� ŒÆd 	��Ø� Iººº�Ø� 	B�

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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I�ØŒ�Æ� ŒÆ	a 	c� 	�F �æ���ı 	��Ø� (fr. B1 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 �N���ÆØ . . . �æc . . . ��Œ�� �æØ� (fr. B80 DK: ‘it is

necessary to know . . . that right is strife’, tr. KRS). At its most speciWc

and concrete, the word may denote a penalty or a lawsuit.6 Between

these extremes resides the ethical aspect of ��Œ�. This too has a number

of facets. From Homer on, Zeus protects suppliant and guest.7 ˜�Œ� as

reciprocity has seemed to many a central motive principle and well-

spring of action both human and divine in Herodotus.8 ˜�Œ� in

the moral sphere may be presented as peculiarly the possession of

Hellenic peoples, as opposed to the lawless outrages of the barbaroi.9

Familial operation is a special case of this ethical aspect of ��Œ�.

The modernWestern world is not quite at home with the concept of

inherited guilt, which it perhaps Wnds 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.10 In a classic account, E. R. Dodds reminds us that

6 Anaximander: cf. KRS 117 V. Heraclitus: ˜�Œ� here has been called ‘the ‘‘indi-
cated way’’. . . or the normal rule of behaviour’, KRS 193 V. According to LSJ s.v., the
adverbial usage ��Œ�� þ genitive ¼ Lat. instar þ 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: ŒæE�� �
 �PŁ�EÆ� ��Œ�� (‘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 V. 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. 5¼Deuteronomy 5. 9: ‘For I the LORD thy God am

a jealous 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 V. 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 conXict 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 eYcacy of divine

punishment.11 Indisputably the world is not so ordered that retribu-

tion strikes oVenders with the satisfying inevitability that men demand

of their gods: sometimes the wicked Xourish

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.12

With the notion of post mortem punishment, which does not Wgure

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, conW-

dent of the 	��Ø� of Zeus, states that, if it is not immediate, it is sure:

Iºº
 › �b� ÆP	�Œ
 �	�Ø���; › �
 o�	�æ��· �Q �b ��ªø�Ø�
ÆP	��; ���b Ł�H� ��Eæ
 K�Ø�F�Æ Œ��fi �,

XºıŁ� ���	ø� Æs	Ø�· I�Æ�	Ø�Ø �æªÆ 	���ı�Ø�
j �ÆE��� 	��	ø� j ª���� K�����ø.

(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 oVspring.

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 V. Another useful account of inherited guilt is given by Parker
(1983), 198 V.
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 betweenHomer and later authors: the Homeric Agamemnon, when

Menelaus has just been pierced by the arrow of Pandarus, is conWdent

of the eventual retribution of Zeus upon the truce-breaking Trojans �f�

��fi B�Ø� Œ��Æºfi B�Ø ªı�ÆØ�� 	� ŒÆd 	�Œ����Ø� (Hom. Il. 4. 158 V.: ‘with

their own lives and their women and children’).15 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 ðI�Æıæ�	�æ� ª���Þ of the descendants of perjurers (Hes.

WD 282–5). At the least, the notion of an oVender 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 ��Œ� on the

righteous; and I shall Wnd myself saying nothing of the hypothetical

converse of inherited guilt, inherited credit.16 It is true that Hesiod’s

14 Dodds (1951), 36.
15 Called by Kirk (1985), ad 160–62: ‘the Wrst 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 oVender together with
his family is distinct from the destruction of his descendants only, while he himself
goes unpunished (201).
16 The notion that beneWts 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.,
203V., discusses sanctions actually applied to the children of some classes of oVender,
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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deiWed justice has many blessings in her gift: where men are just to

foreigners and natives alike and do not transgress, 	�E�Ø 	�Ł�º�

��ºØ�; ºÆ�d �
 I�Ł�F�Ø� K� ÆP	fi B (‘their state Xourishes 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, Ł�ºº�ı�Ø� �
 IªÆŁ�E�Ø �ØÆ���æ�� (WD 225 V.: ‘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.17 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 ŒÆ���æ Z�	�� Iªæ��ı (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 ˜�ŒÆ that shines forth in smoky dwellings in one

passage of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (772 V.) is often scarcely visible

through the pall of transgression, Erinys, and curse.

We may reach a Wrst 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 Wgured

prominently.19 Scholars have asked to what extent Agamemnon

deserves to die. They have thus been led to ask whether his sacriWce

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 V.; Lloyd-Jones (1962); Dover (1973).
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of the Agamemnon ramify throughout the great ediWce 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 Wrst 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 V. etc.);

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

(iii) the 	æØ���ı�	�� �Æ����Æ ª����� 	B��� (1476 f.: ‘the thrice-

glutted spirit of this family’) and its �ÆºÆØe� �æØ�f� Iº��	øæ

(1501: ‘ancient keen avenger’);

(iv) the curse laid on the house by Thyestes, �o	ø� Oº��ŁÆØ �A� 	e

—º�Ø�Ł���ı� ª���� (1600 V.: ‘that so should perish all the race

of Pleisthenes’).20

The structure of the play interweaves the great cosmic principles of

reciprocity, the suVering 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.21 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.22 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
(speciWcally à proposHdt.), on the ‘luxuriant multiplicity’ of causation acknowledged
by the Greeks. In our consideration of the Septem below, we shall discern multiple
causes for the catastrophe but also an eVect of greater simplicity than is presented by
the Agamemnon. We shall have more to say of �Æ��ø� in a later chapter. On this
strange phenomenon, see Burkert (1985), 179–81, esp. 181, for �Æ��ø� 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 %æÆ� .’ 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 noErinyes)’, 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 eYcacy in each of the diVerent
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 Wnal 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

eVective 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 sacriWce 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 sacriWce 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 diVerence: 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 Wctional 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 horriWed 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-justiWcatory—has he

not justly avenged his father?24 The multiple determination of Aga-

memnon’s fall, then, is not superWcial 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 ZªŒ�� (‘mass’, ‘bulk’) that Sophocles is said to

have attributed to Aeschylus (Vita 5 ¼ Aesch. T 1. 14 Radt; Plut. De

Prof. in Virt. 7.79B ¼ Aesch. T 116. 1 Radt).25

This very brief overview suYces 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 sacriWce: blood demands blood. And that sacriWce 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 Wnd 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 ˜�Œ�, he says, has brought him back to Argos, and Agamemnon lies 	B� ˜�Œ��
K� �æŒ��Ø� (1607, 1611: ‘in the snares of Justice’). On ˜�Œ� in the Oresteia, see further
Sier (1988), 173.
25 On the centrality of ��Œ� 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 associationwith 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 eVectively unless wronged, while the weak acquire the power to

do so in so far as their recognised rights are infringed.’26 Moreover,

curses do have a familial aspect: they are felt to bemost eYcaciouswhen

uttered by ‘kings, parents, priests, magistrates, and the like—who

represent whatever in society most demands reverence’.27 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.29 Erinyes, too, originally guardians of the

order of the cosmos but also speciWcally enforcers of curses and aven-

gers of certain kinds of transgression, particularly the familial, will be

discussed separately.30

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 K�e� �ÆE�
 (‘my son’). At Eur. Phoen.
67 V., we shall see, Jocasta describes her sons’ anxieties lest their father’s curse on
them be fulWlled. 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 imprecisionof terminology inmuch scholarshipon 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.31 And in the Electra of Sophocles we may

Wnd ourselves pining, perhaps irrationally, for more Furies than the

text appears to oVer.32 The Wve 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 Septem, and comparison and

contrast of the two very diVerent 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 Wnely and subtly nuanced response to the Wrst.

The aZictions 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 ��	æe� 
 ¯æØ���� (Hom. Od. 11. 271 V.: ‘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.

465E¼ Thebais fr. 2 Davies;& Soph.OC 1375¼ 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 ����æ�Æ . . .�c I�ÆªŒÆ�Æ (‘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
�ºc� . . .—ıº���ı ���	�� �ÆFº�Ø q�Æ� (‘except Pylades, all were vicious’).
32 Hence the controversy over the persistence of ��Œ�-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 Xat and morally uninteresting, and at worst mere
melodrama.’ Surely it is in part the inXuence 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 44–7, printing Ribbeck’s

emendation of fr. 2.9, �Æ	æ�€ØØ 
 K���€ØØ <K�> �Øº�	�	Ø (‘their patrimony in friendship’,
tr. West), which seems to give good sense.
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Davies). But the Wrst certain instance of the working of the sorrows of

the race into a unity is Aeschylus’ Septem 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.34 I shall oVer 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.35 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 Wrst half is the same

man as in the second, but seen in a diVerent 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 ��ºØ� 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 �NÆŒ��	æ����). In the Wrst episode, his concern to quell the

women’s panic arises from its deleterious eVect on the morale of the

city (237f. etc.), whose interests are his Wrst priority. It is true that in

his early prayer for the salvation of the polis he invokes:

t ˘�F 	� ŒÆd ˆB ŒÆd ��ºØ���F��Ø Ł���,
%æ� 	
 
 ¯æØ�f� �Æ	æe� " ��ªÆ�Ł���.

(69 f.)

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.36The only othermention of his familial aYliations

34 Thus Lloyd-Jones (1971), 120–21, would have the Laius treat the rape of
Chrysippus, a contention rebutted byWest (1999). Hutchinson (1985) has comments
on the frr. and the trilogy.
35 Hutchinson (1985), xxxii V.
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 Wrst portion of the play comes at line 203, when the chorus

addresses him as t ��º�� ˇN����ı 	�Œ�� (‘O dear child of Oedipus’).

But otherwise the familial aspect is strikingly absent from the Wrst 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:

t Ł���Æ��� 	� ŒÆd Ł�H� ��ªÆ �	�ª��,
t �Æ���Œæı	�� ±�e� ˇN����ı ª����·
þ��Ø; �Æ	æe� �c �F� IæÆd 	�º����æ�Ø.

(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 Wnding 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

diVerent aspect or dimension: he is no longer viewed as leader alone,

but also as inheritor of a blighted past.38 Throughout his earlier

management of the national emergency, he has displayed conWdence

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 V.) gehört zum Erschütterndsten, 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-sacriWce 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 selXess act.39 This has been a Wrst

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.40 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 conXict will be polluting, they say (681–2)—

this is madness and ¼	Æ (686 V.). But his response ‘expresses Eteo-

cles’s passionate assent to the will of heaven’:41

K��d 	e �æAª�Æ Œ�æ	
 K�Ø���æ��Ø Ł���,
Y	ø ŒÆ	
 �sæ��; ŒF�Æ ˚øŒı	�F ºÆ���,
(���fiø �	ıª�Łb� �A� 	e ¸Æ)�ı ª����.

(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 Wrst 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 �ÆºÆØª��B . . . �ÆæÆ�Æ��Æ� TŒ���Ø��� (‘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 Wve �ØŒ� words: note esp. 673 K��ØŒ�	�æ�� (‘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 Weld . . .’ (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 �ı	æ���Ø� meaning ‘to expose a child in a pot’ (& Ar. Vesp.

289e¼ 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.42 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.43Now that the perspective

is broadened to encompass the wholesale destruction of the ª����, he

thinks of the old transgression perpetrated before ever the curse was

uttered. This transgression has already eVected 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 oVspring. In Aeschylus’ version, Laius’ disobedience to

Apollo is felt to have an unfailing and universal destructive eVect,

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 oV 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 V. 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
fulWlled by the death of the brothers.’ For similar reasons we must beware of over-
conWdence in Wxing the exact form of the curse of Oedipus. We cannot be certain
beyond doubt that any single deWnitive form of words was given in the Oedipus:
within the Septem itself, the three versions at 697, 727 V. and 788 V. 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 suVerer. He inherits not just guilt but

a propensity to incur fresh guilt himself, and he is thus always in

some degree responsible for his suVering.’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.45 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 Wfth-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.47

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 suVer for their forefathers’ transgressions.
A pointed expression of discontent is attributed to Bion: › ªaæ B�ø� 	e� Ł�e� Œ�º����	Æ
	�f� �ÆE�Æ� 	H� ����æH� ª�º�Ø�	�æ�� �r�Æ� ���Ø� NÆ	æ�F �Øa ����� �����ı ŒÆd �Æ	æe�
�Œª���� j �ÆE�Æ �Ææ�ÆŒ����	��. (Plut. De sera 19. 561c¼ 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 diVerences
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 �����, 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
Wgure, 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, à 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 Wfth 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 ownmotivation-set, his death as Wfth 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 Wght his brother to the death, he entertains an over-savage

desire (T���ÆŒ� . . . ¼ªÆ� ¥��æ�� 692). Eteocles openly agrees: ‘Yes,

for . . .’ (ªaæ 695). He identiWes his father’s curse as the reason for his

desire but is manifestly not of a mind to Wght it, in what has been

called a ‘peculiarly bizarre and exceptional’ acceptance of the external

impetus.48His eyes, he says, are dry.49 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: Ł�H� �Ø���	ø� �PŒ i� KŒ��ª�Ø� ŒÆŒ� (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 sacriWce; (iii) time for the �Æ��ø� to

simmer down (surely the implication of the choric suggestion at

705 V., 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.50 In this conjunction of divine

48 Pelling (1990a), 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 aZicted 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., à propos the problem of freedom and double motivation, the interesting

suggestion of Mogyoródi (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 V.),
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and human, external and internal impetus, Eteocles shows himself

‘der erste ‘tragische’ Mensch der Weltdichtung’.51 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 diVerently

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.53 They relate

Wrst 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 Zº��� ¼ªÆ� �Æ�ı�Ł��� (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 	æ�ø picks up the opening ���æØŒÆ of

720). The family unit, riddled with interconnected woes, is a locus

not of prosperity and positive �Øº�Æ but of the dangerous and

destructive throughout its generations: J j����Ø ���ø� ���Ø �ÆºÆØ�
j �E�Ø �ı��Øª�E� ŒÆŒ�E� (739–41: ‘O new suVerings 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 �ÆºÆØa� ¸Æ)�ı �ı���ıº�Æ�

(801–2: ‘the ancient unwisdoms of Laius’). They have indeed divided

their substance with Scythian iron (818–19), fulWlling their father’s

curse in a fate all too communal (�Æ��ø� Œ�Ø�e� . . . I���E� ¼ªÆ�

before putting on the I��ªŒÆ� . . . º��Æ���� (‘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 V.

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-à-

dire à Laios’.
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814).54 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.56

We have discerned above, in our consideration of the Agamemnon,

a play of similarity and diVerence 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 V.), I follow the numeration of
Page’s OCT.
55 Cf. Bacon (1964), 27 f.: ‘The deWance of Eteocles and Polyneices is also com-

pared by verbal echoes to the deWance of Laius.’ Bacon adduces the further corres-
pondence 842 � 846: ¼�Ø�	�Ø (of Laius) � ¼�Ø�	�� (of Eteocles and Polyneices).
56 See also the treatment of moral inheritance in Dover (1974), 83–95. Add to his

���Ø�-passages (i) (in favour of the importance of ���Ø�) Soph. frr. 567, 808 Radt;
and (ii) (against its importance) fr. 667: ��ººH� �
 K� ��ºı�º�Ł�fi Æ ��º�	ÆØ j �h	
 I�

�Pª���ø� K�Łºe� �h	
 I�æ��ø� j ª���� I�d ŒÆŒ��· �æ�	H� �b �Ø�	e� �P��� (‘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 ª���� I�� is an emendation of Lloyd-Jones for 	e º�Æ�)—a
sentiment directly contrary to the atmosphere of the end of the Septem.
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count for comparatively little beside it.57 The opposition between

Eteocles and Polyneices that reaches its height at the end of the

Redepaarenowcollapses utterly, and nothingmore 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 uniWcation 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 aYliations

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 Septem’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 eVect 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 Wrst 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 I say nothing of the ��ºØ�-aspects of the Antigone-like scene 1005–Wn., 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 Wgure 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 diVerent play.59 The author of

the Aristophanic hypothesis identiWes the Septem as its source: "

�ıŁ���Ø�Æ Œ�E	ÆØ �Ææ
 `N���ºfiø K� � ¯�	a K�d ¨�Æ� �ºc� 	B�


 *�Œ��	�� (‘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 �ÆæÆ�º�æø�Æ	ØŒ�� (‘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 (��æ�� �PŒ ��	Ø �æ��Æ	�� . . . �P���e� ���ŒÆ . . .
�æ���ææÆ�	ÆØ �Øa Œ��B�: ‘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).60 The choruses, moreover, have attracted criticism

both in antiquity and more recently.61 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 diVerent 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 naı̈ve 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 �æe� �P�b� 	ÆF	Æ . . . 	a ��æd ˇN����ı� ŒÆd 	c� &��ªªÆ �Ø�ª�E	ÆØ 	a ��ºº�ŒØ�

�Næ����Æð& 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 Wrst
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 diVerent principles, em-

phasizing diversiWcation and multi-directionality rather than simpli-

city.62 Three relevant diVerences 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 Wgures.

(ii) The Septem has a simple and tightly controlled bi-partite struc-

ture, emphasizing Wrst ��ºØ� and later blighted family. However, in

the middle of the Phoenissae, attention veers sharply away from the

doomed royal house towards the voluntary self-sacriWce 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 eVect.

(iii) Aeschylus makes Eteocles himself the Wrst 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 Wrst 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.63 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 diVerences may be said to fall on the side of greater

complexity: the earlier play seems much simpler by comparison.

62 Mastronarde (1994), 3 V., identifying the mode of composition as ‘open’ rather
than ‘closed’: ‘The open structure is not to be viewed as a failed eVort at closed
structure, but rather as a divergent choice that consciously plays against the world-
view of closure and simple order.’ This magniWes the diYculty of detecting extended
interpolations on structural grounds: Euripidean canons of relevance in this play are
inclusive enough to make it diYcult 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 eVect. But we shall
show that these elements are more than mere ornament.
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I shall suggest that each of these diVerences has a bearing on the

interpretation of inherited guilt in the tragedy. Euripides’ response to

Aeschylus, we shall see, involves a very diVerent 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 Wrst-person verbs and pronouns (10, 12,

13 etc.). Laius is ���e� ���Ø� (35: ‘my husband’). Oedipus is 	e� K�e�

T���ø� ����� (30: ‘the labour of my own birth-pangs’), �ÆE� �����

(33: ‘my son’) and K�e� �ÆE� ˇN����ı� (50: ‘my son Oedipus’). He is

	�ºÆ� in killing his father and marrying his mother (53), while he has

cast on their children Iæa� . . . I���Øø	�	Æ� (67: ‘most unholy curses’).

The whole account ends with an impassioned prayer to save ‘us’ (85).

She does touch on the Wrst 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 I��º�Œ��Æ (‘transgression’) in disobeying an

unequivocally imperative Delphic oracle:

�c ���Eæ� 	�Œ�ø� ¼º�ŒÆ �ÆØ���ø� ��fi Æ·
�N ªaæ 	�Œ����Ø� �ÆE�
 ; I��Œ	���E �
 › ���,
ŒÆd �A� �e� �rŒ�� ���	ÆØ �Ø
 Æ¥ �Æ	��.

(18–20)

Do not sow a furrow of children against the will of the gods: for if you beget a

son, your oVspring 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 V. etc.): Ł�Œ	fiH �Ø�æfiø �H�Æ �ØÆºÆ��E� 	��� (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.64 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 V.). 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 inXuence pervades the present

play, and her inclusion as a stage actor complicates the dramatic

eVect considerably. Jocasta is not a distant, dead, and vaguely appre-

hended source of misfortune, but an engaged, suVering and some-

times vocal character. Her attempts to mediate in the Wrst episode

reach a pitch of pitiful anguish at the end of the agon (618 V.), 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 oV to make a last

and desperate attempt at reconciliation: ‰�; j� �b� �Ł��ø j �ÆE�Æ�
�æe º�ª���; ���e� K� ���Ø ���� (1280–1: ‘since, if I reach my children

before their duel, my life is saved’). Finally, in the Wfth episode, the

second messenger relates her suicide as a sequel to her sons’ mutual

slaughter—ŒÆd 	a �æe� 	��	�Ø� ŒÆŒ� (1427: ‘and the further misfor-

tunes’)—extending the catastrophe back into the previous gener-

ation. �A� . . . �rŒ�� (‘the whole house’) does indeed wade through

blood, as Apollo warned. Jocasta’s bond with Eteocles is aYrmed by

the wordless touch of his �ªæa� ��æÆ (1439: ‘his enfeebled hand’) and

that with Polyneices by his dying speech. Her Wnal act, ��æØ�Æº�F�


IlvoEm ��æÆ� (1459: ‘casting her arms about them both’), heightens

and complicates the emotional eVect of their uniWcation in death,

adding an element absent from and quite foreign to the lamentation

at the end of the Septem. The steady and digniWed closural movement

of the Aeschylean play leaves no room for anything like this surpris-

ing, pathetic, and indeed rather overwrought Euripidean touch.65

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 diVerent
question. The brothers’ compromise, leading to their quarrel, is of course an instance
of that ironic fulWlment 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 fulWlled by the very means intended to negate it.

65 My position on Septem 1005–Wn. 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

uniWcation 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 chieXy 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 Wrm treatment of him at the end of Sophocles’ Oedipus

Tyrannus.66 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 �Øa . . . 	�f�
Iº��	�æÆ� j 	�f� ���� (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–Wn.
Mastronarde (1994), 591–4, discusses the various arguments. As he notes, at 593,
‘[D]oubted passages make a real diVerence 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 deWning
diVerences 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 Septem), 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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�e� Iº��	øæ (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, Iæa� �ÆæÆºÆ�g� ¸Æ)�ı ŒÆd �ÆØ�d ����

(‘having received Laius’ curses and passed them on to my children’),

though this was not compassed ¼��ı Ł�H� (1611 V.: ‘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 ramiWcations 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 Wgure 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 Wrst 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 Wrst 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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*�: �Æ	æe� �P ������Ł
 
 ¯æØ�F�; —�: Kææ�	ø �æ��Æ� �����.

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 ðl�Ææ	�� I�ÆŁH�Þ, which precipitated the curse and will

lead to their deaths (872 V.). This recalls the semantic Weld of Laius’

I��º�Œ��Æ 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.69 In the exodos, moreover, Oedipus says

that he is not so I����	�� (‘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 diVerent 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.70 It is

in the working-out of this folly that Euripides’ interpretation diVers

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.’71

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 Œ�Ø�a . . . ��ºø� ¼�� (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 �ÆŒ���Æ� 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.’72 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 Wrst stasimon, fulWlled

an oracle of Apollo (638 V.), one of the many Delphic pronounce-

ments that run through the play.73 This, the Wrst object of the chorus’

reXections, is the moment the signiWcance of which Teiresias will

later identify: it is the source of the wrath of Ares that must be

propitiated by the sacriWce of Menoeceus (931 V.). Already the

chorus has provided important background to the action. Next

they relate the internecine killings of the Spartoi (670 V.). This

provides a Wrst slaughterous taint in the bloodline, more generally

applicable to the polis than the speciWcally Labdacid woes of the

prologue and Wrst episode. This incident, which falls between the

Wrst 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 aZicts 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

�ı��Æ��ø� . . . �æØ� ¼ººÆ . . .�Æ��ø� ˇN�Ø���Æ ŒÆ	a ���Æ	Æ ŒÆd

��ºØ� (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 signiWcant 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 V.; and the oracle to Oedipus in the third stasimon (1043 V.).
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presence in this ode. The epode freewheels through the generations,

from the Spartoi, ¨�ÆØ� Œ�ººØ�	�� Z��Ø��� (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 eVorts

to scout out the pollution aZicting 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 Septem 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 ��ºØ� in the Wrst two plays.74

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: ��Æ� ��Æ� (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 diVerence 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
suVering 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. 302V.,
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, [o Sphinx].’75 It is only at the

end of the ode that the boy’s self-sacriWce will be praised. First we

must hear of another danger overcome, Oedipus’ victory over the

Sphinx, ŒÆºº��ØŒ�� J� ÆN�Øª��	ø� (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 selXess 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’.76 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 Wtting that these

cataloguers of familial woe should conclude their song with the

word 
 ¯æØ��ø� (1307), which, in a diVerent 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 diVerence within successive generations,

75 Pace Mastronarde (1994), ad loc., who sees no ambiguity. The misdirection
requires only that �Æ��ø be able to bear the sense of ‘go’ no less than ‘come’, which of
course it can (LSJ 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 ��ºØ� of

Thebes is thoroughly tainted from its very inception.77 Heredity is

the choric armature of the Phoenissae, the framework that articulates

and informs the text. The Wnal 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

Wrst half of the Septem and that play’s subsequent and explosive

familial anagnorisis. The closing tragedy of Aeschylus’ connected

trilogy is a very diVerent creation from Euripides’ single, long, and

‘open’ tragedy, which condenses into a single play enough gener-

ational matter from the myth to Wll 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 Septem 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 Wrst
word of the Septem is ˚����ı; ��Ææ	H� . . . I��æH� (‘the Spartoi’) are mentioned at
412; and the Sphinx appears on Parthenopaeus’ shield (539 V.) and brieXy in the
contextualizing ode at 720 V. 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 oVers 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 Phoenissaewas the thirdmember of a connected trilogy

Oenomaus–Chrysippus–Phoenissae. The corrupt and fragmentary Aristophanic hypoth-
esis with its ŒÆd ªaæ 	ÆF	Æ › ˇN���Æ�� ŒÆd +æ��Ø���� ŒÆd <> �fi���	ÆØ (‘and indeed
Oenomaus andChrysippus . . .<> 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 V., makes the further point that the
Phoenissaemakes 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 conWdence that, even if the
Phoenissae was third in a loosely connected trilogy, then that trilogy was constructed on
very diVerent 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 V.). To Creon also

falls the task of consulting Teiresias, for Eteocles has oVended 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 V.). In the

agon-scene, moreover, it is he who is in a furious rage, with ��Ø�e�

Z��Æ ŒÆd Łı��F ����� (454: ‘dreadful aspect and breaths of rage’). His

antagonist Polyneices is not the bogeyman of the Septem, but if

anything a sympathetic Wgure. Indeed, the Wrst portion of the Wrst

episode (261–445) allows him to present himself unopposed as a

reasonable and a wronged man, �P �ØŒÆ�ø� I��ºÆŁ��� (369: ‘unjustly

driven out’). He has suVered all the humiliations of exile (388 V.).

And when he does return to his native city, he must come tearfully

(366 V.), 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 diVerent 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 modiWca-

tion of its dramatic economy. The Aeschylean Polyneices does, of

course, claim ��Œ� 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.79 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

diVerent 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 Wgure, 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 :

—�: I�	Ø	����ÆØ Œ	��H� ��: ¯	: ŒI�b 	�F�
 �æø� ���Ø. (622)

Pol.: I 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 conXict, 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 V.), while Eteocles explicitly deiWes

Tyranny (504–6), and will do anything to keep hold of that great

goddess, in whose name I�ØŒ�Æ (‘injustice’) is as Wne 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

Wrst 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 �æø�. They are diVerent

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 diVerent ways. But have we lost sight of ��Œ�? There is no trace in

these tragedies of the kind of divine justice thatwas 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 recurrentmisfortunes 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 ��Œ� that

strikes the innocent progeny of sinners, and against which Bion was

later to protest.80 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 Wtting 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 Wnd 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.
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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 fulWls his father’s

curse. In Euripides’ Phoenissae, the same is true of both Eteocles and

Polyneices, though the working-out of the process is diVerently

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 deWxiones (the

so-called ‘curse-tablets’ or ‘binding spells’) in some tragic passages

where in fact we Wnd 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 Wrst 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



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 deWned as ‘a prayer that harmmay befall someone’,

and indeed to treat curses as a species of prayer is fruitful.1 A more

nuanced deWnition of curses has been articulated by a New Testament

scholar, who deWnes 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 fulWlment 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 deWnitions 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 deWnition

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.3 On

the other hand, the mention of the supernatural in the deWnition

implies an awareness that it is not proWtable to treat as a curse proper

such exclamations as ��ºº
 �N� Œ�æÆŒÆ� (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. Iæ�; and Et. Gud. s.v. Iæ�, suggesting an etymology I�e 	�F ÆYæ��ŁÆØ 	a�
��EæÆ� K� 	fiH �h���ŁÆØ (‘from raising the hands in prayer’). It is a well-known lexical
feature of Greek that certain words may mean both ‘curse’ and ‘prayer’. Iæ�, Iæ���ÆØ,
and Iæ�	��, �P� and ŒÆ	�����ÆØ can all refer to both cursing and praying, though
some words compounded from the two roots are more specialized, e.g. ŒÆ	�æÆ never
¼ ‘prayer’, always ‘curse’; ŒÆ	�ı� never ¼ ‘curse’. For an attempt to clarify the
semantic Welds of �h���ÆØ and Iæ���ÆØ, see Pulleyn (1997), 59–76, with doxography.
2 Büschel (1964), 449.
3 This curse is considered in detail below, p. 71 V.
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make any genuine appeal to the supernatural, nor are they buttressed

by any real expectation that they will Wnd fulWlment.4

If the quiddity of curses is to be identiWed in the context of Greek

tragedy, they must be distinguished on the one hand from prayers in

general and on the other from deWxiones. 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 eVectively only where injustice

has been done.5 DeWxiones, on the other hand, appeal to a diVerent

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 eYcacious 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 fulWl 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 Wction 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.7 But, even if they are not

so easily distinguished, curses and deWxiones do present discernibly

4 Note, à 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 �P�H�; �P ŒÆ	ÆæH�; ƒ�æ�ØÆ (‘a priestess of
prayers, not curses’).
5 Parker (1983), 197.
6 TheHippolytus is 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. Il. 19. 259–60, Aesch.

Eum. 395: ��e �Ł��Æ 	��Ø� ���ı�Æ (‘having my appointed place below the earth’). For
Erinyes and curses, cf. Aesch. Septem 70: %æ� 	
 
 ¯æØ�f� �Æ	æe� " ��ªÆ�Ł��� (‘and
Curse, the mighty Erinys of my father’), id. Eum. 417: %æÆd �
 K� �YŒ�Ø� ªB� ��Æd
Œ�Œº��ŁÆ (‘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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diVerent aspects: we sense some deWnite 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 deWxiones.8

DeWxiones 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.9 But regardless of individual circumstances, the lever-

age that a deWxio 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 deWxio is a ‘silent and lasting inscription . . .While the

oYcial cult always continues with the spoken word, the invocation of

the written word is used to serve magical ends.’10 Indeed, some

tablets explicitly describe themselves as ‘letters’.11 Moreover, voces

mysticae, characteres, and Wgurines, those peculiar and sometimes

chilling features of the deWxio, seem to suggest that the power of the

gods above and their governance of human morality are insuYcient

to achieve the desired end, even where a wrong is thought to have

been done.12 Instead, the initiators have recourse to the gods below.13

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

9 E.g. DTA 98. 6–7: I�ØŒ������� ªaæ ��e ¯Pæı�	�º���ı ŒÆd j ˛����H�	�� ŒÆ	Æ�H
ÆP	��� (‘for being wronged by Euryptolemus and Xenophon I bind them down’);
DTA 100. 11–12: 	��	�ı� Œ�º��ð�Þ	ð�Þ (‘punish these people’); DTA 102. a.4, where
˜�Œ� 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 deWxiones
specifying that the author has been wronged. He notes that some aggrieved people
will in practice have resorted to both curse and deWxio.
10 Burkert (1985), 75. On the public nature of the curse and the private nature of

the deWxio, see further Graf (1997), 128 V., with references.
11 Cf. DTA 102. a.1–3: 
 ¯�Ø�	�f�gºc� j ����ø� j ½��Æ���ð�Ø�Þ Œ	º. (‘sending a

letter to the spirits’).
12 It 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 1336V., where Iphigenia’s incantations include ��æ�ÆæÆ ��º�, ‘foreign songs’:
cf. Graf (1997), 218–19 with n. 29.
13 In the Attic deWxiones collected in DTA, Hermes is of all divine powers much the

most frequently invoked, e.g. 84. b.2: ŒÆ	Æ�H /æ��ø�Æ �æe� 	e� � ¯æ�B� (‘by Hermes
I bind down Tryphon’). He is sometimes addressed under the aspect of Œ�	����,
e.g. 88; and often as �Ł��Ø��, e.g. 83. ˆB, 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. DeWxiones by no means always claim the moral high

ground.14 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 inXuence is entered, one that has often

been called magical. DeWxiones, then, presuppose a modus operandi

diVerent from those presupposed by prayers and by curses.16 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.17 SuYce it to say that marked diVer-

entia are identiWable between these two particular phenomena.

The mechanisms involved, though apparently pervasive in daily

life from at least the Wfth century bc to the end of classical antiquity,

are not prominent in the world of tragedy. The speciWc magical

elements found in deWxiones are extant, to my knowledge, in only

one place in the genre if at all.18 This one passage is the so-called

—æÆ�Ø��ŒÆØ 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 Wrst 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

deWxiones proper. Cf. e.g. P. Paris 574. 1246–7 (a C3 AD spell for casting out a �Æ��ø�
from a possessed man): �� ������ø �����E� I�Æ�Æ�	���Ø� j Iº�	�Ø� Œ	º. (‘I bind you
with adamantine bonds that cannot be loosed’).
17 On the magic–religion distinction, see e.g. Luck (1985), 4 V.; papers in Faraone

and Obbink (1991), passim, e.g. 20, 92, 188 V.; Graf (1997), 2 V. 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 inXuence of

deWxio, when Pelops, all boldness and conWdence, makes his successful prayer to
Poseidon, asking the god: ���Æ��� �ª��� ˇN�����ı ��ºŒ��� (76: ‘restrain the brazen
spear of Oenomaus’). Cf. Gerber (1982), ad loc.
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‘binding song’ in the Wrst 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 reXects not only

deWxio in general, but speciWcally the numerous binding spells in-

tended to incapacitate an adversary in the law-courts.19 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.21

This is of course a binding-song, involving both music and dance.

The essence of the deWxio 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 Wfth-century examples. Tragedy as

a genre is quite capable of introducing exotic and foreign, or appar-

ently foreign, elements when the occasion demands.22 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. & Aesch. Eum. 303: �PŒ I��Œæ��fi �: j I�	d 	�F �P�b I�	Ø�ø���Ø� ��Ø;
Iººa ��F ��ıº�����ı ºÆº�E� 	e �Ł�ª�Æ ��Ł��	ÆØ (‘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. o���� . . . ����Ø�� ter (306; 331–2¼ 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 deWxiones increase in number diachronically. The earliest tablets
are generally the simplest: cf. Ogden (1999), 6–10, 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 deWxiones.

