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PREFACE (1979)

[ am delighted that the Princeton University Press is bringing together under
its imprint several of my books. The relation of Tragedy and Philosophy to
Nietzsche and Critique of Religion and Philosophy makes this even more grat-
ifying. In my Nietzsche 1 considered it my duty to present his ideas. Some
philosophers, of course, have the habit of reading their own ideas into their
predecessors. This strikes me as a way of betraying a master with a kiss. Nor
do 1 feel that a book about another philosopher is the place to show why one
thinks that he was wrong and then to present one’s own views. 1 began to
develop my own ideas in Critique of Religion and Philosophy, and in Tragedy
and Philosophy my critique of philosophy is carried further.

In this book [ do not merely consider and criticize the doctrines about trag-
edy found in Plato and Aristotle, Hume and Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche,
and Scheler, but I call into question the way philosophers have dealt with
tragedy, offering all kinds of grand generalizations without considering in detail
a single tragedy. My own analysis of tragedy involves a reexamination of
Homer and Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, Shakespeare, and three
twentieth-century playwrights. In the process quite a number of plays are stud-
ied in detail, and one whole chapter of forty pages is devoted to Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus.

When 1 published the book, my interpretation of Oedipus and my concep-
tions of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, and of the death of tragedy—all
diametrically opposed to Nietzsche’s views—struck me as far more interesting
and important than my definition of tragedy. For that matter, some of the
other aspects of the new poetics advanced in Chapter 11 also seemed more
significant to me than a mere definition.

In retrospect it seems to me that Tragedy and Philosophy marks a decisive
step toward my analysis of the human condition in Man's Lot, which appeared
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exactly ten years later. In the first part of that trilogy, Life at the Limits, my
critique of traditional philosophy is taken still further. The third chapter,
“Western Philosophy,” begins: “Philosophy is a branch of literature in which
suffering and extreme situations have traditionally been largely ignored.”

Taken out of context, that may sound moralistic, but in fact my critique of
philosophy is nowhere near as moralistic as was Plato’s critique of the tragic
pocts. We should abandon the presumption that philosophers reside, as it
were, in an impregnable fortress from which they ean pass judgment on trag-
edy and everything else. If we want to gain a deeper understanding of the
human condition and consider life at the limits, vita in extremis, or the ques-
tion “What Is Man?” we are quite apt to learn more from the great tragic poets
and from a few other writers and artists than from philosophers. But I do not
believe that philosophy needs to be as unhelpful in these matters as it has been,
In the first volume of another trilogy, Discovering the Mind (1979), 1 have tried
to show at length what is wrong with philosophy a la Kant. But for thirty years
now the critical thrust of my own work has been inspired by a vision of another
kind of philosophy.

This was surely obvious from the beginning. For all my differences with
Nietzsche and Hegel, my books on them left no doubt about my admiration
for their daring. And in Tragedy and Philosophy 1 write mainly about what [
love and find beautiful.

Since this book first appeared, 1 have not taught tragedy. While working on
it, 1 did a few times. Once, in the mid-sixties, a student visited me at my home
and said at one point, affectionately: “You really can’t expect us to sympathize
or identify with all that suffering.” 1 like to believe that he was quite unrepre-
sentative. Perhaps he would not even have sought me out if he had really
meant that. Surely, a great many other people must feel as [ do that the enor-
mous sufferings of so much of humanity pose a profound problem for us. This
book represents a sustained attempt to come to grips with this problem.

W. K.

Princeton, Lincoln’s Birthday, 1979



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

For bibliographic help I am indebted to George Brakas and Peter Pope, my
undergraduate research assistants—and to Princeton University for providing
this aid. Mr. Pope also did most of the work on the Index.

In 1962-63, when 1 had a Fulbright grant to the Hebrew University in Je-
rusalern, I was asked to lecture once a week for two hours on Literature and
Philosophy. I was told to expect a small class and agreed, hoping to rely largely
on what [ knew; for I was planning to work mainly on another project. But the
audience turned out to be very large and included many distinguished people.
I had to do a lot of work to prepare my lectures, but enjoyed it immensely and
feel profoundly indebted to my wonderfully responsive listeners.

What I returned to Princeton, I was asked to give a similar course. Finally,
when Princeton granted e another leave, in 1966-67, [ was able to complete
a draft of the present book. Part of that time, during the fall, 1 enjoyed the
hospitality of Purdue University, where I was philosopher-in-residence and
had no duties. And in the fall of 1967 my teaching load was light enough to
permit me to finish the book, while three of my Princeton colleagues read a
draft and gave me the benefit of their extremely stimulating comments:
Richard Rorty and Stuart Hampshire read the whole draft, David Furley of our
Classics Department the first seven chapters, 1 am glad of this opportunity to
thank them for their great kindness, generosity and help.

In January 1968 1 turned over the manuscript to Anne Freedgood at Dou-
bleday—an esteemed friend since 1959, whose promptness and reliability never
cease to amaze me. Surrendering a2 manuscript with which one has lived for
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years can precipitate a sudden sense of the void. One has no right to expect
anything for a long time, and may actually be glad to have accumulated in-
numerable obligations while one gave one's sole attention to finishing the
book. But before I had finished even the most necessary chores, I got a long
letter from Anne Freegood with detailed comments—f{ortunately, none of
them required much more work on my part—and soon Robert Hewetson, an-
other superb editor, gave me the benefit of his exceptionally careful and dis-
cerning queries.

Writing is a solitary art, but in the final stages of my work on this book I
have thus been cheered by friends. Living with tragedy, where solitude is often
felt to be absolute, friendship is experienced intensely, kindness is cause for
profound gratitude, and loyalty seems like a rock in a flood.

A NOTE ON THE PAPERBACK EDITION

This edition is unabridged and embodies some minor improvements. [ am
grateful to Professors Gerald Else and Charles Segal for their detailed com-
ments on the original edition.



INTRODUCTION

1

The most influential reflections on tragedy are those of a few philosophers
who will be considered in this book. My ambition is to get straight their
views, find out to what extent their ideas stand up under examination,
and follow in their footsteps.

In many ways, however, I do not follow in their footsteps: I argue
against many of their ideas, impugn their methods, and do not share their
presumption that they are wiser than, say, Sophocles. Although I should
never call him a “philosopher,” I have far more respect for his wisdom than
Plato and Aristotle did. As for Nietzsche, I shall give reasons for rejecting
his ideas about both the birth and the death of tragedy, and my views of
Acschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides will be seen to be diametrically op-
posed to his.

This book is addressed to those sufficiently interested in tragedy to
care about Aristotle’s Poetics and Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy, as well as
the views of Plato and Hegel. There are no Greek letters, but the mean-
ings of some Greek words—mimesis, hybris, catharsis, and a few others
that are not quite so familiar—are discussed. My books on Nietzsche and
Hegel were not addressed only to those at home in German, and I am not
now writing only for classical philclogists; but it is my hope that my sug-
gestions and interpretations will be accepted by scholars.

For whom did Plato and Nietzsche write, or Aristotle and Hegel, or
Hume and Schapenbauer, when they discussed tragedy? This book, like
theirs, bridges disciplines.

The fact that even good philologists are generally uninformed in their
comments on Hegel's and Nietzsche's views and often quote them from
discredited translations might be taken as a forcible reminder that it is
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safer to stay in one’s own field. But anyone who prefers safety is not likely
to have much feeling for Greek tragedy, and I prefer a different lesson:
most efforts in this direction have been none too successful, but there is a
widely felt need for seeing together matertals that are too often consid-
ered apart.

2

My central aim is to develop a sound and fruitful approach to tragedy, try
it out, and thus illuminate Greek tragedy and some problems relating to
the possibility and actuality of tragedy in our time.

To believe that entirely on my own I could do better than Plato and
Aristotle, Hegel and Nietzsche, would be presumptuous. To hope that I
may leamn from them and, with the aid of what has been written and
thought since their day, come up with a sounder approach is not unrea-
sonable. At least it is worth a try.

Since my intent is above all constructive and this is not primarily a
history of criticism, I offer a sketch of a new poetics in the third chapter,
immediately after considering Plato and Aristotle, and at once apply it to
Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, which from Aristotle’s time to our own day
has generally been regarded—rightly—as a tragedy that is as great as any.

The chapter on “The Riddle of Qedipus” is a sort of crucial experi-
ment. If my reading of that play is more illuminating than the standard
interpretations from Aristotle to Freud, an initial plausibility has been es-
tablished for my own poetics. But theories of tragedy always run the risk
of being based, even if not consciously, on one great tragedy and of com-
ing to grief when applied to others. It is a commonplace—though wrong—
that Hegel’s “theory” fits only the Antigone, while Aristotle’s is derived
from Oedipus Tyrannus and fits only Sophoclean tragedy. And many
widely read twentieth-century essays on tragedy run afoul of most Greek
tragedies.

Hence Chapter V goes back to “Homer and the Birth of Tragedy,”
both to show how my approach can be applied to The Ilied and to furnish
a much needed background for an understanding of Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides, who are considered in the next three chapters.

There is no stopping at this point. We have to see how Aristotle’s
and Hegel's ideas about tragedy, so far considered only in conjunction
with Greek tragedy, fare when applied to Shakespeare. And this seems to
be the best place to go on to Hume’s and Schopenhauer’s theories of
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tragedy, because both were concerned with Shakespeare at least as much
as they were with the Greeks. Both dealt with the same question: Why do
tragedies give pleasure?

Finally, we come to our own century. Sartre is considered in the Eu-
ripides chapter, because The Flies invites comparison with Electra. But
in the end we take up a recent “phenomenological” theory of “the tragic,”
ask whether events can be tragic, whether some of the events of our time
are not particularly tragic, and whether tragzdies can be written today.
Then I consider Rolf Hochhuth's The Deputy as an attempt to write a
modern Christian tragedy, as well as his attempt to make a tragic hero out
of Churchill in Soldiers. The last playwright discussed is Bertolt Brecht
who sought to break with the whole “Aristotelian” tradition of the drama.
My findings about the Greeks are used to illuminate Hochhuth and
Brecht, and the drama of our times is used to gain a better understanding
of the Greeks.

3

T pay more attention to tival views than is customary. Whatever I write
about, it always scems to me that the reader has a right to know the cur-
rent state of thought about the subject, and that what is new and different
should be distinguished from what is generally accepted. The habit of try-
ing to put over controversial suggestions without the least warning, as if
they were evident facts, seems as objectionable to me as the no less com-
mon habit of presenting as one’s own insights ideas plainly gleaned from
Hegel or Nietzsche.

Much writing these days is either for non-specialists, who are not
expected to care about the literature, or for specialists, who are expected
to be familiar with it without being told about it. But it is worthwhile to
reach also men and women who know what scholarship means but may
not have taken the time to study our subject intensively.

The following Prologue, which is sharply different from the rest of the
book, was written after the draft was finished. If one had to pretend that
it was addressed to somebody, one would have to say that it was clearly not
intended for scholars but was meant to give others some idea of an unsus-
pected dimension of research and writing. But in truth one does not al-
ways write for a living audience. Being read is a fringe benefit, and being
read with understanding is a form of grace.






PROLOGUE

Scholarship is an opiate for intellectuals, but it does not affect all men the
same way. Some it transports into a dull stupor; others enjoy incredible
trips into fabulous dimensions.

Unlike other drugs, research is cumulative and offers continuity, In-
terrupted voyages can be taken up again, and we can land at whim to ex-
plore now this region, now that age. Thus we can live several lives, at
various speeds.

Writing is thinking in slow motion. We see what at normal speeds
escapes us, can rerun the reel at will to look for errors, erase, interpolate,
and rethink. Most thoughts are a light rain, fall upon the ground, and dry
up. Occasionally they become a stream that runs a short distance before
it disappears. Writing stands an incomparably better chance of getting
somewhere,

Paintings and sculptures ate also new worlds, but confined by space;
and if the artist wants many people to share them, he must part with his
works, What is written can be given endlessly and yet retained, read by
thousands even while it is being rewritten, kept as it was and revised at
the same time, Writing is magic.

%

The Christian dreamn of heaven with its sexless angels and insipid
harps betrays the most appalling lack of imagination, moral and aesthetic.
Who could bear such music, sights, monotony, and inactivity for one
whole month without discovering that it was nothing but hell? Only those
devoid of intellect and sensitivity, poor drudges who identify exertion
with oppression.

Wretched brutes, they would enjoy their heaven while the mass of
mankind suffers ceaseless torments. Some trust that the spectacle of end-
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less tortures will increase their bliss, while others, priding themselves on
their greater sensitivity, feel quite certain that their ecstasy in heaven will
preclude any remembrance of the sufferings of the damned.

%

If research and writing can dwarf all the pleasures of such heavens,
are not the humanists also miserable drudges? Taking an opiate and then
sitting in one’s corner, smiling blissfully, oblivious of the torments of one’s
brothers, is considered as respectable as heaven if the drug is scholarship.
But is it less hellish?

And if we praise the delights of reading and writing about tragedy,
are we not secking joy through the contemplation of the sufferings of our
fellow men? Why seek out past sorrows when there is more pain and grief
now than a man can cope with?

%

We have been told that tragedy is dead, that it died of optimism,
faith in reason, confidence in progress. Tragedy is not dead, but what
estranges us from it is just the opposite: despair.

After Auschwitz and Nagasaki, a new generation wonders how one
can make so much fuss abont Qedipus, Orestes, or Othello, What’s Hec-
uba to us? Or Hamlet? Or Hippolytus? Becket's Waiting for Godot and
lonesco’s Lesson are less optimistic, have less faith in reason, and no con-
fidence at all in progress, but are closer to the feclings of those born dur-
ing or after World War IL. If the world is absurd and a thoughtful person
has a choice of diffcrent kinds of despair, why should one not prefer to
laugh at man’s condition—a black laugh? Above all, no affectations, no
idealism, nothing grand,

Philosophers prefer small questions, playwrights small men. Bad phi-
losophers write in the old vein, bad playwrights about Job and Heracles,
with some of the old pemp, but taking care to make the heroes small
enough for our time.

One takes care not to go to heaven, nor to descend to hell. One be-
lieves neither in purgatory nor in purification. One can neither face nor
forget reality, neither weep nor laugh. One squints, grins and gradually
the heart freezes.
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Some trips are not pure delights. One encounters terrors, not all of
them remote. Perception is painfully heightened. One escapes not so
much from the sufferings of others as from death by ice.

What is sought is not bliss but risk, Even fire sooner than ice.

*

What is one to do? Why keep trying to deaden the heart with opi-
ates, whether drugs or creeping microscopism? Why squint?

If the great tragic poets had been the pompous bores held up to us
since our childhood, it would be masochism to seek out their company.
But suppose Homer’s world view turned out to be close to ours, and Soph-
ocles’ conventional piety was a myth, no less than Euripides’ optimism.
Suppose their tragedies pulsed with incipient despair, and their concerns
were closer to ours than are those of most of our neighbors,

Whoever seeks a moral holiday in art will not find it in Attic tragedy.
The Greek tragic poets call into question not only the morality of their
contemporaries but also Plato’s and Christianity’s. But they do not merely
fashion friezes and ballets, delighting us with the extraordinary beauty of
patterns and movements, though they do that, too; they also indict the
brutality and inhumanity of most morality.

%

I am a disciple of the sarcastic Socrates, who found much of his mis-
sion in exposing that what passed for knowledge was in fact ill-founded
error. But while Socrates and Plato were hard on the poets, the tables are
turned in this book as we examine the philosophers’ ideas.

The fact that so much that is widely believed is wrong is a great in-
centive for research, In this case the joys of discovery are increased by find-
ing buried treasures under the accumulated rubbish of centuries.

Hell, purgatory, and heaven are not for us, except insofar as all three
are here and now, on this earth, The great tragic poets knew all three, and
their visions can illuminate our hell,
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1

All of us tend to be historically blind. Like an undergraduate who says, “I
have always thought that Kant must have been influenced by the Upani-
shads,” most people talk and write as if there had always been tragedy and
philosophy, and as if tragedy had always been like this, and philosophy
like that,

In fact, many widely shared assumptions about tragedy fail to fit some
of the best Greek tragedies, and philosophy is no single entity either.
Western philosophy was born eatly in the sixth century n.c,, and tragedy
less than a hundred years later. These dates suggest rather misleadingly
that philosophy is the older of the two. But sixth-century philosophy was
very different from fourth-century philosophy, and the two fourth-century
philosophers who dealt at length with tragedy, Plato and Aristotle, wrote
their treatises after the major tragic poets were dead. The ancients dated
writers not by the year in which they were born but by the year in which
they flourished: by that token, philosophy is younger. Nor did the two
greatest Greek philosophers merely come dfter the greatest tragediams;
their kind of philosophy was shaped in part by the development of trag-
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edy. The evolution that led from Aeschylus to Sophocles and Euripides
was in a sense continued by Plato. Aeschylus stands halfway between
Homer and Plato, and Furipides halfway between Aeschylus and Plato.

Plato’s attitude toward tragedy, and to some extent Aristotle’s as well,
bears comparison with that of Chuistianity toward Judaism, Seeing itsclf
as the new Israel, the church found little good in contemporary Judaism,
Plato writes about the tragic poets as their rival. And the curiously narrow
perspective of Aristotle’s infinitely less polemical analysis of tragedy—his
perverse concentration on its merely formal aspects, such as plot and dic-
tion—is explicable by noting that the central concerns of the greatest
tragic poets had by that time becn appropriated by philosophy, and he was
in revolt against Plato,

Occasionally, Plata’s polemical tone reminds us of his historical con-
text. But being a poet himself, who created dialogues rich in imagery and
in persuasive speeches, he lifts his readers out of time into a context of his
own making. And in that environment—shall we call it the world of phi-
losophy?—tragedy can be discussed without any reference to Aeschylus’,
Sophacles’, or Earipides’ plays. If Plato could do this, though he was
twenty-one when Sophocles and Euripides died and most of the now
surviving plays of both had been written in his lifetime, it need hardly
surprise us that so many writers have followed his example,

Aristotle is one of the few exceptions; like Hegel after him, he con-
stantly mentions particular tragedies. But he never examines a single one
in any detail, and his exceedingly dry and dogmatic tone rises above the
turmoil of history and in its own way creates an illusion of timelessness.
Nowhere more so than in his Poetics, he gives the appearance of being
“chief of those who know”.! Without doubt or hesitation, he addresses us
from Mount Olympus, not to ask us to engage in any common quest for
insight but to tell us how things are and what is good and what is bad; the
greatest plays and playwrights receive marks for being right at this point,
wrong at that. Plato wrote about the poets like a prophet; Aristotle, like a
judge.