It should be repeated that this is an exceptional passage in the

surviving tragic corpus.23 Indeed, the very absence of such material

from other places where deWxio might conceivably be introduced

deserves attention: tragedy depicts plenty of enmities and rivalries

of appropriate kinds. In Aeschylus’ Septem, we Wnd 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 deWxio 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.25 If we make the thought-ex-

periment of inserting deWxiones into those places in tragedy where we

in fact Wnd 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 deWxiones are employed than

when a victim is cursed without their aid. Perhaps the deWxio 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 V.).
25 Other 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. ÞØ��	���Ø (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 ��æ�ÆŒÆ (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’ (K������) the courses of moon and stars. Cf.
Hunter (1989), ad loc. Magic does of course Wgure 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 V., 509 V.
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oVers less scope for moral complexity. The victim of a binding, if it is

eVective, 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 theHippolytus (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 conWdent of its fulWlment. He adds to his

curse the sentence of exile, lest it fail: �ı�E� �b ���æÆØ� ŁÆ	�æfi Æ

���º��	ÆØ (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

deWxiones 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.27 The notional diVerence of mechanism

between curse and deWxio is, I think, one reason why the latter is

less common in, and perhaps less appropriate to, tragedy. This

diVerence was long ago adumbrated by Wünsch: ‘Nam cum saepe

eveniret, ut sero numinis vindicta aut numquam adsequeretur mal-

eWcum, 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 diYculty with the notion that a prayer or sacriWce 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 oVering in Hom. Il. 6.
Hecabe has gone to great trouble, but the goddess nods upward nonetheless (Il. 6.
286–311).
27 Of course, none of this is to say that in tragedy curses are not generally fulWlled,

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 ratiWed
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 deWxiones 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:

. . . I��ªŒ�
��ª�ºø� ª�ø�H� ŒÆd �ØÆ��ØH� Y�Æ ŒÆd 	a Þ�Æ	Æ 	�Œ	�Ø�:
Œ¼ººø� �NŒe� 	�f� "�ØŁ��ı� 	�E� Þ�Æ�Ø ������Ø �æB�ŁÆØ:

(1058–60)29

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 deWnes it as �����Ø� �æ���ø� ���ı�Æ�Æ� ŒÆd 	�º��Æ�

��ª�Ł�� K������ Œ	º: (Poetics 1449b24: ‘an imitation of an action that

is serious and complete, and that possesses a certain magnitude’).30

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.31 Moreover, the deWxio regularly

28 DTA ‘Praefatio’, ii. We need not wholeheartedly accept the terms of Wünsch’s
opposition between religio and superstitio to take his point about diVerent spheres of
operation. See also Parker (1983), 198 noting that deWxiones, unlike curses, require
‘reinforcement through magical techniques’.
29 Cf. Russell (1964), xxxii–xxxiii.
30 On Nietzsche’s very diVerent 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 deWxio-like practices, as Il. 13. 434–41, where Poseidon ‘fetters’
(������) the limbs of Alcathous so that hemay be slain by Idomeneus. The unfortunate
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involves writing. And though writing does Wgure 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.33 In theHippolytus, Phaedra’s tablet is very

vocal, but the words that it is said to call aloud are false.34 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

deWxiones. Curses must be pronounced: they are fundamentally per-

formative and lend themselves well to moments of high drama. The

deWxio, 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 Wxed 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
‹� 	�� �
 IŁÆ��	ø� ����fi Æ ŒÆd ����� Œ�º��Ł�ı (‘Which of the immortals fetters me and
has held me back [lit. ‘bound me’] from going my way?’).

32 Writing is crucial in Sophocles’ Trachiniae (both the ��º	�� left behind by
Heracles and the purely metaphorical ‘tablet’ on which Deianeira has recorded the
Centaur’s instructions for the proposed love-charm, 683: �ÆºŒB� ‹�ø� ����Ø�	�� KŒ
��º	�ı ªæÆ��: ‘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, Wrst attested in the earliest Greek
literature, in the one Homeric reference to writing, Il. 6. 166 V.
34 See below, n. 60.
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at least, out in the open, before some audience.35 In this respect too,

the curse diVers markedly from the less open, less public deWxio.

To conclude this discussion of deWxiones 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 deWxio. (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 satisWed 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 deWxio. (iii) The

tragic curse is by its nature spoken aloud, not written. Tragedy is very

shy of presenting writing as an eYcacious 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 diVer in these respects not only from deWxiones 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 ���Ø� (‘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.36 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 f. or Eur. Phoen. 1610 f.
is a ‘literal curse.’ (See further below, pp. 64–6.) See also EM 134. 15 s.v. Iæ�: j I�e
	�F @æ���; �ºÆ�	ØŒ�F Z�	��; Iæa " �º��� Œ	º: (‘curse: either from Ares, who is
harmful; curse ¼ harm . . .’) and Hesychius A 6922 s.v. Iæ�. But it is with Iæ�
‘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 eYcacious in their cursing: ‘kings, parents, priests, magis-

trates, and the like—who represent whatever in society most demands

reverence’.37 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 �rŒ�� or ª���� root and

branch.38 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 ��æ�ÆŒÆ

or attempts to interfere with the corn supply is to perish together

with his ª����.39 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 signiWcance 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

suVering and on the other the tendency of later generations in a

house to exhibit self-destructive traits of character and dispositions

of choice.40 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
K�e� �ÆE�
 ; and at Eur. Phoen. 67 V. Jocasta describes her sons’ anxieties lest their
father’s curse be fulWlled. For the universally agreed eYcacy of certain fathers’ curses
in myth, see Plat. Leg. 931b–c: ˇN����ı�; �Æ���; I	Ø�Æ�Ł�d� K����Æ	� 	�E� Æ�	�F
	�Œ��Ø� L �c ŒÆd �A� ����E 	�º�Æ ŒÆd K�Œ�Æ ª����ŁÆØ �Ææa Ł�H�; 
 `���	�æ� 	� (���ØŒØ
	fiH !Æı	�F K�ÆæA�ŁÆØ �ÆØ�d Łı�øŁ��	Æ ŒÆd � *���º�	fiø ¨���Æ ŒÆd !	�æ�ı� ¼ºº�Ø�
�ıæ��ı� (‘Oedipus, we say, when he had been dishonoured, laid on his own children
curses that everyone always says were fulWlled 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 ŒÆ	
 K��º�ØÆ� (‘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.41

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’.42

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 (& MAB Eur. Phoen. 1760) are as

follows:

ƒ�	�æ�E —���Æ��æ�� ‹	Ø ŒÆ	a ��º�� 	B� � ˙æÆ� K����Ł� " &�dª� 	�E�

¨��Æ��Ø� I�e 	H� K���	ø� ��æH� 	B� `NŁØ���Æ�; ‹	Ø 	e� ¸�Ø��

I����Æ�	Æ �N� 	e� �Ææ������ �æø	Æ 	�F +æı�����ı; n� læ�Æ��� I�e 	B�
—����; �PŒ K	Ø�øæ�Æ�	�: q� �b " &�dª�; u���æ ªæ���	ÆØ; 	c� �Pæa� ���ı�Æ
�æÆŒÆ����· I�Ææ����ı�Æ �b �ØŒæ�f� ŒÆd ��ª�º�ı� ŒÆ	�ŁØ��; K� �x� ŒÆd
`¥���Æ 	e� ˚æ���	�� �ÆE�Æ ŒÆd � *��Ø�� 	�F ¯Pæı����ı 	�F 	�E�

˚��	Æ�æ�Ø� �Æ���Æ����ı: q�Æ� �b ¯Pæ������ ŒÆd 
 ˙Ø���f� ıƒ�d 0�ª��	��
	�F `N�º���ı ŒÆd (ıº���Œ��: › �b� �s� � *��Ø�� ŒÆd ����� J� ��e 	B� &�Øªªe�
I�fi �æ�Ł�; › �b 
 ˙Ø���f� ��e 	�F ˇN�����ı; n� 	æ���� ŒÆd �ƒ –ºº�Ø ����	Bæ��:
�æH	�� �b › ¸�Ø�� 	e� IŁ��Ø	�� �æø	Æ 	�F	�� �����: › �b +æ��Ø���� ��e
ÆN������ !Æı	e� �Ø��æ�Æ	� 	fiH ����Ø: 	�	� �b� �s� › /�Øæ���Æ� ‰� ���	Ø�
�N�g� ‹	Ø Ł���	ıªc� q� › ¸�Ø��; I��	æ���� ÆP	e� 	B� K�d 	e� %��ººø�Æ ›��F;

41 M. West (1999), 44. 42 M. West (1999), 40.

Curses 61



	fi B �b � „æfi Æ �Aºº�� 	fi B ªÆ���	�ºfiø Ł�fi A Ł��Ø� ƒ�æ�: › �b ÆP	e� K���Æ�ºØ���:
I��ºŁg� 	���ı� K�����Ł� K� 	fi B ��Ø�	fi B ›�fiH ÆP	e� ŒÆd › "������ ÆP	�F; K��Ø�c
�	ıł� 	fi B ���	ØªØ 	e� ˇN�����Æ: Œ	���Æ� �b ÆP	�f� �ŁÆł� �ÆæÆı	�ŒÆ �f� 	�E�
ƒ�Æ	��Ø� I������Æ� 	e� �ø�	BæÆ ŒÆd 	e ����� 	�F ¸Æ�ı ŒÆd ��æH�· 	e �b

–æ�Æ ����	æ�łÆ� ��øŒ� 	fiH —�º��fiø; �r	Æ �ª��� 	c� ��	�æÆ º��Æ� 	e
ÆY�Øª�Æ: ��	a 	ÆF	Æ �b Łı��Æ� 	Ø�a� K�Ø	�º��Æ� K� 	fiH ˚ØŁÆØæH�Ø ŒÆ	æ��	�
��ø� ŒÆd 	c� 
*�Œ��	�� K� 	�E� O��Æ�Ø: ŒÆd ªØ�����ø� ÆP	H� ��æd 	e� 	����
KŒ�E��� 	B� ��Ø�	B� ›��F �������Ł�d� K���Œ�ı� 	fi B 
*�Œ��	fi � 	e� 	���� ŒÆd 	e

�æAª�Æ �Ø�ª�Æ	� ŒÆd 	e� �ø�	BæÆ ���Ø���: " �b ��Ø�H� ��æ�ı�Æ ‹�ø�
K�Ø��Æ· Mª���Ø ªaæ ıƒe� Z�	Æ: ŒÆd ��	a 	ÆF	Æ qºŁ� 	Ø� ª�æø� ƒ�����ıŒ�º��
I�e &ØŒıH���; n� �r��� ÆP	fiH 	e �A� ‹�ø� 	� ÆP	e� �yæ� ŒÆd I���º�	� ŒÆd 	fi B
0�æ��fi � ���øŒ�; ŒÆd –�Æ 	a ���æªÆ�Æ ÆP	fiH K���Œ�ı� ŒÆd 	a Œ��	æÆ I�fi 	�Ø 	�
ÆP	e� 	a �ø�ªæØÆ· ŒÆd �o	ø� Kª���Ł� 	e ‹º��: �Æ�d �b ‹	Ø ��	a 	e� Ł��Æ	��
	B� 
 *�Œ��	�� ŒÆd 	c� ÆP	�F 	��ºø�Ø� �ª���� ¯Pæıª���� �ÆæŁ����; K� w�
ÆP	fiH ª�ª��Æ�Ø� �ƒ 	���Ææ�� �ÆE���: 	ÆF	� ���Ø —���Æ��æ��:

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. NowHippios, though

a foreigner, was slain by the Sphinx, and Eioneus by Oenomaus, in the same

way as the other suitors. Laius was the Wrst 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 oVer sacriWces 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 oVered certain sacriWces

on Cithaeron, he set oV 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 horriWed 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.43

Sophocles, we are told, ‘took it for granted that his audience would

realize that a curse inherited from Laius rested upon Oedipus’.44 If

nothing is found in Sophocles to conWrm 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’.45 This argument raises two questions,

questions that must be separated: Wrst, 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

oVspring before it may even be asked whether this curse was later

inherited. The only other discernible means whereby Laius’ oVspring

might labour under an inherited curse is if a curse were pronounced

upon Laius and his oVspring 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 oVspring 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 signiWcance. As has recently been pointed out, ‘Critics have often

43 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 120–24.
44 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 Wfth-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 Wnds 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.’49 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 Oedipodeia; (ii) a late mythographic composite;

and (iii)—the prevalent view—the work of a Hellenistic prose

author.50 ‘That text certainly cannot be used as evidence for the

presence of the Chrysippus-story in the epic Oedipodeia.’51 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 V.

the chorus identiWes 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 �æ��H� 
 ¯æØ��� (603), which he himself quotes: see below. In Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus, Teiresias’ reference to a ��Ø����ı� Iæ� 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 ‘baZed 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. ConXation or confusion
of diVerent 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 aVected 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 TGF¼ &
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 Marte’.53 Only one source, another

scholion on the Phoenissae, speaks of an inherited curse (& MAB Eur.

Phoen. 60): �Æ�d� ‹	Ø —�º�ł +æı�����ı ±æ�Æª��	�� ŒÆ	�æ��Æ	�

���æØ �Æ��ø� �r�ÆØ 	e ŒÆŒ�� (‘They say that Pelops, after the rape of

Chrysippus, cursed him so that the misfortune should extend to his

children’). ThusWest concludes that there is no good evidence of early

date that an inherited curse lies on the Labdacids anywhere in tragedy.

52 Oedipus says at the end of Euripides’ Phoenissae: �ÆE��� 	
 I��º��f� �	�Œ��; �R�
I��º��Æ; j Iæa� �ÆæÆºÆ�g� ¸Æ)�ı ŒÆd �ÆØ�d ���� (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: curse1 ¼ ‘misfortune’; and curse2 ¼ ‘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 curse2 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 V.). It is hard to see why 1610 f.
should not in principle imply either that Oedipus cursed his sons as Laius cursed him
(�ÆæÆºÆ��� . . . ����); or that he inherited a curse from Laius—i.e. a curse2 pro-
nounced upon Laius and his oVspring, which was then passed down through the
generations. Mastronarde, ad loc., identiWes three possibilities. (i) ¸Æ)�ı is a subject-
ive genitive: Laius has pronounced a curse on Oedipus which Oedipus has passed on
to his sons. (ii) ¸Æ)�ı is an objective genitive: Laius has been cursed himself,
doubtless by Pelops, ‘which would provide the only allusion to the Chrysippus
story within Phoen’. (iii) Iæ�� is used in a ‘loose and assimilating manner’ of Laius’
misfortune: it refers not to a curse2, but to a curse1. 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.54 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.55 (ii) Pelops cursed bothAtreus

and Thyestes, his sons by his second wife, for their jealous murder of

Chrysippus, his son by his Wrst wife.56 (iii) Chrysippus was abducted by

Zeus.57On the basis of this multiplicity of incompatible versions, West

concludes: ‘The inherited curse was not a Wxed element in thismythical

complex but an accessorymotif that could be Wtted in at various points,

according to the changing horizons of individual authors.’58

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 Wrm support. If we Wnd 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 suVering 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 Iæa ��º��	���� (‘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
justiWcation for Wlling up songs with mythical reXections’. 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. El.
504–14. At Eur. IT 192–3, ÞØ�Æd —�º���� (‘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 Wnd 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 suVering

from some blight or misfortune, even where no curse proper has

been spoken, is sometimes indistinguishable from the eVect 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.59

Where an inherited curse does obtain, does it ever enjoy crucial

and primary importance for a play or trilogy? It will be proWtable to

examine Wrst 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 signiWcant acts of

59 The Greek noun Iæ� (‘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 IæÆE�� (‘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.60 In form, his

curse, which is called Iæ�, is very prayer-like. It involves an invoca-

tion of Poseidon, who is Theseus’ father and has promised him three

IæÆ�. Let him destroy Hippolytus this very day, �Y��æ "�E� þ�Æ�Æ�

�Æ��E� Iæ�� (887–90: ‘if indeed you have bestowed upon us true

curses’): characteristic elements of prayer are clearly present.61 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, 	a� K�a� Iæa� ���ø� (‘respecting my

curses’), then let him suVer 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

fulWlment: 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 fulWlment, in that it brings the departing Hippo-

lytus to the seashore where the bull appears. Hippolytus’ chastity, his

Wdelity 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 OæªÆ� (1417: ‘rage’)

are satisWed, 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

fulWlment are in diVerent 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 Wrst 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. ��fi A
��fi A ��º	�� ¼ºÆ�	Æ (877): the letter is said to cry aloud.
61 Cf. the typology of Greek prayers in Pulleyn (1997), esp. 15–18.
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ŒÆ	�����ÆØ �b 	e� ���æÆŒ�	
 ; �Y	� 	Ø�
�x� J� º�º�Ł�� �Y	� �º�Ø��ø� ��	Æ,
ŒÆŒe� ŒÆŒH� �Ø� ¼��æ�� KŒ	æEłÆØ ����.

(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.62 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 (KŒ	��Ø�� 1340), describing

himself as 	e� ŒÆ	ÆæÆ	�	Æ	�� (1345: ‘the most accursed one’): not

only has his injunction that the killer be driven out come home to him

(241�1381 f., 1451 V.; 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.63

As has often been remarked, his unceasing endeavours to save the city

precipitate his own downfall, and his conWdent, 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 Wgure of authority: Oedipus and Theseus

are both kings, and Theseus is also Hippolytus’ father.64 (ii) Each

curse is pronounced in full solemnity at a crucial point in the plot

and Wnds its fulWlment 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 eVects on

both characters and on their families.

62 Regardless of whether ŒÆ	�����ÆØ 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: ����Ø� IæÆE��; ‰�
Mæ��Æ	� (‘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 Wnally abased and polluted Oedipus.
64 Oedipus’ 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 Antigone is a case in point. Antigone’s wish �c

�º��ø ŒÆŒa j ��Ł�Ø�� j ŒÆd �æH�Ø� KŒ��Œø� K�� (927–8: ‘may they

suVer no more misfortunes than they unjustly inXict upon me’),

described as a curse by GriYth, is not an ancestral curse and is not

even aimed at any Labdacid.65 Despite its apparent fulWlment in the

misfortunes suVered later by Creon and his family, it is not for

present purposes interesting.66 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.67 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’.69 He

adduces good arguments in favour of some notion of generational

continuity in misfortune and even of inherited guilt. Moreover, he

oVers 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 V., 857 V.) is not in

65 GriYth, ad loc.
66 Even the very weakest and humblest can sometimes curse eVectively. In the

Odyssey, the broken-down slave woman at the mill curses the suitors for putting her
to this shattering work. �F� o�	Æ	Æ ��Ø����ØÆ�, 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 Wgures whose curses are supposed to be particularly eYcacious, but her
words are subsequently ratiWed nonetheless. That this wish or curse is indisputably
fulWlled 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 IæÆE�� ¼ªÆ��� –�
 j Kªg
��	�ØŒ�� (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 fulWls 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 Iæ�ÆEÆ 	a ¸Æ��ÆŒØ�A� . . .
��Æ	Æ (594–5: ‘the ancient troubles of the Labdacids’), in the

absence of an explicit curse reference, and since the Chrysippus

aVair 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. �æ��H� 
 ¯æØ��� (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.70 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.71

The curse is clearly aimed at the whole family, �o	ø� Oº��ŁÆØ �A� 	e

—º�Ø�Ł���ı� ª���� (1600 V.: ‘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 deWxiones 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 Wgure 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 V.
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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.72 Of

course, in this play and the trilogy as a whole the importance of the

deeds of former generations must not be minimized.73 The previous

chapter has discussed the importance of inherited guilt in the Ores-

teia. The Cassandra-scene of the Agamemnon, which contains proph-

ecies that are indubitably fulWlled, 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 magniWcently 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.74 There is much talk of ˜�Œ� 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-justiWcation 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 Agamemnon 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. �Hº��, 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 ŒºFŁ� �ı�; t ��	�æ (332: ‘hear now, O father’) is strongly reminiscent of

e.g. Chryses’ prayer to Apollo in Iliad 1: ŒºFŁ� ��ı; Iæªıæ�	��
 (37: ‘hear me, god of
the silver bow’). Cf. Pers. 638, 665, on which see Groeneboom (1960), ii. 135 V. On
Orestes’ nerving himself for the deed of matricide in this passage, see Croiset (1965),
219–21, and Sier (1988), 70 V.: the invocation of Agamemnon ‘hat dem Sohn die
innere Festigkeit gegeben, die ihn zum Handeln befähigt’ (70).

72 Curses



speakers’ resolve. The lines 402–4, assigned by Hermann to the

chorus, appear to implicate an Erinys in the family’s succession of

deaths:

��fi A ªÆæ º�Øªe� 
 ¯æØ�f�
�Ææa 	H� �æ�	�æ�� �ŁØ���ø� ¼	��
!	�æÆ� K��ª�ı�Æ� K�
 ¼	fi �.

For destruction calls upon an Erinys, bringing from those who died before

another ruin on top of ruin.

Orestes’ injunction in the succeeding stanza, ��ºıŒæÆ	�E� Y���Ł�

�ŁØ���ø� %æÆ� (406: ‘behold, you mighty Curses of the dead!’), is

of a piece with this, as the capitalization of %æÆ� in Page’s text

suggests.75 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 personiWed 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.76 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 ª����. 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 justiWcation 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 conWrmed in his resolve as an avenger, he can be regarded

as deWnitely subject to this supernatural mechanism of causation,

and an allusion to the general Weld of an ancestral curse, if not

indubitably to a curse as such, is not inappropriate. In this trilogy,

75 I print Page’s text of 406. The text of the MS, and that printed byWest, 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.77 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 ediWce, placed

signiWcantly at a load-bearing point in the structure.

There is more talk of curses and Erinyes in the climactic stand-oV

between Orestes and his mother. In the excited stichomythia of

908 V., 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: �P�b� �����fi � ª���Łº��ı� Iæ��; 	�Œ���; to which he replies:

	�Œ�F�Æ ª�æ �
 �ææØłÆ� K� 	e �ı�	ı��� (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.78 The Nurse in the previous episode has oVered 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 ��	æe� KªŒ�	�ı� Œ��Æ� (‘grudge-

bearing hounds of the mother’), which Orestes deftly parries by

adducing those of his father. Of course, both the exodos of this

77 I 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
Wtting 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 V.) if he does

not do the deed.79 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 inXected 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 insuYciently 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.81 It is less prominent, for

example, than the all-pervasive preoccupation with retributive ��Œ�.

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 Iæ�c ŒÆŒH� (‘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.
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Agamemnon’s murder and who is likely to rejoice in it out of Wlial

piety and for other reasons. To treat the Agamemnon like some highly

wrought and unusually sophisticated murder mystery, as though it

should be expected to oVer some Wnal 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 Oresteia; 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 Wnd himself or herself thinking that it

is not the curse of Thyestes alone that draws the work together, but

the fact that diVerent woes come to a head in the careers of very few

persons: there are many reasons for the many suVerings of this single

oikos. Inherited guilt and Erinyes, two other facets of extreme familial

disorder, are no less important to the feverish aZictions 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 deWxiones 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 deWxio 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 deWxio

to a medium in which, as Aristotle notes, suVerings within families

are of paramount importance.83

83 Aristotle, Poetics 1453a18–19, b19–22, and see above, Ch. 2.
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4

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 diVering 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 signiWes, we must have an eye to

the Xow 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 Wrst 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 Wnd 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 Wnd, Aeschylus’ play helps us to

deWne the province and limitations of tragic Erinyes.



Erinyes are called by Burkert ‘the embodied curse’, and in one

passage of tragedy they conWrm this identiWcation 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, Wrst when Phoenix relates his own father’s

curse on him (Il. 9. 454–6, �	ıª�æa� �
 K��Œ�Œº�	
 
 ¯æØ�F� Œ	º.: ‘and

he called on the hateful Erinyes’), and again in the Meleager-paradigm

(Il. 9. 571–2, 	B� �
 M�æ���E	Ø� 
 ¯æØ��� j �Œºı�� K� 
 ¯æ�����Ø�;
I���ºØ��� q	�æ ���ı�Æ: ‘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 fulWl a deWxio, or they may silence a

talking horse.2 They may correct the path of the sun or punish oath-

breakers.3 They may avenge kin-murder even when no explicit curse

has been uttered; and be invoked as explanations of atewhere murder

and equine locution are not at issue.4 They may be euphemistically

called Eumenides and identiWed with the Semnai Theai.5 Their Weld

of operation appears at Wrst sight to overlap not only with curses, but

1 Burkert (1985), 181. %æ� may become a daimon in itself, and may be identiWed
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 ��	�N %æ�; j ����Æ� 	� Ł�H� �ÆE��� 
 ¯æØ���� (‘lady Curse, and dread
Erinyes, children of the gods’); and Strubbe (1991), 42 with n. 100.
2 DeWxiones: 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
deWxiones]’. Horse: Hom. Il. 19. 417, with &, noting: K���Œ���Ø ª�æ �N�Ø 	H� �Ææa
���Ø� (‘for they are the overseers of things contrary to nature’).
3 Path of sun: Heraclitus fr. 94 DK (¼ fr. 226 KRS): lºØ�� �P� ���æ���	ÆØ ��	æÆ· �N

�b �; 
 ¯æØ���� �Ø� ˜�Œ�� K��Œ�ıæ�Ø K��ıæ��ı�Ø� (‘the sunwill not exceed hismeasures:
otherwise, the Erinyes, agents of Justice, will Wnd him out’). Oaths: as early as Hom. Il.
19. 259–60: Agamemnon, swearing that he has not laid hands onBriseis, invokes, among
other powers, 
 ¯æØ����; Æ¥ Ł
 ��e ªÆEÆ� j I�Łæ���ı� 	��ı�	ÆØ; ‹	Ø� Œ
 K���æŒ�� O����fi �
(‘Erinyes, who beneath the earth punishmortalmenwho 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, Il. 3. 276 V. at 278–9. Both of these are
moments of high drama, crucial to the pace and Xow 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: K�
�Œ�	fiø ºÆŁ�F�� �� j ��ÆØ�
 
 ¯æØ�f� "���ÆE� Kł�ı������ (2–3: ‘an Erinys, going un-
noticed in darkness, beguiled me, deceived in my pleasures’).
5 Though no extant passage in Aeschylus’ Eumenides explicitly conWrms the name

Eumenides, cf. the play’s Hypothesis 3–4, 	a� �b 
 ¯æØ��Æ� �æÆ1�Æ�Æ [sc. %Ł��A�
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also with keres.6 They may appear in the Xesh, 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-

lytus is just as signiWcant and just as real as the physical archery of

Artemis in Sophocles’ Niobe (fr. 441aa, 441a Radt).7 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 Wrst appear to Orestes alone and sub-

sequently hound him over many weary miles.8 The earliest literary

references to the Erinyes, in the Iliad and Odyssey, attach unattractive

epithets to them: the Erinys is �Æ��ºB	Ø�; �	ıª�æ�, and M�æ���E	Ø�
(respectively Hom. Od. 15. 234, Il. 9. 454, 9. 571 etc.).9 Moreover,

�æ���ª�æ�ı��� ¯P�����Æ� (‘[Athena], mollifying the Erinyes, named them Eumen-
ides’; reading �æÆ1�Æ�Æ with West for the �æÆ1�Æ� of MS M, which would make the
subject of the sentence Orestes) � Harpocration s.v. ¯P�������; Page, app. crit. ad
1027; and West, app. crit. ad 1028: ‘veri simile est autem Minervam Furiis hic nomen
¯P�����Æ� indidisse . . .’

6 The two may be identiWed, e.g. Eur. El. 1252: Orestes is to be hounded by ŒBæ�� . . .
Æƒ Œı���Ø��� Ł�Æ� (‘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:. . . 	�Œ�Æ j ˝����� ŁÆ���	Æ ¸����ı 	�����Æ�Ø� (‘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 (½I�������ı�Æ� �b K�d ŁæÆ� . . . ½��º�Ø� K��ªÆº�æ��½���
���� Œ	º.: ‘sending them oV 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 ��	æe�

KªŒ�	�ı� Œ��Æ� (Cho. 924: ‘the mother’s grudge-bearing hounds’, and cf. Soph. El.
1388: ¼�ıŒ	�Ø Œ���� ‘inescapable hounds’; Eur. El. 1342–3: Œ��Æ� 	���� ‘these
hounds’), and see Vidal-Naquet (1990a), 158 V., noting the role of animal imagery
in this play’s presentation of the Erinyes. On his account, their reconWguration as
tutelary deities of Athens is marked by their transformation from bestial huntresses
into gods of agriculture and recipients of non-deviant sacriWce. It may be thought
that to press too hard the animality of these divinities, even within the precisely
deWned bounds of the play’s economy of imagery, is potentially pernicious. For their
elaborate and highly articulate self-justiWcation in the trial scene is, it would seem,
hardly characteristic animal behaviour.
9 On M�æ���E	Ø� see below. �Æ��ºB	Ø� is another fossilized Homeric word of

uncertain meaning. In its contexts it is unlikely to mean anything pleasant: the

80 Erinyes



Sophocles, in an isolated fragment, has /�Ø�g �
 ¼�øŁ�� y��	Ø��y
Æƒ�Æ	�ææ���� (fr. 743: ‘Teiso above, gulping blood’). In Hesiod they

are ŒæÆ	�æÆ� (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).10 In the

exodos of Euripides’ Electra, the Dioscuri call them ��Øæ��æ�Œ��	��

�æH	Æ Œ�ºÆØ�Æ� (1345: ‘serpent-handed, black-skinned’).11 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.12 It may be thought that Aeschylus, who doubtless

had an eye to the dramatic eVect of his embodied Erinyes in the

theatre, exercised considerable inXuence over artists.13

Pausanias attests cults of the following related entities:

(i) A cult of Demeter Erinys in Arcadia (8. 25. 3 V.), where she was

covered by Poseidon and bore the horse Arion, perhaps gaining her

epithet from her wrath at this arbitrary treatment.14 	�F �����Æ	�� �b�

���ŒÆ 
¯æØ���; ‹	Ø 	e Łı�fiH �æB�ŁÆØ ŒÆº�F�Ø� KæØ���Ø� 
̀ æŒ���� (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 horriWc prospect of lovers
separated: Paulus Silentiarius Anth. Pal. 5. 241. 3–4, �Æ��ºB	Æ �Ø��	Æ�Ø�, ‘[daspleta]
separation’. The etymological suggestions of the Suda and Hesychius s.v. betray
desperation.

10 In attempting to describe them, the Pythia Wnds 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—���º�Œ	æ���Ø (52: ‘repulsive’),
Þ�ªŒ�ı�Ø (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 AVita of Aeschylus claims that when the Eumenides was produced, the entrance

of the chorus so shocked the audience ‰� 	a �b� ��ØÆ KŒł��ÆØ; 	a �b ���æıÆ
K�Æ��ºøŁB�ÆØ (‘that children expired; foetuses miscarried’). On this Wctional account,
their shocking eVect on the Pythia within the conWnes of the play was matched by their
powerful inXuence over the spectators of the drama.
14 Cf. Burkert (1985), 138.
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annoyed erinyein’). It has been suggested, on the strength of a

number of archaeological Wnds from Mycenae, that this cult is

a survival from Mycenaean religion, preserved into historical times

in the relatively secluded backwaters of Arcadia.15

(ii) In Sicyon, a �Æe� Ł�H� L� %Ł��ÆE�Ø &�����; &ØŒı��Ø�Ø �b ¯P����
�Æ� O������ı�Ø�, where the deities received libations of honey and

water and an annual burnt oVering 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 L�

ŒÆº�F�Ø� %Ł��ÆE�Ø &�����; � ˙������ �b 
 ¯æØ�f� K� ¨��ª���fi Æ (1. 28. 6:
‘whom the Athenians call Semnai, but Hesiod, in the Theogony,

Erinyes’). He remarks that Aeschylus was the Wrst to give them hair

entwined with snakes, and that their images here had �P�b� ����æ��

(‘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.17

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 sacriWce 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 identiWed with

15 Marinatos (1973). Certain ‘idols’ have been unearthed on the southern slope of
the Mycenaean acropolis, ‘purposely made and painted to represent extremely Werce
and ugly looking female beings’, together with ‘large coiled snakes modelled in clay’:
examples are illustrated in Marinatos’ Wgs. 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 one’s mind’.
16 The identiWcations both of the Erinyes of the Oresteia with the Athenian Semnai

Theai and of the Erinyes of Soph. OC with the Eumenides have been doubted: cf.
Brown (1984), with the rebuttal by Lloyd-Jones (1990). In the course of his attempt to
separate these Wgures, Brown mentions several other possible instances of their cult.
17 Harrison (1903), 238 f., points out that the one instance of ‘worship for the

Erinyes as such’ is in Sparta (Hdt. 4. 149: a ¥æ�� of ‘the Erinyes of Laius and Oedipus’);
and that Clytaemestra’s tragic account of her oVerings to them (Aesch. Eum. 106 V.)
is a transference to these beings of ‘the regular ritual of the dead and of underworld
divinities’: it does not reXect any attested, let alone widespread, Erinys-cult.
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them ‘were hypothetical, imaginary spirits, created in part from bits

and pieces of the literary/mythological tradition and in good part

from Aeschylus’ imagination. In practised religion, at least in the

archaic and classical periods, the Erinyes did not exist in Athens.’18

On this account, the Erinyes of tragedy might be termed a survival of

the distant past: ‘Their Xoruit had been in the past, a past which

Aeschylus conjures up in his treatment of avenging spirits in

the Oresteia.’19 If, even as the tragedians wrote, the emphasis in the

Athenian mind fell, or was fast coming to fall, rather on the human

duty of vengeance than on its divine ministers the Furies, then the

prominence of tragic Erinyes becomes still more arresting. The

human duty to requite is certainly paramount even in that most

Erinys-ridden of works, the Oresteia—but it is paramount in close

conjunction with divine causation. In Aeschylus’ Septem contra

Thebas, moreover, the prominence of Erinyes in the climactic ‘deci-

sion’-scene is undeniable: here again, they appear in tandem with

Eteocles’ very human reasons for Wghting his brother. Previous

chapters contain lengthy arguments for the importance of doubly

motivated action in tragedy where inherited guilt and curses ob-

tain.20 In continuation of this line of thought, it will be suggested

below that the workings of Erinyes in the tragedians, alongside the

force of the mortal vendetta, present a case in some respects parallel.

But cursing and the inherited taint of guilt certainly continued to be

recognized among Athenians in the Wfth century. If Erinyes did not,

and if they therefore savoured of the archaic even at the time of

production, they become an interesting case. It would, of course, be

unwise to speculate too far on the basis of scanty or non-existent

evidence: let us simply bear in mind the apparent disparity between

18 Mikalson (1991), 14. See alsoMikalson (1983), 50 V., quoting Antiphon 4. 1. 2–4.
Cf. Parker (1983), 14 f., on the unreality of Erinyes and alastores in Attic comedy by
contrast with their central importance in tragedy. Parker notes, ibid. n. 66, the ‘homely’
comic employment of language which in the tragedians is lofty and momentous,
including Ar. Lys. 811, 
 ¯æØ��ø� I��ææ�� (‘a bit broken oV the Erinyes’), where the
grim avenging spirits of tragedy are not at issue. Add to his passages Ar. Plut. 423 f.:
Y�ø� 
 ¯æØ��� K�	Ø� KŒ 	æÆªfiø��Æ� Œ	º. (‘perhaps it’s an Erinys from tragedy’).
19 Mikalson (1983), 51–2. Nothing more will be said of the diachronic develop-

ment of Erinyes in cult. Speculations on their earliest forms and nature are excluded
from this account as both fruitless in themselves and largely irrelevant to the
interpretation of tragedy.
20 See Chs. 2 and 3.
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the prominence of tragic Erinyes and their vanishingly small role in

contemporary cult.

Though the Erinyes share common ground with that class of aven-

ging spirit known as Iº��	øæ, they are distinct from it.21 An alastor is

discerned by Clytaemestra in the murder of Agamemnon (Aesch. Ag.

1501, and cf. 1476) and by Oedipus in the future fortunes of his sons

(Soph. OC 787 V.). And when, in the Eumenides, Orestes is pleading

for sanctuary at Athens, he grimly describes himself as Iº��	�æÆ

(Aesch. Eum. 236). This entity may, it is true, ensure the recurrence

of bloodshed in blighted families. But, unlike Erinyes, which may be

single or plural, the alastor is generally single in number, and in

tragedy it does not attain to any substantial degree of personiWcation,

except insofar as a mortal may be identiWed with it. Nor is it conceived

as residing in an aZicted mind or infatuating it. Sometimes, and from

an early date, the word is used loosely of some kind of generalized evil

spirit that causes misfortune outside the familial context. Thus the

Messenger in Aeschylus’ Persae prefaces his description of the rout at

Salamis by identifying the false Greek deserter as �Æ��d� Iº��	øæ j

ŒÆŒe� �Æ��ø� ��Ł�� (354: ‘some alastor or evil spirit appearing from

somewhere’): insofar as the bearer of deceitful information brings

grave misfortune, he must be some kind of alastor.22 In Homer the

word appears only in the Iliad, and is never used of a spirit or

supernatural entity: it is used only as a proper name for several slain

warriors (e.g. Il. 5. 677). In the fourth century, Demosthenes employs

Iº��	øæ only as a term of general abuse for his traitorous adversaries

(Dem. 18. 296, 19. 305). Erinyes, which are not only more vividly

realized but also enjoy a wider range of prerogatives, play in tragedy a

much more prominent and crucial role.

21 Contra Dodds (1960), 55: ‘This sinister capacity of guilt for producing fresh
guilt is ‘‘projected’’ as an evil spirit, or company of evil spirits, for whom the terms
�Æ��ø�, Iº��	øæ, KæØ��� are used more or less interchangeably.’ Of course, an alastor
in its capacity as avenging spirit is perhaps not easily distinguishable from an Erinys
in the same capacity, but for many of the capacities of Erinyes there is no parallel in
the sphere of operation of the alastor. Alastores do not, for example, enforce curses or
prevent the natural order more generally from running awry. Though Erinyes do tend
to bring misfortune, their role as enforcers and guardians of the order of things has a
positive and useful aspect that we do not Wnd predicated of alastores, which do not
police the universe in the same way.
22 Hall (1996), ad Aesch. Pers. 158, notes the frequency of this notion in the Persae,

and remarks on its aYnity with the identiWcation of an unspeciWed Ł��� 	Ø� (‘some god’).
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We shall come in due course to examine the question of the

proverbial implacability of the Erinyes, especially in connection

with their apparent placation at the end of Aeschylus’ Eumenides.

But it is worth noting at this point that there is a highly suggestive

piece of inscriptional evidence from which we may conclude that an

alastor or something very similar did have a real cultic existence

outside literary texts—and, what is more, that this kind of entity

could be propitiated. The text in question is the now well-known

SEG xliii. 630, a lex sacra from Selinous.23 In column B of this

inscription, we Wnd a prescription for the purifying of those who

are beset by entities called Kº��	�æ�Ø (elasteroi). There seem to be

several kinds or grades of Kº��	�æ�� (elasteros) by which a man can be

aZicted, including ���ØŒ�� (‘pertaining to a guest’) and �Æ	æ Ð�Ø��

(‘ancestral’/‘pertaining to the father’).24 The text gives detailed in-

structions for puriWcation.25 In this context at least, it is deWnitely

possible to be rid of elasteroi: hØÆæ�E�� 	�º��� K�d 	 Ð�Ø ��� Ð�Ø 	 Ð�Ø

�Æ�����Ø Ł��Æ� ŒÆŁÆæe� ��	� (col. B 10–11: ‘Having sacriWced a

full-grown victim on the public altar, let him be pure’).26

This is not the place for a detailed discussion of this text. SuYce it

to say, with Clinton’s discussion, that ‘This must be the same Wgure as

the Alastor or Alastoros, hitherto familiar from literature, but here

we see, in real life, puriWcatory measures taken to counteract these

spirits.’27 As such this text is a crucial piece of evidence for the

student of the various avenging spirits of tragedy. Aeschylus—or,

for that matter, Homer—did not invent the notion that a mortal who

has transgressed may be pursued by spirit-avengers. Moreover, what

is at least as important, it is now clear that the monopoly on the

paciWcation of such spirits is not held by Aeschylus’ Eumenides: there

was such a thing in Greek cult, at least at Selinous, and quite probably

in the Wfth century.28When, in due course, we turn to the role of the

Erinyes in the Oresteia, we must bear this in mind.

23 See inter alia the detailed commentary of Lupu (2005), 359–87, with abundant
references; and the helpful study by Clinton (1996).
24 Thus Lupu (2005), esp. 385.
25 ‘Unusually detailed’: thus Lupu (2005), 364.
26 ‘Let him be pure’, correctly, Clinton (1996): strictly speaking, not ‘he shall be

pure’, as Lupu (2005) renders.
27 Clinton (1996), 160.
28 See Lupu (2005), 365, on the possible dating of the text.
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Before we return to Erinyes strictly considered, and their relation

to various kinds of spirit and daimon, let us note column A of this

same inscription (i.e. SEG xliii. 630 col. A). Here sacriWce is pre-

scribed 	 Ð�Ø ˜Ød 	 Ð�Ø ¯P����E (‘to Zeus Eumenes’) and to the Eumen-

ides. Zeus Eumenes is not otherwise attested, and certainly does not

elsewhere receive cult in company with the Eumenides.29 In this

context, Zeus Eumenes and the Eumenides seem to be ‘kindly

chthonian deities’ having ‘nothing to do with the destructive

Erinyes’.30 So here we have another surprise, another otherwise

unknown cultic practice. This too must be born in mind by the

student of tragedy, and especially the student of the Oresteia. But

now let us return to our discussion of Erinyes proper and consider

brieXy their relationship with another important class of spirit.

Erinyes can also be distinguished from the Œæ or ŒBæ��, with

which they are sometimes identiWed. The province of ŒBæ�� is at

the same time more generalized and more limited. These entities are

intimately associated with the death and disease, more or less per-

soniWed, that hangs over a man insofar as he is mortal.31 There may

have been a time in the Golden Age when men lived

����Ø� ¼	�æ 	� ŒÆŒH� ŒÆd ¼	�æ �Æº���E� ����Ø�

����ø� 	
 IæªÆº�ø� Æ¥	
 I��æ��Ø ŒBæÆ� ��øŒÆ�.

(Hes. WD 91f.)

Far removed from evils and hard toil, and from baneful diseases which

bestow keres on mortals.

But now every man is susceptible to a ker or keres, whether or not he

is a killer or accursed. In Homer the phrase Œcæ . . . ŁÆ��	�Ø� is

29 Thus Lupu (2005), 370, ad col. A. 8–9.
30 Lupu (2005), 370. Contra, see the important paper Henrichs (1991). Henrichs

argues against the kind of sharp disjunction to which Lupu subscribes here, seeing
instead in the Erinyes a uniting of contradictory aspects. In their very nature,
Henrichs argues, the chthonians, including the Erinyes, encompass both curse and
blessing, both good and evil, an ambivalence esp. sharply formulated in Attic drama.
On this account, it would seem that the association of Erinyes and Semnai Theai/
Eumenides would not have been as outlandish to the Oresteia’s contemporary
audience as it has often seemed to modern classicists. Perhaps, it might be argued,
the Erinyes are more inherently ambiguous than we tend to allow.
31 For the various Greek notions of powers governing human fortune and mor-

tality, see Ch. 6 below.
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frequent (Il. 2. 302, Od. 11. 398 etc.: ‘ker of death’). Odysseus

coordinates Ł��Æ	�� ŒÆd ŒBæÆ (Od. 12. 158), ‘where the two words

death and Ker are all but equivalents’.32 This Homeric employment of

the term comes close to the notion of an individual’s fate. Where

Achilles speaks of his choice of lives (Il. 9. 410 V.), it has been

remarked that ‘there is strongly present the idea of the diversity of

fates’.33 In Sophocles, Odysseus describes the aZicted Philoctetes

with his chronic wound as ���H� . . . �ÆºÆØfi A Œ�æ� (41 f.: ‘sick with

an ancient ker’); and in Euripides’ Phoenissae, Teiresias prophesies

that, if Menoeceus is sacriWced, he will cast ��ºÆØ�Æ� ŒBæÆ over the

eyes of the Argives (Eur. Phoen. 950: ‘black ker’).34 Erinyes, on the

other hand, are never conceived as the generalized ills of the Xesh to

which all are susceptible alike. Keres, it may be said, deWne the limits

of mortal vulnerability: Erinyes deWne the limits of what is lawful, in

life and in the cosmos, and they punish transgressions of these

ordinances. In general, they do not attach themselves to mortals

unless called into action by whatever means: thus �YŒø� ªaæ

�PŁı��Œø� j ŒÆºº��ÆØ� ��	��� ÆN�� (Aesch. Ag. 761 f.: ‘the fate of

straight and just houses bears fair children always’).35 In other words,

though they may occasionally be presented as creating more or less

random misfortune, Erinyes are not fates of death or disease any

more than they are generalised ‘evil spirits’.36

32 Harrison (1903), 174. Much of this paragraph is ultimately indebted to Harri-
son’s account of keres in her ch. 5.
33 Harrison (1903), 175.
34 Harrison (1903), 167, implies that at the root of this usage is the idea of the ker

causing blindness. Speculations as to the original nature of these beings aside, we may
accept Mastronarde’s gloss on the line, ad loc.: ‘Primarily of the cloud of grief and
misfortune [that will envelop the defeated Seven] . . . but also with a suggestion of the
darkness that closes over the eyes of those who die in battle’, comparing 1453.
35 So Dodds (1960), 55–6: ‘They [the Erinyes] are not everywhere at work . . . we

are to think of them as generated by a speciWc deed of blood . . . or by the curses of its
victim.’ Cf., from the Wrst century bc, Cicero, Pro Sexto Roscio 66, on furies and the
‘macula’ attendant on the shedding of a father’s or mother’s blood, which ‘permanat
ad animum, ut summus furor atque amentia consequatur’.
36 The notion of the ‘random’ Erinys, i.e. the Erinys whose workings are not, or are

not obviously, part of some deWnite and discernible pattern, is found in the earliest
poetry: this idea seems to underlie Agamemnon’s explanation of his infatuation at
Hom. Il. 19. 86 V., where the emphasis is on the notion of an impenetrable and
	ÆæÆ�H��� (‘troublesome’) divine realm dispensing ate willy-nilly. (This notion is, of
course, a godsend to a man of Agamemnon’s haughty and unyielding temper.) But
the notion of an Erinys whose workings are more intelligible and regulated is also
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This concludes our consideration of the relationship between

Erinyes and various other classes of troublesome or avenging spirit.

We have noted one or two suggestive pieces of evidence about

implacability and the potential for puriWcation: further discussion

of these nuances will be found later in this chapter.37

The name 
 ¯æØ���, which is attested in the Mycenaean tablets, has

been variously etymologized.38 Pre-modern suggestions are very

various and sometimes smack of desperation: to take one example,

the contention of the EM and Et. Gud. that the name comes �Ææa 	e

	a� Iæ�� I���Ø�, that is ‘from their fulWlling curses’, is unpromising.

These early attempts tend to strike at readily identiWable character-

istics of the Erinyes, conceived as untiring chthonic deities who may

fulWl an executive function in realizing curses and punishments.

Modern etymology has come no closer to a solution. Uncertainty is

widely admitted, and Chantraine states bluntly: ‘Pas d’étymologie’.39

The Erinyes may be the children of Gaia (Hes. Theog. 185) or of

Night (Aesch. Eum. 321 f., 416). They are agreed to be creatures of

early date, older than the current aristocracy of Olympian gods and

capable of working their work on them as well as on mortals: even a

god who has been wronged may be thought to have his or her

Erinyes.40 It is also quite conceivable to present them locked in

very early: the ��	æe� 
 ¯æØ���� (‘mother’s Erinyes’) that aZict Oedipus at Hom. Od.
11. 280 belong to the pattern familiar from later texts, as does the curse-enforcing
Erinys of the Cyclic Thebaid (fr. 2 Davies).

37 See below, p. 104.
38 In CV 200. 8 an oVering of oil is apparently made to e-ri-nu, an Erinys or

Erinyes. This instance has therefore been thought to have a closer aYnity with the
Demeter Erinys of the historical period than with the Erinyes of tragedy, but, as CV
conclude, ad loc., her or their ‘early status is uncertain’. Some modern speculations on
the origins and early career of the Erinyes are summarized in Lloyd-Jones (1990), but,
as things stand, they cannot be more than speculation. On Mycenaean Wnds possibly
conWrming a Mycenaean cult of Demeter Erinys, see above, n. 15.
39 Chantraine (1968), s.v. Erinys.
40 Antiquity: it is entirely appropriate that at the end of Aeschylus’ Eumenides the

apparently reconWgured Eumenides should assume their home ªA� ��e Œ��Ł��Ø�
Tªıª��Ø�Ø� (1036: ‘deep in the primeval recesses of earth’). For the operation of
these agents, and the related agents the ŒBæ�� (cf. Aesch. Septem 1054 V., Eur. El.
1252) upon deities, see Hes. Theog. 211 V., 468 V., with West ad locc., quoting Hom. Il.
21. 412 etc. When, at Il. 15. 201 V., Iris brings to Poseidon Zeus’ order that he desist
from battle, she reminds him ‰� �æ���ı	�æ�Ø�Ø� 
 ¯æØ���� ÆNb� ����	ÆØ (204: ‘since the
Erinyes always attend on those who are older’). The Erinyes are said to be on Zeus’ side
in this case not because he is supreme god but because under their familial aspect they
follow the elder brother—apparently no less so among gods than among men.
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conXict with an Olympian. ‘Les E[rinyes] . . . ne se soumettent en

aucune façon à l’autorité des dieux de la jeune génération.’41 When

they silence Achilles’ horse in the Iliad, it is Hera, no mean goddess,

who has endued it with speech in the Wrst place (Hom. Il. 19. 407 V.).

In Aeschylus’ Eumenides the Erinyes are the adversaries-at-law of

Apollo, which implies equality—or at least a notional parity in that

they are not subservient to him: the ultimate equality of votes cast

(N��ł���� ��Œ� 795) further reinforces the reality of their claim in the

play.42Moreover, Athena is at great pains to placate them in the Wnal

scene, urging them �c �Ææı�	��ø� ��æ�Ø� (794: ‘to bear it without

heavy groaning’, tr. Collard).43 She panders dexterously and untir-

ingly (�h	�Ø ŒÆ��F�ÆØ Œ	º. 881) to their injured sense of honour

(¼	Ø��� 780 ¼ 810 � �PŒ I	Ø��fi Æ ��Ł�� 796; ��Œ ��	
 ¼	Ø��Ø 824;

�����	Ø��� 833; 	Ø�A� �Æ�ÆØA� 845 ¼ 879 � 	Ø�Ø�	�æ�� 853; 	Ø��Æ�

��æÆ� 854–5; �P 	Ø�ø����� 868; ð���	
 Þ ¼	Ø��� 884; �r�ÆØ �ØŒÆ�ø� K�
	e �A� 	Ø�ø���fi � 891, etc.). Not only are they worth placating: they

are also very hard to placate. The persistence and obstinacy that they

have demonstrated in their pursuit of Orestes is not dispersed by

their legal defeat. Only after lengthy persuasion do they announce:

�����ÆØ —Æºº���� �ı��ØŒ�Æ� (916: ‘I shall accept the opportunity to

dwell with Pallas’). We shall be concerned later with the changes in

the Erinyes’ position, and perhaps outlook, that occur in this play

and in the Oresteia as a whole. This introduction of Erinyes on to the

tragic stage, unique in extant tragedy, will presently demand close

attention.44

Since tragedy is much concerned with curses and familial dysfunc-

tion, the workings of Erinyes might be expected to play a prominent

part in the genre, as indeed they do. Like ��Œ� and curses, Erinyes

may be invoked to suit the purposes of the speaker, and it follows that

they may be important in a play without being introduced as characters.

41 LIMC iii. 1 s.v. Erinys.
42 On the vexed question of the voting in this trial-scene, see below.
43 On 794, see Goldhill (1984), 263.
44 Of course other minor divinities appear elsewhere in tragedy: thus (e.g.) the

author of the PV introduces Kratos and Bia; Heracles appears ex machina in Soph.
Phil.; and Iris and Lyssa are characters in Eur. Her. and the Discouri in Eur. El. But of
these examples, three are straightforwardly personiWcations, one is both the rainbow
and a minor Olympian in her own right, and the remainder are heroes. None,
therefore, is precisely comparable with the Erinyes.
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In fact, there is only one certain instance of Erinyes appearing on

stage, when they serve as the chorus of Aeschylus’ Eumenides: they

may or may not appear in the exodos of his Choephori and in that of

Euripides’ Electra.45 Moreover, though Erinyes may madden their

victim, there are instances of tragic madness in which Erinyes are

neither cause nor means. In Euripides’ Heracles, a play in which

Erinyes might be thought suitable participants in the maddening of

Heracles, the agents are instead Iris and Lyssa. Pentheus in the

Bacchae and Ajax in his name play are maddened by the direct action

of Dionysus and Athena respectively.46 Thus, while the Erinyes are

capable of causing insanity, not all insanity is attributable to them.

Again, though they may punish familial transgression, there are

many instances of such transgressions being punished by other

means. In particular, inherited guilt, as we have already seen, need

not be mediated by an Erinys.47 So while the Erinyes are agents of

punishment, they are not the agents of all punishment.

It has emerged that Erinyes resist a simple summation of their

attributes and functions: though their character is in a sense strongly

marked, to describe and delimit them concisely is not easy. We may

have a clear sense of what the operation of an Erinys feels like, of what

atmosphere attends on their workings, but this sense is not easily

articulated. To conclude our preliminary survey of their nature and

prerogatives with an artiWcially concise formulation: a possible sum-

mary of their functions would be that in their various aspects they

preserve and enforce ˜�Œ� in its broad sense of ‘the order of things’.48

45 At the end of Aesch. Cho. Orestes sees the Furies, though the chorus does not;
and at the end of Eur. El. the Dioscouri refer to Erinyes with a deictic pronoun (	����
1343, and see above), though the chorus, Electra, and Orestes give no indication
whatsoever that they can see the creatures. These are of course not the only instances
in tragedy of one character seeing something that is not visible to other characters or
to the audience: compare Cassandra’s uncannily true visions in Aesch. Ag., or, in the
context of clearly marked madness and delusion, Pentheus’ deranged vision in Eur.
Bacch. and Ajax’s delusion in Soph. Aj. On deluded vision in tragedy as providing
special access to truth, see Padel (1995), 78–81 and 95–6. The idea that madness
accesses a diVerent truth of its own is also found in recent times, e.g. in the account of
schizophrenia given by R. D. Laing: see Laing (1990), passim, esp. 37–8, on the heavy
price paid by schizophrenics for ‘transvaluating the communal truth’.
46 On the maddening of mortals by gods in tragedy, see Padel (1995), esp. 210–18.
47 See above, Ch. 2.
48 For this expansive and inclusive notion of ��Œ�, see Lloyd-Jones (1971), 83 V.

and passim.
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Of course, to pin down their nature is problematic not only because

of diachronic change, but also because of synchronic multiplicity.

Alongside the changing role and prominence of the Erinyes through

time must be set their multi-faceted and polymorphous character

within the genre of tragedy. We shall see that these very attributes,

their mutability and their complex and ramifying nature, are essen-

tial to the uses which the three tragedians make of them. I shall argue

that Xuidity and multiplicity of connotation are crucial to the work-

ings of tragic Erinyes. It will emerge that the embodied and articulate

Erinyes of Aeschylus’ Eumenides are the exception that proves the

rule. Whereas the immanent functioning of Erinyes, which is regular

in tragedy, is characterized by their polyvalence and intractability,

Aeschylus’ Erinyes-made-Xesh are both extremely speciWc and lim-

ited in their functioning and at the same time ultimately exorable and

tractable. We begin by returning to a pair of plays that we have

already had occasion to consider in detail.

Aeschylus’ Septem contra Thebas and Euripides’ Phoenissae have

been considered above, in Chapters 2 and 3. I have argued that a close

examination of both inherited guilt and curses is required for the

interpretation of both these plays, though neither text demands, as

some have thought, that we posit an inherited curse on the family.

The two dramas are very diVerently conceived and constructed; but

in both the House of Laius as a familial unit, in all its involutions and

multifarious corruptions, is of central importance. While the Phoen-

issae traces its catalogue of inter-related disasters back to Cadmus’

arrival at the site of Thebes and the internecine murders of the

Spartoi, the Septem rests content with the transgression of Laius

and the curse of Oedipus on his sons. In these sagas, with their

recurrent slaughter and their reiteration of disastrous dispositions

of choice in successive generations, the Erinyes might well be

expected to Wgure. Two of their central aspects, their avenging of

kindred blood and their enforcement of curses, seem at Wrst sight

superbly Wtted to the workings of the Labdacid myth. This expect-

ation is borne out by the texts, but in interesting ways. I shall now

make yet another foray into these two plays, in order to show that the

role of Erinyes is both closely related to and at the same time distinct

from the roles of curses and inherited guilt. It is possible to tease

apart the strands of this formidable causal nexus more precisely than
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might at Wrst appear. An inherited taint of guilt is one thing; a curse is

another; and an Erinys another still. All three of these phenomena

work in the present texts towards a single end, the mutual killings of

Eteocles and Polyneices. But that is not to say that they do not each

discharge distinct functions. In both plays, Erinyes have a discernible

individuality.

The Phoenissae introduces Erinyes at moments of high drama. At

the end of the agon between Eteocles and Polyneices, Jocasta’s rhesis

of intercession (528 V.) has availed nothing, for neither brother is in

a mood to negotiate. There follows a frenzy of name-calling in more

than twenty lines of rapid antilabe (603 V.). Eteocles claims that

Polyneices has come to spoil the ancestral temples and is hated by

the gods. Polyneices initially refrains from responding in kind, but is

drawn to call Eteocles I���Ø�� (609: ‘impious’), only to be told that

he is the ��º��Ø�� (‘enemy’) of his fatherland.49 Repeatedly insisting

on the wrongs done to him in his exile, Polyneices is considerably

more sympathetic than his brother, who came on stage displaying

��Ø�e� Z��Æ ŒÆd Łı��F ����� (454: ‘dreadful aspect and snorts of

wrath’) and has consistently refused to soften his stance, which is

after all in violation of their agreement. ‘You drive me into exile

without my due share,’ he complains. ŒÆd ŒÆ	ÆŒ	��H ª� �æ��, replies

Eteocles (610: ‘yes, and I shall slay you too’). Now, when internecine

murder has been mooted, Polyneices appeals in the succeeding four

lines to his father, to the polis, and twice to his mother (611 V.).

These are undoubtedly powerful names for any Greek to invoke, but

they are doubly so in the context of the family of Oedipus. The

powers whom Polyneices calls to witness and implicitly thus to aid

him are precisely the powers that are driving him, the accursed scion

of a tainted line, to destruction.50 The familial theme continues to

occupy centre stage through the following lines: Polyneices’ requests

to see his father and his sisters are curtly refused. Bidding farewell to

49 Polyneices has used this word before: I���	�æ�F�ÆØ �Æ	æ���� I���Ø�	Æ	Æ (493:
‘I am most impiously deprived of my fatherland’). Cf. Mastronarde, ad loc.: ‘Beyond
the lack of fair play as man to man, Eteocles has, by conventional standards, oVended
the gods by violating his oath’—one of a number of ‘polluting violations of funda-
mental moral laws’ to which this word applies.
50 This point has been illustrated at length above, Ch. 2, with special reference to

inherited guilt.
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his mother, he proposes to meet Eteocles in single combat and kill

him, a desire which his brother shares:

—�: I�	Ø	����ÆØ Œ	��H� ��: ¯	: ŒI�b 	�F�
 �æø� ���Ø.

*�: t 	�ºÆØ�
 Kª�· 	� �æ���	
 ; t 	�Œ�
 ; —�: ÆP	e ���Æ��E.

*�: �Æ	æe� �P ������Ł
 
 ¯æØ�F�; ¯	: Kææ�	ø �æ��Æ� �����.

(622–4)51

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

Joc.: Ah, woe is me!What will you do, my children? Pol.: The deed will show.

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

perish.

This excited three-way dialogue with Jocasta’s anguished interrup-

tion is a moment of the highest drama and a deciding point in the

play. Eteocles and Polyneices will meet in battle. We know that when

they do, they will kill one another. Thus they will renew in their own

generation all the woes that are traceable to their father, their grand-

father, and ultimately to Cadmus, whose name is the Wrst word of the

following stasimon. The Erinyes burst into the dialogue at precisely

this moment, characterized by Jocasta as the Erinyes not of Eteocles’

oath nor of Laius’ murder but of Oedipus—�Æ	æe� 
 ¯æØ�F� (‘your

father’s Erinyes’). Now we know from Jocasta’s prologue that Oedi-

pus is still alive and virtually imprisoned in Thebes, and that he has

cursed both his sons (63 V.). It seems most natural, then, that the

Erinyes envisaged by Jocasta are the enforcers of their father’s curse,

Ł�Œ	fiH �Ø�æfiø �H�Æ �ØÆºÆ��E� 	��� (68: ‘that they divide this house

with whetted iron’), and that Jocasta sees in their combat the real-

ization of the allotment by whetted iron.52 There is no need to appeal

51 The speaker ascriptions of 623b and 624b are not uniform in the MSS, some of
which give 623b to Eteocles and 624b to Polyneices. Certainty is not attainable: in any
case, manuscript speaker ascriptions have no textual authority. I follow Mastro-
narde’s and Craik’s ascriptions: Diggle adopts the opposite position, giving 623b to
Et. and 624b to Pol. Since the brothers each desire to kill the other alike and equally
(622), it is not of the Wrst importance which one says, ‘The deed will show’, and which
‘Let the whole house perish’, as long as they are allowed one half-line each to maintain
balance. Further arguments are proposed by Mastronarde, ad loc. Note also that
623–4 have been suspected as an actor’s interpolation: Mastronarde rightly defends
them as ‘the needed conclusion to Jocasta’s tragic frustration’, quoting the echo of 624
in 919: �ÆØæ�	ø ��ºØ� (‘let the city go’, tr. Craik).
52 This is not intended to exclude the further nuance that Oedipus’ virtual

imprisonment might also in Greek eyes be seen as the kind of violation of familial
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to the Chrysippus-story to explain this reference. But it is the Erinyes,

rather than the Iæ� itself, that she mentions. She does not do so at

random: to mention Erinyes is to bring into play a diVerent and

wider range of connotations than would be suggested by the mention

of a curse per se.

Curses, as we have seen in Chapter 3, are a powerful instrument in

the hands of the tragedians: they are performative utterances and

may be pronounced on stage; sometimes they are even cast in the

teeth of their intended victim. Thus, as I have illustrated, they lend

themselves perfectly to moments of great dramatic impact in a fully

mimetic genre, as when Theseus curses his son in Euripides’ Hippo-

lytus or Oedipus his in Sophocles’ Oedipus Coloneus. In the Phoenis-

sae, an agon between the two brothers could be imagined in which

Jocasta warned of the dangers of Oedipus’ curse in so many words.

Thus, for example, the Clytaemestra of the Choephori brings arai into

play as well as Erinyes in her attempts to dissuade Orestes from

killing her (Cho. 912, 924). But Jocasta here, by invoking the entity

rather than the utterance, loses nothing in sheer impact and gains

something in polyvalence. It is possible to single out the following

three distinct strands of signiWcance that are suggested by this men-

tion of the father’s Erinyes.

(i) The Erinyes of Oedipus do of course suggest his curse; and, what is

more, they suggest its untiring prosecution. Erinyes are nothing if not

persistent.53 When, in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Cassandra speaks of a

chorus of Erinyes besetting the house, she emphasizes its obdurate

adherence to the place: �h��	
 KŒº����Ø . . . ����Ø; �������	�� ��ø

relations that itself calls the Erinyes into action: see below. The brothers have treated
their aZicted father badly, and as such are liable to punishment by his Erinyes
regardless of his curse. The multi-faceted character and prerogatives of Erinyes
make simple formulations perilous. If beggars have Erinyes in the Odyssey when
they are dishonoured, an ill-treated king who is also a father can be said to have his
own protectresses, however polluted and degraded he may be. (The notion of
Oedipus’ ill-treatment at the hands of his sons is of course early: see above on the
Cyclic Thebais.)

53 When, at a later period, the Erinyes come to be three in number and assume
canonical names, one of them is called Allecto, ‘she who does not cease’. Cf. (e.g.)
Harpocration s.v. ¯P������� and (in a Roman context) Verg. Aen. 7.323 V., where
Allecto is Juno’s power of choice for fomenting discord.
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(Aesch. Ag. 1186, 1189 f.: ‘it never leaves’. . . ‘it abides, hard to expel’).

Indeed, the very persistence that Erinyes display in the discharge of their

functions will come to dominate the later phases of the Oresteia (Eum.

75 V., 139, 225 etc.).54 Even the most eYcacious curse, however surely it

mayWndultimate fulWlment, is a concatenation ofwords of power and as

such cannot compete for dogged adherence with the entities it calls into

existence. In other words, the Erinyes, persisting concrete beings rather

than Xeeting utterances, are the unfailing embodied reminder of the

eYcacy of the speech-act that is a spoken curse. If words cannot always be

trusted, words made Xesh are inWnitely more reliable.

(ii) A curse, I have argued at length, is limited in scope. Erinyes are by

nature multi-faceted, so that their presence can be suggestive of a

complex causal nexus. Mention in this passage of the Erinyes of

Oedipus suggests not only his curse but also the incident that pro-

voked the curse, his ill-treatment at the hands of his sons (63 V.). Even

if no curse had been uttered, this is the kind of event that could in

itself, as a violation of familial norms, call upon the services of Erinyes.

To speak here of a father’s Erinyes, then, carries a rather more pregnant

connotation of familial disorder than a mere curse; and it wholly beWts

the corrupted generational economy of the Theban royal family, in

which the mistreatment of philoi is rife.55 Perhaps we are even invited

to recall a third manifestation of familial disruption, Oedipus’ killing

of Laius: though Jocasta explicitly speaks of the Erinyes of Oedipus,

and not those of Laius, we cannot help thinking also of this other

Erinys-provoking event in recent family history. So this one mention

of Erinyes serves, far more eVectively than a mention of a curse or an

ancestral transgression, to suggest the sheer multiplicity and polyva-

lence of relevant disaster within the family.

(iii) One Wnal connotation is perhaps brought into play. Erinyes

characteristically bring ¼	� (‘infatuation’) to their victim, and the

tragic Erinys has been called ‘ate’s daemonic associate’.56 In the

54 Cf. Fraenkel (1950), ad loc.: ‘Here the poet, with magniWcent simplicity, has
erected one of the supporting pillars of his great ediWce. In this passage the choir of
the Erinyes makes its entry into the trilogy, which it is to dominate until the end.’
55 On Thebes and generational disorder, cf. Zeitlin (1986).
56 Padel (1995), 189, quoting Aesch. Ag. 1432–3.
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context of this agon, in which the two brothers are moving

inexorably towards a terrible and polluting act of mutual fratricide,

it is quite reasonable for Jocasta to discern infatuation in her sons’

attitudes and intentions. Her anguished plea that they seek to avoid

their father’s furies thus carries an additional suggestion, over and

above the curse, that Eteocles and Polyneices are in an abnormal

mental state, such as might be brought about by the operation of

Erinyes.

Thus the very complexity of the Erinyes, the feature of them that

makes adequate deWnition and description diYcult, lends them in

this passage a threefold pregnancy of signiWcance that a curse could

not encompass. Erinyes are persistent; they are polyvalent; and they

aVect the mind of mortals. So does this hold for other texts? Can we

discern other instances of these features? And does Aeschylus’ Eumen-

ides, in which Erinyes are more prominent than in any other tragedy,

serve as any kind of counter-example?

A good parallel for this employment of Erinyes at a climactic

moment in excited dialogue is oVered by Orestes’ Wnal exchange

with Clytaemestra in Aeschylus’ Choephori. In her Wnal stichomythia

(Aesch. Cho. 908 V.), with death almost palpably closing in on her,

she has tried what breasts, fate, and womanhood will accomplish;

and at last she appeals to the Erinyes: ‹æÆ; ��ºÆ�ÆØ ��	æe� KªŒ�	�ı�
Œ��Æ� (924: ‘Take care! Avoid a mother’s grudge-bearing hounds’).

Her warning will turn out to be correct—as is Jocasta’s in the

Phoenissae—but it is still a counsel of desperation. This warning to

avoid Erinyes diVers from Jocasta’s, not least in that it is Clytaemes-

tra’s own skin that she is trying to save rather than that of her sons

and family. But some of the factors that we have identiWed above in

Jocasta’s invocation of the Erinyes are applicable here too. Erinyes

attached to the house have been in play since Cassandra’s mention of

them in the Agamemnon (��æ�� . . . �ıªª��ø� 
 ¯æØ��ø� 1186–90: ‘a
choir of kindred Erinyes’; and cf. 1119: ���Æ� 
 ¯æØ�f� 	��� ���Æ�Ø�:

‘What is this Erinys [that you urge to shriek over] the house?’). And

their Wrst general mention in the trilogy is even earlier, when Zeus in

the chorus’ initial anapaests �����Ø �ÆæÆ�A�Ø� 
 ¯æØ��� (Ag. 59: ‘sends

an Erinys on the transgressors’). In the course of the Wrst play various

layers of familial corruption have been discerned, and in the Choephori
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it is the most recent, the murder of Agamemnon, that assumes

priority. Thus the mention of Erinyes here evokes a wider range of

problems than the dog metaphor, with its suggestion of hunting and

scenting, strictly denotes. ‘The mother’s wrathful hounds’ (��	æe�

KªŒ�	�ı� Œ��Æ�), if they do indeed appear, will be the next step in a

long Atreid progression, as Orestes himself is aware (	a� 	�F �Æ	æe�

�� �H� ��ªø �Ææ�d� 	���; 925: ‘But how am I to avoid those of my

father if I omit to do this?’).57 Apollo has already threatened himwith

various �æ����ºa� 
¯æØ��ø� (283: ‘assaults of Erinyes’) if he does not

do what his father’s murder demands; and Orestes characterises

Aegisthus’ murder as the third in sequence:58

����ı �
 
 ¯æØ�f� �P� �����Æ�Ø�����

¼ŒæÆ	�� Æx�Æ ���	ÆØ 	æ�	�� ���Ø�.

(577–8)

The Erinys, not starved of gore, shall drink a third draught of unmixed

blood.

Line 924 is Clytaemestra’s Wnal appeal. She utters three more lines

before her death (926, 928–9), but these are her last words to Orestes,

her last attempt to dissuade him. And it is no accident that Erinyes

are mentioned here: on her way to her doom, she uses a pregnant

expression that locates this latest familial crisis within the wider

economy of the trilogy. Her words suggest, more economically than

any others could, a complicated multiplicity of misfortune. There is

neither need nor licence to think in terms of any curse laid on Pelops.