Neither of these two great philosophers considered humility a virtue;
and, confronted with tragedy, neither of them practiced it, In a way, the
tone had been set by their predecessors. Although writing about tragedy
began with Plato, the rivalry between philosophers and poets was more
ancient, and the philosophers’ lack of humility was striking from the start.

The first evidence we have comes from Xenophanes, one of the early

1]1 maestro di color che sanno (Dante, Inferno, 1v, 131).
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pre-Socratic philosophers, who was himself a poet. Coming from Colo-
phon, due east of Athens on the mainland of Asia Minor, less than fifteen
miles north of Ephesus, he traveled a great deal and recited his poems, of
which only a few fragments survive—including one on the poets and sev-
eral on religion:

“Homer and Hesiod ascribed to the gods whatever is infamy and re-
proach among men: theft and adultery and deceiving each other.”

“Mortals suppose that the gods are born and have clothes and voices
and shapes like their own.”

“But if oxen, horses, and lions had hands or could paint with their
hands and fashion works as men do, horses would paint horselike images
of pods, and oxen oxenlike ones, and each would fashion bodies like their
own.”

“The Ethiopians consider the gods flat-nosed and black; the Thra-
cians, blue-eyed and red-haired.”

“One god, the greatest among gods and men, in no way like mortals
in body or mind”

“Without toil he moves all by the thought of his mind.”
“No man knows or ever will know the truth about the gods. , . .

These fragments? mark the beginning of the overture to the one-
sided contest between philosophy and poetry. Philosophy was then still
in its infancy. Only three of the pre-Socratic philosophers were older than
Xenophanes—Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes, all from Miletus,
approximately fifty miles sonth of Colophon, The legendary Pythagoras,
who was born on the island of Samos, just off the coast between the two
towns, and who moved to southern Italy, was Xenophanes' contemporary
and is said to have written nothing. Indeed, Xenophanes' claim to being
considered a philosopher is slender and rests in large part on the fragments
cited; he was concerned with the contents of Homer’s and Hesiod’s poems,
insofar as these appeared to him to be in conflict with his doctrine, Im-
pressive as his critique of anthropomorphism in religion s, his criticism of
Homer does not touch what we love and admire in the Iliad or Odyssey.

2 Numbers 11, 14, 15, 16, 23, 25, and the beginning of 34, in the standard edition

of Diels. All translations in this book are mine, unless specihcally credited. Above, the
translation of 34 is Kirtk’s, See the Bibliography.
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But one gathers that a thinker with Xenophanes’ ideas about “one god”
was not allowed by his audience to ignore the testimony of the poets,

Some of the fragments of Heraclitus of Ephesus, who flourished
around 500 B.c, must be understood in the same way:

“Being a polymath does not teach understanding: else Hesiod would
have had it and Pythagoras; also Xenophanes and Hekataeus.”

“Homer deserves to be thrown out of the contests and whipped, and
Archilochus, too.”

“The most popular teacher is Hesiod. People think he knew most—
he who did not even know day and night: they are one.”®

Again, Homer and Hesiod are experienced as rivals, along with some
other poets—and philosophers. To Heraclitus it does not matter that
Homer and Hesiod are poets while Xenophanes and Pythagoras were later
classified as philosophers; he is concerned with their ideas, which were
widely accepted. Nor is it only the poets’ claims about the gods or their
conception of the cosmos that Heraclitus objects to: “Corpses should be
thrown away more than dung,” he says.! Men raised on the Iliad could
hardly be expected to accept such a view, and if Heraclitus had lived three-
quarters of a century later, he might have included the author of the An-
tigone in his strictures.

We find it easy to thrill to Homer and Heraclitus, but if we would
comprehend the spirit in which some of the pre-Socratic philosophers at-
tacked the poets we must bear in mind what constitutes their lasting
greatness. Xenophanes was himself a poet, and Heraclitus’ aphorisms are
still models of terse power; but that is not their most distinctive merit,
They and some cf the other pre-Socratics mark the beginning of an alto-
gether new development: philosaphy.

It is not enough to note that their writings mark the beginnings of
man’s emancipation from mythical thinking, although that alone might
have brought them into conflict with Homer and Hesiod. After all, they
might have attempted to demythologize poetry, giving allegorical interpre-
tations after the fashion of the theologians of the Roman Empire in
the age of the New Testament. But they took a further step of the ut-
most significance: they broke with exegetical thinking; they were anti-
authoritarian.

3 Fragments 40, 42, 57.
4 Fragment g6. '
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Refusing to read their ideas into ancient texts or to invoke either the
poets of the past or philosophic predecessors as authorities, they let their
dicta stand on their own merits and went out of their way to emphasize
their disagreements with those who had come before them. It would not
have been difficult to cite some verse from Homer out of context in sup-
port of a new notion: any third-rate theologian, whether Roman or In-
dian, Jew or Christian, could have done that. But Xenophanes and
Heraclitus objected not only to the substance of the views that their con-
temporaries had accepted from the poets, but also to the habit of relying
on authorities.

The Jina and the Buddha, who taught in northern India in the sixth
century B.c., came to be known as great heretics because they did not ac-
cept the authority of the ancient Vedas and, unlike the sages of the Upani-
shads, refused to offer their ideas in the form of exegeses. In a kind of
ecumnenical spirit that prizes tolerance and broadmindedness above pene-
tration and depth, many people nowadays would call the wise men of the
Upanishads philosophers and suggest that Indian philosophy antedates
Western philosophy. But on the grounds suggested here, it was rather the
Buddha who might be called the fitst philosopher; around §38 .c. he came
closer to basing a novel position on careful argument than any of the pre-
Socratics up to that time. He, however, like the Jina, was immediately ac-
cepted as authoritative by his followers, who pondered, interpreted, and
claborated his teaching, while the pre-Socratics gradually developed an
anti-authoritarian tradition.

Parmenides, about thirty years younger than Heraclitus, still pre-
sented his new doctrine in a poem; but his follower, Zeno of Elea, in
southern Italy, born early in the fifth century, developed brilliant and
haunting arguments to support his master’s views. And with the Sophists
and Socrates, later in the fifth century, this interest in argument became
firmly established.

It is in this perspective that Socrates has to be seen. In the Apology,
which gives us the most reliable portrait we have of the historical Socrates,
he pictures mueh of his life as an attempt to refute the Delphic oracle,
which had said that no man was wiser than he [21 ff]. Not content with
any authoritative deliverance, even from the Pythian prophetess, the
mouthpiece of Apollo, he decided to look for negative evidence. Without
any trouble, he found men who, unlike himself, considered themselves very
wise indeed; but again and again he found that they were less wise than
he, for they thought they knew what in fact they did not know, while “I
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neither know nor think I know.” Those he sought to discredit, not only in
his own mind but in the marketplace before the crowds that gathered to
listen to his persistent questioning of men respected for their wisdom,
were the politicians first of all, and after them the poets.

“There is hardly a person present who would not have talked better
about their poetry than they did themselves. Then [ knew that not by
wisdom do poets write poetry, but by a sort of genius and inspiration; they
are like diviners or soothsayers who also say many fine things, but do not
understand the meaning of them. The poets appeared to me to be much
in the same case; and I further observed that upon the strength of their
poetry they believed themselves to be the wisest of men in other things in
which they were not wise. So I departed, conceiving myself to be superior
to them . . .”s

When Plato and Aristotle discuss the tragic poets, it is plain that
they, too, conceive themselves to be superior. Unquestionably, Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle were exceptionally wise, and their tone carries con-
viction. We see Socrates in court, accused by his inferiors—one of them,
Meletus, a tragic poet who had written a play on Oedipus. Here is Socrates
in his finest hour, answering the charges of impiety and corruption of the
youth of Athens, pleading that no man alive deserves better of Athens, but
insisting he would rather die than cease inquiring freely and speaking his
mind. Never before or after has a philosopher spoken more eloquently
and nobly, with greater courage or more devastating irony. Hence one is
not inclined to question his claim that because he knew that he knew
nothing he was wiser than all the poets,

It would be more in Sacrates” own spirit if we did not bow so meekly
to the authority of his eloquence and martyrdom but instead “thought of
a method of trying the question” as he did [21 J]. After all, when he
spoke those words Sophocles was only seven years dead; and during most
of the time when Socrates went about Athens feeling superior to the poets,
Sophocles was not only alive but creating his greatest tragedies. Is it in-
deed obvious that Socrates was wiser than Sophocles?

That Socrates was cleverer is clear, and that his death, at seventy,
was more heroic and fascinating than Sophocles’ death at ninety may be
granted, too, But who was wiser? In a way this question is childish: we
can love and admire both men without ranking them in various respects.

8 Apology 22 J; i.e. p. 22, according to the traditional numbering, Benjamin Jowett's
translation,
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But it was Socrates who raised the question; and his heirs, Plato and Aris-
totle, never seem to have doubted when they wrote at length about trag-
edy that, of course, they were wiser than the tragic poets.

It would be appealing to consider Socrates and Sophocles as symbols
of different styles of life and thought and creativity, by way of juxtaposing
philosophy and tragedy; but actually Sophocles’ world view was remark-
ably different from Aeschylus’ and Euripides’, and it would be folly to
claim his extraordinary wisdom for lesser tragic poets, such as those of the
fourth century who seem to have loomed large in Plato’s and Aristotle’s
thought. And Socrates’ style of life and mode of creativity are quite un-
usual among philosophers and worlds removed from those of Plato, al-
though most of our knowledge of Socrates is derived from Plato. Socrates
did not write and probably had no great interest in or feeling for poetry;
he did not travel; he did not found an institution or show any fondness
for administrative work. Plato traveled a great deal, founded and pre-
sided over the Academy, the West’s first university, and developed a new
form of literature, the philosophic dialogue. And the styles and “feel” of
Plato and Aristotle are so different that it has been said that every man is
either a Platonist or an Aristotelian.

Clearly, it won’t do at this point to generalize about philosophy on
the one hand and tragedy on the other, treating Socrates as the repre-
sentative of philosophy, or of the great philosophers. In time we shall have
to counsider the different outlooks of different poets; and though they are
not all equally wise we will not find it profitable to ask whether Homer or
Euripides was wiser,

What needs to be stressed at the outset is merely that the presump-
tion of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle that they were superior in wisdom to
the tragic poets is profoundly problematic: indeed, their lack of humility
raises questions about their wisdom.

If Socrates was right about man’s inevitable ignorance, then Plato and
Atristotle, like the butts of Socrates” mockery, thought they knew what in
fact they did not know, and hence lacked wisdom. But did Sophocles think
he knew what he did not know? Or was he not perhaps more mindful of
man’s limitations than Plato and Aristotle?
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2

In his polemics against the poets, Plato wrote as the heir of Xenophanes,
Heraclitus, and Socrates. Unlike them, however, he wrote about poetry at
great length in several of his dialogues, and he singled out fragedy for
special attention in his two longest works, the Republic and the Laws.

Considering the space he devotes to tragedy, it is remarkable that
Plato mentions Sophocles only twice, and never any of his plays. In the
Republic we find a single casual and anecdotal reference in the first boak
[329], long before the discussion of poetry begins. And in the Phaedrus
we are asked to picture the reaction of a physician to a man who claims to
be a competent physician merely because he has mastered various modes
of treatment, though he does not know “which patients ought to be given
the various treatments, and when, and for how long”;® and then Phaedrus
is asked to imagine the reaction of Sophocles or Euripides if a man knew
how to write various kinds of passages, but not how to arrange them prop-
erly so as to form a well-organized play: surely, they would laugh at him
and tell him “that what he knew was not tragic composition but its ante-
cedents.” But in Plato’s polemics against the tragic poets Sophocles is
never considered.

Euripides fares a little better, but not much. In the Ion, Socrates says:
“There is a divinity moving you, like that contained in the stone which
Euripides calls a magnet, but which is commonly known as the stone of
Heraclea” [533 J]. In the Gorgias we find what might be called four fa-
miliar quotations from two lost plays [484-86, 492]. In the Symposium
we encounter another two familiar quotations, one from a lost play [177]
and the other from Hippolytus [199]; and the latter recurs in the
Theaetetus [154]. In the context of Plato’s attacks on the poets Euripides
is cited once—and this is the only remaining reference to him in the dia-
logues, save for three casual quotations in Alcibiades I and II; but almost
all Plato scholars consider these two works spurious, The sole relevant
reference to Euripides is found in the Republic, where Euripides is ac-
cused of praising tyranny as godlike and Socrates says: “The tragic poets
being wise men will forgive us . . . if we do not receive them into our state,

6268, R. Hackforth's translation.
7269, Hackforth’s translation. Cf, Aristotle’s Poetics 6:50a, cited in sec. 14 below.
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because they are the eulogists of tyranny” [568 J]. This is quite unfair to
Euripides, still more unfair to Sophocles, downright preposterous about
Aeschylus, and a paradigm case of irresponsible generalization on the
basis of a line torn out of context,

Aeschylus is cited more often: eight times in the Republic® and once
each in the Euthydemus [291], Symposium, and Phaedo. Most of these
citations are incidental uses of felicitous phrases, but two passages are
polemical in a relatively trivial way and three of the quotations are ad-
duced as examples of the bad influence poetry has on youth.

“Now this way to the other world is not, as Aeschylus says in the
Telephus, a single and straight path—if that were so no guide would be
needed, for no one could miss it.” This remark in the Phaedo [107 ][] car-
ries as little weight as the argument in the Symposium that Patroclus was
Achilles” lover—“his lover and not his love (the notion that Patroclus was
the beloved one is a foolish ertror into which Aecschylus has fallen, for
Achilles was surely the fairer of the two, fairer also than all the other he-
roes; and, as Homer informs us, he was still beardless, and younger far)”
[179 J1.

The three quotations, finally, that figure in the concentrated attack
on the poets have a single theme: Aeschylus is taken to task for having
impeached the morals of the gods, for having, in Plato’s words, told “lies”
about them [Republic 380-83]. The quotations come from lost plays; the
fist from the Niobe: “God plants guilt among men when he desires ut-
terly to destroy a house” [380 J].* It is arguable that there is more wis-
dom in that line than in Plato’s contrary claims. But Aeschylus’ world
view will have to be considered in a later chapter; suffice it here to say that
it would be easy to cite more shocking lines from his extant plays, notably
from the Prometheus.

Before we take up Plato’s views, let us merely add that Adstophanes
is never discussed or quoted in the dialogues, though he is mentioned in
the Apology and is one of the speakers in the Symposium; Pindar is cited
a little more often than Aeschylus; Hesiod more than forty times; and
Homer constantly, About three dozen passages are cited from the Odyssey,

8361 f, 380-83, 391, 550, 563.

9 Cf. Greek Literary Papyri, ed. Denys L. Page (1941, 1942), 1, 8, lines 15 f. (The
fragment comprises twenty-one lines.) In his introduction to Aeschylus' Agamemmnon,
1957, xxviii f, Page argues very plausibly that this dictum expresses Aeschylus” own view.
But he considers the poet's views unprofound and conventional, and the poet himself

“pious and god-fearing” (xvf). Prometheus, which wounld seem to contradict this
view, he does not mention.
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roughly a hundred from the Iliad, and there are another fifty or so refer-
ences and allusions to Homer. In sum: Plato loved poetry and felt thor-
oughly at home in Homer and Hesiod; dramatic passages and situations
came to his mind much less often; he never once quotes or mentions one
of Sophocles’ plays; and he argued at length, both in the Republic and in
the Laws, that the influence of tragedy was evil and that tragic poets
should not be allowed in an exemplary city; but he did not deem it neces-
sary in that connection to consider the greatest tragedies, many of them
written in his own lifetime, What might he have thought of 2 writer who
argued for the exclusion of philosophers without considering Socrates and
Plato?

3

No lengthy survey of Plato’s ideas about tragedy is needed here; most of
them are found in the Republic, which is probably the most widely fa-
miliar book of philosophy ever written, A concise summary should suffice,
but if we eschewed even that, we would lack the proper perspective for
Aristotle and his successors, who have to be seen—although they fre-
quently aren’t—against the background of Plato.

In the Republic there are three major sections that are relevant, The
first and longest extends from 376 to 403; it deals with the place of litera-
ture in education and the need for censorship. Here the basic premise is
impressive and reminds the modem reader instantly of Freud: Early child-
hood is the time when the character is molded. Therefore the tales chil-
dren are told cannot be discounted as trivial, and in an ideal city “our first
concern will be to supervise the making of fables and legends, tejecting all
that are unsatisfactory.” In the process, “most of the stories now in use
must be discarded,” especially those told by Homer and Hesiod and the
poets in general.1?

Plato goes on to criticize traditional poetry, first for its content, then
for its form. His objections to the contents fall into two parts: the poets
have misrepresented the divine, and they have a deleterious influence on
morals,

Regarding the divine, polytheism is not an issue as it was with Xe-

10 37~ C*: C means F. M. Comnford’s translation; an asterisk means that I have made
some minor stylistic changes.
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nophanes, Generally speaking, it was the Hebrew Scriptures that intro-
duced into the Western consciousness the sharp antithesis between belief
in many gods and faith in one God. In a sense, the Greeks were more
philosophical in this matter, too, feeling that, as even Xenophanes in-
sisted, “no man knows or ever will know the truth about the gods.” They
were content that discourse about the divine was bound to be somewhat
poetic and not literal, and they did not take too seriously the application
of arithmetic to the divine, One might suppose that Plato would have
differed from the poets at this point, but he was far from carrying to its
conclusion the pre-Socratic attempts to emancipate man from mythical
thinking; he loved to invent myths himself, and the great issue for him
was that between morally wholesome and immoral myths, Whether the
divine was spoken of in the plural or singular mattered no more to him
than it did to Aeschylus.

The three points on which he criticized poetic discourse on the gods
can be stated very simply. According to Plato, the divine is responsible for
good only, never for evil; the divine never changes itself; and the divine
never lies or deceives. On all these points modem readers are likely to side
with Plato, even if they have lost any strong religious beliefs, thus illustrat-
ing that Plato was right about the importance of what men learn in early
childhood.