But the curse laid by Thyestes on Atreus and reported at the end of

the Agamemnon (1600–02) can be legitimately invoked as a reson-

ance, though by no means a primary one, of these lines: any inter-

necine strife in the family can be regarded as the perishing of the

genos of Pleisthenes. The suggestion of implacability carried by the

metaphor that Clytaemestra chooses is also very much to the point,

both as a threat and as a prediction which subsequent events will very

quickly prove right. Orestes will be feeling and seeing the power of

57 On this employment of animal imagery, cf. Garvie, ad loc.
58 Garvie, ad loc., cautions against taking ‘third’ too literally, and suggests that

‘Orestes, with characteristic wishful thinking, means simply the third and therefore
Wnal drink. This killing is to end the chain of crimes.’
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his mother’s Erinyes only a hundred lines later. By lines 1023–4 he

feels himself carried away by his �æ���� ���ÆæŒ	�Ø (‘my mind hard to

govern’), and twenty lines later an extrametrical exclamation marks

the sudden irruption into his consciousness of the band of Erinyes

(Cho. 1048 V.).59 Averbal echo forcefully underlines the fulWlment of

Clytaemestra’s warning. Beset by hideous Gorgon-like visions invis-

ible to the chorus, Orestes exclaims: �Æ�H� ªaæ Æ¥�� ��	æe� �ªŒ�	�Ø

Œ���� (1054 � 924: ‘for clearly these here are my mother’s grudge-

bearing hounds’). They will indeed hound him, Wrst to Delphi and

then to the Areopagus. The career of these Erinyes as it continues into

the third and Wnal stage of the trilogy, where their implacability is

problematically neutralized, will be more usefully considered after we

have examined certain other crucial appearances of Erinyes in tra-

gedy. In conclusion, the Choephori, like the Phoenissae, introduces

Erinyes at a climactic moment: they obtrude themselves into the play

precisely at the consummation of the latest familial disaster. If curses

tend to be used at moments of high drama, so do their animate

handmaidens, appearing in a curse-like fashion, but connoting more

ramiWcations of disaster than a curse ever could. Both the cardinal

points of the great triptychal structure of the Oresteia, the deaths of

Agamemnon and Clytaemestra, are articulated by the presence of

Erinyes, Wrst on the lips of Cassandra, then on those of Orestes’

victim herself. In the plays that we have considered so far, then, the

importance of Erinyes is both structural and local. They are crucial to

the armatures or frameworks of the plays, as it were; but their

appearances also carry a very great immediate dramatic impact.

Aeschylus’ surviving Theban play exhibits similar features where

Erinyes are concerned. The end of the great central scene of the

Septem oVers that play’s nearest parallel to the agon-scene in the

Phoenissae: this is the point where it emerges for certain that Eteocles

will meet, and therefore kill, his brother. I have argued above, in

Chapter 2, that the Septem emphasizes simplicity and economy in its

treatment of the story, and that Euripides’ more inclusive and diver-

siWed treatment may be regarded as an attempt at a less unilateral and

more complicated dramatic eVect. The later play spans a longer

59 The translation of Collard (2002), 80, rightly gives as a stage direction for 1048:
‘In sudden terror’.
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sweep of time and introduces more characters. Aeschylus’ play is the

third in a connected trilogy, which doubtless covered in its three

members a considerable stretch of familial history. Euripides, opting

for a single unconnected drama, encompasses a longer diachronic

span: the Septem alone, divorced as it now is from the Laius and the

Oedipus, oVers no parallel for the Menoeceus-theme of the Phoenis-

sae, for the presence of Oedipus in the play, or for the introduction of

Polyneices on stage. We are left with a sense, very familiar to the

student of Euripides, that the later poet’s work is deeply engaged with

the earlier—that the Phoenissae appropriates and comments on

Aeschylus’ treatment of the Theban myth, which was performed

more than Wfty years earlier. Euripides demonstrates with almost

ostentatious virtuosity that a single drama on the clash of Eteocles

and Polyneices can quite comfortably reach as far back in time as the

arrival of Cadmus and the internecine slaughter of the Spartoi. He

shows that the many doomed and sinning generations of the Theban

royal house can be traced in some 1,700 lines no less eVectively than

in an entire trilogy. While Aeschylus’ use of trilogic form is symbi-

otically related to his view of catastrophes that unfold through the

generations of a great and doomed family, Euripides demonstrates

that moral inheritance and familial interaction can be crucial to a

praxis within a single unconnected drama.

Just as Erinyes enter into the action of the Phoenissae at the end of

the agon, so, at an equally climactic point, the earlier poet also

introduces them. When Polyneices’ presence at the seventh gate is

announced, Eteocles immediately recognizes that his father’s IæÆ� are

	�º����æ�Ø (655: ‘curses [are] Wnding accomplishment’). He has

mentioned it once before, at the end of the prologue, identifying

curse and Erinys:%æ� 	
 
 ¯æØ�f� �Æ	æe� " ��ªÆ�Ł��� (70: ‘and Curse,

the mighty Erinys of my father’). But nothing more has been said of

it for 600 lines. Whether or not a curse laid by Oedipus on his sons

was prominent earlier in the trilogy, it is certainly not mentioned

between Eteocles’ Wrst and second invocations of it here.60We can do

no more than speculate whether it was a dominant presence, brood-

ing but unspoken, for an audience that had seen the Oedipus per-

formed only hours before. Perhaps the curse will have been felt to

60 More has been said of the contents of the trilogy’s Wrst two plays above, Chs. 2 and 3.
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brood over the Wrst part of the play, an unspoken horror liable to

emerge at any moment, long and fully expected when it appears at

line 655. Or perhaps it was not particularly prominent earlier in the

trilogy, so that its climactic appearance here is its Wrst moment in the

limelight. In any case, the introduction of curse and Erinys at the end

of the Redepaare is undoubtedly explosive.

The poet has taken care to set Eteocles up as an admirable, even a

somewhat sympathetic, Wgure, Wrm and resolute and with the inter-

ests of the polis at heart.61 Now his resolution is turned into the

channel of determined destruction of self and family. It has been

argued above that the character-traits established in the earlier part

of the play are not altered after line 653, but are directed to a

diVerent object. The chorus emphasize that fratricide is polluting

and characterize Eteocles’ state of mind as Łı���º�Łc� ��æ��Ææª��

¼	Æ (687: ‘wrathful spear-raging infatuation’) and his desire to meet

Polyneices as T���ÆŒ� . . . ¼ªÆ� ¥��æ�� (692 f.: ‘an over-savage de-

sire’). In response he expresses the wish that the whole genos go to

destruction, since that is the way god and the wind blows. And to

their second attempt at persuasion he replies that his father’s curse,

��º�ı . . . K�Łæ� (695: ‘hostile [curse] of my dear [father]’), is in

operation.62 Thus, even before the mention of the Erinys in 700, he

displays a curious mixture of resolution and resignation. Eteocles has

not denied that he desires to Wght his brother—quite the opposite

(658–76)—but in parallel with this is a strain of making the best of

things: �Y��æ ŒÆŒe� ��æ�Ø 	Ø�; ÆN������ ¼	�æ j ��	ø· ����� ªaæ Œ�æ���
K� 	�Ł��Œ��Ø� (683 f.: ‘if someone is to bear evil, let it be without

shame; for this is the only gain to be had among the dead’; and

cf. 690 f.). As far as 697, then, it appears that Eteocles feels himself in

the grip of a higher power and is quite unwilling to resist. He looks to

61 Eteocles is acutely conscious of the responsibilities of the ruler and helmsman of
the ship of state: 1 V., 181 V. etc. He will have order and obedience in the polis that he
governs: 224–5. The shield-scene sees him quite unphased by enemy threats and
blazons: at 397 f., 438–9, 516 etc. he gives evidence of supreme fearlessness and
conWdence in the face of these raging adversaries. He is arguably one of the most
sharply and economically delineated characters in Aeschylus. By the time the curse
comes to prominence, we have a very good idea of what sort of man Eteocles is; and
he continues, I argue in Ch. 2, to be this kind of man even when he is about to face his
brother in single combat. It is not his nature but his context that alters at line 653.
62 See above, Ch. 3.
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previous generations to explain this. It is because he labours under

his father’s curse (and in any case the whole race—�A� 	� ¸¼Ø�ı

ª����—is riddled with internecine strife) that he wishes this con-

summation. ‘An over-savage desire drives you to this murder.’ ‘Yes,

because my father’s curse is upon me.’

Even when Eteocles has articulated his position so clearly, the

chorus does not cease in its attempt to dissuade him. They will try

any tactic that carries even the faintest hope of success. If he oVers

propitiatory sacriWce, ��º��ÆØªØ� ���Ø�Ø ���ø� 
 ¯æØ��� (699–700: ‘the

Erinys with black aegis will depart from the house’). This is clearly a

response to Eteocles’ mention of the curse at 695 V., and a desperate

one at that: there is no passage in tragedy, with the complicated

exception of the end of Eumenides, where an Erinys is bought oV.

In the semantic Weld of curses, rage, and ate, the chorus quite

naturally identiWes an Erinys. Here again the entity is polyvalent.

Its primary referent must be as enforcer of the curse of Oedipus, but

it at least connotes also the welter of cross-generational misfortunes

under which the whole family labours—a connotation, if this line of

thought is right, that the curse of Oedipus cannot carry anything like

as strongly. We have no evidence to tell us whether Oedipus was

represented earlier in the trilogy as cursing his oVspring in response

to ill-treatment on their part. No argument can be based on such a

supposition, but it does at least seem possible. There is, however,

enough transgression without any need for such a complication. And

this great weight of supernatural determining factors, far from un-

manning Eteocles or plunging him into uncharacteristic rage, simply

embraces him, even as he too, for his own perfectly intelligible

reasons, embraces it. It is Eteocles the general, the honourable hop-

lite, the protector of his city, who appropriates his god-given doom,

who discerns its operation and will not resist, precisely because he is

the man that he is.

Eteocles entirely refuses to take the bait implicit in the chorus’

suggestion that he oVer sacriWce. His response is resigned and per-

haps sarcastic: ‘I appear to be neglected of the gods already: and will

they respect a sacriWce from me, who am doomed?63 Why should

63 Punctuating with Hutchinson to make 703 a question. If this is right, the line is
bitter indeed: why should the gods who have abandoned Eteocles duly receive oVer-
ings from him?
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I fawn further on my fate of death?’ (702–4). The doomed house, the

curse, and the Erinys together constitute an irresistible force for his

destruction, which he will at least face like an honourable man. He is

equally obtuse to the chorus’ further suggestion that the seething

daimon might change its tack in future.64 Oedipus’ curse has ‘boiled

over’ (K������� ªaæ ˇN����ı ŒÆ	��ª�Æ	Æ 709).65 Eteocles’ K�ı���ø�

�Æ�	Æ���	ø� . . . Zł�Ø� (710–11: ‘visions of apparitions appearing in

sleep’) are conWrmed: apparently these visions, of which we hear

nothing else, have represented to him the allotment of his and

Polyneices’ inheritance that is now to take place by the edge of the

sword. In its context, this mention of dreams serves as another of

many and various strands uniting to conWrm the imminent destruc-

tion of Eteocles. His resolution remains Wrm through a short trimeter

exchange with the chorus. And he goes to his death asserting that

god-given ŒÆŒ� cannot be escaped (719).

The end of Sophocles’ Electra has a valuable lesson to teach the

student of tragic Erinyes. At the end of his Pelopid play, Sophocles,

least concerned of the three tragedians with the unfolding of a

catastrophe across the generations, leaves us with no hint of the

Erinyes that are found in both the Aeschylean and the Euripidean

versions. It is true that Aegisthus in the exodos makes mention of 	�

	
 Z�	Æ ŒÆd ��ºº��	Æ —�º��Ø�H� ŒÆŒ� (1498: ‘both the present and

the future troubles of the Pelopids’), but this hint is scarcely devel-

oped. We are left not with a sense of future links in a continuing

chain of disaster, but with a stark and strikingly Wnal closure as

Aegisthus goes into the house to his death. One commentator speaks

of the ‘brutal realism of the Wnal scene’.66 And brutal indeed is

Orestes’ determination in his last speech that Aegisthus’ death is to

be ‘bitter’ (�ØŒæ�� 1504). An earlier portion of the play has identiWed

a crucial past misfortune: immediately before the Wrst entrance of the

doomed Clytaemestra, the chorus has referred to Pelops’ murder of

Myrtilus as the beginning of the house’s unceasing catalogue of woes

64 On this employment of daimon, see below, Ch. 6.
65 The plural ŒÆ	��ª�Æ	Æ (709) need not be pressed: we do not need, I think, to

reconstruct in the earlier plays of the trilogy any multiple cursing along the lines of
the Cyclic Thebais (frr. 2–3 Davies). The present play contains no evidence of more
than one curse.
66 Kells (1973), 231.
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(504–15). But they do not project the ��º������ ÆNŒ��Æ (515: ‘the

torment of many troubles’, tr. Lloyd-Jones) of the house forward

beyond the present events. On the whole the play invites very

much less consideration of future events than Aeschylus’ Choe-

phori—and less too than Euripides’ Electra. In the exodos of that

play, the Dioscuri refer to Orestes’ coming pursuit by the Erinyes. At

1250–72 they explain that Orestes must Xee the Furies to Athens and

there be acquitted on the Areopagus by Y�ÆØ . . . łB��Ø (1265–6: ‘equal
votes’; and cf. Aesch. Eum. 741, 752–3). Later, they indicate the

presence of Erinyes with a deictic pronoun, urging Orestes: Œ��Æ� j
	���
 ������ªø� �	�E�
 K�
 %Ł��H� (1342–3: ‘Xee these hounds and

go to Athens’). This is the last speech of the play: we are given no

indication whatsoever that any other character can see the Erinyes, or

that they were actually introduced on stage. This ending is perhaps

not Euripides’ Wnest hour.67 His deployment of the deus ex machina

here, with its characteristic tying up of loose ends, does indeed bring

the play into conformity with Aeschylus’ account.68 But this con-

formity may seem inorganic, somehow a tacked-on agreement with

the Oresteia’s version of pursuit and Wnal acquittal. The earlier

portions of the play have not emphasized that the house will undergo

further woes before the ultimate resolution of its sorrows. But, after

all, there is at least a future here: the play does not have the savage

abruptness of Sophocles’ treatment. And Euripides’ future for the

matricidal Orestes will involve Furies, and Furies that are not easily

shaken oV.69 Thus neither Sophocles’ nor Euripides’ play about the

vengeance of Orestes accords the Erinyes anything like the import-

ance that they enjoy in Aeschylus. Sophocles, whose concern is with a

terrible moment in time and not a chain of woes, gives us a particu-

larly notable version, in that it oVers no Erinyes at all. Hence we see

that a treatment of this point in the Pelopid myth without any

mention of Furies is not inconceivable in Greek eyes, a proposition

that we would do well to ponder. The authority of Aeschylus’ version

67 Cf. Denniston (1939), ad 1245: a ‘rather matter-of-fact speech’.
68 On the deus ex machina in Euripides, see now Wildberg (2002), 119 V.
69 Euripides notoriously engages with Aeschylus’ version of events earlier in the

Electra, in the famous and problematic recognition-scene, where the three tokens of
recognition used in Aeschylus—hair, footprint, clothing—are systematically dis-
missed (518 V.). Though Euripides’ engagement with Aeschylus in this play is less
fruitful than his Phoenissae-Septem engagement, close engagement it remains.
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is not such that the introduction of Erinyes is compulsory. Euripides,

on the other hand, acknowledges Aeschylus’ account and conforms

to it, but does so by way of closure and without any of the anxious

and protracted analysis that Aeschylus Wnds necessary before his

treatment of this praxismay conclude.70 To this involved and diYcult

treatment in the Eumenides we now turn. The role of the embodied

Eumenides in this play, as we shall see, diVers very dramatically in

some respects from the other appearances of Erinyes that we have

considered. In making this diVerence and its implications explicit, we

will come to the conclusion of our account.

A good deal of the scholarship on Aeschylus’ Eumenides has been

directly or indirectly devoted to the Erinyes incarnate. It has been

found troublesome that these untiring and implacable avengers

should ultimately fail to avenge Clytaemestra’s murder; and that

the Orestes who has seen them in a mad vision at the end of the

Choephori and been pursued over great distances by them in the

interstice between the plays should escape their clutches and leave

unharmed. And if the Erinyes are bringers of sorrow and strife, how

can they be welcomed into Athenian cult in the Wnal scene as

protectresses and scarlet-robed metics, ¥ ºÆ�Ø �b ŒÆd �PŁ��æ���� ªfi A

(1040: ‘propitious and well-disposed towards the land’), praying that

the city be free from the �	��Ø� (‘civil strife’) that Athena fears they

might induce (861 V.; 976 V.)? At Wrst sight, it would seem more

sensible for Athena to expel them and order them to stay away, the

better for her city to Xourish. Answers to these problems have varied,

and the literature on them is very large.71 Among the most important

suggestions for our purposes, some of them complementary, are:

(i) Athens—in the centre of which no other extant tragedy is set—is

the locus of resolution par excellence, the quintessential place where

70 In two other extant plays of Euripides, Erinyes are involved in the career of
Orestes after his matricide. At the end of the Orestes, Euripides again makes a god,
this time Apollo, predict trial and acquittal for Orestes on the Areopagus (1648–52),
deploying the name Eumenides (1650), and making these entities three in number.
Similarly, at Eur. IT 940 V., Orestes relates his pursuit to Athens by the Erinyes and
his acquittal on the Areopagus. Both these plays, like the Electra, display much less
anxiety about Erinyes than Aeschylus does.
71 See e.g. Winnington-Ingram (1983b), Goldhill (1984), Podlecki (1989), 38–50,

Sommerstein (1989), ad Eum. 778–891, Erp Taalman Kip (1996), Garvie (1996).

104 Erinyes



this kind of accommodation can be reached. Thebes and Argos are

places of deviance, Athens of resolution.72 This approach is certainly

useful for the elucidation of tragedy—it generates interesting results

when applied to the Theban plays, especially perhaps Sophocles’

Oedipus at Colonus—and it may be thought to oVer an insight into

Athenian consciousness. But it cannot in itself solve the problem of the

Eumenides. To say that the problem of Orestes’ guilt must be resolved

insofar as Athens tends to resolve these diYculties may be a true

contribution to the why of the acquittal and integration, but is little

use for the how.

(ii) A related approach will insist on the self-presentation of Wfth-

century Athens as a democratic polis in which the rule of law is

supreme. The use of peitho to solve problems, then, both in the

trial and in Athena’s extended and diYcult molliWcation of the

Erinyes, presents the use of speech as a central Athenian institution.73

Apollo’s great power in his own Delphic domain is insuYcient to the

task. And Argos, the origin of the troubles, can oVer nothing better

than an unending vendetta. But Athens allows diVerences to be sub-

jected to discussion and voted on in a court of law. This again is true so

far as it goes, but still circumvents the central question of how the

Erinyes can be Wrst defeated and then integrated. It is practically

undeniable that there is an atmosphere of patriotism at the end of

the play, as it gloriWes Athens in alliance with Argos and evokes

universal civic participation in a cultic event.74 But patriotism, what-

ever its adherents may wish, does not solve issues of justice and the

natural order.

(iii) A related approach might invoke the play’s evident aetiological

aspect. Indeed, it is quite legitimate to appeal within deWnite bounds

72 This view in a highly sophisticated form is ably championed by Zeitlin (1986).
73 On peitho in the Eumenides see e.g. Winnington-Ingram (1983a), 168–173:

Aeschylus, unlike Sophocles, ‘hymns the triumphs of persuasion’ (173). On the
metamorphosis of peitho in the Oresteia ‘from a curse into a blessing’, see Sommer-
stein (1989), ad Eum. 885.
74 See further Parker (1996), 298–99, on the cultic role of the genos ‘̇ �ı���ÆØ in

the worship of the Semnai at Athens and on Aeschylus’ evocation and modiWcation of
it at the end of the Eumenides: ‘Aeschylus [in depicting the concluding procession]
deliberately stresses the participation of the whole people and so neglects the speciWc
role of the genos’ (299).
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to Aeschylus’ presentation of the trial as a charter for theAreopagus, and

of the immigration of the Erinyes as an aition for the cult of the Semnai

Theai. By the familiar process of aetiology in tragedy, the events of the

play must happen in this way: otherwise, the institutions thus inaugur-

ated necessarily do not exist.75 But this again is an inadequate account

for present purposes.

(iv) More detailed political points may be made concerning the

reforms of Ephialtes a few years before the play’s composition.76

Here attempts to discern Aeschylean partisanship in one direction

or the other must be distinguished from the more conciliatory view

that the poet engages with recent issues but does not in any discern-

ible way take sides.77 But any politicizing view, however mild, is

necessarily unable to take account of the problem of the Erinyes as

the plays themselves set it up. To think in terms of the reform of the

Areopagus and the question of exiling undesirables is in itself to

sidestep the exegetical issue of the power, functions, and character

of the Erinyes.

(v) Recent work on textual closure may be brought to bear, and a

position may be constructed along the following lines. The play

appears to end the trilogy triumphantly with robes of scarlet and

a torchlit procession. But the poor argumentation of the trial,

the narrowness or equality of its voting, the placation of the Erinyes

and other features fail to convince, and fail to the extent that

we are invited to regard the ending as manifestly unsatisfactory.

‘Those . . . who look to the trial of Orestes for a solution to the

troubles of the house of Atreus will always be disappointed. . . .

A verdict is reached, the knot is cut. But it solves nothing.’78 In that

the play oVers palpable resistance to textual closure, it underscores

75 This employment of a terminal aetiology is common practice in Euripides: e.g.
the horrendous death of Hippolytus in Eur.Hipp. is guaranteed by the existence of his
cult in Troezen (1423 V., with Barrett, ad loc.).
76 See Rose (1992), 246–56.
77 Debates on which side the poet is supposed to be taking in the political

controversy are in one sense foredoomed to futility by their very nature: this fully
mimetic genre, most of whose plays—including this one—are set Wrmly in the
mythical past, does not lend itself at all well to party political axe-grinding. On
politics in the Eumenides, see further e.g. Dodds (1960), MacLeod (1982) [a non-
partisan reading], Podlecki (1989), 17–21, Sommerstein (1989), 25–32.
78 Thus, memorably, Jones (1962), 111–12.
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the very insolubility of the issues at stake.79 ‘The trilogy ends ‘hap-

pily’, but it may be that Aeschylus himself was well aware that

the real problems remain unresolved. . . . [T]he question of what

Orestes (or Agamemnon) should have done remains unanswered,

and the moral complexities of the Wrst two plays are given no

solution.’80

(vi) The Eumenides is simply in a diVerent category of tragedy

from the Agamemnon and Choephori. Thus it has been called ‘super-

natural’ whereas its yokefellows are ‘natural’.81 On this account,

whereas the trilogy even as far as the end of the Choephori moves in

a world where divine presences are immanent or over-determining,

the Eumenides moves in a quite diVerent sphere, in which not

only the Erinyes but also Apollo, Athena, and possibly Hermes may

comfortably walk on stage. This approach might appear to be a

very convenient mechanism for neutralizing some of the grave prob-

lems posed by the last play, but for our present purposes it

may seem at best unhelpful and, at worst, specious. The validity of

the distinction, which its proponent asserts to be rigid, may be

very easily called into question. It is only necessary to ask whether

the Hippolytus, with its divine ‘frame’ but an entirely human mode

of causation within it, belongs to the category of the Prometheus

Vinctus or to that of the Oedipus Tyrannus; and whether the end

of the Philoctetes is shifted from one camp into the other by the

epiphany of Heracles ex machina at the end. In any case, the

application of labels in this way is only of descriptive, and not

explanatory, use.

In the light of the account of Erinyes given thus far, it is immedi-

ately clear that a certain eclecticism is desirable with respect to this

79 A version of this view, couched in deconstructionist terms, is given by Goldhill
(1984), 262–83, esp. 279 V., on the text’s self-undercutting and resistance to satisfying
closure: ‘The telos of closure is resisted in the continuing play of diVerence. The Wnal
meaning remains undetermined’ (283).
80 Garvie (1996), 145–6.
81 The distinction and terminology is expounded by Brown (1983). Contra, Erp

Taalman Kip (1996), 131, rejecting the view that there is a marked division in the
Oresteia between the Choephori and the Eumenides, argues that ‘the true dividing-line
runs between Agamemnon and Choephori’. See also the response of Garvie (1996).
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welter of views. The problem of the Eumenides may be concisely

restated: these tireless pursuers and avengers, almost the embodi-

ment of the multiple horrors that may beset a deviant house, even-

tually desist from their pursuit of Orestes, who has beyond doubt

killed his mother. How is this reconcilable with their deWnitional

implacability and resistlessness? On these terms, the answer is not far

to seek. The Erinyes, hideous concrete presences that terrify the

Pythia and leave Apollo discomWted, are by their very embodiment

rendered more tractable. Their immanent or over-determining pres-

ence in the other tragedies that we have considered is not precisely

comparable. An Erinys as a byword for familial disorder, bringing all

the manifold sorrows of a house into a moment of awful unity at a

climactic moment in dialogue, is quite diVerent from an Erinys

incarnate. Their very incarnation puts them on a level playing Weld

with other incarnate beings: they must give an account of themselves

in a court of law opposite a divine adversary and with another

incarnate divinity presiding. This is a world apart from a hypothet-

ical trial-scene in which an Erinys-hounded Orestes should be tried

in the physical absence of his tormentors. To this extent it is correct

to speak of a change of atmosphere or quality between the end of the

Choephori and the beginning of the Eumenides. The Erinyes here

operate diVerently from the Erinyes identiWed by characters or

chorus in any other tragedy, and perhaps are more in line with the

elasteroi and Eumenides of the Selinuntine lex sacra that we have

considered above.

We have seen that the immanent and over-determining Erinyes as

they appear elsewhere in tragedy are characterized by, among other

things, (i) sudden irruption into the action; (ii) implacability and

irresistibility; and (iii) sheer breadth of connotation—they are by

nature multi-faceted, and this quality allows the tragedians to deploy

them allusively. One deployment of an Erinys, even more than a

deployment of a curse or a taint of guilt, can encompass the multiple

woes and corruptions of a blighted family. Aeschylus’ embodied

Erinyes, however, and the Eumenides that they eventually become,

are virtually the negation of two of these characteristics. (ii) They are

ultimately placable, albeit with diYculty, and are eventually per-

suaded to desist from their pursuit. As such, they bear a discernible

relation to the placable Eumenides and elasteroi of the Selinuntine
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law; though I should not wish to put too much weight on this

resemblance. For the Selinuntine entities may be appeased through

ritual, whereas in Aeschylus the Erinyes are won over by arguments

and incentives. And (iii) they have reduced themselves and their

functions to championing a single issue, Orestes’ kin-murder nar-

rowly deWned, so that they no longer stand for the whole range of

familial disaster among the Atreids, as they did earlier in the trilogy.

They are now champions of a single issue, and one that is shown to

be susceptible of decision. Thus Aeschylus’ introduction of Erinyes

onto the tragic stage, insofar as it is a reiWcation, is thereby a

simpliWcation and thus a negation of the deWning characteristics of

the Erinyes as they appear in other plays. Elsewhere they are nothing

if not broadly suggestive.

However much the Eumenides may teach us about possible pre-

sentations of Erinyes in tragedy, and however suggestive it may be in

connection with other evidence about Wfth-century cult practice, for

these reasons it can teach very little about the Erinyes of Oedipus or

Agamemnon in other plays. The Furies who take up residence in a

primaeval cavern to preside as Semnai over the court of the Areopa-

gus have as much to do with the exigencies of Athenian democracy as

with the implacable vendetta of the Septem or Phoenissae. They raise

quite diVerent issues from the other passages that we have consid-

ered, in which Erinyes as furies of the mind take a hand at the

climactic moment in the destruction of a tainted race. Thus the

most Erinys-ridden of Greek tragedies actually stands far apart

from what the tragedians generally intend to accomplish in deploy-

ing an Erinys. In general, as we have seen, tragic Erinyes, like curses

and inherited guilt, have both explosive local impact and more

general structural importance in the plays in which they appear.

Their highly suggestive breadth of connotation, which makes them

a byword for multiplicity of disaster, also makes them supremely

important features in the depiction of aZicted tragic houses.
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5

Irruption and Insight? The Intangible

Burden of the Supernatural in Sophocles’

Labdacid Plays and Electra

INTRODUCTION

Thus far we have found ourselves focusing primarily on Aeschylus

and Euripides, not least on the great Septem and its fascinating

reXection and antagonist, the Phoenissae. The time has come to

turn our attention to Sophocles: the three Theban plays and the

Electra cry out for examination. In the course of this discussion, it

will become clear why Sophocles has a chapter to himself, and is not

treated at any length in the three preceding thematic chapters.

Sophocles is now, and has always been, notoriously hard to charac-

terize. As Aristophanes found, it is easy enough to establish a contrast

between Aeschylus and Euripides—a contrast that the Frogs puts to

brilliant eVect in the form of an antagonism between the two poets in

Hades. The Frogs, however, betrays some embarrassment about Sopho-

cles, and is reduced to explaining his non-participation in the plot in

terms of his amiable contentment, which the grave has done nothing to

diminish: › �
 �hŒ�º�� �b� K�Ł��
 ; �hŒ�º�� �
 KŒ�E (82: ‘But he was good-
tempered in life, and remains good-tempered in death’).1 This embar-

rassment has persisted in modern times. Like any major author,

1 See also, on the amiability of Soph., TrGF iv. T1.7 and 1.12 (¼ Vita 7, 12); T105.
The word �hŒ�º�� suggests both contentment with one’s lot (‘good digestion’) and
amiability. The Sophocles of the Vita is also pious and Ł���Øºc� . . . ‰� �PŒ ¼ºº�� (12:
‘singularly beloved of the gods’), among other agreeable qualities. Lloyd-Jones
(1994), i. 6–15, has a useful overview.



Sophocles has assumed many masks and guises. Among other things,

we might cite the distinction that separates interpreters of Sophocles

into two camps, the ‘pietists’, for whom the poet justiWes the ways of

god to man and displays for all to see the punishments of excess; and

the ‘hero-worshippers’, for whom he concentrates on the portrayal of a

doomed and magniWcent human greatness which is simply incompat-

ible with the world as we know it.2 Sophocles has sometimes seemed to

be an embodiment of the mature perfection of the tragic form, slotting

neatly into a scheme that begins with the rough archaic grandeur of

Aeschylus and eVectively ends with the late, cynical, and self-referential

decline of the genre in the person of Euripides. (It hardly need be

mentioned by way of caution that Sophocles produced his Wrst plays

ten years before the performance of the Oresteia and that he outlived

Euripides: the bare and unadorned fact of relative dates of birth does

not entail that he is in any other sense the ‘middle’ one of the three.3) As

such, he has sometimes seemed quintessentially ‘classical’.4

For our present purposes, the most important aspect of Sophocles’

oeuvre is his engagement with divine causation and with its inXuence

on corrupted familial interactions across the generations. This in itself

limits our interest in his Protean nature to one Weld of activity. It also

eVectively limits our interest in his corpus to four plays, the three

2 For the distinction between ‘pietist’ and ‘hero-worshipping’ approaches to
Soph., see e.g. Winnington-Ingram (1980), 9 and 322 V., Lloyd (2005), 78–9.
3 Soph. Wrst competes in 469/8: TrGF iv. T33. (Soph. comes second in the agon in

which Aesch.’s Danaid tetralogy is produced: P. Oxy. 2256 fr. 3¼ TrGF iii. T70.) Soph.
dresses in mourning at the proagon when he hears of Euripides’ death: T54.
4 This view of Soph. owes at least something to Aristotle’s well-known treatment of

the OT as the paradigmatic tragedy: as is well known, the Oedipus is a pervasive
presence in the crucial pages Arist. Poet. 1452a V.; on which see Jones (1962), 159–66:
‘It is . . . undeniable that Aristotle was holding Sophocles before him as a model
when he wrote the Poetics, rather than any other of the great practitioners of Tragedy’
(60). Jebb’s great nineteenth-century edition of Soph. begins with the OT, ‘in one
sense the masterpiece of Attic tragedy’ (xiii); for which view cf., in a popular
translation of the mid-twentieth century, Watling (1947), 14: ‘Returning to the
Theban legend in the maturity of his powers, Sophocles produced in King Oedipus
the masterpiece of his life’s work. . . . This is the judgement also of Aristotle, who had
this play constantly at his elbow as the perfect type of tragic composition.’ In the view
of [Longinus], comparing Xawless correctness with Xawed greatness in literature:
�P��d� i� �s �æ��H� !�e� �æ��Æ	��; 	�F ˇN������� [sc. of Sophocles], �N� 	ÆP	e �ı�Ł�d�
	a $ *ø��� <–�Æ�	
> I�	Ø	Ø��ÆØ	� !�B� (De Sublimitate 33.5: ‘No one in his right
mind would prefer the whole output of Ion put together to one play, the Oedipus.’)
Lesky’s praise of the OT in his much-used handbook ((1965), 111 V.), could hardly
be more fulsome.
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Theban plays and the Electra. This is not to say that his other works are

of no interest at all for our enquiry: in the Philoctetes, for example,

moral inheritance is clearly very much at work in the confused and

conXicted emotions of Neoptolemus son of Achilles. Or again, it is

almost otiose to mention that the Trachiniae depicts a turbulent and

confused House of Heracles. But the richest seam of interest for this

discussion lies in the Tantalids and Labdacids, not least because it is

here that we can draw the most fruitful comparisons with the other

two great tragedians. In this chapter, then, we shall continue and

conclude our tracing of curses, Erinyes, and inherited guilt through

the tragic corpus, by examining Wrst the Theban plays of Sophocles

and then his one extant Tantalid play, the Electra.

It has sometimes been suggested that the divine in Sophocles is

more remote, and somehow more obscure, than in either of his

counterparts. Our enquiry thus far has not struggled to identify and

contrast the characteristics of divine powers and supernatural justice

in Aeschylus and Euripides—which is not to say that they are easily

encapsulated, but that the issues are to a large extent readily identiW-

able. We must now investigate whether this is true of Sophocles. Is it,

we shall ask, possible for a mortal in Sophocles to come face to face

with the divine, or is mortal knowledge of the workings of the gods

always mediated ‘through a glass, darkly’?5 Is there, and can there be, a

sudden and climactic moment of divine knowledge for Sophoclean

man? Bearing these questions in mind, and bearing in mind also what

we have learned thus far of Aeschylus and Euripides, we now turn to

the Theban plays and their depiction of the blighted Labdacids.

I . THE PERPLEXING MISFORTUNES

OF THE LABDACIDS

We have noted above, in Chapter 2, Aristotle’s observation that the

best tragedies revolve around a few oikoi and that a tragic eVect of the

kind that is to be sought might well revolve around internecine

5 This quotation from I Corinthians is very aptly used as the title of a recent paper
on the divine in Sophocles, Parker (1999).
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slaughter within a household, �x�� j I��º�e� I��º�e� j ıƒe� �Æ	�æÆ j

�	�æ ıƒe� j ıƒe� ��	�æÆ I��Œ	���fi � j ��ººfi � X 	Ø ¼ºº� 	�Ø�F	�� �æfi A

(Poetics 1453b20–22: ‘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’). Our examination of the misfortunes of the

Labdacids in the Septem and the Phoenissae has stressed the domin-

ant importance in both plays of familial dysfunction: for both Aes-

chylus and Euripides, this dysfunction is worked out in large part

through the medium of inherited guilt, curses, and Erinyes. Super-

natural causal determinants, and their counterparts in the make-up

of the human protagonists within this unhappy household, beset the

house in great profusion. Sophocles’ Theban plays, written quite

separately over a period of some years and not at all in the form of

an Aeschylean connected trilogy, dwell no less on familial dysfunc-

tion: in the popular mind, indeed, the Oedipus Tyrannus is the locus

classicus for a house at variance with itself.6 But it is no accident that

the same work is also the locus classicus for the imperfection and,

indeed, the sheer futility of human insight and human agency in the

face of the divine: ‘The power and arbitrariness of the gods on the

one hand and the powerlessness of humankind on the other are

revealed in . . . terrible form in Oedipus Rex. . . . The tragic, morally

undeserved ruin of the great and noble serves to reveal the sover-

eignty of the gods whom it behoves humankind to honour and hold

in awe.’7 The implications of the last sentence of this quotation will be

examined in due course: for present purposes, it is enough to note

these two pillars of the classic status of the OT. It is precisely the

relationship between the two that we shall Wnd ourselves investigat-

ing. Is the stark contrast between human and divine that is drawn in

the play in any way related to the manifold involutions and inspis-

sations of the house of Oedipus? The Oedipus of Aeschylus and the

Oedipus of Euripides are not, as I have argued, separable from their

6 See Vernant (1990c) for a stimulating account of and response to Freud’s
notorious appropriation of the Oedipus-myth. It is not only from an Aristotelian
point of view that the OT has seemed to be the pattern of tragedy. Simon (1988),
253 V., gives a brief account of psychoanalytic approaches to tragedy from an expert’s
perspective. Cf. Dawe (1982), 2 V.; and see now also GriYth (2005), esp. 100–10.
7 Dihle (1994), 116–17. See also e.g. Kitto (1961), 138–44, Vernant (1990a),

passim.
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familial background. Is the same true of the lapidary, almost mono-

lithic Oedipus of Sophocles?