For all that, this moralistic conception of the divine is problematic,
and there is much to be said for the earlier view that finds expression not
only in the line already cited from the Niobe of Aeschylus but also in
many other passages in the poets, including Agamemnon, 1485 ff, and the
emphatic conclusion of Sophocles’ Women of Trachis. We encounter a
similar contrast of an earlier more realistic view and a later more utopian
theology in the Bible. And lest we falsely assume that the issue lies be-
tween Plato’s refined theology and Homer's and Hesiod's crude notions
about the gods, we should bear in mind expressions of the earlier view in
the Old Testament:

Is a trumpet blown in a cily,

and the people are not afraid?

Does evil befdll a city,

and the Lord has not done it? [AMos 3.6]

Is it not from the mouth of the Most High
that good and evil come? [LAMENTATIONS 3.38]



12 I Plato: The Rival as Critic

I am the Lord, and there is no other;

besides me there is no god. . . .

I form light and create darkness,

I make peace and create evil;

I am the Lord who do dll these things. [Isa1an 45.5 ff]

Shall we receive good at the hand of God,
and shall we not receive evil? [Jos 2.10]

Elsewhere, I have dealt with the development that led from this ear-
lier outlook to Iizekiel's:

What do you mean by using this praverb

about the land of Israel,

‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes,

and the children’s teeth are set on edge’?

As I live, says the Lord God,

this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. [18.2 f]

“It takes only one further step, and we are assured that, appearances
notwithstanding, God is just—not merely that ‘in those days,’ in some
distant future, things will change and God will become just, but that even
now he is just. The New Testament assures us, climaxing a development
that began in exilic Judaism: God is perfect. . . . It is at this point that
the perplexing problem of suffering is created and at the same time ren-
dered insoluble—unless either the traditional belief in God’s boundless
power or the belief in his perfect justice and mercy is abandoned.™?

Plato stopped short of the problem of suffering familiar to us from
Christian theology: he did not assert God’s omnipotence. But regarding
the moralization of the divine, he took the same step that the Jews had
taken a little earlier. Sophocles was still closer to Amos.

These reflections are preliminary. Plato’s readers should not imme-
diately succumb to the power of their childhood training and assent to
him when he says: “The divine, being good, is not, as most people say,
responsible for everything that happens to mankind, but only for a small
part; for the good things in human life are far fewer than the evil’—here
he speaks like Sophocles’ younger contemporary, not like an American—
“and, whereas the good must be ascribed to heaven only, we must look
elsewhere for the cause of evils” [379]—which is spoken like a Christian
and not like Aeschylus or Sophocles. Indeed, Plato himself cites Aeschylus

11 The Faith of a Heretic (1961), sec. 39f.
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disapprovingly on the next page: “God plants guilt among men when he
desires utterly to destroy a house.”

Goethe once expressed the older Greek view in a short poem, “Wer
nie sein Brot mit Trdnen ass”:

Who never ate with tears his bread,

who never through night's grievous hours
sat sleepless, weeping on his bed,

he does not know you, heaven's powers.

You lead us inio life’s domain,

you catch the poor in guilt and dearth,
and then you leave him to his pain:
avenged is every guilt on earth.?

Aeschylus might have added: it is avenged doubly and more than that.
And here, too, the Hebrew prophets can be cited in the same vein, even
as late as the Exile when the Second Isaiah began his message with the
proclamation:

She has received from the Lord’'s hand
double for dall her iniquities. [40.2]

IT Samucl 24 comes close to the verse of Aeschylus that offended Plato,
and seemed no less offensive to the author of I Chronicles who accordingly
revised the story by looking “clsewhere for the cause of evils” and intro-
ducing Satan as the one who planted the guilt [21.1]--as if that could
solve the problem where God is assumed to be omnipotent,

When Plato argued that the divine does not change [380f], he was
thinking chiefly of stories in which the gods assume the shapes of men and
animals (we will consider some pactic passages of this type in the chapter
on Homer). Implicitly, however, Plato also opposed Aeschylus’ view that
Zcus was tyrannical as a young god and had to learn wisdom gradually.

Finally, gods, according to Plato, never lie or deceive [38z f]. And in
this context, too, he cited lines from one of Aeschylus’ lost plays as an ex-
ample of the kind of poetry that cannot be tolerated. Since in these pas-
sages Plato sounds more moral than the poets, it is worth stressing that
he argues only a few pages later that lies or falschoods or deception,
though of no use to the gods, are useful to mankind, if only as a medicine;

12 Original text in Twenty German Poets: A Bilingual Collection, ed. and tr. by
Walter Kanfmann, copyright 1962 by Random House, Inc.



14 I Plato: The Rival as Critie

and that while private individuals should not be permitted to use them,
rulers ought to be conceded this monopoly: they must be “allowed to lie
for the public good.”8

So much for the divine. Plato’s other criticisms of the contents of
traditional poetry are concerned with its effect on morals and the way he
thinks it undemmines courage and poise, self-control and justice. Poetic
descriptions of the horrors of the afterworld make men fear death (and it
is interesting to ask more than two thousand years later to what extent the
widespread terror of death is the aftermath of almost twenty centuries of
Christianity).

Plato considers it obvious that a man cannot be fearless of death “and
prefer death in battle to defeat and slavery, if he believes in a world below
which is full of terrors,” and he would strike out even such lines as those
spoken by Achilles in Hades: “I would rather be on earth as a servant,
hired by a landless man with little to live on, than be king over all the dead
and spent.”4

Thus begins Book III of the Republic. Here all the illustrations come
from Homer, mostly from the Ilzd; and Plato makes clear that he is not
insensitive to the beauty of the passages that he would censor: “We must
beg Homer and the other poets not to be angry if we strike out these and
similar passages, not because they are unpoetical, or unattractive to the
popular ear, but because the greater the poetical charm of them, the less
are they meet for the ears of boys and men who are meant to be free, and
who should fear slavery more than death” [387 J].

Plato enumerates phrases from Homer “the very sound of which is
enough to make one shudder”: all these he would cut out no less than the
many lamentations of the famous heroes. While he does not mention any
tragedies in this connection, he could have referred to Sophocles’ Philoc-
tetes and The Women of Trachis as extreme examples, for Philoctetes and
Heracles scream with pain and wail over their sufferings.

There is much more in the same vein: poetry that encourages too
much laughter has to be censored along with anything that might under-
mine self-control and honesty. It should suffice to quote the culmination
of this part of the argument, for here, although Plato does not mention
tragedy, the issue between Plato and the tragic poets becomes as clear as
anywhere: the poets and other tellers of tales “are guilty of the most seri-

13389 G; cf. 414 and 4
14386 C. The Odyssey (x1 489) translation is mine,
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ous misstatements about human life, making out that wrongdoers are
often happy and the good miscrable; . . . and that being just is one’s own
loss though to the advantage of others. We shall have to prohibit such
poems and tales and command them to sing and say the opposite” [392].

Thus Plato would prohibit Sophocles’ Antigone and Electra, as well
as Euripides’ Medea and Hippolytus, his Trojan Women, and, for differ-
ent rcasons, his Flectra, to draw out only a few of the implications of
Plato’s principles. Indeed, his views approximate those laid down in the
early motion-picture codes. If it is a law that crime does not pay and virtue
always pays, most tragedies are outlawed,

If Euripides’ Alcestis were to find grace because the virtue of the
heroine is rewarded and the play ends happily, we might be glad of that,
though any such reasoning would remain rather far from the spirit of this
work; but for at least three reasons the Alcestis, too, would clearly have
to be forbidden. Heracles’ behavior is most unseemly and not at all right
for a famous hero whom the young might take as their example: we are
asked to laugh at him as he is drunk. Then, the king’s behavior is not at
all noble but predicated on fear of death, And, finally, no plays at all can
be allowed.

Before we turn to consider this last point, let us look briefly at Eu-
ripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, one of his last two plays. It is ove of several by
him in which 2 young woman goes fearlessly to her death, sacrificed for
others. (It is difficult to understand why Euripides had the reputation of
being a woman-hater in his plays: perhaps no other great poet has ever
created so many superior women who put to shame the men surrounding
them.) In the form in which this play has come to us, we learn in the end
that Iphigenia did not really die on the altar but was transported to an-
other land, Tauris—which is consistent with Furipides’ earlier Iphigenia
in Tauris. But the present ending seems to be by another hand; and even
if Turipides’ original ending was conciliatory, too—he probably concluded
with a speech by Artemis—it is arguable that the play would be better if
it ended tragically. The point to note in the present context is merely that
on Plato’s principles such endings might have to be tacked on tragedies
lest noble men and women be seen to come to a piteous end.

These reflections, however, fall short of taking into account all of
Plato’s relevant views, It is time to consider his objections to the dramatic
form and the grounds on which he would prohibit all performances of
plays. Plato does not approve of actors: every man and woman should be
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trained to play one part in the community, and one part only; each shonld
be prepared for one role; every human being has one proper function
[394 fF].

Plato is discussing poetry as part of the educational program of his
ideal city, and this passage reminds us of his affinity with the caste system
encountered in, for example, the Bhagavadgita. To be sure, Plato differs
from the Indian version by not championing a strictly hereditary system:
he allows for the occasional exception in which a child is assigned to a dif-
ferent class from its parents. Nevertheless, Plato’s conception of man, as
outlined in the Republic, has a rigid quality that comes out clearly at this
point, The same theme is taken up again later when we arc reminded of
the principle that “everybody ought to perform the one function in the
community for which his nature best suits him,”1°

Though there is much to be said in favor of a division of labor, Plata’s
version of it is inhumane, and far from making every effort to counteract
its dehumanizing effect and the danger that individuals will be reduced to
instruments geared to a single function, Plato considers such a situation
ideal. His attitude is closely connected with his otherworldliness: in this
respect, too, he invites comparison with the Gita. His ideal city is an insti-
tute of salvation—hence the Republic ends with a vision of, or a myth
about, what comes after death—and one of Plato’s central themes in this
dialogue is emancipation from subjectivity and individuality.

It is not as if the members of the mling class could develop their per-
sonalities and bask in a freedom denied to the toiling masses; it is not as
if the whole structure were designed to make possible a small class of Leo-
nardos and Goethes at the top; it is not as if the point were to produce a
few inimitable and eccentric characters like Socrates. On the contrary:
though the doctrines of the Republic are put into the mouth of Socrates,
it is plain that no Socrates could ever develop in such a city, and the ruling
class has less freedom and privacy than the artisans and businessmen. The
kingdom of the tulers is not of this world, and they govern the city only
because it is part of their function and duty; in fact, they themselves are
doubly deceived, both about the natural division of men into three classes
[414] and about the lottery in which they are assigned their mates, not
knowing that the lottery is fixed [459]. They are trained to value this
world far less than another in which the Ideas or Forms are enthroned,
and while mathematics is invaluable because it raises men’s sights above

19433 C¥; cf. 443.
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the world of sense perception in the direction of the higher kingdom, art
tends to glorify this world and entices men to look in the wrong direction.

4

This theme is developed in the two other major sections of the Republic
that are relevant to tragedy. The first of these is the very heart of the dia-
logue; it comprises the end of Book VI and the beginning of Book VII
and deals with Plato’s vision of reality, first in terms of the more abstract
image of the divided line, then by invoking the haunting allegory of the
cave [go9ff]. A very brief summary of these ideas will suffice for our
purposes.

There are four levels of reality. At the top are the Forms or Ideas;
below that, mathematical objects; farther down, the visible objects among
which we live; and at the bottom, such images as shadows and reflections
in water. To these four levels correspond knowledge, thinking, opinion,
and imagining, We generally live at the third level, and it requires a real
effort for education to liberate us from this two-dimensional world, which
in the allegory of the cave is represented by shadows on a screen, and to
turn us about, converting the soul to the contemplation of reality. A train-
ing in mathematics constitutes the first great step in the right direction—
toward abstractions, we might say; toward reality, as Plato sees it.

That Plato’s vision has religious inspirations is palpable, and compari-
sons with the Upanishads, where the world of sense perception is also
considered unreal, leap to mind. Plato’s ultimate reality is also beyond
time and change, but unlike the ultimate reality of the Upanishads, and
also that of Parmenides, it is not One and undifferentiated: there are
many Forms. Their exact nature is subject to dispute among Plato’s inter-
preters, but it seems that in these passages they are not simply universals,
for in the Parmenides, which is a later dialogue, some criticisms are raised
against Plato’s earlier version of the theory of Forms, and it is suggested
that according to that theory there exist Forms of beauty and goodness,
while it is uncertain whether there are Forms of man, of fire, or of water,
and it is absurd to suppose that there should be Forms of hair, mud, or
dirt [130]. It secms safe to conclude that at least one of the ways in which
Plato reached his theory of Forms came from the traditional polytheism
of the Greeks and led through a radical repudiation of anthropomorphism.
The Forms of beauty and wisdom are the ancient goddesses, Aphrodite
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and Pallas Athene, demythologized. The later Plato went still further on
this road and came to feel that he had been guilty of a youthful error in
excluding hair and mud and dirt, But at the moment we are still consider-
ing the Republic.

The last long section in the dialogue that bears on our topic com-
prises the first half of Book X [595-608]. This was probably added to the
dialogue later; here we are told that there is a Form for every set of things
that we call by the same name [506]; and we encounter three levels of
reality instead of four, with works of art at the bottom, a level below other
objects of sense experience, In the earlier discussion it seemed that works
of art were in the same realm as other visible objects, for Plato included
the animals as well as “everything that grows or is made” [Jowett], or, as
Cornford puts it, “all the works of nature or of human hands” [50g]. Only
shadows and reflections in water or in polished surfaces were cexplicitly
relegated to the bottom level, In any case, in both passages works of art
are at the third level, for in Book X no mention is made of the difference
between Forms and mathematical objects.

In Book X Plato speaks of “three sorts of bed”: the Form, which is
here said to have been made by a god, though Plato insists everywhere
else that the Forms are eternal and have no beginning in time; the beds
made by carpenters; and the beds painted by artists, No sooner has this
tripartite division been established than Plato adds: “the tragic poet is an
imitator, and therefore, like all other imitators, he is thrice removed from
the throne of truth” [597 J]. Plato means that tragedies, like paintings,
belong to the third level; and “imitator” is not really a satisfactory render-
ing of mimétés, though it is surely better than Cornford’s “artist.” We
will discuss mimésis and its derivatives when we deal with Aristotle in the
next chapter; suffice it here to point out that directly preceding the sen-
tence quoted, Plato has defined the mimétés as the man whose work is at
the third level: “call him who is third in the descent from nature an imi-
tator” [Jowett].

According to Book X, then, the poets and artists do not merely glorify
this world, enticing us to fall in love with it instead of turning our backs
on it as we ought to do for the salvation of our souls; they even lure us to
move in the diametrically wrong direction—not from what seems to what
really is, but from treacherous semblances to the semblances of sem-
blances, to mere images of the deceitful, ever-changing, fickle world.

This world is disappointing; it does not keep its promises; and even
what on close inspection is what it appeared to be will turn out to be some-
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thing else after a lapse of time. When we are thus reduced to despair, two
options are open to us, We can repudiate this world and raise our sights
to another kingdom, beyond time and change, or we can seek comfort in
art and poetry. Those of us who turn to Homer and Sophocles should
realize that in Plato’s eyes we are idolators who put our trust in images,
and he regards the poets as false prophets.

This may strike 2 modern reader as hyperbole, but it is really the crux
of Plato’s attack on the poets, It is not enough to say that the context of
his discussion is political and that he is discussing poetry in connection
with his educational program for an ideal city. What prompts Plato’s de-
tailed discussion of such an educational program is his profound disillu-
sionment with the Athens he knows, and he finds at the very least one
major source of the ills he castigates in the idolatrous respect in which the
poets are held.

That is the point of the following thrust: “When we hear it said that
the tragic poets and their master, Homer, know all the arts and all things
human, virtue as well as vice, and divine things, too, seeing that in order
to write well a good poet has to know his subject—otherwise he could not
write about it—we must ask whether this is not an illusion” [598 J*]. Peo-
ple fail to realize that the poets deal in mimésis, merely at the third level
—in semblances of semblances, not in the truth.

In a sense, Plato is surely right: it would never occur to us to suppose
that Homer would have made a superb general, any more than we should
assume that Hemingway’s or Faulkner’s comments on political issues were
particularly wise or in some sense authoritative. And it is well to recall in
this connection that Sophocles was elected a general, along with Pericles,
right after the original performance of Antigone because the Athenians
were so impressed by the play. But the same example makes clear how
Plato overshoots the mark with his criticism: in a way Sophocles’ tragedy
is a mere semblance of an action, but in another way it embodies a pro-
found vision of the human condition and a wealth of insights that perhaps
equal or even excel the wisdom of Plato. We would not have elected Soph-
ocles to high office on that account; and if he thought that his excellence
as a poet qualified him eo ipso to be a fine statesman or general, this would
be one more reason, But another reason would be that we would not wish
him to waste his time on affairs that others might manage equally well,
when he could instead write tragedies that nobody could equal for twenty
centuries after his death,

This attitude involves a disillusionment even deeper than Plato’s and
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the belief that even an exceptionally wise and sensitive man of profound
humanity could not possibly set things right in the political realm in any
manner that could promise to endure. Poetry, on the other hand, does
stand a chance of surviving the culture of which it was born, and few
statesmen have benefited humanity as much as Homer and Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Furipides.

The way Plato continues the speech we have been considering is
therefore utterly wide of the mark: “If a man were able actually to do the
things he represents as well as to produce images of them, do you believe
he would seriously give himself up to making these images. . . . If he had
a real understanding of the actions he represents, he would far sooner
devote himself to performing them in fact. . . . He would be more eager
to be the hero whose praises are sung than the poet who sings them”
[599 Cl.

This is obviously absurd. One might well prefer to be the author of
the Olympic and Pythian Odes to being one of the victors in an athletic
contest whom Pindar celebrated. And the notion that Aeschylus would
rather have been Orestes than himself, or that Sophocles would have pre-
ferred to be Qedipus or Antigone instead of merely writing about them,
is preposterous.

Nietzsche was right when he said: “A Homer would have created no
Achilles, a Goethe no Faust, had Homer been an Achilles or Goethe a
Faust” [Genealogy, 1, sec. 4]. But that is true for reasons very different
from Plato’s—incidentally, for reasons that Nietzsche does not mention
either: an Achilles would be incapable of writing an Ilied, and a Faust
who could write Faust would not be Goethe’s Faust.