The Antigone is the one of the three Theban plays that most

obviously calls out to be contrasted with the Septem and the Phoen-

issae. Here the clash of Eteocles and Polyneices, which is climactic for

both Aeschylus and Euripides, is the immediate precursor and ne-

cessary premise of the action. In Sophocles too there is disaster on all

sides and for all concerned—by the end of the play, Haemon, Anti-

gone, and Eurydice have all perished and Creon, initially so exultant

in his freshly acquired command, is prostrated and multiply be-

reaved. But, I shall ask, how essential to this catalogue of misfortune

is any curse on the family? How far is moral inheritance or inherited

guilt underscored by Sophocles?

The last of the Theban plays, the Oedipus at Colonus, is of all

Sophocles’ extant work the hardest to characterize and encapsulate. It

may seem at Wrst sight to partake of the bizarre and the incomprehen-

sible, verymuch the product of an aged dramatist’s last andmost exalted

reXections. Many of the respects in which this marvellous work reward

profound reXection are irrelevant for our purposes; but there is, as we

shall see, muchmaterial for contemplation in the Welds of the corrupted

oikos, the father’s curse, and the impenetrability of the divine.

Having laid down in the sketchiest of outline some of the issues

that we must confront, we turn to the Antigone, on which we shall

bring to bear all that we have learnt from the Septem and the

Phoenissae. If those two plays are, as I have suggested, in important

ways closely related, indeed from a certain perspective almost the-

matically continuous, how do the blighted Labdacids here relate to

the patterns that the other dramatists discerned? The great clash of

the brothers is past; Creon is in power. Is Antigone, in her disobedi-

ence and her resolution, very much the daughter of Oedipus and

sister of Eteocles and Polyneices? And is there in the play’s familial

disasters any counterpart to the ‘irruption’ of the divine that we have

felt so strongly in the Septem? A priori the Antigone might well seem

an ideal Weld in which overbearing gods and daimones might act,

playing their part in Antigone’s suicidally unilateral actions and the

various disasters that they precipitate. We shall Wnd that this is very

much less the case here than a reader fresh from the Septem and the

Phoenissae might perhaps expect.
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In this play, as elsewhere in tragedy, Lloyd-Jones has discerned a

pervasive strand of supernatural familial causation:

It seems to result that Antigone must be accounted a victim of the family

curse. If we do not believe that in Sophocles the gods were always just, we

shall not be troubled by the thought that, unlike Creon, she has done

nothing to deserve her fate. But if we think that the gods seemed just to

Sophocles as they did to Aeschylus, we may feel that this suggestion makes

the play easier to understand.8

Those who have played down the importance of the curse have

included GriYth in his recent commentary: ‘The family’s legacy of

horrors, though not so insistently kept in our minds as in [Aeschylus’

Septem], does surface intermittently.’9 Conformably to the interpret-

ative principles that I have laid down earlier, I shall argue that, while

the Antigone undeniably situates its disasters within the long and

terrible catalogue of Labdacid woes, it does not in any signiWcant

sense rely on any curse in the family or even on any taint of ancestral

guilt. We must, I have insisted, come to a tragedy as to an entity that

has a diachronic, as well as a synchronic, existence: a play is neces-

sarily played out in a certain order. And in any play, this order is not

random and consequently not negligible. A Greek tragedy, I have

insisted, is not a murder mystery in which some key, some dominant

causal factor, is left implicit for the reader to discover and which,

when discovered, puts a diVerent complexion on the entire ediWce. It

is one thing to claim, as I have claimed above, that Erinyes and a

curse become suddenly visible in the action of Aeschylus’ Septem at

its half-way point and weigh very heavily on the action thenceforth: it

is something quite diVerent to claim that a play in which there are

only the most glancing allusions to a curse or a relevant Erinys is

equally reliant on these things as causal factors.

8 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 115–16. This is broadly the view taken much earlier by Jebb,
where see ad 593: ‘Iæ�ÆEÆ carries us back to the starting-point of the troubles,—the
curse pronounced on Laius by Pelops’. A recent reading of the play which emphasizes
the importance of ‘ancient evils’ for the understanding of the Antigone but locates
them Wrmly in the context of human agency and freedom is Mogyoródi (1996). On
these questions, see further below, Ch. 6.
9 GriYth (1999), ad Ant. 2–3; and see ad 582–625 on the chorus’ failure to

emphasize Labdacid ancestral guilt. Cf. Brown (1987), ad 582–695 and ad 593.
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Two lines into the play, Antigone says to Ismene:

pæ
 �r�Ł
 ‹	Ø ˘�f� 	H� I�
 ˇN����ı ŒÆŒH�—
p; ��E�� �P�d �fiH� �	Ø �H�ØÆ� 	�º�E;

(2–3)

Do you know that Zeus—ah!—which of the evils deriving from Oedipus

does he not visit on us while yet we live?

There is no grievous, shameful, or ruinous disaster, she continues,

that has not played a part in her and her sister’s misfortunes.10 The

chorus’ utterances at 379–80 and 471–2 reveal a similar estimation of

familial continuity in Antigone’s fortunes and character: Antigone is

respectively ‘unhappy child of unhappy Oedipus’; and possessed of

	e ª�����
 T�e� K� T��F �Æ	æ�� (‘The inborn nature deriving from

her savage father is savage’).11 Considered as the beginning of a play,

lines 2 V. very Wrmly Wx the action of the Antigone within the frame

of successive Labdacid disasters. And no wonder. We will presently

learn from Ismene (49 V.) that, at this point in dramatic time, not

only Eteocles and Polyneices, but also Oedipus and Jocasta, are

already dead. For Antigone, the edict that Polyneices must remain

unburied is simply the crowning misfortune, the unkindest cut of all

that impels her to act. What is not said in the prologue, however, is

that the present situation is the working-out of a curse or the re-

enactment of ancestral guilt. We must draw the elementary distinc-

tion between Labdacid horrors per se and supernatural factors that

contribute to or constitute a part of these horrors. The former are

mentioned here, the latter are not. It would not be diYcult to

imagine a counter-factual Antigone in which the sisters saw the

edict as yet another instance of a curse. This might in its own way

have been a very interesting and successful play: Aeschylus could

make his Eteocles appropriate the curse of Oedipus as a factor in his

crucial decision—could we not imagine Antigone doing something

similar here? This question may be postponed: she simply does not.

10 Accepting with modern edd. that the last metron of line 4 requires a word or
words meaning something like ‘ruinous’, ‘disastrous’.
11 GriYth (1999), ad 471–2, notes that T��� (‘savage’) is ‘elsewhere in tragedy

used only of men’.
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This is very much a play about Antigone’s agency, her unwavering

adherence to her own perspective. In her adherence to philia,

she paradoxically circumscribes and limits the Weld in which she

perceives familial aVection to be operative.12 Ismene must, at a

crucial moment, be eVectively disowned and her sisterly solidarity

repudiated: º�ª�Ø� �
 Kªg �Øº�F�Æ� �P �	�æªø ��º�� (536 V., at 543:

‘I do not brook a loved one who loves only in words’). Despite their

close familial conjunction, the two sisters occupy very diVerent

worlds: an ‘abyss . . . lies between them’.13 As has often been noted,

this forces Antigone into a highly individualistic, if not positively

bizarre, valuation of family ties. She would not have deWed the edict

in order to bury a husband or a son of hers, for these relatives can by

their nature be replaced, while a brother cannot once one’s parents

have died (905–12).14 Sophocles implacably steers this attitude to its

logical conclusion: Antigone is to marry not Haemon, but Acheron

(816); and her mortal betrothed will eventually die with her

(1175 V.).15 ‘In the fourth episode, Sophocles intertwines motifs

and rites of funeral and marriage that create a liminal zone or

marginal state in time and space in which Antigone is simultaneously

daughter of Oedipus’ incest with Jocasta and bride of Hades.’16 It is

telling that Knox, in laying out his useful and inXuential concept of

the ‘Sophoclean hero’, devotes not one but two chapters to the

Antigone.17

But, play about agency and resolve that it is, the Antigone does not

emphasize the divine component of human action in anything like

the way that Aeschylus was wont to emphasize it. The divine does, of

course, have great leverage on Antigone’s motivations, in the form of

12 For an account of Antigone’s perverted and paradoxical philia, cf. e.g. Blundell
(1989), 106–15, Nussbaum (1986), 54–6.
13 Thus the happy formulation of Tyrrell and Bennett (1998), 78.
14 On the connections of this striking and memorable passage with Hdt. 3.119, see

S. West (1999).
15 The conceit ‘bride of death’ will probably have been a little less outlandish to a

classical Athenian audience than to us: thus GriYth (1999), ad 806–16, with refer-
ences. That is not to say that this is not ‘a chilling image’ nonetheless: Brown (1987),
ad 816; and a motif which has abundant subversive and transgressive potential. On
Antigone’s ‘death/marriage’, see also Ormand (1999), 90–98. See further Rehm (1994)
on the concept of marriage to death in tragedy more generally.
16 Tyrrell and Bennett (1998), 97 V., at 101.
17 Knox (1964), 62–116.
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her obsession with avoiding impiety and sacrilege. But Sophocles

does not rely on double motivation, on an over-determined com-

ponent to her resolve. In this respect we may draw a strong contrast

with Aeschylus’ central characters: we have seen that the earlier

dramatist’s plays tend to revolve around a central decision, often

the decision of a single mortal agent under the canopy of a curse, a

taint of guilt, or the over-arching principles of divine justice. In this

respect, though Antigone reveres the gods, and though she is willing

to act courageously to protect and reinforce family ties, she is an

entirely diVerent agent from the Orestes of the Choephori or the

Eteocles of the Septem. We must examine two passages of the play

in order to demonstrate this point.

Lines 582 V. dwells for a moment on questions of ate and familial

continuity. We have noted in an earlier chapter (see above, p. 71) the

phrase Iæ�ÆEÆ 	a ¸Æ��ÆŒØ�A� �YŒø� . . . ��Æ	Æ �ŁØ	H� K�d ��Æ�Ø
���	��	
 (593–95: ‘From ancient times . . . the troubles of the dead of

the Labdacid house falling hard upon one another’, tr. Lloyd-Jones).

Even the last scions of the house, they continue, are being cut down

by º�ª�ı 	
 ¼��ØÆ ŒÆd �æ��H� 
 ¯æØ��� (603: ‘both folly of speech and an

Erinys of the mind’).18 It cannot be denied that there is an element of

moral inheritance at work in this formulation: the chorus, from its

relatively disengaged perspective, steps back and observes a continu-

ity in sorrow that is also a continuity in folly: Labdacid after Labdacid

is being destroyed, even unto the last survivors. And they undeniably

see an Erinys at work here, in Antigone’s present resolve. But this

would be a tenuous straw at which to clutch to discern a pervasive

network of Erinyes lying behind the action of the play. This is a

disastrous situation: ergo, an Erinys is at work. Syntactically, the

‘Erinys’ of the mind is very closely coordinated with the ‘folly in

words’: these two, together with the ‘cleaver of the gods’, are destroy-

ing the last of the house of Oedipus. In this situation as the chorus

views it, there is folly and madness here, and madness sent from the

gods below. A few lines later (620–25), the chorus proceeds to deploy

the familiar concept of ate, used without reference to speciWc persons

18 On this vexed and diYcult sentence, see GriYth (1999), ad loc. Tyrrell and
Bennett (1998), 81 V., question the chorus’ assessment of the situation: is it really
justiWable, they ask, to see Antigone’s action as continuous with the follies of previous
generations?
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as a general reXection on the mechanisms by which mortals come to

disaster. It is not my purpose to deny these matters of fact; but to

limit their signiWcance. I do not claim that Erinyes are of vanishingly

small importance in this passage, but rather that there is nothing here

to warrant positing Erinyes or curses as a crucial underlying factor in

the play. These things do, indeed, ‘surface intermittently’.19

The other passage that we must consider, 856 V., need not drive us

back from this position. Antigone, on her way to death, is lamenting

her unhappy fate before the chorus, who at 856 say that she is ‘paying

for some ancestral crime’ (�Æ	æfiH�� �
 KŒ	���Ø� 	Ø�
 pŁº��. 856) Anti-

gone does not disagree, and is prompted to reXect for a moment on

her position in the chain of Labdacid sorrows: her mother’s marriage

was atai, her father’s coupling incestuous: �æe� �R� IæÆE�� ¼ªÆ��� –�


Kªø ��	�ØŒ�� �æ���ÆØ (867–8: ‘Towards whom I go now, to dwell with

them, accursed, unwed’). Thus she Wrmly sets herself in her ancestral

context, agreeing with the chorus’ assessment and expanding on it.

Ancestral guilt is, she agrees, a factor in her demise.20 But again, this is

only a brief allusion, accounting for some dozen lines of this kommos.

She acknowledges, to be sure, the parallels with her ancestors’ repeated

re-incriminations and suVerings. But this is something that she lam-

ents, a part of her catalogue of self-pity in this her Wnal scene. This

passage is emphatically not the kind of appropriation of familial

determinants that has become familiar to us in the plays of Aeschylus.

Like the stasimon that we have just considered, this allusion serves to

enrich, deepen, and contextualize the action, rather than to motivate

or determine it. The other great kommos that we have had occasion to

consider, that of the Choephori, is a diVerent case.

These two passages, then, both conspire to take a longer view of the

manifold re-emerging corruptions that characterize the house of Laius.

But Antigone’s agency, that central concern of the play, is not sig-

niWcantlyqualiWedordeterminedby this longer, inter-generational view.

While divine causation is a factor in the plot, it is nomajor factor. It is

telling in itself that there are simply no other passages in the play that

demand consideration for the purposes of this argument. We are not,

I contend, left with the sense that inherited guilt or some curse is the

crucial fact—or even a crucial fact—that is needed to explain or account

19 GriYth (1999), ad 2–3, quoted in full above.
20 Cf. Tyrrell and Bennett (1998), 110.
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for the events of the play and the decisions taken. Sophocles’ focus in the

Antigone is very much on the interactions of human characters and the

disastrous eVects of their inter-relations. It is in this sense that the oikos of

the Antigone is blighted, and that Antigone lives up to her heritage as a

Labdacid.21 The divine Wgures here primarily in the form of divine laws,

rules for human conduct, as Antigone and Creon variously and incom-

patibly interpret them. If indeed the mortals of this drama view the

divine through a glass, darkly; and if the plot is motivated precisely by

this obscurity and by two interpretations placed on it by two characters;

the only approach to viewing it face to face comes in the form of the

shattered Creon of the exodos, realizing all that has befallen him; and in

the chorus’ bleak parting words:

��ªÆº�Ø �b º�ª�Ø
��ª�ºÆ� �ºªÆ� 	H� ���æÆ��ø�
I��	���Æ�	��
ªæfi Æ 	e �æ���E� K���Æ�Æ�.

(1350–Wn.)

The great words of the overweening, incurring great blows as their punish-

ment, teach wisdom in old age.

From this play, we turn to the Oedipus Tyrannus and the Oedipus at

Colonus, the action of both of which is chronologically prior to that

of the Antigone. To treat these two works too much in the same

breath is to belie the gap of some years that separates their compos-

ition. And it is a mistake to treat all three Theban plays implicitly as

though they were in some sense a quasi-connected trilogy, which

does violence to their undeniable self-containment as dramas stand-

ing quite happily alone. However, the OC does very much presup-

pose the action of the OT, as we shall see; and, as such, an

interpenetrating treatment of the two is legitimate and, for our

purposes, useful. It might almost be said, with Kamerbeek, that the

OC is ‘a sequel to the Oedipus Tyrannus’, taking the earlier Oedipus

play as its starting-point.22 We shall discover that the Oedipus plays

demonstrate with greater clarity even than the Antigone the gulf that

21 On this perverted and endogamous family, see further GriYth (1999), 48–50,
esp. 50.
22 Kamerbeek (1984), 3. On the relationship between OT and OC see further Segal

(2001), 43–5, 131–43.
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separates Sophocles’ treatment of the Labdacids on the one hand

from the treatments of Aeschylus and Euripides on the other.

Aeschylus and Euripides, as we have seen, agree with the early

Thebaid that the clash of Eteocles and Polyneices arises in part from a

curse that Oedipus has laid on them beforehand.23 This allows the

two authors to present the battle of the Seven and the fratricidal duel

of the brothers as the ultimate stage in a progression of familial

disaster informed by supernatural causal determinants, their father’s

curse and the ever re-arising taint of the race that led Wrst Laius into

destructive folly, then Oedipus, then his sons. We have noted in

earlier chapters certain verbal echoes in the Septem and the Phoenis-

sae that bring out these connections. Sophocles’ version diVers

markedly. The Eteocles and Polyneices of the OC are at odds before

any curse of Oedipus has been uttered: as Ismene reports when she

has just entered, ��Ø�a 	I� Œ����Ø� 	Æ�F� (336: ‘Their situation is now

dreadful’). She proceeds to report that Polyneices is already at Argos

and preparing for the Wght (361–84). It is only now that Oedipus,

horriWed and embittered, proceeds to utter his Wrst imprecation,

praying that the brothers’ struggle be unending (421 V.).24 A recent

interpreter argues that, in making this alteration to the sequence of

events, Sophocles ‘very nearly eliminates supernatural elements from

the play entirely’.25 This is perhaps too sweeping a statement, as I shall

argue; but in point of curses, at least, it is quite true to say that

Sophocles has Oedipus’ sons quite able to quarrel and threaten

violence without the support of any dreadful father’s curse. The

tendency to violence and corruption in the family is quite eYcacious

enough without the aid of words of power. As Jebb saw, this innov-

ation bears a twofold burden: Wrst, the brothers manage to incur an

evident and undeniable blame without being stricto sensu accursed;

second, Oedipus, not having cursed before, holds in reserve for the

appropriate moment ‘the weapon with which to smite’ Polyneices.26

23 See above, Chs. 2 and 3.
24 Jebb long ago appreciated the importance of this Sophoclean innovation: see his

Introduction to the play, xxiv–xxv. ‘The curse descends at the supreme crisis, and
with more terrible eVect because it has been delayed’ (xxv). See further below.
25 Wilson (1997), 153; and see further his 153–64, arguing that there is no real

trace in the play of the chronologically previous, or ‘epic’, curse of Oedipus as found
in the Cyclic Thebaid frr. 2–3, Aesch. and Eur.
26 Jebb, Introduction, xxv.
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Oedipus’ principal curse in the OC—leaving aside the subsidiary

curse of 421 V.—when it Wnally arrives in the fourth episode, is

terrible and magniWcent:

�f �
 �ææ
 I���	ı�	�� 	� ŒI��	øæ K��F;
ŒÆŒH� Œ�ŒØ�	�; 	���� �ıººÆ�g� Iæ��;
–� ��Ø ŒÆº�F�ÆØ; �	� ªB� K��ıº��ı
��æ�Ø ŒæÆ	B�ÆØ �	� ���	B�Æ� ��	�
	e Œ�Eº�� @æª��; Iººa �ıªª���E ��æd
ŁÆ��E� Œ	Æ��E� Ł
 ��
 �y��æ �
 ��ººÆ�ÆØ:
	�ØÆF	
 IæH�ÆØ; ŒÆd ŒÆºH 	e /Ææ	�æ�ı
�	ıª�e� �Æ	æfiH�� �æ����; u� �
 I��ØŒ��fi �;
ŒÆºH �b 	���� �Æ����Æ�; ŒÆºH �
 @æ�
	e� ��fiH� 	e ��Ø�e� �E��� K����º�Œ�	Æ:
. . . ˇN����ı�
	�ØÆF	
 ���Ø�� �ÆØ�d 	�E� Æ�	�F ª�æÆ.

(OC 1383–92, 1395–6)

Away with you, spurned and disowned by me, worst of the evil! And take

with you these curses, which I invoke upon you: may you never win power

by the spear over your native land, nor may you ever return to low Argos;

but may you die and kill by kindred hand him by whom you were exiled.

These are my curses. And I call upon the hateful and paternal dark of

Tartarus, that it may establish you there to dwell; and I call upon these

spirits here [i.e. the Eumenides]; and I call upon Ares, who cast this dread

hatred upon the two of you. . . . Oedipus bestowed such prizes as these

upon his own children.

Though the brothers have arrived at this point without the aid of a

curse, their Wnal encounter and deaths will proceed under its aus-

pices, so to speak. I have noted above, in Chapter 3, that curses tend

to be deployed at pivotal moments in the dramatic action of a play. In

my earlier discussion, I was most concerned with curses that were

pronounced before the beginning of the play and whose eYcacy is

revealed or discerned during the action. This curse is not of that type:

it is rather a parallel to the curse of Theseus in Euripides’ Hippolytus,

in that it is a grand curse the very pronouncement of which is

climactic. Since the Ismene-scene, which began almost a thousand

lines before the curse, the brothers and the fate of Thebes have been

very much in the audience’s mind: here, when we actually see Oedi-

pus and his son interacting, their interaction culminates in a curse.
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This, it would seem, is how familial interactions between male Labda-

cids proceed: in this house, when a son is not killing his father (as

Oedipus killed Laius), then a son who has urgent need of his father’s

good oYces receives not a benison but a curse. In a sense, the pervasive

dysfunction that has brought the family to this point cannot but be

capped by such an interaction. We cannot know whether Aeschylus in

the lost plays of his Labdacid trilogy actually dramatized Oedipus’

curse; but, that question aside, this is the only place in the Wve extant

Labdacid-plays where the curse is uttered on stage. As we might

expect, there is nothing comparable in the OT, and of course nothing

in the Antigone.27 And we have discussed at length the workings of

curses in the Septem and the Phoenissae. It is Wtting that one of the

most heightened moments in this very late play is precisely this curse,

which perhaps had not been dramatized before.

Fathers’ curses, as we have noted, tend to be especially eYcacious.

Polyneices here is very much downcast, and immediately gives in-

structions for the eventuality of the curse’s fulWlment: let his sisters, if

possible, duly bury him with proper ceremony Ka� Æƒ 	�F�
 IæÆd j
�Æ	æe� 	�ºH�	ÆØ (1407–08: ‘if the curses of this my father are accom-

plished’). It is not his rift with his brother that was accursed, but his

encounter with him now will be.

We have now seen that Sophocles’ chronological displacement of

this curse in the OC is of a piece with his handling of curses in the

Antigone. The poet is not much concerned to trace in the stage-action

of either play the unfolding of some prior curse that has a bearing on

the protagonists’ inclinations and dispositions of choice. Indeed, the

arguments of this chapter thus far seem to suggest that Sophocles

prefers to rely on other methods to represent and explore Labdacid

dysfunction. It is not that he has no interest in the involutions and

manifold corruptions of the family: rather, he would sooner drama-

tize a sister breaking laws to bury a brother or a father vituperating

his son in order to depict the woes of the house. There is no great

moment of the revelation of an existing curse in these plays, no

‘irruption’ of curses and Erinyes—as I have called it—such as we

Wnd in the Septem and the Phoenissae. But we must pursue this

27 But see below on the heavily ironic curse of Oedipus on the unknown malefactor
in that play.
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enquiry a little further before we can conWdently assent to this

generalization. In particular, we must think a little more about a

play that contains an anagnorisis as climactic and explosive as any in

tragedy, the OT. But is there any irruption there, any great revelation

or recognition speciWcally of the operation of supernatural causal

determinants?

Much has been written about the great revelation of the OT, from

Aristotle onwards.28 It has seemed important to many that the

recognition that Oedipus himself is the killer itself constitutes

the peripeteia of the play.29 Knowledge has seemed a crucial theme

of the work, and its concomitant, the systematic dramatic irony that

inheres deeply in the play’s structure and themes, has received much

attention.30 In the words of a classic handbook on Greek tragedy: ‘It

is the most brilliant feature of the construction of the play, the most

dramatically eVective in the literature of the world, that the whole

truth is unequivocally exposed at the very beginning of the play.’31

The importance of oracles in the text is undeniable—without them,

the action could never have been set in motion, and here too Oedi-

pus’ insatiable desire to know is crucial; but what of curses and

inherited guilt?

Oedipus pronounces a curse on the unknown malefactor early in

the play, at the start of the Wrst episode (236 V.): if anyone knows the

identity of the murderer and fails to come forward, he is to face ‘a

sentence of civil and religious excommunication’, being utterly

rejected from the human and divine life of Thebes.32 And let the

murderer himself, whether alone or acting with accomplices, live out

a life of misery, even if he is a member of Oedipus’ own household,

�YŒ�Ø�Ø� �N �ı���	Ø�� j K� 	�E� K��E� ª���Ø	
 K��F �ı��Ø��	�� (249–50:
‘if he should become a member of the household, dwelling in my

own house with my knowledge’). This last part of the imprecation,

the curse proper (246–51), has come under the suspicion of editors,

28 Segal (2001), 179–89, has an annotated select bibliography of scholarship on the
OT, which is helpful in navigating the great mass of work that exists on all aspects of
this play.
29 Thus e.g. Goldhill (1986), 207 V.
30 A good example is Vernant (1990a)—illuminating on the systematic ambigu-

ities of the OT.
31 Lesky (1965), 111–12, and see also 114.
32 Dawe (1982), ad 269.
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and was deleted by Wecklein (followed by Lloyd-Jones and Wilson),

defended by Jebb and transposed after 268 by Dawe. For present

purposes, suYce to say two things. First, the curse on the malefactor

(	e� ���æÆŒ�	
 246), as Jebb notes, properly comes before the con-

cluding curse on any who fail to obey Oedipus’ edicts, which is a

Wtting end to his speech (269 V.). To transpose the two curses, with

Dawe, is to do some violence both to the logical sequence of the

speech and, perhaps, to its dramatic eVectiveness. Second, to excise it

with Lloyd-Jones and Wilson is to remove the point of two passages,

Oedipus’ own words at 744–5: �Y��Ø 	�ºÆ�· ��ØŒ
 K�Æı	e� �N� Iæa� j
��Ø�a� �æ���ººø� Iæ	�ø� �PŒ �N���ÆØ (‘Ah me! unwittingly, it seems,

I have even now subjected myself to dreadful curses’); and the

messenger’s report at Oedipus’ self-characterization after the disaster

at 1291: IæÆE��; ‰� Mæ��Æ	� (‘under the curse, even as he cursed’).33

I accept, then, that this curse is in place at 246 V., and that it is

referred to twice at later points in the play. It is an aspect of

the pervasive irony of the OT that the cursing, conWdent Oedipus

of the beginning becomes, when he is destroyed, accursed in virtue of

his own utterance. This is but a part of the complete and terrible

symmetry that prevails in the text, pivoting on the moment of

peripeteia: the blinded Oedipus of the closing passages is the mirror

image of the king of the Wrst half. But how relevant to the play is any

prior curse or taint of guilt? Is there an irruption in the OT ?

Apart from the many appearances in the text of Apollo’s prophetic

power, references to the divine are, broadly speaking, conWned to the

choral odes. There is certainly nothing to compare with Eteocles’ or

Orestes’ decision-scenes in Aeschylus. The supernatural force that

Oedipus recognizes in his terrible demise is chieXy Apollo (1329),

and a little later Creon stays his hand till he has enquired of the god

what is to become of Oedipus (1438 V.). In the exodos, no one

33 Taking ���H� ����Ø� together, with ����Ø� having a locative force, with Lloyd-
Jones (‘to linger in the house under the curse, that curse that was his own’). The
alternative interpretation, adopted by Jebb, takes ����Ø� IæÆE�� together, ‘to make the
house accursed under his own curse’. I adopt the former on the grounds that at this
point in the play, directly after the peripeteia, an emphasis on an accursed Oedipus is
more apposite than a reference to his polluting power over the household. That his
own curse in the Wrst episode has rebounded on him is more relevant than that,
under the provisions of his earlier speech, the murderer’s presence blights the
household that conceals him.
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attributes the present misfortunes to any curse or even to any taint on

the race: it is Apollo who has destroyed Oedipus, and not his

Labdacid aYliations—still less any rape of Chrysippus and what

Lemprière calls Laius’ ‘unnatural lusts’. Here, as elsewhere in Sopho-

cles, Lloyd-Jones has discerned a hereditary curse underlying the

action.34 Sophocles, he contends, ‘took it for granted that . . . a curse

inherited from Laius rested upon Oedipus’.35 The poet ‘has made an

allusive and almost enigmatic use of a story whose existence is

essential to his purpose, but which for artistic reasons must not be

allowed to loom too large’.36 I shall not rehearse here the methodo-

logical considerations that I have already deployed against this argu-

ment in my consideration of curses.37 It is enough to say here that, if

we bear in mind our insistence on carefully and clearly distinguishing

curses from taints of inherited guilt, the passages marshalled by

Lloyd-Jones in support of his contention (principally 1184–5,

1360) establish very little. They do establish, what I do not attempt

to deny, that Sophocles’ version does acknowledge and make use of a

taint on the race.38 But they do not establish the importance of any

curse on the race. Indeed, it is revealing that the only curse that is

explicitly deployed by the characters in the play is the curse of

Oedipus on the malefactor that we have already considered. It is

this curse that comes home to roost in the exodos, not any curse of

Pelops on Laius.

To complete this investigation, we must mention the choral odes

of the OT, where most of the play’s supernatural reXections are

concentrated. As we have noted before, the chorus in a tragedy

oVers only one view, one perspective on the action, and not an

authoritative key or hint to interpretation.39 That said, the chorus

of the OT is obsessed with Zeus. As has recently been pointed out,

whereas the characters, and particularly Oedipus, concentrate their

reXections on Apollo, the chorus’ reXections on divine power, focusing

34 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 104–28, esp. 119 V.
35 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 121.
36 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 121
37 See above, Ch. 3.
38 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 121.
39 See further Gould (1996), and, speciWcally on the OT, Segal (1995), 197–8. See

now also Sourvinou-Inwood (2003), 265–84, for some stimulating observations on
choral identity and collectiveness.
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on the chief god, provide ‘a cosmic frame for human suVering’.40

Thus their Wrst utterance of the play, the opening line of the parodos,

begins: t Ø̃e� ±�ı��b� ��	Ø (151: ‘O sweet-speaking message of

Zeus’). Creon is just returned from Delphi, and the chorus wastes

no time in reminding us that Apollo’s utterances are guaranteed and

underpinned by Zeus. Again, in the Wrst stasimon, directly after the

Teiresias-scene, they conclude despairingly that, while prophecy is

obscure to them as mortals, Iºº
 › ��� �s� ˘�f� ‹ 	
 %��ººø� j �ı��	�d
ŒÆd 	a �æ�	H� j �Y��	�� (498–9: ‘But Zeus and Apollo have under-

standing, and know the aVairs of men’). They could hardly underline

more sharply the familiar Sophoclean epistemic gulf between god

and man, which is so often mediated through knowledge and ignor-

ance of the meaning of prophecy.41

Most relevant to our concerns is the second stasimon (863–910).

The clouds are gathering, and the chorus reXects on the great truths of

hybris and consequent destruction. May they, they pray, be pure and

live in conformity with the laws of Olympus. Hybris begets a tyrant,

and, mounting on high, leaps down I��	���� . . . �N� I��ªŒÆ� (877:
‘into sheer constraint’, Lloyd-Jones; not quite ‘on the abyss of doom’,

Jebb). Pride and neglect of dike deserve punishment; and, if the oracles

are not true, �ææ�Ø . . . 	a Ł�EÆ (910: ‘the divine is passing away.’)
Here the chorus identiWes no curse or taint of ancestral guilt. Their

generalizations are a version of those of which tragic choruses never

tire: one who is puVed up above his station will fall. This is not the

place to consider in detail the relevance of this ode to its context,

which has sometimes seemed puzzling.42 It is enough to say that this

ode, the most sustained and detailed reXection in the play on the

power of the divine and its bearing on the stage-action, conceptual-

izes things familially only in one respect. There is a striking and

sustained generative metaphor in the Wrst part of the ode: see not

only the notorious 873, o�æØ� �ı	���Ø 	�æÆ���� (‘hybris begets a

40 Segal (1995), 195.
41 Aside from the familiar examples in the Labdacid-plays, we might mention as a

clear example the crucial prophecy revealed in the middle of the Ajax, revealed to us
and the chorus at the very moment that Ajax has just left camp to commit suicide.
Had it come a moment earlier—had the chorus and Ajax been possessed of the
crucial piece of knowledge that if he stays inside this day, the crisis will pass—things
might have turned out diVerently.
42 See further Segal (1995), 180–98.
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tyrant’); but also the more extended Wgure of 865 V., ����Ø . . .
�PæÆ��fi Æ 
 � ÆNŁ�æØ 	�Œ�øŁ��	��; z� $ ˇºı���� �Æ	cæ �����; �P�� �Ø�
Ł�Æ	a ���Ø� I��æø� �	ØŒ	�� (‘laws begotten in the heavenly ether,

whose only father is Olympus, nor did the mortal nature of men

beget them’). It is very much to the point that these metaphors of

begetting appear here, in the context of the corrupted begetting of

the Labdacids. Indeed, this is an aspect of the dramatic irony of the

play: the chorus cannot know at this point in the action that Oedipus

has got children on his own mother, and thus they hit the mark only

unwittingly.43 Here again, as we have seen repeatedly in this chapter,

Sophocles bears in mind the corruptions of the Labdacid line and

makes use of them, but without making the Labdacids especially

accursed. This ode oVers a more oblique depiction of the disorder of

the line than would content Aeschylus.44

Generational interactions, then, in the sense that is relevant for our

purposes, are of relatively limited importance in the OT. They cer-

tainly do not begin to approach the dominance of Labdacid familial

concerns in the Septem and the Phoenissae. Aeschylus and Euripides

never allow us to forget that their protagonists are accursed members

of a certain line. Sophocles, I have argued, takes a very diVerent tack

in this play. His concerns are rather diVerent: it seems to be his

purpose to lay bare the impotence and futility of mortal enquiry in

the face of the relentless and awful perfection of divine knowledge.