As Plato continues, he does more and more what he accuses the poets
of doing: he strings together pretty phrases that sound convincing while
one listens to them because everything is expressed so beauatifully, but he
falls far short of joining any issuc with the great tragic pocts, and in the
light of reflection his arguments crumble. He claims that poets really wise
enough to educate and improve men would have had many loving dis-
ciples, and he counts it against Homer and Hesiod that their contemporar-
ies left them to wander about as rhapsodists [6co]—as if wisdom might
not well go unrecognized and unheeded at its first appearance. But less
than two pages later, Plato accuses the poets of producing “only what
pleases the tastc or wins the approval of the ignorant multitude” [602 C].
Thus the cards are stacked against the poets: if they fail to be hailed as



4 Republic VI-VII and X 21

sages, they clearly are not wise; and if they gain the respect and admiration
of their contemporaries, it is because they say what is heard gladly.

Onc point that has not been made earlier remains; it shows Plato’s
own poetic power and is well taken as far as most poets are concemed.
Here Cornford’s translation is more poetic than Jowett’s, at the very rea-
sonable price of omitting “‘Yes,” he said” between the two sentences:

“Strip what the poet has to say of its poetical coloring, and I think
you must have seen what it comes to in plain prose. It is like a face which
was never really handsome, when it has lost the fresh bloom of youth”
[Go1].

Nietzsche said in a similar spirt, in Human, All Toe Human [3, sec.
189]: “The poet represents his thoughts festively on the carriage of
thythm: usually because they could not walk.”

True enough: “usnally.” But when we reach “The Riddle of Oedipus,”
we will see how untrue this is in Sophocles’ case, Confronted with litera-
ture in general, we may readily grant that the three great Greek tragedians
and Homer were exceptions and that few poets, in the widest sense of
that word, have ever been as philosophical as Aeschylus and Euripides. We
cannot blame Plato for leaving out of account Goethe and Tolstoy, but
there is something highly unsatisfactory about a critique of “the tragic
poets and their master, Homer” that, even if applicable to most fourth-
century tragic poets, fails to take into acconnt the big three. (That Plato
insists on reading Homer in the spint of the least perceptive kind of fun-
damentalism 1s, no doubt, due to the fact that many people in those days
did cite the Iliad and the Odyssey in that way—for 2ll that it shows a glar-
ing lack of insight, and a wisdom that was anything but boundless.)

Lest anyone suppose that as the argument progressed Plato lost sight
of tragedy, he concludes the discussion by saying that all this “applies
above all to tragic poetry, whether in epic or dramatic form” [6oz]. And it
is well to mark that, for Plato, Homer was the first of the tragic poets.
That may remind us of how perceptive Plato could be and, of course, was
much of the time.

What Plato says about tragedy in the later pages of the Republic
does not add much to the points made earlier in the dialogue. We are re-
minded how the drama appeals to men’s emotions, not to their reason,
and how we are corrupted hy listening to the heroes of Homer or of the
tragic poets when they lament and moan, “Can it be right that the spec-
tacle of a man behaving as one would scorn and blush to behave oneself
should be admired and enjoyed, instead of filling us with disgust? . . .
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The emotions of pity our sympathy has strengthened will not be easy to
restrain when we are suffering ourselves” [6os £ C], This is familiar by now
but worth quoting in this formulation because Aristotle’s famous doctrine
of catharsis may have been developed to meect this peint.

Plato’s polemic against the poets reaches its climax a few lines later,
at the bottom of 606, and the discussion of poetry ends on 608. Poetry,
says Plato, “feeds and waters the passions, which should wither away, and
lets them rule, though they should be ruled if men are to grow in happi-
ness and virtue,” Once more we hear the pathos of a prophet inveighing
against the road to perdition. We are to choose between two ways of life:
poetry develops our emotions; but Plato, approaching the end of the Re-
public and the concluding myth about the afterlife, would starve the emo-
tions. Happiness and virtue depend on the rule of reason, and the marvel-
ous serenity of Socrates points in the direction of stoicism.

Being dceply sensitive to the charms of poetry, Plato cannot, as it
were, take a sip now and then to refresh himself and animate his spirits—
or if he can, he does not trust others to know when to stop. Hence he
would prohibit this poison—almost entirely, but not quite. After granting
once more that Homer was the first of the tragic poets, Plato rules that
“we must remain firm in our conviction that hymns to the gods and en-
comia on good men are the only poetry that should be admitted into our
city.” That is the conclusion of what Plato himself calls at this point the
“ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry” [607 J*].

5

Hence Plato proceeds to end the baok—with a2 myth. Having finished his
polemic against the poets, he reappears in the role of the poet. Beyond
that, the whole dialogue is a kind of a poem, in the widcr sense of the
word that is common to Greek and German, Poets who write literary
criticism usually plead their own cause, and Plato is no exception. We mis-
read him if we suppose that the only poetry admitted in the end is
Pindar’s. Plato concludes that we must expurgate Homer and prohibit
tragedy. Pindar’s type of poetry is permitted because it fits into a larger
class whose primary function it is to accommodate Plato’s own literature.
This becomes plain enough as soon as we consider the beginning and con-
clusion of the Republic.

The thesis announced in the beginning is that “it is never right to
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harm anyone” [335 C] and that Thrasymachus is wrong when he claims
that “a just man always has the worst of it” [343 C]. Socrates is challenged
to go beyond his thesis that justice is superior to injustice and to “explain
how one is good, the other evil, in virtue of the intrinsic effect each has on
its possessor, whether gods or men see it or not” [367 C]. This demand is
made emphatically, three times in a row, and the whole dialogue from that
point on is presented as an attempt to meet this challenge, In a way, the
answer is given in the concluding myth: Plato agrees with ancient Indian
doctrines not only insofar as he considers the world of sense perception
mere appearance but also by inviting us to entertain a belief in the trans-
migration of souls and by holding that, according to an immanent law
that requires no divine intervention, our reincarnation depends on our
justice or injustice in this life.

It is entirely possible that Plato himself believed this; but if he did
not, then this myth is an example of the kind of poetry permitted and
needed in the ideal city. One possible objection to this way of meeting the
initial challenge is that Socrates had been asked to leave out of account
not only the respective reputations of the just and the unjust but also their
rewards. To this objection two answers might be given. The first, which is
not altogether satisfactory, is that the rewards mentioned in the begin-
ning were rewards reaped in this life, while we are assured in the end that,
quite apart from our fortunes in this life, we may count on rewards and
punishments after death. Few rcaders familiar with Kant’s ethics would
be altogether satisfied with that reply. But Plato could also point out that
his myth does not invoke an almighty god who metes out rewards and
retribution; on the contrary, each soul chooses its own reincarnation, but
is influenced in its choice by the life it has led previously. Thus Plato
claims—though he certainly cannot be said to have proved—that justice
is better than injustice “in virtue of the intrinsic effect each has on its
possessor.”

We are left with an odd and unsatisfying contrast: the tragic poets
are rejected, in large part because they show so often, like Thrasymachus
(though not with his intent), how the just man has the worst of it; and
then we are given Plato’s myth of Er in place of Greek tragedy. A poor
exchange.

This contrast, however, is not fair to Plato. The Republic is not his
only wortk, and he could point to other books in which he had shown in
an unforgettable manner how no evil can befall a just man because his
virtue is its own reward, creating in him a serene self-confidence and calm,
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heroic happiness that triumphs over calumny, persecution, and death,
Plato throws the Apology into the balance against Aeschylus’ Prometheus;
the Crito against the Antigone; and the Phaedo against Euripides’ Trojan
Women.

Plato’s portrait of the unjustly punished martyr who does not lose
tranquil self-control, who succumbs before tyrannical power without los-
ing his integrity, and who faces death with complete equanimity need not
fear comparison with the very best creations of the tragic poets. Time has
not dimmed it; its promise stands unbroken, Here is a respounse to suffer-
ing different from the poets’: not a call to discover beauty, power, and
nobility where, without art, we might have seen only misery, but a sum-
mons to make ourselves into artistic masterpieces that withstand human
injusticc and natural suffering.

Perhaps the best way to sum up these two different attitudes toward
life is to recall Plato’s own alternative of starving the passions or feeding
and watering them. Both paths may lead to inhumanity. One way lies an
aesthetic orientation—or rather there are at least two such orientations,
one Homeric and so full of vitality that any enduring concern with need-
less suffering seems to it merely squeamish; the other, the infinitely paler
sensibility of the aesthete who wecps at the theatre but is unmoved by
misery in real life. Indeed, there are endless varieties, including various
shades of ramanticism: samurai who love flowers, sentimental elite guards,
and Nero movcd to tears by his own music while thousands perish in the
flames. The other way lies stoicism, rsing superior to onc’s own sufferings
—and to those of others: if they suffer, is this not a lack of character?

Did either Plato or the tragic poets follow these temptations to inhu-
manity? Plato did to some extent, though he did not go to the extrecmes
just mentioned, There is something inhumane about a program designed
to let the passions wither away, an education designed to train each man
and woman for onc role, and a systemnatic attempt to keep from them
poetry that might enlarge their sympathics and make them aware of their
own manifold potentialitics. In his concern for virtue and happiness—it is
really serenity rather than happiness—Plato becomes a prophet of auster-
ity and puritanism. A prophet, not an exemplar: his own temperament
and genius are incurably poctic, and he uses all the charms of poetry when
he inveighs against her,

Of the tragic poets, Homer, in the eighth century s.c., is to some ex-
tent amoral like life itself. Inhumane would be the wrong word: there are
scenes—Hector leaving Andromache, for example—whose humane pathos
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has never been excelled. But one might almost call the Iliad pre-humane;
it takes us back to an earlier age in which we witness the birth of human-
ity. But let that be. We will consider Homer at length in a later chapter.
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides not only went less far toward inhu-
manity than Plato did in the Republic; after twenty-four centuries we can
still turn to them to learn what it means to be humane. For Plato’s failure
to see this dimension of their tragedies one can plead all kinds of extenu-
ating circumstances, but it remains a glaring fault.

6

Taward the end of his life, Plato returned to the themes of the Republic
and dealt with poetry, too, once more. The Laws, his last work, written
when he was about eighty, is the only dialogue of approximately the same
length as the Republic; all his other works are very much shorter. The
central difference between these two dialogues is that the Republic repre-
sents an attempt to describe the ideal city, whereas in The Laws he de-
scribes “the second best,”2® which, however, seems feasible here and now.
But the attitudes toward poetry in these two works, separated by several
decades, are essentially the same. Plato may have changed his ideas about
many questions of considerable importance, but his views concerning po-
etry remained constant, once he had destroyed his own youthful poems
to take up philosophy.

A few of the later formnlations are worth citing here. In Egypt, we
are told, Plato’s principle was recognized long ago: they found “the forms
and strains of virtue,” and after that no innovations were permitted.
“Their works of art are painted or molded in the same forms which they
had ten thousand years ago—this is literally true and no exaggeration—
their ancient paintings and sculptures are not a whit better or worse than
the work of today. . . . How statesmanlike! How worthy of a legislatort”
[656 f].

“Ten thousand years” is, of course, an exaggeration; but the great
pyranids and the sculptures of the fourth dynasty were older in Plato’s
time than his dialogues are today. And while the trained eye of a lover of
Egyptian art can find any number of interesting changes, Plato’s view has
been echoed even by critics and scholars who are at home in Greek or

16739, All translations from The Laws ate Jowett's,
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modern art without appreciating the subtleties of Egyptian sculpture,
While Plato’s statement is an exaggeration on that score, too, the con-
trast between Greek and Egyptian art is indeed immense: compared with
the tremendous changes that had taken place in Athens, bath in sculpture
and in poetry, during the fifth century alone, the survival of the same
forms in Egypt over a period of thousands of years is indeed staggering.
And if one objected that at least in the Amarna period, in the fourteenth
century B.c., we encounter radical departures from traditional Egyptian
art, Plato might respond that this only bears out his fundamental theme,
which he had formulated ycars ago in the Republic: “Any musical inno-
vation is full of danger for the whole society and ought to be prohibited.
. . . When modes of music change, the basic laws of the society always
change, too” [424 J*]. The artistic revolution of the Amarna period was
accompanied by a religious revolution, and it brought the Egyptian em-
pire to the brink of ruin. Ikhnaton’s successors, who devoted themselves
to the restoration of the empire, retnrned to the traditional religion and
art,

The great changes in Greek poetry, sculpture, and philosophy that
Plato could look back on had heen accompanied by political and moral
instability; and within a dozen years after Plato’s death, the cities of
Grecce lost their independence. They became part, first, of the Macedo-
nian empire, later of the Roman empire, Plato wrote against the back-
ground of a great war that Athens had lost and Sparta won, and partly for
that reason found more wisdom in the political arrangements of Sparta
than in those of Athens; he also wrote in a vain effort ta arrest develop-
ments that were about to cost not only Athens but all of Greece her mas-
tery of her own fate, It makes little sense to blame a man who wrote at
that particular moment in history for being wary of change instead of
equating it with progress,

Plato’s remedy is, in two words, benevolent totalitarianism: a curtail-
ment of frecdom, an imposition of censorship, indeed the institution of a
system strikingly similar to the medieval inquisition that Aquinas justi-
fied. Interpreters of Plato’s political philosophy have too often fallen into
one of two errors: either they have stressed his totalitarianism and in-
ferred from this that he was wicked; or they have stressed his benevolent
concern with virtue and happiness and inferred that he could not have
been a totalitarian—even that he must have been a democrat, But Dosto-
evsky’s brief tale about the Grand Inquisitor in The Brothers Karamazoy
makes wonderfully clear in about twenty pages what so many readers of
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Plato’s Republic and Laws have overlooked: it is possible to argue—and
Plato, like the Grand Inquisitor, did argue—that freedom leads men to
be vicious and unhappy, while the best and safest, if not the only, road to
happiness and virtue is to take away men’s freedom,

In the Laws Plato argues once again that “the unjust life must not
only be more base and depraved, but also more unpleasant than the just
and haly life. . . . And even supposing this were otherwise, and not as the
argument has proven, still the lawgiver who is worth anything, if he ever
ventures to tell a lie to the young for their own good, could not invent a
more useful lie than this, or one which will have a better effect in making
them do what is tight, not on compulsion but voluntarily. . . . The legis-
lator . . . can persuade the minds of the young of anything; so that he only
has to reflect and find out what belief will be of the greatest public ad-
vantage” [663 f].

In this context Plato makes two remarks that ought to be considered
because Aristatle took exception to them. He says that small children pre-
fer puppet shows; older children, comedy; “educated women, young men,
and people in general favor tragedy”; and “we old men would have the
greatest pleasure in hearing a rhapsodist recite well the Iliad and Odyssey,
or one of the Hesiodic poems.”?” This may have prompted Aristotle’s
awkward attempt, near the end of his Poetics, to establish the superiority
of tragedy over the epic.

Plato goes on to say that he agrees with many “that the excellence
of music is to be measured by pleasure. But the pleasure must not be that
of chance persons; the fairest music is that which delights the best and
best educated, and especially that which delights the one man who is pre-
eminent in virtue and education.” We all know who that is. But suppose
there were several equally eminent judges, and they did not agree, In that
case, two different answers are implicit in Plato’s work. One, which looms
large in the Republic and The Laws, is that the whole of education must
be planned in such a way that those who have gone through it will not dis-
agree. The other answer, which is the soul of Plato’s dialogues, is that in
that case those who disagree must reason with each other, trying out their
arguments on one another to see who can persuade whom,

The other remark that helps to throw light on Aristotle’s Poetics is
that “the true legislator will persuade—and if he cannot persuade, will
compel—the poet to express, as he should, by fair and noble woids, in his

17 658; cf, the final paragraph of sec. 2 above.
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thythms the figures, and in his melodies the music, of temperate and brave
and in every way good men.”8

The one great surprise in the discussion of poetry in The Laws is that
comedy will be permitted: “It is necessary also to consider uncomely per-
sons and thoughts, and those which are intended to produce laughter in
comedy. . . . For serious things cannot be understood without laughable
things, nor opposites at all without opposites, if a man is really to have in-
telligence of either.” Still, it would not do for good men to act in comedies;
therefore “he should command slaves and hired strangers to imitate such
things, but he should never take any serious interest in them himself, nor
should any freeman or freewoman be discovered taking pains to learn
them” [816]. Docs this mean that Aristophanes would have a place in
Plato’s city? No, “a comic poet or maker of iambic or satirical lyric verse
shall not be permitted to ridicule any of the citizens” [g35]—which had
been Aristophanes’ stock in trade,

Nor has Plato changed his mind about the tragic poets. And there is
no better conclusion for our discussion of Plato on tragedy than to cite his
final verdict, written shortly before his death:

“If any of the serious poets, as they are called, who write tragedy,
come to us and say, ‘O strangers, may we go to your city and country or
may we not, and shall we bring our poetry with us . . . ?’~how shall we
answer the divine men? I think that our answer should be: Best of stran-
gers, we also according to our ability are tragic poets, and our tragedy is
the best and noblest; for our whole state is an imitation of the best and
noblest life, which we affirm to be the very truth of tragedy. You are poets,
and we are poets, . , . rivals and antagonists in the noblest of dramas,
which true law alone can perfect, as we hope, Do not then suppose that
we shall all in a moment allow you to erect your stage in the agora, or in-
troduce the fair voices of your actors, speaking above our own, and permit
you to harangue our women and children, and the common people, about
our institutions, in language other than our own, and very often the op-
posite of our own, For a state would be mad to give you this license before
the magistrates had determined whether your poetry might be recited and
7as fit for publication or not. Sons and scions of the softer muses, first of
all show your songs to the magistrates, and let them compare them with
our own; and if they are the same or better, we will give you a chorus;
but if not, then, my friends, we cannot” [817 J*].

18 f6io; cf. 8o1, as well as sce. 25 below,
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Plato’s definition of tragedy, had he given us one, would clearly have
differed from modern dcfinitions. The passage just quoted implies that
tragedy is an imitation of life; but obviously not every imitation of life is a
tragedy. Plato might have added that tragedies are serious works of litera-
ture in which characters speak in turn and share some noble theme. Homer
was the first great tragic poet, and when Plato was writing he himself was
the last, And, as we said at the beginning of this chapter, in a sense he was
the heir of Aeschylus and Euripides. But what of tragedy in the narrower
sense current nowadays that implies a tragic end? Plato not only writes as
the rival of the fourth-century tragedians, claiming in effect that he is the
rightful heir of the promise; he fecls that he has come to deliver men
from that kind of tragedy, The tragic poets may persuade us otherwise, but
Plato aims to show us that in real life tragedy is not necessary if people will
only listen to him.

Both in the Republic and in the Laws he tried to show us how things
could be arranged to eliminate tragedy, not only as a form of literature or
entertainment, And to those who would reject Plato’s prescriptions, pre-
ferring the Socratic element in him to the Pythagorean, and his image of
the proud, ironical individualist to his picture of a2 “just” society, Plato
might reply: The truly just man’s martyrdom and death are such a serene
triumph that there is no room at all for lamentation, fear, or pity.
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No other book has influenced either reflections on tragedy or tragedy it-
self as mnch as the first fifteen sections of Aristotle’s Poetics, which aver-
age about a page cach in length. And yet the Poetics is exceedingly
unphilosophical in two very different ways. And yet? No doubt, the first
manner in which it is anti-philosophical helps to account for its unparal-
leled impact on poets and critics.

The book contains very few arguments, and the few it does contain
are, on the face of them, incomplete and untenable, The celebrated doc-
trines of the Poetics are for the most part peremptory dicta of a few lines,
and not theories that Aristotle tries to establish with care. The tone is as
authoritative as the dicta are terse; and instead of contradicting Aristotle’s
claims it eventually became fashionable to reinterpret them, like Scripture.
The existence of generations of commentators cows potential critics. At
many points it is far easier to disagree with Aristotle; but the price of dis-
sent is the understandable suspicion that one does not know the litera-
ture with all its recondite interpretations. The weight of tradition breeds
scholasticism. And ducks like what quacks.
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The paucity of arguments, though anti-philosophical by modern
standards, is not unusual in philosophic works and is shared by some of
those that have had the greatest impact. In Plato’s Apology and Sympo-
sium there is little attempt at argument; in the Crito and Timaeus the
arguments are not very impressive; and even the Republic is far more re-
markable for Plato’s vision and views than for his often faltering attempts
at proof. And yet—or is it possibly because of this?>—these works have
exerted a more lasting fascination than more closely reasoned essays.

That the books of Nietzsche are a case in point is obvious; but many
philosophers would not hesitate to say that for that reason they are poor
philosophy. Hegel’s books seem to be at the opposite end of the spectrum
from Nietzsche's: Hegel apparently does not disdain argument, and he in-
sists on being careful, thorough, systematic, scientific. Yet here, too, it is
the vision and the views that fascinate; and the apparent incompleteness
and untenability of Hegel's arguments give the scholars who have felt his
charm no end of work to do.

Thus the Poetics has much in common with the works of the other
three philosophers whose notions about tragedy have had the greatest in-
fluence, In the sense now current among professional philosophers in the
English-speaking world, Arstotle’s Poetics, like Nietzsche's Birth of Trag-
edy and Plato’s and Hegel's discourses on tragedy, is thus unphilosophical.

Nor is the Poetics philosophical in the sense now current among non-
philosophers: Aristotle is not interested in the poets’ views of man and his
place in the world. In the later chapters he says something about diction,
but the impact of his essay depends largely upon what he says in connec-
tion with plot. There has been a great deal of discussion about what he
meant by catharsis and hamartia, what he said about reversal and recog-
nition, about pity and fear—whether these translations are right, and
whether he ever insisted on unity of time and place or on a tragic hero.
But these and other similar problems of exegesis, many of them more
minute, have diverted attention from the singular parrowness of his
perspective.

It does not follow that the Poetics ought to be considered unphilo-
sophical. As for the popular usage of “philosophical,” it hardly deserves to
be taken seriously, and the views of Anglo-American dons and professors
as to what is and what is not philosophy change as rapidly as other fash-
ions. For more than a decade after World War 11, for example, the ploy
“but that is psychology” was considered a crushing objection, Then Lud-
wig Wittgenstein’s Philosophieal Investigations [1953] gained more and
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more influence, and philosophical psychology became one of the most
popular subjects in academic philosophy.

Confronted with the Poetics, many philosophers nowadays might
nevertheless be tempted to say that the time is past when terseness carried
to the point of obscurity and seeming contradictions deserves to elicit not
impatient scorn but painstaking attempts at exegesis. But the ever-growing
literature on Wittgenstein shows that the time is not past. For all that,
the Poetics is unquestionably an exasperating work: roughly thirty pages
of assorted statements—a little history, a definition, and a lot of claims
that are cither stipulations or generalizations, but it is not always clear
which. It is not a model of what philosophy ought to be, but it is not un-
representative of what philosophy has been.

Even so, Aristotle’s work on the subject is in a class all by itself, partly
because what is concentrated is more enjoyable than what is greatly di-
luted, as he himself says [26: 62b]. To be sure, this is one of the points on
which, at least on the face of it, he flatly contradicts himself. Here he is
trying, on the last page of the book, to establish the superiority of tragedy
over the epic by saying that it is shorter, Earlier, however, he said, just as
apodictically: “the longer is always the more beautiful, provided that the
unity of the whole is clearly perceived.”* While this statement is closer to
the now prevalent taste, which likes huge canvasses, long novels, and ar-
ticles that say in twenty pages what could perhaps be said in one, greatness
and even sublimity cannot be denied a book that in less than twenty pages
laid down the framework in which tragedy has been discussed ever since,
proposing categories that, though far from clear, are unsurpassed for their
suggestiveness and fruitfulness.

Moreover, the Poetics is a work that maps out a new field and estab-
lishes a science, in the older sense of that term, which parallels the Ger-
man Wissenschaft. Plato considered poetry at any length only in the
context of political philosophy. Though he devoted far more space to it
than Xenophanes and Heraclitus, who merely aimed an occasional barb at
it, Plato, too, wrote about poetry from the point of view of a polemicist
and moralist—in one word, as a prophet.

Aristotle also considered poetry in his Politics, but in his Poetics he
was the first to deal with the subject in a manner that aimed to be scien-

17:51a, i.e. Poetics, ch. 7, p. 1451a. Where no translation is indicated, quotations
from the Poetics follow G. M. A. Grube. But in every case I have also consulted S. H.,
Butcher's and I. Bywater's, as well as Gerald F. Else’s two versions—that of 1957 with

commentary, and that of 1967. Occasionally Else is cited—the book of 1957 unless
specified otherwise.
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tific rather than polemical, and he was the first to stndy poetry on what he
took to be its own terms. It is a pioneering work, but one that many have
accepted as definitive.

What we have of it is a fragment; there was probably a second part
that has been lost, The extant treatise is divided into twenty-six chapters,
of which the twelfth, much less than a page long, is considered spuri-
ous.2 We may divide the work into five parts,

(1) The first five chapters are introductory. (2) Chapters 6 through
15 comprise the heart of the book and account in large measure for its im-
mense influence, (3) Chapters 16 through 18 constitute an appendix to
this part. (4) Chapters 19 through 22 deal with diction. (5) The final
chapters compare tragedy and epic.

Considering that the whole book can either be read in an hour or, if
one uscs, for example, Else’s translation with commentary (686 pages,
even though the discussion of diction is omitted ), studied for a year, we
will not go through the Poetics, point by point. Through the first half of
the present chapter we will focus our attention on a single sentence: Aris-
totle’s celebrated definition of tragedy,

Plato’s discussions of poetry are such that it might be perverse to
place so much weight on one sentence: the result might casily come to re-
semble a snapshot of a speaker with an exceptionally mobile face, who is
frozen in a posture that he ncver holds for more than a fraction of a sec-
ond. Plato’s prose is always in motion. He wrote dialogues not only be-
cause he was a poet at heart but also because he was essentially a dialecti-
cal thinker; and even if the partoer in the dialogue says little but “Quite
true,” the speaker sometimes tries out various positions, thrusting and
parrying, Hence we tried to span Plato’s life’s work. But our approach is
not uncongenial to Aristotle if we begin with and tarry over his definition.

8

“Tragedy (tragoidia), then, is the imitation (mimésis) of a good
(spouduias) action, which is complete and of a certain length, by means
of language made pleasing for cach part separately; it relies in its various
elements not on narrative but on acting; through pity (eleos) and fear
(phobos) it achicves the purgation (catharsis) of such emotions” [6: 49b].

This is Grube’s translation, but T have added in parentheses some of

2 Else, 360 ff; Butcher, 2.
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the Greek words whose meaning has been much debated. Let us consider
these terms, not in the hope of finding perfect English equivalents—if
there were any, it stands to reason that Grube or Else would have discov-
ered them—but to clarify their meanings and come to grips with the
problems they mise. Some of these problems are not merely linguistic,
philological, or historical, but substantial and philosophical. We will be
concerned not only with what Aristotle probably meant but also with
what would seem to be the truth of the matter,

The usual explanation of fragdidia is goat song (fragdn 6idé), and it
is widely supposed that the original chorus consisted of satyrs who were in
some respects goatlike, Else, however, has argued in The Origin and Early
Form of Greek Tragedy [1965] that this explanation is wrong, notwith-
standing Nietzsche, Gilbert Murray, the so-called Cambridge school of
classical philologists, and all the critics and writers who relied on one or
another of these. His own thesis, argued brilliantly and concisely, is that
“tragoidoi was the official title of the contestants in tragedy, those who
actually competed for the prize” [56], and that “the original prize for
which the ‘tragedian’ competed was a goat. Very likely the name was ironic
when it was first bestowed: ‘goat bard’ might convey the suggestion” [7¢].
“The orginal competitor in the tragic contest, and therefore the sole pos-
sessor of the title tragdidos before the year sog or 5oz, was the tragic poet.
And the poet was also his own actor. . . . The word tragdidia was made
from tragGidos. . . . Thespis . .. was the first tragdidos, and tragdidia
was what he invented . . .” [57].

According to Aristotle, “Many changes were introduced into tragedy,
but these ceased when it found its true nature, Aeschylus was the first to
introduce a second actor; he also made the chorus less important and gave
first place to the spoken parts. Sophocles added both a third actor and
painted scenery” [4: 49a].

In his commentary, Else points out that “the two innovations as-
cribed here to Sophocles are both attributed to Aeschylus elsewhere, and
neither has any visible bearing on Aristotle’s argument” [168]; and he
considers this part of the sentence an interpolation, not by Aristotle. Else
believes that it was Aeschylus who introduced the third actor, after having
eatlier in his career introduced the second.?

The point is that in Aeschylus’ earlier tragedies we never have more
than two actors with speaking roles on the stage at one time: the rules of
the annual contest permitted a company of many actors of whom only two

21957, 96, and the article he cites 120, n. 21, See also Else, 1967, 23 and 87 f.
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could assume speaking parts; but one actor could play several roles in suc-
cession. In the Oresteia Aeschylus employed three actors. The guestion
is whether he introduced the third actor, or whether he accepted Sopho-
cles’ innovation and put it to his own stunning uses. All of Sophocles’
extant tragedies require three actors, except Oedipus at Colonus, his last
play, which requires four.*

Aristotle clearly thought that with the addition of the third actor and
the emergence of Sophoclean tragedy, familiar to us from seven surviving
examples, tragedy “found its true nature.” When he discusses tragedy, he
is thinking of the plays of Sophocles, Euripides, and their epigones. He is
not excluding Aeschylus altogether: in chapter 16 [55a] we find a passing
reference to The Libation Bearers; in chapter 18 he condemns “those who
have made the whole story of the fall of Troy into a tragedy, and not, like
Euripides, parts of that story only, or those who wrote a tragedy on Niobe,
but not in the way Aeschylus did” [56a];® and in an enumeration, a few
lines earlier, he includes one or two of Aeschylus’ plays. Later [22:58b], in
his discussion of “diction,” Aristotle compares two lines in Aeschylus and
Euripides that are identical but for one word. Otherwise, however, Aes-
chylus is out of the picture, while Sophocles and Euripides are both men-
tioned frequently and their plays are constantly cited to illustrate points.
Many lesser playwrights whose works have not survived are also cited.

This may suffice for the present to explain to what Aristotle was re-
ferring when he spoke of tragedy. He tried to offer a real definition, not a
mere stipulation, And we cannot join any issues unless we, too, base our
discussion on Greek tragedy, at least most of the time, referring to later
developments only occasionally, at least in the early chapters.

Although Aristotle was one of the greatest metaphysicians of all time,
his approach at this point is not a priori, as is that of so many modern
writers about tragedy. To give merely two examples, I, A, Richards in his
celebrated Principles of Literary Criticism [1924] classifies “the greater

4Here are a few examples (from Norwood, Greek Tragedy). Agamemnon:
protagonist, Clytemnestra; deuteragonist, Herald, Cassandra; tritagonist, Watchman,
Agamemnon, Aegisthus. Ajax: Ajax, Teucer; Odysseus, Tecmessa; Athene, Messenger,
Menelaus, Agamemnon. Anh Antigone, Teiresias, Eurydice; Ismene, Guard, Hae-
mon, Messengers; Creon—or | s: Antigone, Haemon; Ismene, Guard, Teiresias, Mes-
sengers; Creon, Burydice. O¢ , . Tyrannus: Oedipus; Priest, {ocnsta, Laius’ Servant;
Creon, Teiresias, Messengers. Philoctetes: Philoctetes; Neoptolemus; Odysseus, Mer-
chant, Heracles. Bacchae: Pentheus, Agave; Dionysus, Teiresias; Cadmus, Guard,
Messengers.

5Else, 1967, 51 and n. 135, emends the text and makes it much less clear. The
point is of no consequence in our context.
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part of Greek Tragedy as well as almost all Elizabethan Tragedy outside
Shakespeare’s six masterpieces” as “pseudo-tragedies” [247]—and does not
even tell us which are the “six masterpieces.” (Criticism of this type de-
pends on onc-upmanship.) Lionel Abel, on the other hand, insists that
while the Greeks wrote genuine tragedies, Shakespeare did not, with the
sole exception of Macheth.® Not only does he fail to consider Julius Cae-
sar, Coriolanus, and various other plays that are usually considered trage-
dies, he also does not deign to ask how many Greek tragedies make the
grade when judged by his, less than crystal clear, criteria. Quite possibly,
no more than three.” But even if half a dozen did, it would have been far
less misleading had he argued that Macbeth was more like these than
were any of Shakespeare’s other plays. But had he said that, or had Rich-
ards told ws that few tragedies shared certain interesting features with his
favorite Shakespearean tragedies, their observations would have sounded
less exciting. Few readers would take seriously such airy statements as
“Hume is the only real philosopher the British have produced”; or “most
Greek philosophy, as well as all modern philosophy with the exception of
the works of the six giants, is really pseudo-philosophy.” But much of the
contemporary discussion of tragedy proceeds on such a level that there is
no denying that Abel and Richards are among the better writers on the
subject. Neither is it questionable that, for all its faults, Aristotle’s Poetics
is incomparably more instructive and more stimulating,

9

We are now ready to consider mimésis, which ajl the standard Eng-
lish translations, from S. H. Butcher and Ingram Bywater to Grube and
Else have translated “imitation.” We do not really need an English term;
at least since Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis appeared in English and quickly
became one of the most widely read and admired studies in comparative
literature, we can surely speak of mimesis, without even treating it as the
transliteration of a Greek word, with a diacritical mark to indicate that the

6 Metatheatre (1963), 5. The claim is repeated on 77 and 112,

7 Actually, none of the three great tragic poets had t?le outlook Abel considers indis-
pensable for tragedy. For Aeschylus, see Chapter VI, below. Euripides is not considered
by Abel, but he claims that tragedy and skepticism are incompatible. That Jeaves only
Sophocles in whose Ajax we find a definitive formulation of the view that, according

to Abel, distingnishes “metatheatre” from tragedy: “We are nothing but phantoms or
insubstantial smoke” (125 f).
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¢” represents an “éta.” But the problem remains how mimesis is to be
understood.

What nceds to be shown is the inadequacy of “imitation” and of
other supposed equivalents, We want to get some feeling for what Aris-
totle meant, and ask to what extent he was right,

The term is introduced in the second sentence of the Poetics: “Epic,
tragedy, comedy, dithyrambic poetry, most music on the flute and on the
lyre—all these are, in principle, mimaésis.” Even if we were prepared to
swallow the suggestion that epic, tragedy, and comedy “imitate” something
—what does dithyrambic poetry imitate? And what does most music on
flute Tyre imitate? “Representation” has sometimes been proposed as a
better rendering of mimésis. In some contexts it is better, in others “imita-
tion” is more plausible—and in a great many, including both the sentence
just quoted and Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, neither makes much
sense.

Aristotle not only classifies most flute and lyre music as mimesis; he
actually argues that music snrpasses all other arts in its power of mimesis
[Politics 8.5: 40a]. Rhythms and meclodies create—let us say—striking im-
ages “of anger and mildness, and also of courage and temperance and all
their opposites and the other moral qualities [&thikon, or: thon]”; “visual
works of art are not representations of character,” but in music we find
mimémata ton éthon, which H. Rackham, whose translation I have just
quoted, renders none too consistently as “imitations of character.”

The Greeks did not distinguish as sharply as we often do between
imitating, creating striking images—to use the phrase T introduccd in para-
phrasing Aristotle—and expressing. In English it would be a solecism and
misleading, if not wrong, to say that music irnitates anger or courage; and
it would scarcely make sense to say that music surpasses the visual arts in
its ability to imitate character or moral qualitics. Those who would go
back to theories of “imitation” in order to enlist Aristotle’s authority on
the side of attempts to combat romantic theories that speak of expres-
sion, creation, and imagination mistake Aristotle’s meaning and do him
violence.

The conception of art as mimesis is clearly derived from Plato;® but
in Aristotle it lacks the Platonic overtones of sham. While no English
word will render the meaning of mimesis adequately in all contexts, we can
at least call attention to something worth noting by introducing some

8 Thc litcratute on mimésis is too vast to be cited here; useful surveys may be found
in Else, 1958 and 1965, and McKeon, 1936.
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words that are suggestive in many places, both in Plato and in Aristotle:
make-believe, pretend, ways of pretending.

The apposite sense is that in which a three-year-old child says, after
putting a yellow block on a blue one, “This is a pretend sandwich.” Per-
haps the child’s delight in pretending is even more basic than its delight in
imitation, At times, the two coincide; but on the whole “imitation” sug-
gests copying, while “pretending” and “make-believe” bring to mind the
role of the imagination.