43 Of course the generative metaphor in the context of hybris is not unique to this
passage: cf., famously, Solon fr. 6.3–4West� Theognis 153–4. But in those passages it is
koros that begets hybris. Sophocles’ metaphor of hybris begetting a ruler is in itself
striking and unusual. For hybris as a parent cf. the very approximate parallel at Aesch.
Ag. 763 V., where hybris begets new hybris. Perhaps the thought here in Sophocles is
similar: we might tentatively gloss, it is hybris that gives rise to the qualities that
characterize the absolute ruler. (I reject Blaydes’ emendation o�æØ� . . . 	ıæÆ���� (i.e.
‘tyranny/absolute rule begets hybris’), which is defended conWdently by Dawe (1982),
ad 872. The change brings the passage into closer conformity with the more familiar
commonplace, smoothing the path of the sense unnecessarily and rejecting a more
pregnant lectio diYcilior.) See further Fisher (1992), 329–39, esp. 331 V., where the
transmitted reading is defended, with references. Fisher argues that at this date ‘a
pejorative meaning for tyrannos’ is available (332), and thatOT 873 can legitimately be
read to mean: ‘a monarch might be tempted, by the hybristic desire to abuse his power
in pursuit of his own pleasures, to begin to commit the types of unjust, dishonouring
and impious acts of violence and sexual abuse characteristic of tyrants’ (335).
44 But see above, Ch. 3 n. 73, on metaphors of generation and parenthood in the

Oresteia.
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As I have argued, it is by no means inessential to the poet’s concerns

that Oedipus is a Labdacid; but this, I suggest, is not on account of

any family curse. If there is an irruption of any kind in the OT, the

truth that obtrudes itself is not that a supernatural cause has ever

been at work behind and within the action. It is rather the great truth

of Oedipus’ identity and familial relations. For Sophocles, the simple

fact of his being the son of Laius is quite destructive enough in itself.

The irruption of the OT is a great insight, the illumination of a

terrible fact, not the revealing of an Erinys that has walked hitherto

unseen in the mist. This is perhaps to restate from another perspec-

tive the truth that the OT is a deeply ironic play.

TheOC, of course, is pervaded by Erinyes, but here too they do not

appear climactically after the fashion of the Septem. The Oedipus of

this play, a diYcult Wgure combining the potential of great beneW-

cence with that of great harm, seems to have a particularly close

relation to the Erinyes, whom he often invokes.45 Three times he

explicitly calls on their aid to support him and his imprecations

(864 V., 1010–13, and 1389–92, on which see above). Polyneices

suspects that his misfortunes are attributable to 	c� �c� 
 ¯æØ���

(1299: ‘your Erinys’). Later, well and truly cursed, he laments the

ill-starred inXuence of his father and his father’s Erinyes (1434). And

theirs, of course, is the grove to which Oedipus has come. This odd

and pregnant association is the principal form in which the Erinyes

appear: what we deWnitely do not see is a development of the idea

that some Erinys of the house lies behind the action and that its will is

being played out through the course of events.

Our investigation of Sophocles’ Labdacid plays has yielded a

twofold result. Negatively speaking, we have noticed the marked

absence of any hereditary curse on the line that serves as the causal

lynchpin of the action. The same is true, as we have found, of

inherited guilt and Erinyes. But this is not to deny the importance

in Sophocles’ eyes of the fact that his protagonists are scions of this

corrupted and dysfunctional family. He simply works through the

associated issues by means of mechanisms diVerent from those

employed by Aeschylus and Euripides. The role of the divine in this

family is by no means negligible: as we have shown, all three Theban

45 On the ambivalence of Oedipus, see e.g. Kamerbeek (1984), Introduction.
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plays make use of divine will in various ways, and prophecy, cursing,

and Erinyes are all severally prominent in Sophocles’ versions. Thus

we have concluded not only, negatively, that certain features are

absent, but also, rather more positively, that Sophocles has his own

individual approach to the Oedipus-myth which proceeds by other

means. This is a salutary reminder for the student of Attic tragedy: it

is quite possible to deploy the fate of this house in the genre of

tragedy without conforming to an Aeschylean generational scheme

and without employing the medium of the connected, diachronically

advancing trilogy. Tragic reXections on ancient evils and successive

re-incriminations within a line do not necessarily shed their com-

plexity and interest when they slough oV an inherited curse.

I I . THE ELECTRA AND THE SORROWS OF THE

PELOPIDS, PAST, PRESENT—AND FUTURE?

We have one more play of Sophocles to consider in detail, the Electra.

Does Sophocles’ one extant handling of the Pelopid myths conform

to the highly individual pattern that we have discerned in his Theban

plays?46 Do the marked diVerentia that distinguish the Sophoclean

from the Aeschylean and the Euripidean handling of the Labdacids

apply also in his treatment of this other great and greatly unfortunate

oikos?

A crucial debate among interpreters of this play has concerned the

presentation and evaluation of the matricide and the absence of

speciWc references to future consequences for Orestes.47 Is the play

to be viewed ironically, with emphasis on the dark undercurrents of

the action; or aYrmatively, with the emphasis falling rather on the

justiWcations that are proposed for the killings and the near-complete

silence concerning problems to come? ‘The Electra of Sophocles

might be thought to prove the impossibility of objective literary

criticism: so diverse are the interpretations to which it has given

46 It is infuriating that we do not have Soph. Iphigenia and his (three? cf. Radt,
TrGF iv. 239–40, Lloyd-Jones (1996), 106–7) Thyestes plays.
47 Two useful recent summaries of the debate between ironic and aYrmative views

of the play are given by Lloyd (2005), 99–115, and MacLeod (2001), 4–20.
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rise. The greatest divergence of opinion concerns the poet’s attitude

towards the matricidal vengeance.’48 In an earlier chapter, we have

noted that the one clear and undeniable reference to a continuation

of the woes of the line after the end of this play is given by Aegisthus

as he goes to his death:

q �A�
 I��ªŒ� 	��� 	c� �	�ª�� N��E�
	� 	
 Z�	Æ ŒÆd ��ºº��	Æ —�º��Ø�H� ŒÆŒ�;

(1497–8)

Is it quite necessary that this house here behold both the present and the

future ills of the Pelopids?

We might add to our previous discussion only that this is not, by any

measure, a disinterested analysis of the situation. Aegisthus, less than

ecstatic that he is about to be done to death, very naturally hits on a

strategy for dissuasion: not only is the present problematic, he warns,

but so also will be the future. We have seen the Clytaemestra of

Aeschylus’ Choephori clutching at straws when she faces Orestes—

‘Stay, and revere my breast!’; ‘Think of a mother’s curse!’; ‘Think of

the Erinyes!’ (Cho. 896–930). This passage of the Electra is parallel—

‘Are you ashamed of this deed so that you must commit it indoors?’

he says; ‘Future woes will come!’; ‘Must I go Wrst? Do you seriously

believe that I may escape?’ (El. 1493–1503). These utterances are

perfectly plausible psychologically, as Aegisthus runs the gamut of

horror, attempted dissuasion and, Wnally, a kind of bitter irony. Had

it been the chorus speaking of ��ºº��	Æ ŒÆŒ� (‘future ills’), the

locution might have demanded a diVerent consideration, particularly

if the prediction came in a stasimon and in a more reXective context.

As it stands, however, not too much can be built on this couplet: it is

hardly a solid peg on which to hang a reading of gathering clouds and

coming darkness.49

There is, by contrast, plenty in the text about the burden of the

past. It has been well said that in the Electra, by contrast with

Aeschylus’ Choephori, ‘Sophocles concentrates on the present as

48 Winnington-Ingram (1980), 217, and see generally his chapter on the Electra,
217 V.
49 But see also the further considerations adduced with characteristic intelligence

and sensitivity by Winnington-Ingram (1980), 226 V.
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generated by the past.’50 This tendency culminates in the chorus’s

chilling utterance at the very moment of matricide:

	�º�F�
 IæÆ�· �H�Ø� �ƒ
ªA� ��Æd Œ������Ø:
�Æº�ææı	�� ªaæ Æx�
 ����ÆØæ�F�Ø 	H� Œ	Æ���	ø�
�ƒ ��ºÆØ ŁÆ���	��:

(1417 V.)

The curses are being fulWlled. Those who lie beneath the earth yet live. For

those long dead extract the killers’ blood that Xows in return.

	�º�F�Ø here in the chorus’s utterance picks up Electra’s words at

1398–9: –��æ�� ÆP	�ŒÆ j 	�º�F�Ø 	�hæª�� (‘The men straightway will

be accomplishing their work’); and is in turn picked up by the last

word of the play, 	�º�øŁ�� (1510: ‘completed/accomplished’.)51 All is

accomplishment and Wnality: the doing of the deed, or rather the

twofold deed, is emphatically the focus of the exodos of the work. But

what, precisely, are the curses of which the chorus speaks? This has

plausibly been referred to Electra’s magniWcent invocation of the

powers below at the end of the prologue, where she prays in the

same breath for vengeance and for the return of her brother (110 V.):

‘The dramatic eVect is to suggest that the divinities whom Electra

invokes have already acted on her behalf, and will continue to act.’52

This interpretation lends the play a neat eVect of ring-composition,

Electra’s lament and curse at the start explicitly answering to the

vengeance at the end. It may be objected that the chorus does not

enter the orchestra until the end of Electra’s curse-speech, and so has

not technically heard her curse at all. Thus we would need to think

more in terms of some prior curse, not to say some family curse. Such

was the line adopted by Lloyd-Jones in The Justice of Zeus, where he

refers the choric utterance 1417 V. to the aVair of Myrtilus and

Pelops, which has been mentioned by the chorus at 504 V. He freely

admits, however, that

50 Winnington-Ingram (1980), 228
51 See March (2001), ad 1508–10, on the cluster of 	�º��-words at the end of the

play.
52 March (2001), ad 110–18; and cf. ad 1417–18, where she refers the choric

utterance to this curse.

132 Irruption and Insight?



There is no explicit statement that this was the origin of the curse, but only of

the woes of the Atreidae; still, there seems little doubt that Sophocles meant to

imply what Euripides in his Orestes explicitly states. When at the moment of

Clytemnestra’s murder the Chorus exclaims ‘The curse is accomplishing its

work!’, I doubt if they mean simply the curse of the murdered Agamemnon.53

I share this concluding doubt, but I think we need look no further

back than Electra’s invocation within the play. The objection just

mentioned loses much of its force when we take into account two

considerations: Wrst, that the chorus is on the point or in the process

of entering when Electra utters her curse at 110 V.; second, even if

they have not been in the arena for all the curse, the interstice is so

small that it will have passed entirely unnoticed in performance. We

the audience will hardly object at 1417 V. that the chorus did not

actually hear the curse of 110 V., having begun the parodos a few

seconds later.

Here too, then, we Wnd no necessity to refer to a previous family

curse, an inherited curse of the Pelopids. It is otiose to mention that

there is a great deal in Sophocles’ Electra about divine justice and the

workings of Zeus. My point is not that cursing and supernatural

causation are irrelevant here—and of course not that familial dys-

function and the tracing of woes through the generations are irrele-

vant; but rather that within the conWnes of the text itself we are

provided with all the cursing and inherited guilt that we need to

understand the play. Precisely as we found in our consideration of

Sophocles’ Theban plays, the corollary of this negative conclusion,

this conclusion about absence, is the positive conclusion that here

too Sophocles works out the woes of the house not through the

climactic operation of a pre-existing curse, not through the sudden

revelation that an Erinys is at work, but through the desires, con-

cerns, and epistemic status of his protagonists. If any piece of know-

ledge climactically comes to the fore in the Electra, it is that Orestes is

Orestes and that he is come to kill his mother. Here too Sophocles’

characteristic irony is central to the play; but here too, as in the OT,

this is an irony concerning human identity, not one concerning the

suddenly realized workings of the divine. Sophocles is concerned in

the Electra to portray a terrible present that is rooted in a terrible

53 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 113.
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past. To project the audience’s attention forward to somemore or less

obscure but certainly terrible future would be alien to his intention.

‘Any allusion to the pursuit and acquittal of Orestes that lie ahead

would be damaging to the particular eVect at which the poet aims, so

that the persistence over three generations of the chain of murder

and revenge is not here stressed.’54 It is precisely Sophocles’ rigid

conWning of the play to the present, his rigorous exclusion of the

future, that has embarrassed some interpreters and given rise to the

great debates about the portrayal of the killings and about their

consequences.

CONCLUSION

These readings and comparisons have identiWed a crucial diVerence

between Sophocles on the one hand and Aeschylus and Euripides

on the other. Despite the many and marked diVerentia between

Aeschylus and Euripides that we have found in previous chapters,

by comparison with Sophocles the two very much stand together. It

has now emerged that our study of certain features of corrupted

familial interactions and their connection with supernatural modes

of causation inevitably has less to say about Sophocles: curses, Eri-

nyes, and taints of inherited guilt simply do not operate in the same

way in this author. Far from establishing the simple absence of

certain features, this chapter has sketched the beginnings of a new

direction of enquiry. Sophocles, I have argued, does not share the

Aeschylean preoccupation with doubly motivated action and its

bearing on mortal decisions. At the same time, he is no less con-

cerned than his two counterparts with familial dysfunction and with

supernatural causation. It is simply that his concern with these

concepts is diVerently handled.

There will always be imponderables in the comparison and con-

trast of the characters of diVerent authors’ work. To deny this is to

over-simplify. We have identiWed something of the character of

Sophocles without pretending to adumbrate a grand theory of his

54 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 112.
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tragic Weltanschauung. Within the compass of this enquiry, we have

said enough: the pursuit of the clues and hints that we have discerned

in this chapter belongs to another study—a study which I intend to

pursue elsewhere. The time has now come for us to view tragedy

from a diVerent perspective; to step back and consider the inevitable

questions of how, precisely, the causal mechanisms that we have

identiWed operate. How does tragic decision making work, especially

within a blighted family? Do the tragedians explore a problem of

freedom bearing on their accursed mortal agents? And, not least, why

have we so far said so little about fate?
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6

Fate, Freedom, Decision

Making: Eteocles and Others

We have now investigated in depth the tragic workings of inherited

guilt, curses, and Erinyes. We have come to see that these three

concepts form a constellation of inter-related causal determinants,

and that all three work in closely similar, though ultimately distinct,

ways. The time has now come to turn our attention from these

determinants to what they determine—to examine the acting mortal

character considered as the Weld on which a taint of guilt, a curse, or

an Erinys may operate. It is characteristic of tragedy to investigate

closely and with some anxiety what it is for a man or woman to

perform an action that is ultimately destructive, whether of self or of

others. Though Aeschylus is the most concerned of the tragedians to

explore how a human can possibly act under the canopy of the divine

order, both Sophocles and Euripides, as we shall see, evince anxieties

of their own about human agency. It is to precisely this point that our

investigations have led us: we Wnd ourselves at the interface between

divine and mortal, between doom and crime, between action and

suVering. In tragedy, awful and lamentable things regularly occur.

But the genre is quite capable of presenting something as simultan-

eously a terrible happening, a calamitous element of the universe,

and also an intelligible deed, something that arises for comprehen-

sible reasons from the human motivations and concerns of the agent.

In other words, tragedy can comfortably encompass both subjective

and objective perspectives on its action, can show both the awfulness

of something and the reasons why someone might have done such an

awful thing. And these reasons frequently involve both a supernat-

ural and a human component. Ajax’s suicide in Sophocles is in



conformity with divine will: in both Aeschylus and Euripides, Eteocles

and Polyneices kill each other in fulWlment of their father’s curse. But

Sophocles is at pains to give us an insight into why Ajax the man

should behave in such a way; and similarly, Aeschylus and Euripides

show at some length the human reasons why such men as the two sons

of Oedipus should do what they do.

In this chapter, I address the issue of how mortals in tragedy come

to act, speciWcally with reference to the concerns that have occupied

us so far: this chapter does not pretend to be anything like an

exhaustive account, nor would such an account be in place here.

Rather, it is an examination of certain key passages and plays, an

examination of agency and freedom as they impinge on the causal

frameworks that we have analysed in the preceding chapters of our

investigation. I examine here some tragic decisions where the caus-

ation of the resultant action clearly has both a divine and a human

component. This discussion will compel us to examine the role of

fate in tragedy and to ask whether we can justiWably think in terms of

a problem of freedom. For our purposes, as we shall see, fate is

remarkably, even arrestingly, peripheral. This Wnal part of our en-

quiry will, it is hoped, reveal some further nuances of the causal

factors in tragedy that have been our concern in previous chapters. It

will emerge that we cannot give a satisfactory account of a taint of

guilt, a curse, or an Erinys without addressing these issues.

I . FATE

The modern Western world is less at home with the concept of fate

than with the concepts of predestination and of determinism. These

two things are clearly distinguishable from fate. To take predestin-

ation Wrst: some Christians have deployed the notion that their one

God certainly and irreversibly elects some mortals to enjoy ultimate

beatitude. On this account, certain fortunate souls are simply des-

tined to attain heaven. This form of the doctrine of predestination

has been called single predestination. Distinct from it, and reached by

a further step, is what is called double predestination. This doctrine

states that not only are some inalienably elected to heaven, but
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others, with equal inalienability, are condemned to damnation, and

have been from everlasting.1 Even to state these ideas is to demon-

strate that they belong to a thought world very diVerent from that of

Greek tragedy, where no such notions are important. Conversely, the

tragic concept of fate is not at home in this Christian world: ‘Fate is a

conception for which there is no foothold in the Christian system.’2

Broadly speaking, from the Christian perspective, no entity but God,

who is omnipotent, can be conceived as enduing the present and

future with order; and He cannot conceivably be subject to any order

or dispensation higher than Himself.3 It belongs to another Weltan-

schauung entirely to envisage a Zeus subject to fate and the Erinyes:

+�: 	�� �s� I��ªŒ�� K�	d� �NÆŒ��	æ����;
—æ: 0�EæÆØ 	æ���æ��Ø ������� 	
 
 ¯æØ����:
+�: 	��	ø� ¼æÆ ˘��� K�	Ø� I�Ł����	�æ��;
—æ: �hŒ�ı� i� KŒ��ª�Ø ª� 	c� ���æø�����.

([Aesch.] PV 515 V.)4

Chorus : Who then is the helmsman of necessity?
Prom.: The three-formed fates and the mindful Erinyes.
Chorus : Is Zeus then weaker than these?
Prom.: He could not escape what is fated.

1 Cf. Martin (1918). Cf. also Neill, Goodwin, and Dowle (1967), s.v. predestination.
2 Martin (1918), 229 col. 1.
3 Following these lines of thought, Aeschylus and Sophocles may appear more

elevated than the benighted Homer, in that they at least nod towards a moralized
conception of the universe and even a divine realm that oversees justice for mortals
and may be closely allied to fate: thus Martin (1918), 230. On the question whether
even Zeus can be constrained by fate, see below.
4 On this passage cf. Fraenkel, ad Aesch. Ag. 1535 f., arguing that ‘In a number of

passages . . .0�EæÆ (or 0�EæÆØ) denotes not Destiny in general but the particular fate
which causes the appropriate penalty to follow inevitably upon every sin’, citing Cho.
306 V. and discerning the same idea in Agamemnon’s apology at Il. 19. 86 f., where
Moira and Erinys are again coupled. (On the apology and its apparent inconsistency
with Il. 9. 119, where Agamemnon says Iºº
 K��d IÆ����� �æ��d º�ıªÆº�fi ��Ø �ØŁ�Æ�
(‘But since I was subject to infatuation, obeying my perverse mind’), omitting
mention of fate and divine powers and instead attributing his infatuation to his
own mental perversity, see Lesky (2001), 195–7, viewing the two passages as ‘two
faces of one coin. . . .Which face of things Agamemnon sees and displays to other
people depends . . . on his situation at the time’ (197).) On this account, the Moirai
and Erinyes in the present passage have it in common that they ensure the sequence of
crime followed by punishment, a connection that not even Zeus can break.
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The second concept more familiar to us than fate and less easy to

discern in Greek tragedy is determinism. In essence, determinism is

the doctrine that the state of the world at any givenmoment is purely a

function of its state at a previousmoment, where certain invariable laws

of causation apply. It is a short step from this notion to the denial of

human freedom and thus human responsibility. For if, in performing

an action, I could not have done otherwise than I have in fact done,

then it would seem that, theoretically at least, I cannot be held respon-

sible for my action. We shall consider the concept of determinism in

greater detail below. This formulation immediately declares its own

distinctness from the belief that some things, at least, are ineluctably

fated to happen. I defer till later the large and vexed question whether

and how Greek tragedy raises a problem of human freedom. SuYce it

to say here that those words in Greek tragedy that may be translated by

‘fate’ and its cognates are not amenable to translation by ‘determinism’;

and that some have thought that no problem of freedom is raised

before both the Stoics and the Epicureans begin to wrestle with notions

of causation and human action.5

Having established negatively what fate is not, and having seen that

two ideas verymuchmore familiar in ourown thought-world are clearly

distinct from fate, we turn now to a positive account of the workings of

fate in tragedy and elsewhere. First we shall consider its nature and

functioning in some extra-tragic texts, and, in particular, examples of its

importance in two narrative genres, historiography and epic.6

5 The Epicureans, aware of the undesirable implications of a determinist hypoth-
esis, sought to preserve human freedom through the device of the atomic ‘swerve’
(Œ����Ø� �Ææ��ŒºØ	ØŒ, declinatio, clinamen): see Long and Sedley (1987), i. 102–12, ii.
104–13. On Stoic accounts of causation and fate, see Long and Sedley (1987), i. 333–
43, ii. 332–41, and Bobzien (1998), passim. We also defer discussion of the view
exempliWed by Greene (1944), 89–104, that the tragedians in their treatment of fate
exhibit a stage of development between ‘primitive superstition’ and full-Xedged
engagement with ‘the problems of philosophy’. The argument of the present chapter
will itself suggest, contra the tenor of Greene’s thesis (outlined with admirable
honesty, 3–9), that the tragedians’ interest in fate cannot in the rigour of the term
be called a philosophical or proto-philosophical interest; and that tragedy is not
proWtably viewed as a step in the teleological advancement of Greek thought towards
raising the problem of freedom.
6 It is worth noticing the superWcially bewildering proliferation of Greek words for

fate. Many of them may be reduced etymologically to the idea of a mortal’s allotted
portion, that which is meted out to him. The root of ��EæÆ in its meaning ‘portion’ or
‘share’ is found a number of times on the Linear B tablets in the word mo-ro-pa2 ,
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An earlier chapter discusses the fall of Croesus in the Wrst book of

Herodotus, and the explanation that he subsequently receives from

Delphi (1. 91), which attributes his defeat to inherited guilt and

ineluctable fate.7 This instance of a fated calamity early in the text,

prepared over a wide span of chapters, may to some extent be seen as

programmatic: fate has been said to lend the work ‘its inner unity’.8 At

any rate, the text’s narrative exuberance is informed by a repetitive

pattern: successive Persian kings and Greek tyrants inexorably rise and

fall, and the Cyrus who has vanquished Croesus is utterly destroyed in

his turn by Tomyris. Xerxes himself, castigator of the elements and

bridger of the Hellespont, will only narrowly escape obliteration at the

hands of the Greeks. The sense of repetition and ineluctability in the

cycle of human aVairs that the text engenders is a matter as much of

what is unsaid as what is said. This is not to claim thatmoira is the clue

to Herodotus’ world view.9 But, as we read his text through to the end,

glossed by CV, ad PY43, ‘ ‘possessor of a share or portion’, evidently a high-ranking
title’, and cf. CV, Glossary, s.v. mo-ro-pa. The EM relates ��EæÆ and ��æ�� to ���æø
(s.vv.). The Suda (s.v.) is in implicit agreement with this etymology. The EM s.v. Ær�Æ
continues the theme of apportionment, deriving the word from ��ÆE�Æ and thus from
�Æ�ø; 	e ��æ��ø (‘I apportion, divide into parts’): the word is then glossed " !Œ��	fiø
����æØ����� (‘that which has been apportioned to each’). Its third suggestion s.v.
�Æ��ø� suggests the same line of thought: �Ææa 	e �Æ�ø; 	� ��æ��ø; › !Œ��	fiø
I����æ��ø� (s.v.: ‘from I divide, I apportion, the one who apportions to each
man’). The entry s.v. �ƒ�Ææ���� ŒÆd �¥�Ææ	� notes their derivation from ���æø. The
idea of fate as one’s due share is pervasive in these etymologies. Its other suggestions
connect the word with �Æ�ø; 	e �Æ�Ł��ø (‘I learn’) and �Æ�ø; 	e ªØ���Œø (‘I come to
know’). This derivation is certainly ancient: cf. Plat. Cratylus 398b–c, where, in a
section of etymologies of divine names, Socrates (citing HesiodWD 121–3, where see
West, ad loc., on the variations between the quotation and the direct tradition) claims
that the deiWed men of the Golden Age were called daimones because of their
prudence and wisdom: [Hesiod] ‹	Ø �æ��Ø��Ø ŒÆd �Æ����� q�Æ�; � �Æ����Æ�
 ÆP	�f�
T���Æ��� (398b6–7). Modern etymology is inclined to agree. Chantraine derives
�Æ��ø� from �Æ���ÆØ, ‘au sens de ‘‘puissance qui attribue’’, d’où ‘‘divinité, destin’’ ’,
and broadly agrees with the ancients in tracing ��EæÆ; ��æ��, and �ƒ�Ææ���� to
���æ��ÆØ; ��æ��—Chantraine (1968), s.vv.

7 Contrast the ineluctability of moira here with the prologue of Euripides’ Alcestis,
where Apollo says that he has saved Admetus from death0��æÆ� ��º��Æ� (Alc. 10–21,
at 12: ‘by tricking the fates’).
8 Lesky (1966a), 323. Cf. Harrison (2000), 223–42; and the discussion in Gould

(1989), 67–76, arguing that ‘the supernatural strand of causation . . . goes to the heart
of [Hdt.’s] perception of historical events’ (67); but see my important qualiWcations
below, n. 9.
9 Supernatural causation in Herodotus is considered in more detail above, Ch. 1.

Moira not the Grand Clue to Hdt.: see Gould (1989), 72–82, denying that Hdt.
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the uncertainty of human life and the inevitability of decline are, we

feel, something of which we can be sure.

If fate in Herodotus tends to be implacable where it is deployed, the

rigidity and sovereignty of fate in both Homer and Hesiod may be

called into question. We have noticed above, in Chapter 4, that the

Erinyes in Homer are conceived as working on the gods as well as on

mortals. Similarly, fate itself may also sometimes appear to be part of an

order that can constrain the gods—some stratum which is older than

the Olympians and that they have not fully mastered. Towards mortals,

of course, Fate is quite uncompromising.10At two decisive moments in

battle (Iliad 8. 68–77, 22. 209–13), Zeus is shown balancing in his

golden scales ��� ŒBæ� 	Æ��º�ª��� ŁÆ��	�Ø� (‘two keres of death that

lays men low’), once those of the Achaeans and Trojans, once those of

Achilles and Hector. The ÆY�Ø��� q�Ææ (‘appointed day’) of one party

tips down, and defeat and death follows for the mortal or mortals to

whom it corresponds. To call this ‘Zeus’ fateful act’ and ‘a scene . . .

worthy to describe the fate of mighty heroes’ is true enough but

unhelpful for present purposes: this formulation elides the important

question of Zeus’ relation to the fates ofmortals.11One approach to this

passage is exempliWed in the view that ‘Zeus weighs on the scales of

Moira the destiny of men and cannot give aid to a man condemned by

subscribes to a grand and all-pervasive script of fate that informs all the actions of his
narrative. I am in complete agreement with this: my remarks in the main text here are
not intended to refute Gould, but rather to insist that Hdt.’smoira, where deployed, is
in those cases a force to be reckoned with.

10 Cf. e.g. Il. 6. 487–9 (Hector to Andromache). The formula ŒBæ
 Iº����ø� (Il. 3.
32 etc.: ‘avoiding his ker’) does not serve as a counter-example. It is true that the word
ŒBæ can shade into ��EæÆ, but only ‘where ��EæÆ means or implies ‘‘death’’ ’: thus
Hainsworth (1993), 117. To avoid one’s ker is therefore to avoid death at this
moment, and not to cheat or frustrate one’s fate in a larger sense. Hainsworth
(ibid)., points out that � ŒBæ never signiWes (as ��EæÆ can) ‘the natural order’ ’.
11 GriYn (1980), 154 and 154–5 respectively. It is unfortunate that the fragments

of Aeschylus’3ı���	Æ��Æ are too sparse for anything to be made of them. A tradition
grew up of criticizing Aeschylus for metamorphosing or simply misunderstanding
the gist of the two Homeric passages. Thus Plut. Quomodo adulescens poetas audire
debeat 17A, warning the young not to allow themselves to be carried away by poetry’s
element of �º���Æ, observes that the whole play is worked up from an Homeric
�ıŁ������Æ ŒÆd �º���Æ �æe� "���c� j �Œ�º��Ø� IŒæ�Æ	�F (‘story and Wction in-
tended for the pleasure or astonishment of the hearer’). The scholia on both Homeric
passages bluntly criticize the tragedian for misunderstanding ŒBæ� as łı���: cf. &T
Hom. Il. 8. 70 and 22. 210 (Aesch. �Æ�ºø� KŒ��������� 	e �Næ������: ‘badly taking up
the locution’!), with Eust. Il. 1266. 37, quoted by Erbse, ad loc.
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Moira’.12 Opposed to this is the view that the will of Zeus essentially is

Moira. It has been said of the Iliadic Zeus that ‘He exercises a vague

general control over events, and since his thought is identical with

future happenings, the future can be known by him or by whoever

knowshismind.Moira, one’s ‘portion’, is in the last resort identical with

the will of Zeus; when Hera reminds him that he cannot save his son

Sarpedon she is only warning him that he cannot sacriWce to a sudden

whim his own settled policy.’13On one account, Zeus is subordinate to

Moira and bound by it: on another, his will constitutes it.14The famous

episode inwhich Zeus deliberateswhether to save Sarpedon fromdeath

(Il. 16. 431–61) at least raises the possibility that he might contravene

what is fated. It is, he says, ��EæÆ that his son be overcome by Patroclus

(433 f.), and Hera describes the unfortunate mortal as ��ºÆØ

���æø����� ÆY�fi � (441: ‘long since fated by appointment’). She appears

to concede, however, that Zeus can rescue Sarpedon if he wants to

(443). The strongest dissuasions that she brings to bear are that the

other gods will not approve his action, and that a dangerous precedent

might be set: otherOlympians have children on the battleWeld, and they

too might want to save their lives in future (445–9). She pursues the

train of thought no further, and in the event her husband contents

himself with a bloody shower; but prima facie this passage does seem to

raise diYculties for thosewhowould identify fate in the Iliadwith Zeus’

will. A closely similar situation arises in book 22, when Athena dis-

suades her father from saving Hector. The goddess uses three of the

same lines that Hera has used in book 16, to equally good eVect: 16.

441–3 are identical with 22. 179–81. Here too, Athena seems to think

that it is in Zeus’ power to save Hector, but in the event the hero is

abandoned to Achilles and death.15 This repeated problematization of

the supreme god’s relation to fate in Homer is only the beginning of a

long career of complex interaction between what Zeus intends or

12 Zieliński (1926), 168.
13 Lloyd-Jones (1971), 4–5. He restates the essence of this position at 166 n. 19: ‘in

the last resort what Zeus wishes to happen happens’. Noteworthy in this connection is
& Il. 22. 209: Y�ø� Iºº�ª�æ�E 	c� ˜Øe� ª����� Œ	º. (‘Perhaps this is an allegory for the
intention of Zeus’).
14 The ˜Øe� . . . ��ıº of the Iliad’s proem need not be inclusively interpreted: the

‘design of Zeus’ does not necessarily signify the entire action of the epic. Thus (e.g.)
Lesky (2001), 174–6, strictly limits the signiWcance of this half-line.
15 Cf. Janko (1992), ad loc.
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desires and what is destined to be. ‘While Greek religion lives, the idea

of divine omnipotence is in constant rivalry with the idea of the

authority of Moira over the gods.’16

Hesiod notoriously gives the Fates two parentages in the Theogony,

at Wrst sight inconsistent with one another. In the earlier of these

passages, the poet makes both 0�æ�� ŒÆd ˚BæÆ and 0��æÆ� ŒÆd

˚BæÆ� children of Night (211–17). In the later, the 0�EæÆØ are

daughters of Zeus and Themis (903 V.): they receive �º���	��

	���� (‘the greatest honour’) from their father and are named

Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos, Æ¥ 	� �Ø��F�Ø j Ł��	�E� I�Łæ���Ø�Ø�
���Ø� IªÆŁ�� 	� ŒÆŒ�� 	� (‘who grant to mortal men the possession of

good and ill’).17 As a matter of logic, the Fates clearly cannot be both

fatherless children of night and children of Zeus by Themis. West

notes the inconsistency in his commentary but claims that it is ‘not a

very serious one’.18 In his note on the second passage, he rightly

observes that here the Fates are ‘subordinate to Zeus’, being his

daughters and receiving their 	��� from him.19 ‘Even the Moirai

are numbered among his daughters, as if to make it plain that in

critical cases their power is subordinate to his.’20 Solmsen also ac-

knowledges the inconsistency and rightly refuses to see the problem

as ‘purely . . . textual’.21 He suggests that the two passages may pro-

Wtably be viewed as reXecting two moods of the poet, respectively

(i) ‘a mood of despair’ in which human life is arbitrary and harsh and

(ii) a more sanguine view of the Fates ‘as agents of a stern but

fundamentally just world order. . . . The character of their parents

imposes a restriction on the arbitrariness of their dispensations.’22

For present purposes we must note that at a very early date, in both

Homer and Hesiod, fate may appear under two aspects. On the one

hand it represents a dispensation older and more venerable than the

present order of the Olympians; on the other it can be said to derive

from the most powerful Olympian and therefore be dependent upon

16 Zieliński (1926), 169. Cf. also Lesky (2001), 176: ‘In general I agree with Martin
Nilsson and many other scholars that these [sc. fate and the gods] were originally two
coexisting sets of conceptions that subsequently came of necessity into conXict with
each other.’
17 For the names, cf. Od. 7. 197, where the Fates collectively are called ˚ºHŁ��.
18 West, ad Theog. 217.
19 West, ad Theog. 904. 20 West, ad Theog. 37.
21 Solmsen (1949), 36. 22 Solmsen (1949), 37.
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him. In both these early poets, then, the relation of fate to the present

divine hierarchy is problematic. We shall see that in tragedy, too,

there are traces of similar tensions.23

After the Messenger’s speech in Euripides’ Heracles, the chorus

sings a lament relating Heracles’ killing of his family to other myth-

ical exemplars. In a priamel-like Wgure, the deaths of Danaus’ chil-

dren and Itys lead up to the indescribable (1025–7) murder Heracles

has perpetrated on his children, whom he has slain ºı����Ø . . . ���æfi Æ
(1024: ‘by a fate of raving madness’). Now the economy of the play

quite clearly attributes this killing to Hera’s ��º�� (840: ‘wrath’)

through the agency of Lyssa, and certainly not to any grand plan of

Zeus. When the chorus invokes Fate here, it does not appeal to some

over-arching cosmic design but rather states simply that madness has

fallen to Heracles for his portion and has caused his murders. This

madness is imposed from without, and ‘to [Fate] one refers what one

cannot understand, just as religious people refer the unacceptable to

‘‘God’s will’’ ’ .24 The play emphasizes by its diptychal structure both

mortal potency—Heracles is saviour of his doomed family—and

mortal vulnerability in the face of the divine—the victorious Hera-

cles is abased in his moment of triumph. This double aspect of

humanity embattled in the face of change and chance is sharply

focused here by the word ��EæÆ: Certain things simply happen for

reasons impenetrable to mortals, and this impenetrability is encom-

passed by the notion of what is or was to be. Thus an appeal to fate

can be a kind of shrug of the shoulders, an acceptance that some

things, however awful, simply happen.25

Closely related are tragic appeals to fate to diVerentiate mortals’

experiences and fortunes: thus the second stasimon of Euripides’

Heraclidae has its Wrst strophe devoted to the mutability of human

prosperity and its dependence on the gods and fate. This ode comes

after Eurystheus’ defeat but before Alcmene’s resolve to kill him,

23 Cf., à propos of Aeschylus, Winnington-Ingram (1983a), 170–73, on Moira as
connoting ‘the rigid, the intractable, the violent, the blind, the primitive aspect of
divine operation’ (171), and as sharing characteristics—rigidity, blindness, implac-
ability—with the Erinyes. On [Aesch.] PV 515 V., quoted by Winnington-Ingram at
171 n. 57, see below, and above, text to n. 4.
24 Bond (1981), ad Eur. HF 1024.
25 See above on fate and inevitability in Herodotus.
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entirely an appropriate point for an account of mortal vicissitudes.