We can conceive of a writer firmly committed to the theory that all
art involves imitation, arguing, because he has an ax to grind, that even
flute and lyre music can be brought under this heading somehow—though
it is not clear how. But we cannot imagine him arguing that music is the
most imitative of the arts. Surely, sculpture and painting, tragedy and
comedy are more imitative, and music is the least imitative of the arts, if it
is imitative at all.

It makes good sense, on the other hand, to claim that music involves
more make-believe, more pretense than any other art. The more strictly
imitative arts pretend that a figure that looks like a youth or maiden and is
painted to look like one but is actually of marble, is a2 human being, or
that a man who seems to go through all the motions of agony and despair
really suffers them. In all this, the gap between what we see and are made
to believe is not nearly so great as in music, where the reality behind the
make-believe emotions is 2 musician with a flute or lyre or—to use a more
modern example—a bow strung with horsehair drawn over taut catgut.

When Aristotle speaks of tragedy as the mimesis of an action, as he
does again and again, a make-believe or pretend action comes closer to
his meaning than the imitation or copy of an action. And when Arxistotle
praises Homer—in Grube’s translaon—“becanse he alone realizes when
he should write in his own person. A poet should himself say very little, for
he is not then engaged in imitation” [24: 60a], this rendering of mimétés
does not seem to me to make sense of this passage, and Grube's lengthy
footnote does not help much: “. . | It is only when speaking strictly in his
own person that the poet can be said not to imitate, for namration is imi-
tation, unless indeed the word ‘imitator’ (mimétés) means here, as in
chapter 3, ‘impersonator.’ ” Aristotle’s point in this passage is, I think, not
that narration is mimesis—he immediately goes on to say that other epic
poets “let their characters speak only occasionally and say very little; but
Homer, after a brief introduction, straightway brings on a man or woman
or some other speaking character.” The point is that as long as the poet
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speaks, instead of letting his characters speak, he is not a mimétés—not
engaged in make-believe, not pretending.

Incidentally, Else, too, has trouble with this sentence and fails to
translate it at all literally: “Namely, the poet himself ought to do as little
talking as possible; for it is not by virtue of that that he is a poet” [619].
But Aristotle says: ou gar esti kata tauta mimetés, which means “doing
that he is not a mimetés.”?

I am not claiming that Aristotle uses mimésis and mimeétés in a strictly
univocal way that is readily rendered by two, and only two, English equiva-
lents; much less, that this is true of Plato also and of Greek usage gen-
erally, I mean to say merely that the inadequacies of “imitation,” which
are much less familiar to literary critics than they are to classical philolo-
gists, have led to needless difficulties in understanding Anstotle’s meaning
and to much misguided literary criticism and aesthetics.

Specifically, mimesis has been linked with Hamlet’s “hold the mirror
up to nature,” which, as 1 have tried to show, was not at all what Aristotle
meant; and the authority of a supreme philosopher was invoked for an
elegant conceit that functions beautifully in a speech in Hamlet but helps
us little in approaching Greck tragedy, which, whatever its aims may have
been, was not intended to hold a mirror up to nature,1?

In the final sentence of the second chapter, the verb (mimeisthai) is
used in a manner that invites the rendering “imitate”: “T'ragedy and com-
edy differ in the same way: tragedy imitates men who are better, comedy
imitates men who are worse than we know them today.” But this in no
way refutes what has been said here, On the whole, Aristotle insists that
“tragedy is mimesis, not of men but of action and life” [6: soa], and he
harks back to this point repeatedly. The terse contrast of tragedy and
comedy should be interpreted as saying that the former presents us with
“pretend” superior men and women, while the latter conjures up make-
believe inferior people.

For all that, this contrast of tragedy and comedy concentrates on
what we might call, using Aristotle’s own terminology, an accidental differ-
ence and not something essential. His generalizations seem to have been
true of most classical Greek plays; but comedy need not confine itself, as
he repeats in the opening sentence of chapter 5, to the mimesis “of men

9 Else, 1967: “for in those parts he is not being an imitator” (65).

. 10 Cf. also Physics, 1, 8:gga: “art partly completes what nature cannot bring to a
nish.”
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who are inferior but not altogether vicious”; nor should we accept the
continuation: “The ludicrous is a species of ngliness.”1

It is quite possible to find comic and to laugh at people who are nei-
ther ugly nor inferior to us or to the average person. The difference be-
tween tragedy and comedy is not in essence one of subject matter, but
depends upon our point of view. The same action, involving the same peo-
ple, can be represented as tragic or comic.

Eventually, we will consider the question of whether anything is in-
herently tragic and also whether some suffering is merely pitiful or pathetic
and not truly tragic.1? For the present it is interesting to note that, at
least as far as comedy is concerned, Aristotle’s generalization was false
even when he wrote it. Aristophanes had made comic characters of Soc-
rates and Euripides. And Euripides, in his Alcestis, had invited the audi-
ence to laugh at their betters—which does not seem to have been unusual
in the satyr plays of the three great tragic poets. Conversely, the idea
that the sufferings of men who are inferior to us but not altogether vicious
are comical depends on the assumption that we feel no sympathy for char-
acters of this sort.

After Lessing and Schiller had broken tradition by bringing bourgeois
tragedies on the stage, Georg Biichner wrote a revolutionary drama,
Woyzeck, in which he set aside classical forms as well as notions about
tragic heroes and treated the sufferings of a half-wit as anything but comi-
cal. This play has had ample progeny, inclading Arthur Miller's Death of
a Salesman. At least for the moment, it does not matter whether these
plays ought to be called tragedies; we are certainly not tempted to find
them comical, and good performances generate an intense pathos.

Aristotle is far from infallible, and his judgments—in aesthetic as in
scientific matters—are quite uncertain. Grube has argued that he “had,
quite obviously, very little feeling for poetry,” and he has supplied quota-
tions from the Politics and the Rhetoric to show this [x f], But it is an odd
fact that Biichner and Miller come much closer to “imitation” of life than
Aeschylus and Sophocles did.

11 In Else’s 1957 version: “Comedy is as we said, an imitation of relatively worthless
characters; not, however, covering the full range of villainy, but merely the ugly and

unseemly, one branch of which is the laughable” (183).

125ee secs. 42 and g9 f, My own ideas about imitation will be developed further
in sec. 18.
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“Tragedy, then, is the mimesis of a good action. . . .” Music may be a
mimesis “of anger and mildness, and also of courage and temperance”; or
we might say that in music we sometimes encounter make-believe emo-
tions, moods, or attitudes, Tragedy, on the other hand, offers us make-
believe actions. Why “good” actions?

The Greek adjective is spoudaios and not at all uncommon; and
“good” is not a very adequate translation. Consider two of the most fa-
mous sentences in the Poetics:

“A poet differs from a historian, not because one writes verse and the
other prose—the work of Herodotus could be put into verse, but it would
still remain a history, whether in verse or prose—but because the historian
relates what happened, the poet what might happen. That is why poetry is
more akin to philosophy and is a better thing [spoudaioteron] than his-
tory; poetry deals with general truths, history with specific events” [g: 51b].

Else renders the last sentence: “That is why the writing of poetry is a
more philosophical activity, and one to be taken more seriously, than the
writing of history; for poetry tells us rather the universals, history the par-
ticulars.” Here one translator renders spoudaioteron “a better thing,” the
other, one “to be taken more seriously.”

In another passage—in the first sentence of chapter 2—Else [1957]
renders the same word “of high character,” but then proceeds to give a
splendid and detailed account of the meaning of the term [6g-78].
Spoudaios is often contrasted with phaulos, and this “dichotomy is mostly
taken for granted in Homer”: it is “the heaven-wide gulf between heroes
and commoners.” Later the antithesis became common. “There is no need
to embroider on such a well-known fact. Greek thinking begins with and
for a long time holds to the proposition that mankind is divided into
‘good’ and ‘bad,’ and these terms are quite as much social, political, and
economic as they are moral. What interests us are two things: (1) the
absoluteness of the dichotomy, and (2) the evidence of Aristotle’s interest
in it and sympathy with it” [75].1¢

Kai philosophdteron kai spouddibteron poigsis historias esiin might

18 Else, 1967: “a more philosophical and serious business.”
14 Cf, also Else, 1967, 17 and n, 15.
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therefore be rendered: “poetry is more philosophical and nobler than his-
tory.” And the definition of tragedy thus begins: “Tragedy, then, is the
mimesis of a noble action . . ."

More than ever, we now have reason not to render mimésis as imita-
tion: unlike history, that is precisely what it is not. The historian, Aris-
totle supposes, copies what has happened; and in a later passage Aristotle
elaborates: “history has to expound not one action but one period of
time and all that happencd within this period to one or more persons,
however tenuous the connection between onc event and the others”
[23:50a]. This falls laughably short of doing justice to Thucydides, but
the contrast with poetry is clear enough. The historian, according to Aris-
totle, gets bogged down in particulars, relating somewhat mindlessly how
precisely events have happened. Not so the poet. The unit of both cpic
and tragedy is a make-believe action—and not (this is part of the point of
the contrast in chapter 23) a period of time. And the poet does not copy
or imitate; he reflects on what might happen and thus rises to the con-
templation of universals.

In spite of this celebrated remark, that poetry is more philosophical
than history, Aristotle certainly does not go far in bringing out what is
philosophical in the works of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. It is at
that point more than anywhere else that we must go beyond Aristotle.

Those who consider Aristotle’s Poetics definitive onght to pause over
the above remark about history. It stands to reason that a philosopher who
characterized history in such an incredibly inadequate manner, without
the least understanding of its nature and problems, was not infallible in
his Poetics.

And what does it mean to say that “tragedy is the mimesis of a noble
action”? Noble in what way? Not a no-account action, not one that is triv-
ial, petty, contemptible, laughable, Rather, a significant, impressive ac-
tion of heroic dimensions; the themes are usually derived from the heroic
age, and the principal characters are generally the heroes of old. But the
poet does not copy what he finds in old books or what has been related
before; he merely uses material of this sort to construct a make-believe ac-
tion, something that might happen and is of universal import,
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Except for the final clause, the remainder of Aristotle’s definition of trag-
edy can be discussed briefly, That the action should be “complete” means
that it should have a beginuing, middle, and end—unlike, say, some stories
by Chekhav, who, after writing a story, deliberately omitted the beginning
and end. A great many twentieth-century writers have tried, often under
Chekhov’s influence, to achieve universality not by constructing one com-
plete action but by offering a slice of life, a typical picture. This—the way
Aristotle proceeds leaves no doubt about that—is ruled out by his defini-
tion of tragedy.

“Of a certain length” is less clear than Else’s rendering: “and has
bulk.” What Aristotle means is plainly that the genre of tragedy—like that
of, say, the novel—requires some magnitude,’® though the exact minimum
length cannot be specified. Even as a story of ten or twenty pages could
not be called a novel, a play of two hundred lines could not be called a
tragedy. We might add that the Greek tragedies that have survived range
in length from about 1,000 lines to 1,779, the longest being Sophocles’
Oedipus at Colonus, written in the poet’s extreme old age and performed
for the first time after his death.

The next few words are explained by Aristotle himself, immediately
after he has offered his definition: “By ‘language made pleasing’ I mean
language that has rhythm, melody, and music. By ‘separately for the parts’
I mean that some parts use only meter while others also have music.” And
it is, of course, “through acting that the poets present their mimesis.”

While all this seems reasonably clear, the final clause of Arstotle’s
definition—a mere ten words—has elicited an immense literature., Else
thinks that Aristotle himself added these words at a later date, but it would
not do for us to ignore them. First, it would be perverse to consider Aris-
totle’s Poetics at some length while omitting all consideration of these
most hotly debated ideas, which are as prominently and widely associated
with the book as any. Secondly, this clause is famous not only because it
is so obscure but also because it is extremely suggestive, And most impor-
tantly, the definition would be strikingly incomplete without this addition.

Aristotle’s definition is as notable for what it does not say as for what
it says. A modern critic has voiced a widespread assumption, saying: “Any

15 Else, 1967: “and possesses magnitude.”
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realistic notion of tragic drama must start from the fact of catastrophe.
Tragedies end badly.”*¢ Aristotle neither says nor means this: he leaves
open the possibility that a tragedy might not have a tragic ending, and
later on he discusses, more than once, non-tragic conclusions. Indeed, it is
arguable, as we shall soon see, that he preferred non-tragic conclusions.
And many Greek tragedies, including some of the most admired, did not
end in catastrophe,

Must we conclude from this that Greek tragedy and post-Greck trag-
edy are really two utterly different things, and that the former was merely
a play about a noble action, complete and of some bulk, but not necessarily
tragic? Is the whole conception of the “tragic” a modern conception, while
that component of the word “tragedy” signified nothing but goats to the
Greeks? Far from it. In one striking passage, for cxample, Aristotle calls
Euripides tragikotatos ton poieton, “the most tragic of the poets”
[13: 53a].

But where does Aristotle’s definition of tragedy include any reference
to what we should call “tragic”? Only in those last ten words whose mean-
ing has been so disputed. To be a tragedy, a play must evoke eleos and
phobos, which all the standard English translations render as pity aund
fear. These two words, incidentally, are found conjoined not omly in the
definition we are now considering but also several times elsewhere in the
Poetics, and it is perfectly clear that Aristotle considered them a distine-
tive and defining characteristic of tragedy or, as we might say, the tragic
emotions par excellence.

While interpreters have argued mainly about the meaning of cathar-
sis—whether it means purification or purgation, and what precisely is
purified or purged—the well-cstablished rendering, “pity and fear,” is as
unfortunate as the convention of turning mimeésis into imitation. These
two words, eleos and phobos, 1equire our attention before we consider
catharsis.

The two terms pose two separate problems: What did Aristotle mean
when he used them again and again? Was what he meant right? What
needs to be said emphatically is that if he did mean “pity and fear” he was
not right.

“Pity” implies an object that is pitied, and the overwhelming tragic
emotion evoked by many of the most admired tragedies is not transitive in
this sense: we are moved by intense suffering, shaken by it to the point of

16 George Steiner, The Death of Tragedy (1961), 8.
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sharing it, but there is not necessarily anyone whom we pity or for whom
we feel sorry. We do not remain aloof enough, nor is the suffering—
strange as that may sound—so cleaily localized in individuals for whom
we might feel pity.

In the Agamemnon, for example, T do not feel pity, in tum, for the
hare with its unborn brood that is torn by the eagles, for the individuals
involved in the terror of Troy’s fall, for Menelaus who was overcome by
grief when he found that Helen was gone, for the warriors who experi-
enced the terrors of war, for those who stayed behind and suffered misery
at home, and for those overtaken hy the terrible fate that struck much of
the Greek fleet on its way home. All this is but part of the sufferings to
which I am exposed in the first half of the play—and I suffer, I am over-
whelmed by the terrors of life. By the time Cassandra cries out—who am
I to feel sorry for her? It is not as if 1 were secure and comfortable and
looked down on her misery; it would come closer to the facts if we said
that when my suffering had become unbearable she suddenly lent it her
voice,

The / ’ " m case; not all other cases are so clear.
Yet it is by no means an unfair example: it is generally considered one of
the two or three greatest Greek tragedies, and it is second to none in the
powerful tragic emotion it engenders.

Moreover, “pity” is not the right word even in many cases in which
the emotion might be supposed to be transitive. “Pity” has the connota-
tion of feeling sorry for somcone, of looking down rather than up. We do
not “pity” those we greatly admire, much less those to whom we look up in
awe. “Pity” is not what we feel for Prometheus or Oedipus or Sophocles’
Heracles. Indeed, some writers insist on distinguishing sharply between
the merely pitiful and the truly tragic.

Once again, there is no single word that is just right for rendering
Aristotle’s eleos. But a great poet once expressed the requisite meaning in
a single line. The tragic emotion is not pity but what Goethe's Faust says
as he sees Gretchen in the dungeon, out of her mind: Der Menschheit
ganzer Jammer fasst mich an [line 4406]—we feel seized and shaken by the
whole misery of humanity.

In some ways “sympathy” scems preferable to “pity.” Etymologically,
it suggests suffering with, shared suffering; and the point made above, ncar
the end of sec. g, when we juxtaposed tragedy and comedy, speaks for it:
the same suffering can be experienced as tragic or comic, depending on



46 I Aristotle: The Judge Who Knows

our attitude; it is tragic if we feel sympathy. In a way, then, sympathy is a
prerequisite of tragedy.

In spite of that, “sympathy” is much too weak a word, and in our
ordinary usage it has become altogether pale, Like mimeésis, eleos dcfies
adequate translation into English. It suggests sympathy and suffering,
being deeply moved and shaken.

“Pity” and “sympathy” won’t do; “compassion” is open to many of
the same objections. It is thcrefore tempting simply to retain the Greck
word and speak of eleos. But there is an English word that we can use
after all; being slightly archaic, it is neither weakened by too much use
nor spoiled by the wrong associations: ruth, Both of our primary associa-
tions with this word are wholly appropriate—the contrast with “ruthless”
as well as Milton’s immortal line:

Look homeward Angel now and melt with ruth.'?

It does not go without saying that this is also what Aristotle meant;
but before we go into that question, let us consider phobos. Again, “fear”
is not the right word for what I feel when I respond emotionally to Greek
tragedies. The primary fact here is that in this context thc word would
hardly occur to anyone unprejudiced by Aristotle’s translators. And when
we ask why it would not, the answer would seem to be both that the word
is too weak and that it is too transitive.!® As soon as we hear it, we wonder
whom or what we are supposed to fear. But our primary emotions, as we
read or see a tragedy, do not include fear of anything or anybody.

Sir David Ross, one of the most eminent translators and interpreters
of Aristotle, also speaks of “pity and fear” and explains the latter as the
spectator’s “fear lest a like fate should befall him.” To back up this exege-
sis, he cites Aristotle’s Rhetoric: “We have to remember the general prin-
ciple that what we fear for ourselves excites our pity when it happens to
others” [m.8: 86a). Although Ross argues that this is what Aristotle meant,
he does not believe that Aristotle was right, “But no ordinary spectator is
likely to fear the fate of, for instance, Aristotle’s typical hero Oedipus. To
make sense of this hypothesis, the fear has to be generalized into a vague
fear of the unknown fate that lics hefore each of us: but of this there is
no trace in Aristotle, In fact he directly says that the fear is for the hero,”'?

17 “Lycidas,” 163.
18 If the intransitivity were all that mattered, one might join Bruno Snell, 1928, in
speaking of Angst, but the ordinary meaning of that German word is too weak, and the

associations provided by Kierkegaard and Heidegger might fusther confuse the issue,
B W. D. Rass, Aristotle {1923, 1959), 273. Pages 268-8c deal with the Poetics.
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A footnote refers us to Poetics 13: 533, which we will consider soon. When
we discuss Oedipus at length, we will find that Ross’s remark about this
play is, like most discussions of it, rather shallow.

In one respect, however, Ross is surely right. If we want to know
what Aristotle meant when he spoke of eleos and phobos, we must turn
to his detailed account in the Rhetoric. There, in Book II [35: 82a-83b and
8: 85b-86b], both are analyzed at length with a wealth of examples. But
“fear,” used, for example, by John Henry Freese in his translation of this
wortk in the Loeb Classical Library, is plainly too weak: “for men do not
fear all evils . . . but only such as involve great pain or destruction, and
only if they appear to be not far off but near at hand and threatening”
[5:82a]. And a little later: “fear is accompanied by the expectation that
we are going to suffer some fatal misfortune” [s5:82b]. These two sen-
tences are wrong, if “fear” is meant.

Might we say “terror” instead? Turning back to Aeschylus, we should
then come much closer to doing him justice. His tragedies do not inspire
“fear,” but they do evoke “terror.” That is also true of Oedipus Tyrannus
and perhaps of tragedy generally., Lear is terrifying, but it could hardly
be said to inspire fear.

Going back again to the Rhetoric, however, and reading “terror”
wherever Aristotle says phobos (and Freese, “fear”), we find that this does
not work either. In many passages “fear” makes far better sense and clearly
seems to be meant. Grube seems entirely right when he says in a footnote:
“The exact meaning of phobos lies probably somewhere between fear and
terror” [12]. It is 2 word with a history and originally meant, in Homer,
panic flight, but later became a much paler word as it moved in the direc-
tion of “fear.”

Applying the same test to elecs, considering all of Aristotle’s com-
ments and examples in the Rhetoric, we find that we have gone beyond
Aristotle, and that his meaning lics somewhere between our suggestions
and “pity.” He defines eleos as “a kind of pain excited by the sight of evi,
deadly or painful, which befalls one who does not deserve it; an evil that
one might expect to come upon himself or one of his friends, and when
it seems near” [8: 8sb]. And again: “Men feel eleos if they think that some
persons are virtuous; for he who thinks that no one is will think that all
deserve misfortune, And, generally speaking, a man is moved to eleos when
he is so affected that he remembers that such evils have happened, or ex-
pects that they may happen, either to himself or to one of his friends”
[8:85b].
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This is distinctly different from what we have said: the emotion I
tried to describe is ncither based on nor involves any judgment that the
Trojans or the Greeks did not “deserve” their sufferings, whatever that
might mean, There is thus a discrepancy between what Aristotle is saying
in his definition of tragedy and what we have found reasons to believe to
be truc. His meaning seems to lie somewhere between what we consider
right, on the one hand, and the traditional “pity and fear,” on the other,
Henccforth, T shall speak of eleos and phobos when referring to Aristotle’s
views, and of ruth and terror when 1 present my own vicws.

So far we have not reckoned with Wolfgang Schadewaldt, one of the
most eminent German classical philologists, who has argued at great
length not only that Aristotle did not mean “fear and pity” but also that
he did mean “terror,” and that eleos comes close to the German Jammer
and Ergriffentheit and Riihrung?® Is he right?

He fails to distinguish as clearly as we have tried to do between what
is right and what Aristotle meant. He clearly tends to read into Aristotle
what he believes to be right, although he certainly does not go so far as
Volkmann-Schluck, whose attempt to project Hcidegger—jargon and all
—into Aristotle he quotes [36n], apparently without finding it grotesque.

While British and American philologists do not hesitate to ascribe
primitive views and confusions to the Greeks on whom they write, Ger-
man scholars more often approach Greck texts with a religions fecling
and, like theologians, pour the latest wine into old skins. This is what
Schadewaldt is doing to some extent in his long and interesting article:
he does not examine his suggestions to see whether they fit everything
Aristotle says about phobos and eleos in the Rhetoric; like a theologian,
he is content to find a couple of lines that secem to bear him out; and he
fails to realize that he is going heyond Aristotle.

A1l this is no mere quibbling about a couple of words. What is at stake
is the question of what is tragic. In Aristotle’s definition, the tragic ele-
ment enters in the form of two words that are meant to characterize a
quality of the action and of our response to it. Actions that evoke this
cmotional response are felt to be tragic; or rather, to return to the literary
context, a play to which we respond in this way is a tragedy. This, accord-
ing to Aristotle, is a necessary condition of tragedy—not quite a sufficient
condition; some other conditions have to be met, too, as his definition
indicates.

20 “Furcht und Mitleid,” Hermes (1955); reprinted in Antike und Gegenwart Uber
dic Tragddie (1966),
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I have tried to show both what Aristotle seems to have meant, and
what our emotional response to Greek tragedies is in fact, In the process
we have discovered a distinctive experience, compounded of ruth and ter-
ror, and need not hesitate to add now that any play that gives rise to a
powerful experience of this sort has a strong claim to be called a tragedy.

12

Only the last few words of Aristotle’s definition remain to be considered:
“through eleos and phobos it achieves”—what? tén ton toiouton pathéma-
ton katharsin. “The purgation of such emotions,” says Grube, “The purifi-
cation of those painful or fatal acts which have that quality,” says Else
[1957], meaning the quality of being pitiful and fearful or of evoking the
experience we have tried to describe, Among contemporary scholars, Else
comes close to being in a minority of one; but Goethe’s interpretation of
catharsis was very similar.?

Else feels that his exegesis fits the Poetics very well, but has to admit
that the only other occurrence of the word catharsis in the book is alto-
gether irrelevant and unhelpful, while there is a passage in Aristotle’s
Politics [viir7.4: 42a] in which Aristotle discusses catharsis at some length;
and “The chief weakness of my hypothesis is that it does not fit the Poli-
tics passage” [231]. To me this weakness seemns fatal.

Here is what Aristotle has to say about catharsis in his Politics: “Emo-
tions that strongly affect some souls are present in all to a varying degree;
for example, eleos and phobos, as well as ecstasy. To this last some people
are particularly liable, and we see that under the influence of religious
music and songs that drive the soul to frenzy, they calm down as if they
had been medically treated and purged [katharseds]. People given to eleos
and phobos, and emotional people generally, and others to the extent to
which they have similar emotions must be affected in the same way; for
all of them must experience a catharsis and pleasurable relief.”**

In context, the passage leaves no doubt about Aristotle’s slight con-
tempt for people given to eleos and phobos: he is worlds removed from
Schadewaldt’s attitude toward these emotions—from mine, too, for that
matter; but Schadewaldt attributes his own attitudes to Aristotle, Indeed,

21 Nachlese zu Aristoteles Poetik, in Goethe's Werke: Vollstindige Ausgabe letzter

Hand, xLvi (1833}, 16-20.
22 Grube, xv f.*
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on¢ might almost translate the words we have rendered “people given to
eleos and phobos” by saying “sentimental and timid people.” That would
go just a little too far, but it is clear that Aristotle is not including himself.

He goes on to say that the theatre can perform a great service for
the public, especially for ordinary people who lack refincment. Kinds of
music that Plato would have banned from his ideal city should be permit-
ted “with this kind of spectator in view.” To put it crudely: confused and
emotional people will feel better after a good cry. As Grube puts the point,
we can imagine Aristotle saying to Plato; “Of course, this catharsis affects
only people who lose control of their emotions. You and I, as philosophers,
will remain unaffected. At least I do; I'm not so sure about you” [xvi f].

This way of putting the matter is delightful but prejudiced—pro-
Platenic and anti-Aristotelian. In the Poetics, however, the catharsis clause
of the definition of tragedy does not allude to any difference between the
vulgar and the educated; and it is not only fairer to Aristotle but also more
fruitful to see the difference between Plato and Aristotle in another light,

Plato had supposed that the spectators of a tragedy who see the hero
give free vent to his pain—screaming, to furnish our own examples, like
Philoctetes and Heracles in two of Sophaocles’ plays—might become cow-
ards. Plato had argued for the exclusion of tragedy from his ideal city,
partly because it would undermine courage and sobriety. Aristotle’s con-
cept of catharsis suggests that a performance of Philoctetes ot The
Women of Trachis will have more nearly the opposite effect on the audi-
ence: it will purge them of pent-up cmotions and sober them. If that was
Aristotle’s meaning, he was right. We shall return to this point at the end
of our discussion of QOedipus Tyrannus.

This point is of considerable interest and importance because many
modern arguments for censorship are not so different from Plato’s. The
question rernains acute: Does the portrayal of violent emotions and of
violence in literature engender violent emotions and violence? Or is the
effect, on the contrary, cathartic? The answer might be different in dif-
ferent cases, varying both with content and with the stylistic level. With
content: unquestionably, some descriptions of sexual bchavior are sexually
stimulating; but it clearly does not follow that hearing a man scream for
half an hour necessarily engenders the desire to do likewise. Moreover,
some descriptions of sexual behavior are not sexually stimulating, And
one teason why different descriptions of similar content may affect us very
differently is that the stylistic level makes a difference; even as the same
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misfortunes may be presented as either comic or tragic, depending on
whether our sympathy is aroused or not, the same content may make us
feel dirty, embarrassed, scientifically interested, or emotionally elevated,
depending on the mode of presentation.

Aristotle’s point seems to have been that Greek tragedy, given its
distinctive stylistic level, not only aroused elecs and phobos but also, far
from engendering more or less permanent sentimentality and timidity,
provided a catharsis so that the spectators went home emotionally spent
and soberer. This strikes me as a very perceptive view of the matter, and
since Aristotle merely hints at it in ten words, it may be worth while to
spell it out in two more paragraphs,

After seeing three tragedies in a row, as the Greeks did, a satyr play
may have been needed to enable the spectators to regain their balance
so that they could leave the theatre on their own two feet. They must
have felt worn out. Much of the scholarly speculation on catharsis is too
remote from this existential situation.

Moreover, when suffering is voiced in magnificent poetry, we feel a
sense of liberation as our own hopelessly tangled and mute grief is given
words and takes on wings. If the metaphor of being purged suggests that
prior to that we were constipated, that is an unattractive way of putting
it but not at all devoid of truth. Plato spoke of poetry more poetically;
Aristotle—at least in this clause—more like a doctor. Aristotle may have
been struck by the paradoxical phenomenon that tragedy gives pleasure.
To explain this, he did not invoke man’s cruelty but—more perceptively
—the conception of catharsis: tragedy affords us a pleasurable relief.

‘We have read a good deal out of a clause of ten words. We cannot be
sure that Aristotle meant all of this, much less that he meant all of it
cleaily. But the Poetics may comprise his own lecture notes, and if that
surmise should be warranted, he may have elaborated the concept of
catharsis in some such fashion, It is in any case one of the most suggestive
ideas in his book.

So much for Aristotle’s famous definition of tragedy. Aristotle neither
argues for it, considering rival suggestions while seeking to establish his
own, nor does he tie it to any particular world view, tragic vision, or tragic
sense of life. His manner is sober, terse, and dogmatic—and unphilosophi-
cal in both the popular and the academic senses of the word.

“T'rag6idia, then, is the mimesis of a noble action, complete and of
some bulk, by means of language made pleasing for each part separately;
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it relies in its various elements mot on namative but on acting; through
eleos and phobos it accomplishes the catharsis of such emotions.”

In paraphrase: Tragedy, then, is a play of some length that tells a
noble story from beginning to end, in metrical language, with music in
some parts; it relies on actors; and it evokes a sense of profound suffering
approximating terror, in such a way that the spectators experience a sober-
ing emotional relief.

Aristotle defines tragedy in terms of its formal characteristics and emo-
tional effect. To the question, what is tragic about tragedy—which he does
not expressly ask—he might answer: The cmotions it evokes in the spec-
tator. Or; Those qualities that produce this response, But these qualities
have not been specified yet and are not part of the definition. They are
specified to some extent in the discussion of plot.

13

Having defined tragedy, Aristotle proceeds to distinguish “six neccssary
elements which make it what it is: plot [mythos], character [éthé], diction
[lexis], thought [dianoia], spectacle [opsis], and music [melopoiia]. . . .
And besides these there are no others” [6: soa]. Of these six, the first
three are discussed in the Poetics at some length and the last three are not.

In the remainder of chapter 6, all six concepts are explained very
briefly. Then the bulk of the Poetics, through chapter 18, deals with plot,
and with character as an accessory of plot; and at the beginning of chapter
19 we are told that “the other elements” have now been discussed, that
only thought and diction remain; and that thought belongs in Aristotle's
Rhetoric. The next three chapters deal with diction, but are so closely
tied to Greek words and phrases that translations are not very rewarding;
Else, in his monumental commentary on the Poetics, omits these three
chapters outright.

Let us first consider briefly the three elements that are scarcely dis-
cussed at all in the Poetics, and then weigh more carefully what Aristotle
has to say about plot and character.

Music is little more than mentioned.

“As for the spectacle, it stirs the emotions, but it is less a matter of
art than the others, and has least to do with poetry, for a tragedy can
achieve its effect even apart from the performance and the actors. Indeed,
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spectacular effects belong to the craft of the property man rather than to
that of the poet [6; 50b].”

At this point Aristotle’s approach is that of a philosopher writing a
Poetics, and his judgment of a tragedy rests essentially on reading it for
himself {cf. 26: 62a]. So do our judgments of Greek tragedies and all other
great plays of the past. We have seen many of them performed, but the
spectacle is for us only a visual aid that may advance our understanding
of the text. Qur approach, like Aristotle’s, is essentially literary. This is
not merely because we have not seen these plays staged by the poets who
wrote and directed them in the first place. Oedipus Tyrannus fatled to win
the first prize, perhaps because the first performance was inferior in some
ways to that of Philocles’ offering, which may have been helped by better
actors and a stunning set. It would scarcely occur to us to judge a2 Greek
play—or one by Shakespeare or Moli¢re, Goethe or Ibsen—on the basis
of a smgle ~o-fqrmance. Seeing a play on the stage may be eye-opening,
but less §0 wian seeing it several times with different directors and actors.
Each performance is merely one interpretation—perhaps brilliant, perhaps
untenable, To judge it, we must return to the text.

What is obvious in the case of plays that endure is widely overlooked
in the case of contemporary plays, partly because most of them are ephem-
eral. Many of them are beneath serious consideration as literature and
serve mainly as vehicles for directors and actors. Nor should we under-
estimate the influence of the film. It is a commonplace that some novels
are written—and published—less to be tead than to be filmed, It is less
obvious but nonetheless important that motion pictures have accustomed
audiences and critics to the notion that stars and directors are often more
important than the scriptwriters, and that the question whether what we
sce accords with the scriptwriter’s intentions may be safely disregarded.
The spectacle is the film; but the spectacle is merely one interpretation
of a play.

Richard Wagner thought that his conception of a total work of art
(Gesamtkunstwerk) meant a return to Aeschylus, because he fused drama
and music and took a great personal interest in the staging; but in fact he
took a giant step toward the film, and Bertolt Brecht (who rightly dis-
tingnished his theatre from Wagner's orgiastic Gesamtkunstwerk) went
even further in that direction. As literature or, still more specifically, as
poetry—and we are dealing with poetics—Mother Courage (Mutter Cour-
age und ihre Kinder) and The Caucasian Chalk Circle (Der Kaukasische
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Kreidekreis) are scarcely comparable to Greek or Shakespearean tragedy,
but first-rate performances of these plays are unquestionably topflight
theatre. (Brecht will be discussed at length in the last chapter.)

The same development has progressed still further since Brecht’s
death. Peter Weiss's Marat/Sade is thoroughly unimpressive as litcrature,
partly because the “thought” is so inadequate for the theme; but as di-
rected by Peter Brook, with the costumes designed by the playwright's
wife, Marat/Sade became an exceptionally brilliant “spectacle,” first on
the stage and then on the screen, At that point the traditional relation-
ship between text and performance is reversed., The performance endures
on film and establishes the writer's claim to lasting fame, while the written
version becomes a mere script.

One of the most striking features of Aristotle’s Poetics is his failure to
discuss “thought,” which one might expect to be central in a philosopher’s
discussion of tragedy. But Aristotle’s reasons for relegating this subject to
his Rhetoric are implicit in his conception of “thought”:

“Thought is the third element in tragedy. It is the capacity to express
what is involved in, or suitable to, a situation, In prose this is the function
of statesmanship and rhetoric. Earlier writers made their characters speak
like statesmen; our contemporaries make them speak like rhetoricians.
. . . Thought comes in where something is proved or disproved, or where
some general opinion is expressed” [6: 5ob].

What Aristotle means by “thought” is the expressed thoughts of dra-
matic characters; for example, of Creon and Antigone in Sophocles’
Antigone, of Apollo and the Chorus in The Eumenides, and of Odysseus
and Neoptolemus in the Philoctetes. In Eurpides’ plays, scenes of con-
frontation in which the characters speak like rhetoricians are a common
feature,

“Thought” in this sense was indeed an important element of many
Greck tragedies, but it is much less important in Oedipus Tyrannus than
in the Antigone, and much less central in Agememnon than in The
Eumenides. Yet Oedipus, as we shall see, is not less interesting philosophi-
cally than Antigone: besides the “thought” voiced by the characters, there
is also the playwright’s thought, in which Aristotle takes no interest what-
ever.

It may seemn that our only clue to the wrter’s thinking is the
“thought” that finds expression in the speeches of his characters; but this
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is not so, Mark Antony’s speech in Julius Caesar is one of the finest exam-
ples of rhetoric in world literature; but what the poet thought of the
faithfulness or fickleness of crowds is another matter and not necessarily
expressly said by any of the characters,

14

Why does Aristotle consider plot the most important of his six ele-
ments, and why does he devote most of his discussion to it? To under-
stand that, we must first grasp what he means by plot. The word he uses
is mythos, but he definitely does not mean “the myth.”