Here mutability and ineluctability are combined: �Ææ� �
 ¼ººÆ� ¼ººÆ j
��EæÆ �Ø�Œ�Ø (611–12: see below: ‘one moira after another pursues

us’), reducing some from high estate and exalting others,

��æ�Ø�Æ �
 �h	Ø �ıª�E� Ł��Ø�; �P ���Ø-
fi Æ 	Ø� I����	ÆØ; Iººa ��	Æ�
› �æ�Łı��� I�d ����� ���Ø:

(615–17: see below)

It is in no way ordained that one may escape morsima; no one will dispel it

by cleverness, but he who so desires shall always take his trouble in vain.

The sense of the notion that moira after moira attends or pursues

human life must surely be not alternate predeterminations succeed-

ing one another, but something much closer to the etymological

sense of the word: one fortune after another, one lot, attends the

same person or group as time passes. A recent translator renders

611–12: ‘One fortune after another pursues us.’26 But the sense of

moira ‘lot’ is clearly not felt—at least by the chorus as they sing—to

jar with the sense of moira ‘what is to be’, for the related word

��æ�Ø��� appears a few lines later in its sense of ‘ineluctably deter-

mined’, used of events against which sophia and resolution are futile.

The Wrst colon of the sentence deserves attention for the precise

manner in which it describes inevitability. Line 615 has been ren-

dered: ‘It is not possible to Xee from fate [etc.]’; or again: ‘What is

ordained no man may escape.’27 I do not Wnd either of these trans-

lations wholly satisfactory: Ł��Ø� is notoriously not what is possible,

but what is laid down or established by custom or right.28 The gist of

both translations quoted is quite appropriate to the marked em-

phasis in the context on mortal helplessness, but ‘not possible’ and

‘no man . . . may’ fail to bring out the connotation that it is ‘not

lawful ’ or ‘not within the bounds of established ordinances’ to go

against fate. The passage depicts an order as a whole, albeit an

order of mutability, in which fated good and ill are inescapable. But

they occupy their crucial position alongside the gods: Ł�H� is the third

26 Kovacs (1995), 67.
27 Respectively Kovacs (1995), 67; and Davie and Rutherford (1996), 109.
28 Cf. LSJ, s.v. Ł��Ø�.
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word of the stasimon. Here there is no problematization of the gods’

relation to fate: from the chorus’mortal point of view, the two agencies

need not be sharply distinguished, for both rule over human fortunes

alike and their vicissitudes may be attributed to either or both.

A similar conjunction occurs in the exodos of Sophocles’ Philoc-

tetes; but here, as has often been suggested, the complex of Zeus and

Moira is problematized not in its internal relations but in relation to

the overwhelming human logic of the play.29 Before the sudden

appearance of Heracles, Philoctetes and Neoptolemus stand on the

point of going, not to Troy, but home, in perfect conformity with the

psychological dynamics of the play thus far, but in danger of doing

violence to the possibility of Troy’s fall. Twice in the body of the

tragedy the predictions of the captured seer Helenus are reported,

once by the so-called Emporos and once, later, by Neoptolemus (603–

21; 1314–47). Philoctetes will not be cured of his suppurating wound

until he goes to Troy and encounters the sons of Asclepius. When

there, with the aid of Neoptolemus and Heracles’ bow, he will

compass the city’s capture. Helenus guarantees with his own life

that this is what must happen:

‰� ��E ª����ŁÆØ 	ÆF	Æ; ŒÆd �æe� 	�E��
 �	Ø;
‰� ��	
 I��ªŒ� 	�F �Ææ��	H	�� Ł�æ�ı�
/æ��Æ� ±ºH�ÆØ �A�Æ� Œ	º:

(1339–41)

[who says] that this must happen, and, in addition, that it is inevitable that

all Troy be taken during this present summer . . .

But as the end of the play approaches, Neoptolemus and Philoctetes

come to the point of departing for Oeta: guile, persuasion, and the

threat of force have accomplished nothing, and those events that the

prophet has declared inevitable are on the point of not happening. In

the trochaic tetrameters of 1402–8, Philoctetes assuages his young

companion’s fears for Phthia and the two begin to set oV, when

Heracles appears unannounced. The hero, whose special connection

with Philoctetes has been emphasized throughout the tragedy (262,

802, 943, 1131), is come from heaven to explain ˜Øe� . . . ��ıº���Æ	Æ
and to check their departure (1415–16: ‘the counsels of Zeus’). His

29 On fate in Phil. and the problematic exodos of the play, see Alt (1961).
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peitho succeeds, and the play closes with the pair leaving for Troy. This

ending has been seen as at least arresting and at most profoundly

problematic, in that it may appear to set the designs of Zeus in

diametrical opposition to the human dynamic of the play. ‘The play

has two ‘‘endings’’; and it would contradict its whole trend and the

whole artistry of Sophocles, if the ‘‘second ending’’ deprived the ‘‘Wrst

ending’’ of all its value.’30 The archer essential to the capture of Troy

almost makes his way home, overwhelmed by resentment against the

Greeks who abandoned him to his desolation and pain: this fact is not,

on such an account, obliterated by the Wnal onslaught of persuasion

that makes him change his mind. It is almost as if Philoctetes’ char-

acter and circumstances, and their inXuence on Neoptolemus, are

inimical to the will of Zeus and the dictates of fate. But how can

what is ineluctably fated, what Helenus says is I��ªŒ�, be frustrated?

Heracles has much to oVer Philoctetes: glory (1422); a cure for his

malady (1424); Iæ�	 (1425); death to the criminal Paris who is the

ultimate cause of his woes (1426–7); and spoils from the sack of Troy

(1428–9).31 This list of inducements from a deity with special con-

nections to Philoctetes is peitho enough: �PŒ I�ØŁ�ø 	�E� ��E�

��Ł�Ø� (1447: ‘I shall not disobey your words’). Heracles also has

something to set before Neoptolemus: together, the two of them,

º���	� �ı����ø (1436: ‘a pair of lions feeding together’), will protect

each other in their endeavour to take Troy. This is not quite the list of

enticements proVered to Philoctetes, but for the Neoptolemus whose

youth has been so much emphasized, and for whom, indeed, the

action of the play is something of a rite of passage, it is enough.32 The

young man is by this stage dramatically an adjunct of the elder, and

his last words in the play are an expression of assent: ŒIªg ª�����

	ÆP	fi B 	�Ł��ÆØ (1448: ‘I too make the same decision’, tr. Lloyd-Jones).

It is undeniable that in both cases this is consent won by persuasion,

as opposed to, say, some forcible and supernatural translation of the

two mortals from Lemnos to Ilium. The means is divine epiphany, but

30 Winnington-Ingram (1980), 301–2.
31 Sophocles’ own Philoctetes at Troy (Soph. frr. 697–703 Radt) may have dealt

with Philoctetes’ cure and the death of Paris. Thus Radt, TrGF iv. 482: ‘Argumentum
Philoctetis curationem et Paridis necem fuisse veri simile est’. Cf. Lloyd-Jones (1996),
332–3.
32 Neoptolemus’ youth: cf. e.g. Blundell (1989), 184–225, esp. 184–5.
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that is not to say that it is in the terms of Greek tragedy an unnatural

means, or that the victory of the fated order is cheaply bought by a ruse

of dramaturgy.33 The divinity concerned is after all a specially relevant

one. The strongest form of the ‘two endings’ approach that will stand

is that the momentum of the play is very much opposed to the

conclusion eVected by the appearance of Heracles, and that the return

of events into their proper groove, the groove leading to the fall of

Troy, involves a volte-face of the logic of the story.34

When the new ending has been eVected, Philoctetes’ very last words

are an acknowledgement of the role of Moira, the judgement of his

friends, �T �Æ��Æ��	øæ j �Æ��ø�; n� 	ÆF	
 K��ŒæÆ��� (1466–8: ‘and the
all-conquering god, who has brought this to pass’): these three factors

all carry him (Œ�����Ø) in the direction of Troy, healing, and victory. It

has been observed that these three lines oVer an ABA arrangement, a

mortal factor sandwiched by two divine elements in the pattern fate–

friends–daimon. The acknowledgement of fate is both an acceptance of

Helenus’ predictions and a climactic aYrmation that the new course is

what must and will be. The reference to the ‘all-conquering daimon’ is

more problematic: it has often been taken to refer to Zeus, a view that

perhaps gains some support from the famous last words of the same

poet’s Trachiniae, where Zeus is eVectively said by Hyllus to have

pervaded the whole action of the tragedy: Œ�P�b� 	��	ø� ‹ 	Ø �c ˘���

(1278: ‘and there is nothing in all this that is not Zeus’).35 The com-

bination of Zeus and fate might draw further tragic support from their

coupling at the end of Aeschylus’ Eumenides. But it is perhaps not

absolutely necessary to pin a name on this daimon: I do not see that it is

impossible to regard this as an instance of the familiar usage ‘guiding

entity’, ‘personalized agent and governor of individual fate’.36 On this

33 Aristotle’s cautions against wanton use of the deus ex machina are not a real
objection: Poetics 1454a37–b8 appears to warn, not precisely against a Philoctetes-like
closure, but against violent and artiWcial uses of the device to introduce extraneous
matter or to procure a wholly external lusis, u���æ K� 	fi B 0����fi Æ (‘as in the Medea’).
34 I take it as clear that the fall of Troy is one of the most entrenched ‘facts’ of

Greek myth, a lynchpin of very many traditions and not open, or not easily open, to
dramaturgical meddling. This being so, the tendency of the Philoctetes might be said
to involve a degree of friction between ‘fact’ and the apparent course of events.
35 The daimon here as Zeus: Webster (1970), ad 1466 f., adducing in support Ant.

604 V. (inappositely, I think: all that this passage establishes is the omnipotence of Zeus
and his �����); Winnington-Ingram (1980), 300 n. 63; Kamerbeek (1980), ad 1466–8.
36 On this usage of daimon, see above.
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account, Philoctetes’ last words come close to a pleonastic double

acknowledgement of fate, whichwould not be out of place at the climax

of this play: the imperilled destiny of the hero, and therefore of the

whole Greek and Trojan forces at Troy, is Wnally reaYrmed, giving

the ‘second ending’ added weight. The powers whose operation and

validity have been imperilled for 1,400 lines are shown to win through

in the end, for fate is indeed ineluctable.37

We have now examined some instances of the workings of fate in

tragedy, and wemight examine others. The problematization of fate in

the Philoctetes, we have found, is pregnant and repays study. But we are

fast approaching the conclusion that, in tragedy as a whole, fate is not

as important as one might expect. Homer and Herodotus both accord

considerable signiWcance to ��EæÆ, as a driving force in their narra-

tives, articulating the Xow of the story at crucial moments and helping

to show how and why the chain of events in question proceeds as it

does. Tragedy is not a narrative form. It has no authorial voice, no

privileged discourse to relate and explain from an Olympian height

what happens. Nor does it generally enjoy the luxury of retrospective

explanation, which is where the concept of fate comes into its own:

Herodotus is able to see with the beneWt of hindsight that some event

that he narrates did happen in the past and had a particular role to play

within some causal nexus. Tragedy, on the other hand, by its nature,

represents events in the present tense, events that are in some sense

played out before our eyes, and consequently cannot retroject in the

same way. This is perhaps one reason why fate does not occupy the

central position that we might perhaps expect to Wnd: where there is

no narrative, fate has less of a role to play.38 Inherited guilt, curses, and

Erinyes, among their other functions, often serve to explain why a

catastrophe occurs, when there is some feature of a blighted family that

causes the present generation to re-enact some past horror. We do not

Wnd fate working in this way: in this sense, there is less content to it

37 This tragedy serves as an interesting example of the much-discussed impenetra-
bility of the divine in Sophocles: until the end, its action is very much anthropocentric,
played out in a world where the gods are accessible only in the prophecies of Helenus,
while the human action proceeds through the play and interplay of mortal characters.
38 Cf., on the narrative role of fate in Herodotus, Gould (1989), 73: moira there ‘is

not so much an explanation as means of avoiding the necessity of explanation and the
consequent break in the pace and Xow of the story.’ See further above, Ch. 1.
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than to other familiar causal determinants in tragedy. In other words,

the surprisingly unimportant position occupied by fate in Attic drama

is perhaps attributable both to the genre’s mimetic nature, and to the

relative explanatory sparseness of the concept in the kinds of situations

that tragedy tends to depict. The notion that certain things simply

must happen does not, from this point of view, have an interesting

depth of signiWcance. Hence, it emerges, questions of tragic causation

are best approached through those other features of the texts with

which this study has been largely concerned. Having touched on fate

and mentioned in passing its distinctness from the modern concept of

causal determinism, we are now led to consider a question that has

long been present beneath the surface of our enquiry, the question

whether the tragic causal determinants that have been occupying us

have in any sense an impact on mortal freedom.

II . FREEDOM

The enquiry of this book raises an important question of causation.

This question resides at the very intersection of supernatural deter-

minants of action with mortal agency and with human decision. Our

tragic characters do things. What is from one point of view a human

action is from another point of view an infallibly determined part of

a scheme of events with a strong component of the divine. Eteocles’

and Polyneices’ internecine fratricide is both what the two brothers

fully intend to do and also the fulWlment of Oedipus’ curse. This is

not to say that their mortal action is futile or specious—far from it.

Precisely here lies the issue. We denizens of the modern Western

world are very familiar with problems of free will. The idea that some

proposition about causation impacts on our agency or responsibility

is, whether we agree with it or not, part of our mental landscape. We

would therefore not be surprised by, and we may even Wnd ourselves

expecting, problems at the interface in tragedy between divine and

human determinants of action. In tragic texts, curses and other

divinely sponsored determinants have undeniable causal power. But

so too, apparently, does the mortal agent. So is his causal eYcacy in

any way imperilled by that great and central proposition about the
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structure of the cosmos, that the gods exist and their will inXuences

the world? Or, to state the question diVerently, do we see any prob-

lematization of human agency in the face of supernatural causal

determinants that is in any way parallel with the problematization

eVected by modern determinism? Does tragedy, that genre of unwear-

ied questioning and examination, raise any diYculties in this area?

It has been observed that the Greeks do not have a word that

corresponds closely with the English noun will: while there are

classical Greek words for an appetitive impulse to action and for a

deliberative impulse to action, there is not a single word for the

impulse or inclination towards a certain action regardless of the

source of that inclination.39 It has also been held that in the classical

period at least Greece is innocent of the modern problem of free will:

if the Greeks have neither a word for nor a concept of the will, then

necessarily they cannot raise the question whether the will is free.

Moreover, if they do not have something that answers to the modern

concept of causal determinism—which will presently be explained in

more detail—they are necessarily unable to moot its opposition to

free human action. Dodds has forcefully stated this position with

respect to the mortals of Homer: ‘To ask whether Homer’s people are

determinists or libertarians is a fantastic anachronism: the question

has never occurred to them, and if it were put to them it would be

very diYcult to make them understand what it meant.’40

The divine level of causation is, of course, a very familiar feature of

tragedy. We sense no oddity when Aphrodite explains in the prologue

of Euripides’ Hippolytus that she will destroy Hippolytus, and then

his destruction is brought about by a very human chain of events

rooted deeply in the psychology of Phaedra and indeed of Hippoly-

tus himself.41 If Phaedra were not deeply concerned with her own

and her children’s good name, and if Hippolytus did not carry his

39 Cf. e.g. Dihle (1982), 20 V., Dover (1974), 150–51, Vernant (1972), 49–51.
According to Vernant, tragedy ‘pursues an anxious enquiry into the relationship
between man and his own actions’ (79): see below.
40 Dodds (1951), 7.
41 Cf. Knox (1952), 216: ‘The demonstration [of the ultimate futility of moral

choice and speech] is in fact powerful precisely because the choices and alternations
of choice made by the human beings are in each case the natural expression of the
individual character. . . . The external directing force works not against but through
the characteristic thoughts and impulses of the characters involved.’
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chastity and his devotion to Artemis to the point of misogyny, then

his annihilation would not, and indeed could not, proceed precisely

as it does. But, I now ask, does the power of a goddess’ hatred, or of a

curse, or of divine punishment for the sins of the fathers, imperil

human freedom? To apply to Greek tragedy the terminology of a

widely used modern handbook of philosophy, ‘is the universe such as

to leave room for moral thought as we understand it, above all with

respect to freedom and responsibility?’42

To state the question in this form is to show that it requires

immediate reWning. As has often been said, to treat a tragic text as

though it were a contribution to a philosophical debate, not to say a

modern philosophical debate, is to do it grave violence.43 We have

seen in the course of previous chapters that our attempts to come to

terms with divine modes of causation in tragedy must never lose

sight of dramatic and literary eVect. Any sophisticated account of a

scene such as the so-called decision scene of Eteocles in Aeschylus’

Septem contra Thebasmust give due acknowledgement to its status as

an important moment in the dynamic of the play in which it appears.

No investigation of conceptual aspects of the scene can aVord to lose

sight of this, if it is to retain a lively and nuanced engagement with

what a play—and speciWcally a classical Attic tragedy—is, and how it

works. The question then becomes, not whether Aeschylus expounds

a problem of freedom with reference, say, to Eteocles’ resolve to Wght

Polyneices, but whether Eteocles’ resolve to Wght Polyneices as pre-

sented here involves an issue of freedom. A consideration of this

particular scene, the interpretation of which has long been vexed, will

help to clarify both the problem and this approach to it. We have

already treated this ‘decision’ scene at length in Chapter 2 from the

perspective of inherited guilt. Subsequently, Chapter 3 has consid-

ered it from the perspective of curses. We shall now make our Wnal

approach to this crucial passage. I argue that, for present purposes,

the scene is interesting in that it exempliWes features found elsewhere

in the tragedians, and particularly in Aeschylus, often enough to

42 Williams (1995), 576.
43 See the sober comments of Williams (1993), 14–15, where he cautions both

against treating tragedy as philosophy and against treating it as ‘a medium for
discussion that was replaced by philosophy’. Gill (1996), 2–6, has remarks of a similar
tenor à propos of the study of personality and selfhood in antiquity.
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form a pattern; but that it retains at the same time a peculiar

individuality of its own. We shall attempt to distil its particular

tincture of uniqueness. As our analysis progresses, it will become

clear why the battleground of these few lines has been contested no

less Wercely even than the great dilemma of Agamemnon at Aulis in

Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.

At a climactic moment in the Septem, Laius’ disobedience to Apollo

and Oedipus’ curse are obtruded on our notice with explosive force.

They have hardly beenmentioned in the Wrst half of the play—but now

they come to dominate.44 In my earlier treatments of the scene, I have

deliberately refrained from asking whether Eteocles is felt to be com-

pelled to act as he does, and whether, if some compulsion does appear

to obtain, it has any impact on his freedom andhis responsibility for his

imminent fratricide. It has been maintained that, since the Greeks of

Aeschylus’ time were ignorant both of the modern problem of free will

and even of the requisite vocabulary, ‘even raising the question of free

will in connection with a play of Aeschylus seems inappropriate’.45 This

is a view that we shall have occasion to re-examine, asking whether,

when divine and human coincide, there is at least a certain friction felt.

If the workings of the two levels of causation are not entirely smooth,

then at least their potential distinctness is felt, and this distinctness is a

potential starting-point for a clash. That is to say, (i) if the divine order

is arranged or ordered in some particular way, and (ii) if it is anything

other than identical to the human, then (iii) these two orders of things

are at least potentially a locus of conXict. We need not be committed to

any teleological framework, any belief that the modern problem of

freedom is a necessary outgrowth of ancient attitudes, to claim that

the recognition of the non-identity of divine and human causation is a

step in the direction of a problem of freedom. Without complicating

the issue further at this early stage, I proceed to clarify some relevant

features of the modern problem.

This perplexing subject has taken a number of forms and has

spanned the disciplines of theology, metaphysics, and ethics. To oVer

some examples, it has been thought problematic that an omnipotent

and thoroughly good deity should be the ultimate cause of our delicts;

44 I consider the one early reference—which falls, appropriately enough, in a
speech of Eteocles in the prologue—in Chapter 2, p. 26.
45 Thalmann (1978), 147.
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or that humans, who as a matter of fact have a strong and ingrained

sense of their own autonomous agency, should yet be subject to a

pressure of causal forces under which that agency appears to fracture

and give way; or that moral responsibility—perhaps ‘ultimate’ moral

responsibility, which may be conceived as having little or no impact on

how we actually order our lives and how we in fact ascribe responsi-

bility from day to day—is annulled in the face of the inviolable laws of

nature. These and other problems that may be classed under the free

will debate seem, roughly speaking, to have in common the clash of

some proposition about the workings of the world with some prop-

osition about human action. The proposition about the workings of

the world may refer to divine forces or to some supposed facts of

physics or neurology, but in any case it is seen to threaten our deeply

rooted intuitions that there simply are such things as human agency

and moral responsibility. Consequently, aporia and despair are never

far to seek. This has been well brought out by Thomas Nagel, who calls

the problem ‘a baZement of our feelings and attitudes—a loss of

conWdence, conviction or equilibrium. . . .When we try to explain

what we believe which seems to be undermined by a conception of

actions as events in the world—determined or not—we end up with

something that is either incomprehensible or clearly inadequate. . . .

We are apparently condemned to want something impossible.’46

To continue speaking in outline, some philosophers believe that

the truth of a determinist hypothesis does not imperil freedom and

responsibility—that even if determinism obtains, our agency is not

diminished in relevant respects. Those who hold such a belief are

often called compatibilists. Those who oppose this belief and hold

that the truth of a determinist hypothesis would imperil our freedom

and responsibility fall into two camps. (i) Some maintain that de-

terminism does not obtain and that we are free. They are often called

libertarians. (ii) We may describe as anti-libertarians those who

believe that determinism in some form does obtain and that we are

not free.47 The dialectic between compatibilists and their opponents

may take the form of a debate about the ability to do otherwise. The

truth of determinism, it might be maintained, imposes constraint on

all human actions. Now we do not attribute moral responsibility to

46 Nagel (1986), 231–2. 47 Cf. Williams (1995), 576 V.
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someone who acts under certain kinds of constraint or compulsion

and who therefore cannot do otherwise: by extension, if all the events

in the universe, including our actions, could not have occurred any

other way, then, it might be argued, we may not be held morally

responsible for any of our actions. For the conjunction of the past

state of the universe together with the set of the deterministic laws of

nature entails that the universe, including its human constituents,

could not at this moment be otherwise than it now is. This anti-

compatibilist position manifestly poses very serious problems for

moral responsibility, and consequently it is profoundly disquieting.48

It Xies squarely in the face of all our intuitions and all the practical

needs that we have as functioning human beings in a society. A classic

response has been to insist on drawing the elementary distinction

between on the one hand the prisoner or the man with a gun to his

head, whose actions few would claim to be truly free, and on the

other the ordinarily unconstrained man, who, it is maintained, has

liberty enough to be held morally responsible for his actions regard-

less of the truth of any determinist hypothesis. Thus, for example,

Hume, in his Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, states: ‘By

liberty . . . we can only mean a power of acting or not acting, according

to the determinations of the will; that is, if we choose to remain at rest,

we may; if we choose to move, we also may. Now this hypothetical

liberty is universally allowed to belong to every one who is not a

prisoner and in chains’ (8. 1. 73). A more recent approach reWnes this

classic position by distinguishing two kinds of causal chains.49 Even if

determinism obtains in some form, the argument runs, the causal

chain that issues in the action of an ordinarily free agent is in the

relevant respect suYciently distinct from the causal chain that leads

to the action of the constrained or compelled man for the former to

be held responsible and the latter not.50

We now see how some interpreters, familiar with the free will

debate, might Wnd it appropriate, when faced with the notion of

divine causation that is so familiar in Greek tragedy, to raise the

48 For a stark statement of an anti-compatibilist position, cf. Strawson (1994).
49 Cf. Frankfurt (1969), answered by Widerker (1995).
50 Of course a crucial feature of this position is that it abandons any necessity for

the compatibilist to call the ordinarily unconstrained man free simpliciter, which
would be obviously unsatisfactory.
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question whether the operation of a curse or a taint of inherited guilt

might imperil the freedom or responsibility of the accursed man. If a

god wills or a curse determines, there is, at least at Wrst sight, a

parallel with those propositions about the world that modern philo-

sophers have taken as imperilling responsibility. Eteocles must die

because his father cursed him and killed his own father, and because

his grandfather disobeyed Apollo. If these supernatural determinants

are to take eVect, then Eteocles’ death is inevitable; and if it is

inevitable, can Eteocles make any choice except to meet his brother

in single combat?51

Fratricide is without doubt a terrible thing. In the Septem, the chorus

makes much of this: they call Eteocles’ projected deed �ØŒæ�ŒÆæ���

I��æ�Œ	Æ��Æ� . . . Æ¥�Æ	�� �P Ł��Ø�	�F (693–4: ‘a bitter-fruiting

slaughter of unlawful blood’), among other names, and he does not

deny that it is atrocious:

+�: Iºº
 ÆP	���º��� Æx�Æ �æ�łÆ�ŁÆØ Ł�º�Ø�;
¯	: Ł�H� �Ø���	ø� �PŒ i� KŒ��ª�Ø� ŒÆŒ�:

(718–19)52

51 Cairns (1993), 182 n. 9, while he does see a choice for Eteocles, denies that a free
will issue arises, precisely because Eteocles himself does not raise any alternatives:
‘The question of free will versus compulsion, often raised here, does not really arise,
for the demands of the curse do not conXict with Eteocles’ desire.’ Those who would
deny Eteocles any choice in the matter at all have notably included Lloyd-Jones
(1959), 86, one of many scholars to compare Agamemnon’s position at Aulis in the
parodos of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon—onwhich see below, nn. 66, 73. Lesky (1983), 60,
is among those who argue from the variety of verb tenses deployed in the Redepaare
that Eteocles has ‘only partly decided on the distribution’, which itself implies that he
has some latitude of choice as the scene unfolds before us on stage.
52 Cf. also 683–5, where Eteocles implies that while this deed makes him ŒÆŒ��

(‘bad’), he will not also be ÆN��æ�� (‘base’): it is one thing to kill your brother, another
to shrink from your duty as a Wghting man. Whatever else he may do, he will not
countenance cowardice. See Cairns (1993), 181–3, where this element of Eteocles’
motivation is classed in the category of aidos: ‘personal motives, among which aidos is
prominent, play a full and signiWcant part in the motivation of conduct and in the
ascription of responsibility for that conduct, evenwhere supernatural causation is also
present’ (182). OnCairns’s account, Eteocles’ cowardice-shunning aidos ‘obscures’ the
other aidos-reaction that ought to restrain him from an oVence against family and
�Øº�Æ. Nussbaum (1986), 38–41, treats Eteocles’ clash of obligations as a ‘practical
conXict’ in which he subordinates his familial to his civic obligations. She too
compares Agamemnon’s dilemma at Aulis. The Opfertod approach dies hard, despite
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Chorus: But do you wish to harvest the blood of your own brother?
Et.: When the gods bestow evils, you cannot escape them.

Accepting that all parties regard Eteocles’ fatal duel with Polyneices as

deplorable, some have asked whether it is also morally culpable as an

action. It is one thing to regard the deed as an objective act, an

element of the universe, and another to consider it in its relation to

the agent, who labours both under the guilt Xowing from Laius’

disregard of the Pythian Apollo and from Oedipus’ parricide, and

under his father’s curse. Now Aeschylus, quite capable of making this

distinction, invites consideration of the deed under both these heads.

While Eteocles is not shown deliberating as Agamemnon is in the

parodos of the Agamemnon, he says enough to show that he views the

deed as both lamentable and inevitable.53 The very absence of any

other option on his lips is indeed noteworthy: the voice of opposition

is not his but that of the chorus, which remonstrates lyrically while

Eteocles maintains his iambic calm. He has allowed himself only a

brief expression of strong emotion (653–5), after which his tone is

one of grim determination. The Atreidae of the Agamemnon are

made to weep and strike their staves on the ground when Calchas

suggests Iphigenia’s sacriWce (Ag. 202 V.). Eteocles expressly forbids

himself any such reaction:

Iºº
 �h	� ŒºÆ��Ø� �h	
 O��æ��ŁÆØ �æ���Ø;
�c ŒÆd 	�Œ�øŁfi B �ı���æ�	�æ�� ª���:

(656–57)

But it is not Wtting to weep or lament, lest some lamentation be begotten

that is even harder to bear.

Lesky (1983), 61, and the scholars cited ibid. Note that the fruit and harvesting
metaphor of 693 V. and 718 f., �ØŒæ�ŒÆæ��� . . . �æ�łÆ�ŁÆØ, used of Eteocles’ potential
fratricide, might in itself be taken to suggest some degree of choice on Eteocles’ part—
are we to think of him willingly harvesting his brother’s blood? See further below,
p. 159.

53 Agamemnon, whether or not he is believed to have any real choice or to face a
real dilemma, at least enumerates two alternatives, which Eteocles indubitably does
not. Daube (1938), 169–70, compares the Pelasgus of Aesch. Supplices: ‘Wie Pelasgos
hat er [sc. Agamemnon] nicht die Wahl, etwas Böses zu tun oder zu unterlassen,
sondern er muß zwischen zwei Übeln wählen’ (169). Eteocles here says nothing to
suggest that he views himself as caught ‘zwischen zwei Übeln’.
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He has chided the chorus in the Wrst episode precisely for showing too

much emotion in a time of national danger, and he is not about to be

unfaithful to his principles now.54This Eteocles, the samemanwho has

calmly distributed champions to the other six gates, will go to his death

at the seventh with remarkable self-control. His level-headedness, run-

ning in tandem with a full realization of the enormity of the deed he

faces, serves to situate the meeting with Polyneices both as an event, an

abominable occurrence, and as an act that he is himself willing to

undertake as the scion of Oedipus and Laius.55

Herein lies the crux. On the one hand, Eteocles’ resolve, in its

broad outline at least, Wts the familiar tragic pattern of a human

impetus coinciding with a divine, a pattern that hardly requires

further exempliWcation here. As Lesky says in a classic treatment of

the play, the ‘decision’ exhibits ‘the intertwining of destiny’s call with

the free will that accepts the call and transforms an inescapable fate

into a personal deed’.56 A little more speciWcally, Eteocles’ situation

seems to be paralleled closely in other Aeschylean dramas inasmuch

54 See above, Ch. 2, where I argue that Eteocles’ character is constant across the end of
the Redepaare, which some have seen as a dividing point. His determination and Wrm
leadership are not annulled by the realization that Polyneices stands at the seventh
gate—they are merely turned towards a diVerent, more personal end. He keeps himself
in check just as he has kept the polis in check. (One is perhaps reminded of the state–
psyche analogy expounded by Plato in the Republic, esp. 434e–441d) Scholars who have
seen an Eteocles essentially constant across the end of the shield scene (allowing for the
diVerences of circumstance) include Gagarin (1976), 124–5; Thalmann (1978), 147,
rightly observing that it is ‘quite credible’ that Eteocles should act diVerently when faced
with diVerent circumstances; Lesky (1983), 61; and Hutchinson, xxxv-xxxviii and ad
653–719. Cf. alsoKitto (1961), 51–2, calling Eteocles’ stern resolve to face Polyneices ‘the
consummation of the rigid control which has been exercised so long’. On Kitto’s
further—and lapidary—comment, ‘The Septem is our earliest tragedy of character,
Eteocles the Wrst Man of the European stage’ (54), see below.
55 Vernant (1972), 79, situating the problem of the will in tragedy in relation to his

notion of the ‘historical moment’ occupied by the genre, calls tragic man ‘actively
committed, facing up to the consequences of his actions’. Contextualizing in respect
of the developing Athenian legal system and tracing the unfolding notions of agency
and responsibility, Vernant would have the protagonists of tragedy, or at least
Aeschylean tragedy, stand at the point where their disastrous deeds are their own
but cannot be separated from the divine causation that also precipitates them. This
chapter may be regarded as addressing precisely the issue of the relations between
these two levels of causation.
56 Lesky (1983), 58, following a similar line to his earlier piece, Lesky (1966a). The

important notion of appropriation of a divinely willed course of action is expanded by
Mogyoródi (1996), and see below.
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as he exhibits an impetus towards an act that is not without a

distasteful aspect—he never claims that fratricide is a pleasant

thing—but he presses on nonetheless. The Oresteia oVers two paral-

lels, Agamemnon’s sacriWce of his daughter in the Agamemnon and

the matricide of Orestes in the Choephori. On the other hand, there is

something about this so-called ‘decision’ scene that seems unique. Its

oddity is not easy to Wx, but one is perhaps left with a sense that

Eteocles’ resolve is a diVerent thing from Agamemnon’s or Orestes’,

not simply in magnitude but in quality. This is not simply to say,

what is quite true, that Eteocles is much more controlled than either

Agamemnon or Orestes. Of course his emotions are very strong, as

the chorus repeatedly points out and as he himself admits; and of

course he does succeed in mastering them, or, at the very least,

remaining calm and rational in giving an account of them. But

there is more than this to the quiddity of this scene. In Chapter 2,

we have noted that Eteocles appears to appropriate the curse on him

as at least an explanation of his fratricidal impulse, and perhaps

actually a positive motive force towards it. As Pelling has observed,

it is ‘peculiarly bizarre and exceptional when Eteocles accepts an

external chain of causes as if it were his own motive.’57 Granted

that Eteocles’ resolve to do something very distasteful is closely

paralleled elsewhere in Aeschylus, his acknowledgement that it is

his lying under a curse that drives him to it is unusual, an oddity

that gives the lie to the comfortable use of the word ‘parallelism’. We

can happily say that Orestes’ desire to avenge his father in the

Choephori is in conformity with the dictates of a divine justice that

is presumably overseen by Zeus. We need not baulk at going on to

assert that Apollo’s threats are a factor in his having formed this

resolve. Moreover, the magniWcent kommos at the heart of the play

57 Pelling (1990b), 248. The context is a discussion of the tendency of Greek tragic
characters to explain their actions in terms of their desires and beliefs rather than
external circumstances, which makes it odd that Eteocles here should explain his
resolve by appropriating the curse. Referring to earlier pieces in the same collection,
Pelling draws the distinction between this and our modern tendency to explain our
own actions with reference to precipitating circumstances and the actions of others
with reference to their established characters. In a sense, of course, the Eteocles of this
noble scene straddles the divide: his references to his belief in the justice of his own
cause and to his hoplite status would count as explanations of the other, supposedly
more characteristic, kind.
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marks a degree of appropriation of the external determinants of the

action. The presence of the father Agamemnon, a presence very

strongly felt in this part of the drama (315–18, 332–5 434–7 and

passim), helps the young man steel himself for an atrocious deed. All

this parallels Eteocles’ situation very neatly.

But the parallels do not stretch all the way. We may summarize the

causal structure of Eteocles’ motivation as follows. He identiWes Wve

reasons for facing Polyneices:

(i) He is very conWdent that ��Œ� is on his side, and that it has never

thrown in its lot with his brother (as we have noted above, in

Chapter 2, his speech at 653–76 contains a constellation of Wve

�ØŒ- words).

(ii) He must make the best of a bad situation (677 V.).

(iii) As a ›�º�	�� he cannot shirk his duty (717).

We have noted above, in Chapter 1, that not all necessities are created

equal. We see here, in Eteocles’ complicated constellation of motiv-

ations, necessities of diVerent kinds, necessities exerting diVerent

forms of leverage. Motivation (i) is a necessity grounded in Eteocles’

perception of morality, and motivation (iii) is located in his con-

struction of how a good citizen ought to behave—it is, in other

words, a necessity grounded in the ��ºØ� of Thebes. Motivation (ii)

relies on the subjectively constructed inevitability of the situation: if

Eteocles did not regard the clash as inevitable, the bad situation of

which he must, he says, make the best, would be diVerently de-

scribed. In addition to these entirely human motivations, he makes

repeated appeals to two elements of the supernatural order, two

necessities of a diVerent kind again:

(iv) His family is hated by Apollo, and it is the god’s desire that it be

obliterated (689 V., 702 V., and 719, his last words in the play:

Ł�H� �Ø���	ø� �PŒ i� KŒ��ª�Ø� ŒÆŒ�: see above).

(v) His father’s curse is in operation (695 V., 709 V.).

Human and divine motivations, including personal, familial and

polis-motivations, thus intertwine closely, and perhaps the unique

element in the mix has now emerged. It may be located in the nature

of the two divine impetuses (iv) and (v), which are not threats or

oracles or prophecies of the kinds that press upon Agamemnon and
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Orestes. No one, man or god, is telling Eteocles to meet his brother—

far from it: the scene is constructed to show the chorus doing its

utmost to dissuade him, not least because fratricide is impious and

polluting. The king presses on to his destruction nonetheless. The

only person who urges him to go forth to the Wght is Eteocles himself.

It is this that distinguishes this ‘decision’ scene from the terrible

dilemma of Agamemnon at Aulis or Orestes’ grim steeling of himself

in the Choephori: Eteocles is both self-motivated and untouched

by doubt. He is so locked in to his Labdacid heritage that he needs

no divine monitions or human cajolings. It is thus, by means of

this remarkable and arresting causal nexus, that his father’s curse

proceeds.

We have found no signiWcant problematization of freedom and

responsibility here. Eteocles labours under what might be called a

curiously voluntary compulsion. If we are left with the sense that he

cannot do otherwise, this does not in any way imperil his agency. He

must face his brother both on account of his father’s inexorable curse

and because his every instinct, indeed the whole composition of his

character, cries out to him that the deed must be done. The compul-

sion under which Eteocles labours is neither more nor less than the

compulsion of his being Eteocles, son of Oedipus, and grandson of

Laius. Neither here nor in the other passages that we have considered

is there any trace of a problem of free will that would be recognizable

to the modern philosopher. What we have found, however, is a

delicate and intriguing play of subjective and objective necessity—

of constructed necessity. Eteocles, like other tragic characters, makes

his compulsions for himself in a process of appropriation. The whole

direction of our endeavours thus far demanded that this question be

raised, and it may now be laid to rest.

I conclude by considering some crucial decisions in tragedy. Some

passages that we have had occasion to consider several times will

receive their Wnal treatment here, as we examine tragic interest in the

state of mind of a mortal character considered as an agent endowed

with intention. Without such an account, our study of supernatural

causal determinants would clearly remain incomplete. For, as I have

said, our accursed and Erinys-ridden mortals do not only suVer

misfortunes. They are in part architects of their own sorrows: cru-

cially, they act.
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I II . DECISION MAKING AND STATES OF MIND

We have seen that Eteocles’ decision scene has a peculiar essence of its

own, but that in some respects it is comparable with other Aeschy-

lean decisions. It might be maintained that in all the extant plays of

Aeschylus a decision is central. Is the king in the Supplices to accept

the supplication? Is Eteocles to face his brother? Is Agamemnon to

kill Iphigenia? Is Orestes to press on and kill his mother? Is he to be

acquitted on the Areopagus?58 The one possible exception, the Persae,

seems to prove the rule convincingly. While not a great deal actually

happens in this play of realization and retrospect, and while the

stage-action contains no crucial decision, nonetheless the characters

and chorus are much occupied with Xerxes’ mad folly in settling on

the expedition in the Wrst place. The king’s decision to embark on this

enterprise is frequently characterized in terms of a deviant state of

mind: thus, for example, he will certainly incur o�æ�ø� ¼��Ø�Æ

ŒIŁ�ø� �æ�����	ø� (808: ‘the penalty for hybris and godless

thoughts’); or again, the invasion is certain to be punished by

˘��� . . . Œ�ºÆ�	c� 	H� ���æŒ���ø� ¼ªÆ� j �æ�����	ø� . . . �hŁı���
�Ææ�� (827–8: ‘Zeus, who punishes over-bold thoughts . . . the stern

auditor’). Some of this vocabulary is not too far removed from that

used of Eteocles or even Agamemnon (e.g. Septem 686–7, Agamem-

non 221): Xerxes’ mental excess and his impiety are frequently

insisted upon. His decision, for all that it resides in the temporal

background, is repeatedly foregrounded by the characters to the

point of becoming a major theme of the drama. The oriental autoc-

racy wielded by Xerxes, which stands at the heart of the alterity of the

Persians as it is presented in this play, is itself put to service in making

him a clear case of the possibility of a bad decision by one in power.59

We need not address at any length the diYcult and interesting but

doubtless insoluble question whether and to what extent Aeschylus’

audience will have thought in terms of a coherent corpus of his work

58 Though the crucial verdict of the jurors and Athena in the Eumenides is not the
decision of a single mortal, it nonetheless remains undeniably a decision. It consti-
tutes a crucial moment of the play as a whole and perhaps the culminating moment
of the entire trilogy.
59 On Persian alterity, cf. Hall (1989), passim.
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whose parts will have seemed to them to illuminate each other. This

issue can for present purposes be circumvented. Whether or not an

Athenian who had witnessed all these Aeschylean decisions over the

years would have approached the Oresteia with, say, the Theban and

Danaid trilogies in mind, the exegetical legitimacy of comparing and

contrasting these diVerent decisions cannot easily be called into

doubt. To observe Eteocles’ appropriation of his father’s curse in

the light of Agamemnon’s yoke-strap of necessity and vice versa does

not necessarily commit the scholar to any particular position on how

important the comparison will have been to the original audience. Of

course, Aristophanes’ Frogs deploys the concept of an Aeschylean and

Euripidean corpus at a date not far removed from the composition

and Wrst performances of the two poets’ plays. This is evidence at

least that certain qualities could be predicated of the poets’ oeuvres as

a whole; but our current enquiry does not require the further pursuit

of this diYcult and vexing line of questioning.

Having observed the pervasiveness of decision making in the

Aeschylean corpus, we now make a Wnal approach to the great

decision scene in the Septem, and to its counterpart, such as it is, in

the Phoenissae, with both of which we have been much concerned in

these pages. The presentation of Eteocles and Polyneices in the later

tragedy indicates a very diVerent set of concerns from the Septem. We

have considered these concerns and the relevant portions of the play

at some length in previous chapters. Here we conclude our consid-

eration of this absorbing work with another indispensable compo-

nent of any account of the play, namely some remarks à propos of

Eteocles and decision making.60 The fact that he and his brother meet

at all, let alone engage in an agon, is notable. To summarize some of

our earlier Wndings, the highly formalized and essentially bi-partite

nature of the agon necessarily invites comparison and contrast be-

tween the two brothers.61 Eteocles, fuming and of terrible aspect

(454), is unjustly tenacious of the kingship, while the relatively

calm Polyneices is also relatively sympathetic in that he is allowed

to enter his home city and describe his suVerings before he states his

case to his brother. This Polyneices ‘is clearly right on the narrower

60 See above, Ch. 2.
61 On the stylized antithesis central to the Euripidean agon, see Lloyd (1992), ch. 1.
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issue of the agon but open to criticism about his general behaviour in

the play.’62 For there is no doubt at all that Eteocles is in default of his

obligation to cede the throne. But whether Polyneices is right to

bring an invading army to claim his due is another issue, and one

that the agon does not properly address. Neither character is wholly

clean of stain. Euripides, in allowing both brothers to state their cases

on stage, is at pains to make both of them human and humanly

intelligible. There is, as we have seen, no such precise formal balance

in the Septem, which presents the two brothers very asymmetrically.

The Aeschylean Polyneices is almost a bogey (±º��Ø��� �ÆØA�


K���ØÆ���Æ� 635: ‘crying aloud a hymn of capture’; �ø	d �Æ�	�º�fiø

�æ��Æ� 671: ‘a man whose mind would dare anything’; with which

compare Agamemnon 221: 	e �Æ�	�	�º��� �æ���E�, ‘the state of mind

that would dare anything’—of Agamemnon’s state of mind on the

point of sacriWcing Iphigenia), a Wgure to be regarded more with

horror than with understanding, and in any case remains the attacker

raging outside the walls, while it is Eteocles, who is in no small

measure a sympathetic character, with whom we engage in detail.

Euripides, on the other hand, highlights not one man coming to a

crucial self-destructive decision, but rather the brothers’ consent.

Not only are both ready to Wght even if the house is to be brought

low, but they virtually decide on this mutually satisfactory course in

consultation:

—�: I�	Ø	����ÆØ Œ	��H� ��: ¯	: ŒI�� 	�F�
 �æø� ���Ø:

(622)

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

Aeschylus, on the other hand, focuses on Eteocles’ decision almost in

a vacuum: no one is present to engage with his decision making

except the chorus, and the emphasis is very much on the mind of

Eteocles. Is he mad? Is he in the sort of frame of mind that might be

said to characterize a cursed man? The vocabulary used by the chorus

to describe his mental processes is vivid and indeed graphic, making

of his apparent infatuation almost a concrete presence. He is in the

grip of Łı���º�Łc� ��æ��Ææª�� ¼	Æ (686–7: ‘wrathful spear-raging

62 Lloyd (1992), 16.
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infatuation’) and of T���ÆŒc� . . . ¥��æ�� (692: ‘a savage desire’). He

and the house are beset by a ��º��ÆØªØ� . . . 
 ¯æØ��� (699–700: ‘Erinys
with her black aegis’) and a �Æ��ø� (705). We have noted in a previous

chapter that curses in tragedy habitually intrude into the action with

violent suddenness. Here, in a classic instance, the curse is almost a

second character on stage, sitting hard by Eteocles’ tearless eyes and

driving him to his own and his brother’s death.63 That is to say, the

dramatic eVect of this scene in the Septem is to show one brother as the

lynchpin of the curse and the taint of inherited guilt, which he himself

sees as a very real entity in his own mind and which, as we have seen,

he identiWes as a motive force behind his dreadful resolve.

Euripides, whose interest in the psychology and theology of mortal

decision making is less intense, elects to make Polyneices behave much

less like an obviously cursed man and Eteocles much more, without in

either case allowing much insight into their states of mind.64 This is,

I think, at the heart of his very diVerent interpretation of the family’s

self-destruction. Neither of the Euripidean brothers is a bogey, though

Eteocles does come close. Aside from the exchanges of the agon, the

very fact of Jocasta’s mediation contributes to a more tightly familial

eVect.65 Not only the two sons, but also their mother, are party to the

crucial conversation that precipitates the dynasty’s self-annihilation.

Indeed, to speak more generally, the relation between family and the

civic is handled rather diVerently in this play: there can be no question

at all of either brother in the Phoenissae giving himself up in an

Opfertod. This lot falls instead to the willingly self-sacriWcing Meno-

eceus (997–1012).When others are ready to stand and Wght, and to give

up their lives for Thebes, would it not be shameful for him to live on in

cowardice? While we have argued against anOpfertod interpretation of

63 ‘Irruption’ of curses: cf. Ch. 3, p. 74. On the similar behaviour of tragic Erinyes,
cf. Ch. 4, p. 98. The vexed interpretation of the ‘tearless eyes’ line is discussed above,
Ch. 2, p. 31.
64 In speaking of what it is to be ‘obviously cursed’, I do not mean to deploy the

phrase in any question-begging sense. I mean simply that visible rage or apparent
madness in a character may serve as clear indices of coming destruction or divine
displeasure of whatever kind.
65 Lloyd (1992), 83–4, notes that the Lille fragment of Stesichorus provides a

precedent for the brothers’ meeting and their mother’s attempted intercession. On
this papyrus (Stes. fr. 222(b) Davies) and its implications for the history of the
Labdacid myth, cf. above, Ch. 2, with the references there.
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Eteocles’ demise in the Septem, such an approach is at least an intelli-

gible response to Eteocles’decision as it is presented there—particularly

inasmuch as the welfare of the city is very close to his heart from the

prologue on. In a sense, Aeschylus’ Eteocles does indeed give himself up

for his polis, and to this extent anOpfertod interpretation is not absurd.

But there can be no question of the Euripidean Eteocles or Polyneices

conforming to thismould: it isMenoeceuswhodies for the city, a youth

who has none of the dynastic ambitions entertained by the two broth-

ers. If the Aeschylean Eteocles is the nexus of both familial and polis-

interests, Euripides shows a purer instance of self-sacriWce in the person

of Menoeceus, while both Eteocles and Polyneices are largely occupied

with their own and their family’s concerns. It is as though Euripides

would have the family more completely blighted than Aeschylus’ Lab-

dacids. On Euripides’ interpretation of the woes of this house, Wrst

focalized by Jocasta in the prologue and subsequently never far from

the surface, relatively little room is left in the catalogue of sin and

disaster for the kind of subtle and nuanced chiaroscuro with which

Aeschylus paints his Eteocles. Both poets delineate their Eteocles care-

fully, but Aeschylus paints amuchmore reWned and sympathetic, if not

precisely an aVectionate, portrait.

Other Aeschylean instances of decision making oVer much closer

parallels with the decision in the Septem than does Euripides’ re-

working of the myth in the Phoenissae. We saw above that if we do

demand parallels, we must look in particular to Agamemnon in his

name-play and to the Choephori, in both of which it is one man’s

resolution that is crucial.66

These Aeschylean instances may be further illuminated by a con-

sideration of a tragedy of Sophocles in which one character’s inten-

tions and states of mind are of paramount importance—the Ajax.67

Here the mind of Ajax is a dominant theme. His madness is the

theme of the prologue, Wrst made explicit by Athena, who announces

66 This is not intended to imply that Clytaemestra’s resolve to kill her husband is
less important in the Agamemnon than the Aulis-scene in the parodos or the
subsequent ‘carpet’-scene. It simply belongs to a diVerent category, never being
explicitly revealed or debated before the act itself, and so is of limited interest for
present purposes—but see below on Sophocles’ Ajax.
67 On the importance of the great central Wgure in most plays of Sophocles, cf. the

classic treatment of Knox (1964). On the decision of Ajax, see Schadewaldt (1926),
77 V.; and see now the very useful treatment of Hesk (2003), 74–103.
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that she has cast on his sight �ı���æ�ı� ª���Æ� (51–2: ‘oppressive

ideas’) and that she has driven him on with �Æ�Ø��Ø� ����Ø� (59: ‘a

sickness of madness’). Odysseus, self-confessed K�Łæ�� of Ajax, is

terriWed of encountering him in this altered state (78, 82). But after

the grim spectacle of Athena’s taunting Ajax, a demonstration of the

power—and also the cruelty—of the divine (118 V.), his enmity is,

though not tempered by pity, at least complemented by it (121 V.). If

Ajax has been the centre of attention throughout the prologue, both

on stage and oV, he continues to be so as the play progresses: we are

treated to the spectacle of the hero coming to his senses by degrees,

Wrst from within the skene-building and then in full view. From the

parodos on, the chorus and Tecmessa have no interest but the

fortunes and sanity of their lord.68 Ajax comes to his senses, Wrst

uttering inarticulate cries. But then among the Wrst of his intelligible

utterances is the express desire for death: Iºº� �� �ı���Ø��� (361:

‘Come, kill me also’), a theme that he will elaborate at 393 V., and

again, implicitly but clearly, at 479 V.69 The scene with Eurysaces,

immediately before his exit, is also shot through with impending

doom: Tecmessa and the chorus, who construe their fortunes as one

with those of Ajax, serve by their entreaties and forebodings to

heighten the tension (e.g. ����ØŒÆ 583, IŁı�H 587, 	Ææ�H 593). The

one question on everyone’s mind at this point is summed up by

Tecmessa: t �����	
 `YÆ�; 	� ��	� �æÆ����Ø� �æ���; (585: ‘O Lord

Ajax, whatever do you intend to do?’). ‘The long Wrst episode end[s]

with Ajax impervious to Tecmessa’s pleas, and clearly intending

suicide.’70

The stasimon that follows is clouded with foreboding, but the so-

called Trugrede that follows causes the chorus to revise its opinion.

Taking at face value Ajax’s expressed intention to go and purify

68 Thus Garvie (1998), ad 201–347, rightly notes that the two functions of this
section are to round oV the madness-theme and to introduce the notion that, having
realized what he has done, Ajax may be planning something terrible. On Ajax’s
relationship with Tecmessa, cf. Ronnet (1969), 105 V.
69 Garvie (1998), ad 361, rightly notes that the �ı�- is ambiguous between ‘join me

in’ and ‘with the cattle’, but, as he also notes, for present purposes this is of little
import: Ajax has in any case expressed the desire to be killed, proving true Tecmessa’s
forebodings of 326.
70 Garvie (1998), ad 596–645. See also, on Ajax’s suicidal intent, Seidensticker

(1983), 125–41.
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himself, they palpitate and soar aloft in an ecstasy ð��æØ�
 �æø	Ø Œ	º:
693 V.: ‘I shudder with desire’): in this bleak and louring play, even

their moment of joy is overcast by a pall of dramatic irony. And in

any case, this respite from anxiety is soon ended: by line 737 the

clouds have begun to gather again, as Ajax’s state of mind is called

into question anew, from a slightly diVerent angle. The wrath of

Athena will be on Ajax till the ending of the day, its cause explained as

his impious rejection of her aid in battle (��Ø�e� ¼ææ�	�� 	
 ���� 773:

‘a terrible word that should not be spoken’; �P ŒÆ	
 ¼�Łæø��� �æ��H�

777: ‘with thoughts beyond mortal measure’). This boast is context-

ualized by his hot-headed response to Telamon’s advice when he was

Wrst setting oV for Troy (¼��ı� 763: ‘foolish’; �łØŒ���ø� ŒI�æ��ø�

766: ‘arrogantly and foolishly’; KŒ����Ø 770: ‘he said boastfully’): then

too he rejected divine aid (767 V.). Here again, then, even when Ajax

is no longer hallucinating, his soundness of mind is in question, and

the characters’ picture of their master’s intentions has undergone a

diametric reversal: Tecmessa now sees, or at least fears, that Ajax

������Ø ŁÆ��E� (812: ‘presses on to death’).71 And so the chorus leaves

the orchestra, and by this exceptional dramatic device the solitude of

71 Garvie (1998), ad 331–2, has a good note, with references, on the diYcult and
absorbing question where sanity ends and madness begins in the case of this enig-
matic character. The man who seems to the chorus leader �ØÆ����Ø���ŁÆØ at 332 (‘to
be out of his wits’), �æ���E� ��ØŒ�� at 344 (‘seems to be sensible’); and now, at the end
of the hero’s life, the vocabulary of ¼��ØÆ is being applied to him again. A point of
comparison and contrast is oVered by the madness of Cambyses in Herodotus 3.
Already at 3. 25 Cambyses launches his expedition against the Ethiopians �xÆ ��
K��Æ�� 	� Kg� ŒÆd �P �æ��æ�� (‘like a madman and one who is not in his right
mind’), and his treatment of the Apis-bull is not that of a wholly sane man
(����Ææª�	�æ�� 29: ‘rather crazy’), but the text problematizes the causation of his
madness and the point of its outset. According to the Egyptians, it is his treatment of
Apis that sends him mad (30), but even they agree that he was not fully sane before.
The narrative voice is open to other, alternative, explanations: if Apis is not respon-
sible, perhaps the king’s madness can be attributed to a hereditary cause, the sacred
disease (33). Or again, according to Prexaspes, the Persians say that Cambyses is too
much given to �Øº�Ø��� (34). At ch. 38, Herodotus gives his own assessment: Cam-
byses must have been mad, for only a madman would make such attempts to mock
the ����Ø. The one thing that the text oVers as certain is the point of Cambyses’ return
to sanity (61).
(It is also notable that the report of the danger that Ajax is facing on this blighted

day is curiously removed and second-hand in nature: we hear from the messenger
what Calchas said to Teucer in private, taking him aside from the royal council. At a
point in the play where, on one plausible reading, Ajax is doing his best to hide his
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Ajax as he delivers his suicide-speech is doubly emphasized. Here all

ambiguity and deception is cast aside: speaking to an audience

consisting successively of Hector’s sword, Zeus, the Erinyes, the

sun, and Salamis, he attains once again to that simplicity and direct-

ness of expression that he abandoned during the ‘deception’ speech,

becoming once again a man more akin to the direct and straightfor-

ward Ajax of Homer.72

This brief review of the Wrst half of the Ajax suggests a very great

interest in the central character’s states of mind and intentions.

Access to Ajax’s mind, that tantalizing but unattainable Holy Grail

for Tecmessa and the chorus, is constantly problematized: is he sane

at any point, and if so, when? But above all, the question that looms

largest throughout the portion of the play in which he is alive is: what

is he going to do next? It is tempting to say that the Sophoclean Ajax,

in stark contrast with the doughty and straightforward man of the

Iliad, is at least as elusive in these respects as any of the Aeschylean

characters that we have considered in this chapter. We hear a good

deal from Ajax himself in various states of mind and in a larger range

of situations than Aeschylus allows Eteocles, and we hear a great deal

about him from other characters. The sequence of so-called Trugrede

and suicide-speech sets in motion a good deal of psychological

interest; and its peculiar problematization of direct mental access to

the motives and intentions of Ajax, on the part not only of characters

and chorus but also of the audience, seems quite foreign to the extant

true intentions, true and pertinent information about him comes also at a remove.
There is no reason why Sophocles should not have introduced Calchas as a character
on stage, full of vatic foreboding—a scene that might easily have had great dramatic
potential, like the prophecies of Cassandra in the Agamemnon. Instead the informa-
tion comes from an underling: it is pure hearsay, if undoubtedly accurate. This detail
helps to underline the primacy in the tragedy both of the theme of communication,
true and false, and indeed of Ajax himself as a central Wgure: whenever he is not an
active presence on stage, whether in the Wrst episode or now or after his death, he is
on everyone’s lips.)

72 For a reading that detects in Ajax’s decision to commit suicide a fatal lack of
self-knowledge, see Lefèvre (2001), 51–62: ‘Aias ist unfähig, sich zu erkennen. . . . So
leidet er für sein Vergehen unverhältnismässig schwer’ (62). On the other hand, see
Seidensticker (1983), 142–2, for suicide in Sophocles as ‘ein freier Akt der Selbstbe-
hauptung und der Selbstachtung’ (143). On this account, Ajax’s suicide is not a
punishment for transgression but a ‘Signum heroischer Kompromisslosigkeit und
Grösse’ (143).
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Aeschylean decisions that we have considered earlier in this chapter.73

If anything, we are in a comparable Weld of mental interest to that

generated by the Achilles of the Iliadic Embassy, whose problematic

decision making I intend to consider elsewhere. Here as there, the

mental processes of the central character are to be inferred and

speculated upon—an area of speculation that is of paramount im-

portance precisely because, in both Sophocles and Homer, it is on

this deliberation, this instance of rational agency, that the fortunes of

so many others depend.

Our consideration of the Ajax and the Phoenissae has helped to

isolate the essence of the so-called decision scene of Eteocles by

setting it oV Wrst against a later treatment of the myth by another

hand, and then against a Sophoclean play where states of mind and

intention are of paramount importance, but very diVerently handled.

The Septem continues to exert a powerful fascination, which further

study rather deepens than diminishes. Its uniqueness, as we have

seen, lies as much as anything in the peculiar starkness of Eteocles’

position. He is a head of state whose only intercourse on stage is with

subordinates, the chorus of terriWed women, and a very sketchily

characterized spy, while Euripides allows him a brother and mother.

And Ajax in his name-play, in one sense the most isolated of Sopho-

clean heroes, is at least seen interacting with Tecmessa, his son, and a

chorus whom he calls ��º�Ø �Æı��	ÆØ (349: ‘dear sailors’). Aeschylus

in his depiction of Eteocles shows virtually the whole burden of

inherited guilt and his father’s curse devolving on a single man

73 The Wgure of Clytaemestra in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon has been hovering around
the edges of this enquiry continually. What we see in her case is not an explicit
decision-making process, but rather a stark shift from concealment and falsehood to
open and avowedly shameless admission of what her real purpose was all along:
��ººH� ��æ�ØŁ�� ŒÆØæ�ø� �Næ����ø� j 	I�Æ�	� 
 �N��E� �PŒ K�ÆØ��ı�Ł���ÆØ (1373 f.: ‘I
have said much before according to the demands of the moment: I shall not be
ashamed to say the opposite now’). (Note that the same word ŒÆØæ�ø� has also been
used more than once in the same play of themortal blow, the blow hitting the mark in
Agamemnon’s body: ŒÆØæ�ø� �P	Æ������ 1345 etc., and that, ironically, Orestes will
echo Clytaemestra’s choice of words closely at Cho. 582. It is as if Clytaemestra’s
words stab to the heart no less than her blows.) This is in some degree parallel to
Ajax’s sequence (i) Trugrede (ii) suicide-speech. Of course, the parallel is by no means
exact: for one thing, Ajax does not at any point show the kind of awareness of divine
pressures on his action shown in a great measure by Eteocles, and even, in rather
diVerent ways, by Clytaemestra.
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who must act with this weight on his shoulders, both to protect his

people and to satisfy the claims of justice as he interprets them by

meeting his brother in single combat.

Tragedy is deeply concerned with decision. Decision is the essen-

tial link between the awful happening and the mortal act: in that a

character does something, an element of the universe becomes an

instance of human agency that may be explored as such. Thus horror

and suVering become humanly intelligible, and their well-springs

may be examined. These well-springs, in the nature of Greek tragedy,

often reside in familial disorder, in interconnected genetic corrup-

tion. We have seen in this chapter that fate is for our purposes much

less important than we might expect. Following the same line of

thought, we have failed to Wnd in some crucial passages any problem

of freedom in the relevant sense. We have found instead a subtle and

nuanced interest in the creation and appropriation of necessity by

doomed characters: in tragedy, what must happen, or what cannot be

avoided, is deWned and circumscribed by the position, concerns, and

character of the mortal or mortals involved. Finally, we have exam-

ined the central importance in some plays of decision making and

states of mind, and considered how interest in them may be gener-

ated. It is no surprise that we have found ourselves returning repeat-

edly to Eteocles, both as he is presented by Aeschylus and as he is re-

interpreted by Euripides. We have now come to an understanding of

why, for our purposes, this supreme victim and agent of familial

disaster is an inescapably fascinating Wgure.
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Conclusion

The last word has not been said on the interface between tragic causal

determinants and the mortal agent. In this book we have examined

this interface from several perspectives. The work has enumerated

and examined some of the principal causal factors that the tragedians

bring to bear on the careers of blighted families. We have concen-

trated on the Labdacid plays of the three tragedians, but not to the

exclusion of the Tantalid plays and others. It has not been my

intention to advance a general theory of tragedy: this investigation

does not pretend to strike directly at the heart of that problematic

and endlessly slippery concept, the tragic. It is disconcertingly easy to

make sweeping statements about tragedy, as many people have dem-

onstrated over the last few generations; but it is extremely difficult to

make sweeping statements that stand the twin tests of empirical

verification and the passage of time. The late twentieth and early

twenty-first centuries have seen in Greek tragedy, among other

things, the exploration of the problematic relations of individual

and democratic ��ºØ�; or the rites of passage of the ephebe; or the

ritual celebration of that complex and multi-faceted deity, Dionysus.1

It is not always easy to see which elements of these readings will stand

the test of time, and this is not a question that our enquiry seeks to

address directly. Nonetheless, this study does, I think, have poten-

tially important ramifications.

1 Individual and polis : Griffin (1999b), protesting against the recent over-em-
phasis on the polis in scholarship on tragedy, amply documents examples of this kind
of view. Ephebes: see e.g. Vidal-Naquet (1990b), with references. Dionysus: see e.g.
the very stimulating discussion in Vernant (1990b), with references.



At the heart of this enquiry lie three inter-related causal determin-

ants, inherited guilt, curses, and Erinyes. We have found many points

of contact between the three. Not least among these points of contact

is a similarity in their deployment: they tend to surface in plays, or, as

I have termed it, to ‘irrupt’ into them, at moments of heightened

pathos and with great dramatic effect. For example, Chapters 2 and 3

have considered the decision of Eteocles in Aeschylus’ Septem contra

Thebas, and we have noted there that supernatural causal determin-

ants are almost entirely absent from the first half of the play, but

suddenly appear en masse at the end of the shield-scene. The effect of

this sudden irruption is startling and deeply moving. Or again, in

Chapter 4, we have seen how, in the climactic dialogue betweenOrestes

andClytaemestra in theChoephori, the ‘mother’s hounds’ and her curse

suddenly come into play on the very point of Clytaemestra’s death, with

similarly explosive effect. In Sophocles, as we have seen in Chapter 5,

the sorrows of the house and its manifold corruptions also have a way

of irrupting into the action, but in this case they tend to irrupt

into consciousness, becoming known and realized, rather than work-

ing through the medium of Erinyes and curses in the Aeschylean

or Euripidean fashion. It has by now become clear why the bulk

of our consideration of Sophocles has been undertaken in a separate

chapter. For, though his interest in causation and familial corruption

is no less acute than that of his two peers, it is, as we have seen,

rather differently—and perhaps, I have suggested, more inscrutably—

handled.

None of this is to say that the be-all and end-all of tragedy is

dramatic effect and the realization of pathos; but rather that we must

be alive to the relation of form and content, of dramatic structure

and concepts, if we are not to lose sight of the fact that tragic texts are

first and foremost drama. This is not an easy line to tread: it is

disturbingly easy to err in one of two directions. Some scholars

have become too absorbed in the conceptual and philosophical

aspects of tragedy at the expense of its nature as drama, and have

found themselves treating tragedy as a philosophical or quasi-philo-

sophical medium. This, as we have seen, is manifestly unsatisfactory.

The tragedians, especially Sophocles and Euripides, are not in the

habit of putting forward propositions for our consideration: to treat

them as if they did is to detach the medium of signification from the
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signified, to operate with a naı̈ve separation of form and content.

Throughout Chapters 2–5 I have sought to show the value of this

insight by highlighting certain crucial cases in which the burden of

pathos and the invitation to understand—to think conceptually—are

indissolubly linked, not least, but certainly not only, in the Labdacid

plays of the three tragedians. On the other hand, other interpreters of

tragedy have erred in the opposite direction, becoming absorbed in

tragedy as drama to the exclusion of its conceptual aspect.2 This too

is an easy error to fall into: from Aristotle onward, tragedy has

seemed to be very much a matter of pathos, as indeed it is. Few

human cultural artefacts appeal more consistently, subtly and effect-

ively to the emotions than Greek tragedy. But to become exclusively

absorbed in this aspect of tragedy, if it is a less grave error than to

become absorbed in its abstract dimension, is an error nonetheless.

Tragedy must be regarded as both an intense emotional experience

and, simultaneously with this, a medium of discussion and explor-

ation. We have seen throughout this study that these two aspects of

tragedy interpenetrate very closely.

Important too in this monograph has been the interface of super-

natural causation with human agency, or, in other words, the point

where curses, inherited guilt, and Erinyes exert their leverage over the

mortal who is depicted making decisions and initiating actions. In

the nature of Greek tragedy, which is much concerned with the

deviant and the destructive, mortal actions are very often disastrous.

And these disasters are often both supernaturally and humanly

determined. We have found that these multiply determined, or

over-determined, actions within blighted houses involve a delicate

and subtle play of freedom, necessity, and moral responsibility. Thus,

in Chapter 1, we have considered the inherited guilt of Croesus in

Herodotus book 1, and found that the question of his desert to be

punished for the wrong of Gyges is profoundly complicated by the

text’s suggestion that he is himself a Gyges-like figure in the relevant

respect. In Chapter 2, we have seen at some length that a similar

principle applies in some tragedies: for example, in both the Septem

2 A notable example is Heath (1987), an undeniably interesting and powerful
reading of tragedy, but one that overplays its emotional aspect at the expense of the
conceptual.
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contra Thebas and the Phoenissae, Eteocles is implicitly likened to

Oedipus and to Laius, both of whom have transgressed and ended

unhappily. Thus the end of Eteocles may be viewed, at least in part, as

resulting from a re-surfacing of ancestral traits of character and

dispositions of choice. This militates, I have argued, against viewing

the percolation of inherited guilt as an amoral process.

Moreover, I have suggested that doomed characters in tragedy

sometimes take a hand in making for themselves their own disastrous

necessities. Necessity may be of many kinds: it may involve the divine

and the human, the polis and the family. And it is in part constructed

by the agent himself. The Gyges of Herodotus 1 and the Eteocles of the

Septem contra Thebas make their own compulsion—which is not to

say that it is any less real, simply that it is firmly grounded in their

autonomous mortal agency. The mortal of tragedy is no puppet of the

gods. Even Euripides, who of the three tragedians is by far the most

concerned to depict humans at the mercy of a cruel and arbitrary

divine government, does not minimize the role of human character

and choice; and for Aeschylus, this is arguably the most pressing

concern of all. Greek tragedy has often been said to reside at a crucial

moment in the history of ideas. The argument of this book has offered

one perspective on this approach to tragedy. We have seen that the

tragedians stand at the opening of a gap between human and super-

natural realms, between the divine and the mortal impetus to action.

In Chapter 6 we have considered the bearing of supernatural necessity

on the deciding mortal, with special reference to Aeschylus’ Eteocles.

We have seen that Eteocles is a man on whom divine pressures to act

weigh as heavily as on any character in Greek tragedy. And while in his

case the coexistence of divine and human reasons to face Polyneices is

relatively frictionless, the possibility of friction is raised: Eteocles

implies, as we have seen, that a possible reaction to his unfortunate

situation would be weeping and prostration. It is his own strength and

resolution that prevent him from treading that road.

These conclusions, concerning, first, the interaction of form and

content in exegesis and, second, the interplay of responsibility, free-

dom, and mortal action in doomed families, suggest further lines of

enquiry. In particular, the conclusions that we have drawn in Chapter

2 about inherited guilt, responsibility, and moral inheritance open

avenues for further investigation both within and outside tragedy.
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To take but one instance, Chapter 1 has begun to consider the

parallelism of inherited guilt and inherited characteristics in Herod-

otus 1: this enquiry urgently demands pursuit through the remainder

of Herodotus’ text, which is informed on all levels by genetic rela-

tions between kings and tyrants, both Greek and Persian. I hope to

pursue this Herodotean investigation at some length elsewhere.

Some modern interpretations of tragedy have said little of the

matters that have occupied us in the course of this enquiry. I have,

I hope, shown in these pages that issues of familial interaction, caus-

ation, human action, and moral responsibility in Attic tragedy are by

no means settled; and that interpreters of these endlessly absorbing

and undeniably intoxicating texts ignore them at their peril.
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constitutifs du culte dans la Grèce classique, 2nd edn. (Paris).
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