“The plot is the mimesis of ar: action, for by plot I mean the arrange-
ment of the events”—synthesis ton pragmaton [6: soa]. And a few lines
later: “The most important of these [six elements] is the structure of the
events, for tragedy is a mimesis not of men but of an action . . .”

To suggest that the story is most important would not do justice to
Hamlet or Lear, to The Brothers Karamazov or Ulysses, to Greek tragedy
—or to Anstotle’s Poetics. What he considers most important is what the
poet does with the story, how he handles the traditional myth if be uses
one. So understood, Aristotle’s view is profound and fascinating and points
to the need for comparing the different treatments of the same myths by
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and other poets. Indeed, to do justice to
Oedipus Tyrannus nothing is more essential than to distinguish Sophocles’
“arrangement of the events” from the myth. But Aristotle himself does
not go far in this direction, and I will have to show in later chapters what
1 mean,

What Aristotle himself says provides no adequate reasons for his re-
peated assertion that the plot is the most important feature of tragedy or,
as he once puts it, the arché and psyché of tragedy, its foundation and
soul. He seems to find it self-evident that music, spectacle, and even dic-
tion are of the order of embellishments. As for thought, not only was
such a great tragedy as the QOedipus Tyrannus not outstanding for its
“thought” in Aristotle’s sense of that term—that is, for clever argument—
but “thought” really finds its full development and realization elsewhere,
outside the realm of poetry; and being treated fully in the Rheforic, it
neither needs to be considered in the Poetics nor can it be the founda-
tion and soul of tragedy.

That leaves only plot and character, assuming that there are only six
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elements and “no others.” And without a plot, without a make-believe
action, there could be no tragedy—tragedy is a make-believe action that is
enacted (not narrated)—while a tragedy “without expressions of charac-
ter” [Else] or “without characterization” [Grube] is possible [6: 50a]. In-
deed, as Aristotle adds immediately, it is not merely possible, most recent
(fourth-century) tragedies were of that kind.

For all that, he considers characterization far easier than plot con-
struction, and counts this an argument for the greater importance of the
plot: “Another argument is that those who begin to write poetry attain
mastery in diction and characterization before they attain it in plot struc-
ture, Nearly all our early poets are examples of this” [6: 50b].28 Arranging
the events effectively seems to him most difficult as well as most impor-
tant; the early tragedians could not manage this well, and we are reminded
of the passage quoted above in which Aristotle said that tragedy “found
its true nature” only gradually [4: 49a]. Plainly, he thought that in this
respect, too, it found its true nature in the works of Sophocles, especially
in Oedipus Tyrannus.

One further argument for the preeminence of the plot remains: “the
most important means by which a tragedy stirs the emotions reside in
the plot, namely reversals [peripeteiai] and recognitions [anagnoriseis]”
[6: 50b]. We shall shortly consider the meanings of these terms. For the
moment it is more important to note that the plot is the soul of tragedy,
in part because it is the plot more than the other five elements that pro-
duces the distinctively tragic effect of engendering phobos and eleos.

So much for chapter 6, which we have been considering since we
introduced Aristotle’s definition of tragedy. In chapter 7 [51a] two points
are made: a good plot should have a beginning, middle, and end; and it is
possible to lay down criteria for a good length, First, “plots must have a
length which can easily be remembered” and hence must not be too long.
Secondly, “the longer is always the more beautiful, provided that the unity
of the whole is clearly perceived.” These rules of thumb are laid down
categorically, as if they were self-evident; but on the last page of the book,
where Aristotle disputes Plato’s claim that the epic is nobler than tragedy,
he counts it in favor of tragedy that it is more condensed, and he says
just as apodictically that “the more compact is more pleasing than that
which is spread over a great length of time.”

In any case, the two criteria mentioned are preliminary, and the con-
clusion of the chapter, which follows immediately upon the second rule,

238 Cf, Plato, Phaedrus 268, cited in sec. z above.
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is this: “A simple and sufficient definition is: such length as will allow a
sequence of events to result in a change from bad to good fortune or from
good fortune to bad in accordance with what is probable or inevitable.”24

Here we are expressly told that a tragedy may present “a change from
bad to good fortune.” This is entirely consistent with what has gone be-
fore and what follows—and with the Greek tragedies we know. What is
esscntial is that a tragedy should bring before us scenes of misfortune and
stir eleos and phobos. All extant Greek tragedies satisfy this demand,
though many do not end tragically.

Aristotle further demands a change from misfortune to good fortune
or vice versa; but not all extant Greek tragedies satisfy that demand. It
may be instructive to consider at least summarily the seven extant trage-
dies of Sophocles.

In three of them, the change is from misfortune to good fortune;
and these three are all late: Electra, Philoctetes, and Oedipus at Colornus.
In the Tyrannus, the change is from good fortune to bad fortune. Antigone
may appear to be one of the exceptions; doesn’t she move from misfor-
tune to still greater misfortune? But Aristotle does not say that the hero
or heroine must move from one pole to the other, only that there must
be a scquence of events resulting in such a change; and this Antigone
has, even though it is Creon who plunges from good fortune into catas-
trophe, That leaves only two of Sophocles’ extant tragedies, In The
Women of Trachis, Heracles moves from good fortune to misfortune; but
in Ajax, which is the earliest of the seven, there is no change: all we be-
hold is misfortune. To this observation, Aristotle might well reply: In the
first place, this is the earliest and least successful of Sophocles’ seven sur-
viving tragedies, written hefore the genre had found its true nature and
before the poet had reached his full powers; in the second place, we are
constantly aware of Ajax’ good fortune in the past, even though the plunge
into disaster took place before the play begins; and finally, there is a
change toward a better fortune when QOdysseus finally prevails and Ajax,
after his intolerable shame, receives a hero’s burial.

In Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes and Persians, as well as Agarnem-
non, the change is from good fortune to misfortune; in The Eumenides
and perhaps also in The Suppliants it proceeds in the opposite direction.
The Libation Bearers invites comparison with Antigonie in this respect:
Orestes plunges from misfortune into catastrophe, but Clytemnestra and

24 Plainly, Anistotle did not insist on inevitability, but he did rule out the absurd.
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Aegisthus fall from happiness into disaster. And Prometheus may be com-
pared with Ajax, insofar as the action is somewhat static and no good for-
tune at all is portrayed. Again, Aristotle might make several points in
reply. First, the play would be still better than it is if it were less static;
second, we are aware of the fact that the crucified titan, who is in the
end plunged into Tartarus, was formerly fortunate above all men; and
third, Aeschylus’ extant plays are, with the exception of the Persians,
more like acts of trilogies than like complete plays, and there is ample
evidence that each trilogy, including that of which our Prometheus was
the first part, did portray immense changes from misfortune to good
fortune.?® For good measure he might add, fourth, that Aeschylus wrote
before tragedy had found its true nature, exemplified by the Tyrannus,

Chapter 8 demands unity of plot and points out very perceptively
that this is to be found in the Ilied and the Odyssey. What Aristotle
means to rule out are not artful attempts to suggest the disunity of ex-
petience or such double plots as that of Lear; this sort of thing is not
considered. His objection is to episodic plots “in which the episodes have
no probable or inevitable connection. Poor poets compose such plots
through lack of talent, good poets do it to please the actors” [9:51Db].
Aristotle prefers an organic whole in which every part is functional and
would be missed if omitted, The ideally taut construction is presumably
found once again in Oedipus Tyrannus, but Aristotle also admires Homer
on this score. And by now it is a commonplace among commentators that
Aristotle does not demand unity of either place or time in tragedy, as the
classical French dramatists supposed and others have assumed since, Usu-
ally, to be sure, both are encountered in the extant Greek tragedies; but
in The Eumenides we find neither, and in the Agamemnon considerably
more than one day must pass between the beginning and Agamemnon’s
arrival, Of all this, Aristotle says nothing; and we might say that Aeschylus
and Sophocles cast a kind of spell over their audience and readers and
transport them into a realm in which neither hours nor days are counted.
We no more ask how much time has elapsed between this point and that
than we ask what kind of married life Agamemnon and Clytemnestra had
before the sacrifice of Iphigenia, or how Creon of the Antigone got along
with his wife.

Least of all does Aristotle’s unity of plot entail simplicity. In chapter
10 he distinguishes simple and complex plots and emphasizes his prefer-

26 Only the trilogy of which the Seven formed the conclusion ended in disaster.
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ence for the latter. A simple plot has neither reversal nor recognition, a
complex plot has one or both,

“Reversal [peripeteia] is a change of the situation into its opposite,
. . . So in the Oedipus the man comes to cheer Oedipus and to rid him
of his fear concerning his mother; but by showing him who he is, he does
the opposite” [11: 52a],

Recognition (anagnarisis) can be of trivial things, or of what some-
one has done, or of a person. Aristotle prefers the last kind, especially
when, as in the Oedipus, it coincides with a reversal and the good or bad
end hinges on it.

Now one might try to give recognition a philosophical dimension
since it involves, in Aristotle’s own words, “a change from ignorance to
knowledge” [11:52a], or one might wish to attribute some symbolic sig-
nificance to reversal; but Aristotle’s brief treatment of both in chapter 11
suggests that what he values is the element of surprise; the complex plot
is less dull than the simple.

15

The discussion of plot reaches its culmination in chapters 13 and 14—
which reach opposite conclusions. Each considers four possible plots. Let.
us begin with chapter 13.

(1) We might be shown good characters going from happiness to
misfortune, but this would never do; for the plot should arouse eleos and
phobos, and such a plot would engender neither; it would simply be shock-
ing. At this point Aristotle’s sensibility may seem shocking to us. One
remembers how Nahum Tate (1652-1715), who was an English poet
laurcate, rewrote the ending of King Lear in 1687 because Cordelia’s
death was widely felt to be intolerable: in his version Cordelia married
Edgar, And D1, Johnson, in his notes on Lear, approved and added: “I
was many years ago shocked by Cordelia’s death, that I know not whether
I ever endured to read again the last scenes of the play till I undertook
to revise them as an editor.”?® But we can easily imagine a sensibility
closer to Aristotle’s: instead of rewriting the conclusion, one would find
it tolerable only inasmuch as Cordelia was considered far from innocent;
after all, it was her unrelenting stubbornness that brought about her fa-
ther's tragic suffering and, if only indirectly, her own death. And Dr.

26 Johnson on Shakespeare: Essays and Notes, ed. Walter Raleigh, 1915, 161 f.
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Johnson actually made a great point of Iago’s statement about Desde-
mona: “She did deceive her father, marrying you” [n1.3]. This, says John-
son, “ought to be deeply impressed on every reader. Deceit and falsehood,
whatever conveniences they may for a time promise or produce, are, in
the sum of life, obstacles to happiness.”?"

If we find part of the greatness of Lear in its portrayal of our own
world, in which the good often suffer hideously, we part company with
Aristotle, But we come closer to Sophocles than he ever did.

There is a passage in the Marquis de Sade that is relevant here: “In
the final analysis, what are the two principal mainsprings of dramatic art?
Have all the authors worthy of the name not declared that they are terror
and pity? Now, what can provoke terror if not the portrayal of crime tri-
umphant, and what can cause pity better than the depiction of virtue a
prey to misfortune?”2® Aristotle might have replied that a good tragedy
should not evoke the highest possible degree of phobos and eleos; in-
stead it should evoke these tragic emotions in such a way that a catharsis,
a sobering emotional relief, is accomplished. But if that is the aim, then
there is really no need for a tragic ending; and we will soon find grounds
for believing that Aristotle himself drew this conclusion. But the kind of
double plot “where at the end the good are rewarded and the bad pun-
ished” he considered merely second best, at least in chapter 13: “It is the
weakness of our audiences that places it first, and the poets seek to please
the spectators” [53a].

(2) We may be shown the wicked move from misfortune to happi-
ness. This, says Aristotle, is least tragic of all.

(3) We may behold a very bad person decline from happiness to mis-
fortune, This, too, Anstotle considers far from tragic because one finds it
satisfying. The central point is that we do not experience phobos and
eleos in any of these three cases.

(4) “We are left with a character in between the other two: a man
who is neither outstanding in virtue and righteousness, nor is it through
wickedness and vice that he falls into misfortune, but through some
hamartia. He should also be famous or prosperous, like Oedipus, Thyestes,
and the noted men of such noble families” [13: 53a].

It would be pedantic to insist that the fourth possibility one ought

27 Johnson on Shakespeare: Essays and Notes, ed. Walter Raleigh, 1015, 198.
28%4The Author of Les Crimes de I'Amour to Villeterque, Hack Writer,” in The

Marquis de Sade: The 120 Days of Sodom and Other Writings, ed. and tr. Austryn
Wainhouse and Richard Seaver, 1966, 124.
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to expect at this point is good persons moving from misfortune to happi-
ness. It is so obvious that such a plot would not arouse the tragic emo-
tions that Aristotle does not even bother to mention it. He thinks one
step ahead: the four possibilities for very good and very wicked characters
have been exhausted, so he moves on to an intermediate character. Tven
so, another possibility is omitted: that type might move from misfortune
to happiness; but the opposite development would evidently arouse more
tragic feelings.

Aristotle reaches his fourth type, characterized by hdamartia, which we
will discuss in a moment, at the crossroads of two lines of thought—cer-
tainly not inductively, through a careful examination of the masterpieces
of Aecschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. The first line of thought is a
priori: there are only so many possibilities; three are excluded, one by one;
two others, not mentioned, obviously would not do either; thus only one
remains, Yet Aristotle’s thinking is not entirely abstract; he is not simply
ignoring all the evidence; he has known all along what model perfect
tragedies must approximate: his ideal, as usual, is not laid up in some
heaven, like a Platonic Form, but fourd in experience at the end of a de-
velopment and is, in this context, Oedipus Tyrannus.

Before we cvaluate Aristotle’s conception of the ideal plot, we must
consider the meaning of hamartia. Grube renders it as “flaw” and adds a
footnote explaining that “a moral or intellectual weakness” is meant. He
also discusses the concept on pages xxivf and 10, Flse has “mistake”
[376] and argues at length that an error about the identity of a close rela-
tive is meant—in other words, the confusion that precedes the recognition
(anagnérisis), Cedric Whitman devotes the second chapter of his Sopho-
cles [1951] to “Scholarship and Hamartia” and argues that “There can be
no real doubt that Aristotle meant by hamartia a moral fault or failing of
some kind” [33].

While Whitman is very good at deriding those who have hunted for
moral flaws in Sophocles” heroes, Butcher, around the turn of the century,
examined the passages in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics where hamartia
is mentioned and came to the conclusion that, “as applied to a single act,
it denotes an error due to inadequate knowledge of particular circum-
stances,” especially but not necessarily “such as might have been known.”
But the term is also “more laxly applied to an error due to unavoidable
ignorance.” Thirdly, it may designate an act that is “conscious and in-
tentional, but not deliberate”; for example, one “committed in anger or
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passion.” But “in our passage there is much to be said in favour of the
last sense,” in which hamartia denotes, fourthly, “a defect of character,
distinct on the one hand from an isolated error or fault, and, on the other,
from the vice which has its seat in a depraved will. This use, though
rarer, is still Aristotelian,”?®

In sum, it could designate a “tragic flaw” (the traditional interpreta-
tion) or an intellectual error (as Else argues). It is clearly impossible to
solve the old problem, proving that hamartia in this sentence means ex-
actly this or that and nothing else. But three observations may help.

First, it should be noted how very little Aristotle says about hamartia
and how little he does with it. He uses the term once more, half a dozen
lines later; then he drops it; and in the next chapter he “proves” with
at least equal acumen that the ideal plot has to be altogether different
from the one here stipulated. The immense literature that has grown up
around a term so casually mentioned twice, brings to mind Friedrich Schil
ler’s distich, “Kant and His Interpreters”:

One who is opulent offers legions of famishing beggars
food. When the kings construct, carters find plenty of work.

Second, it is less important, and in any case impossible to decide,
whether Aristotle was thinking more of a moral flaw or of an intellectual
error, than it is to learn from the Greeks how inseparable these two often
are. (We shall come back to this point in sec. 6o.)

When scholars argue about what he meant, a philosopher or poet
might well reply: When? A few years after writing it, he might have said
things about it quite different from what he had thought at first; and in
later years he might no longer have been sure what precisely he had had
in mind originally. What we do know is that he employed a rather im-
precise and ambiguous word, and that he neither changed it nor saw fit
to add an unambiguous interpretation, He was a great philosopher and
neither an Aristotelian nor a classical philologist.

Finally, the mystery of hamartia has distracted attention from what
Aristotle plainly says: that the heroes of the best tragedies are not out-

20 Butcher, 317~1g. It is not clear why E. R. Dodds should think that “It is almost
certain[l] that Aristotle was using hamartic here as he uses hamartéma in the
Nicomachean Ethics (1135b12) and in the Rhetoric (1374b6), to mean an offence
committed in ignorance of some material fact and therefore frec from ponéria or kakia
[villany or wickedness]” (“On Misunderstanding Oedipus Rex,” in Greece and Rome,
xur {1966}, 39). While this interpretation would fit Ocdipus, and Dodds explains how

it could also be made to fit Thyestes—and his article corroborates my own views on
many points—it is saying too much, [ think, that this exegesis “is almost certain.”
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standing in virtue. This shows that great philosophers sometimes make
great mistakes, for the statement is refuted by the tragedies of Sophocles.

It is well to remember that Arstotle’s conception of a person who
is “outstanding in virtue” might be different from modern notions; but if
he was thinking of greatness of soul—the megalopsychia he describes in
his Nicomachean Ethics [1v.3] as “the crown of the virtues”—the state-
ment in the Poetics still remains wrong. Indeed, the portrait in the Ethics
makes very clear that Aristotle did not consider the pride of Prometheus,
Ocdipus, or Antigone a fault: “A person is thought to be great-souled if
he claims much and deserves much.” (W. D. Ross, in his translation of the
Ethics, actually speaks of “proud” and “pride.”) Achilles’ insistence on his
own great worth was no fault in the eyes of Homer, the tragic poets, and
Aristotle, In fact, Aristotle says expressly that it was megalopsychia that
drove “Achilles to wrath and Ajax to suicide” because they could not en-
dure insults.3® And we may think of Ocdipus as well as Socrates in the
Apology, when Aristotle says: “The great-souled are said to have a2 good
memory for any benefit they have conferred,” and “It is also characteristic
of the greatsouled . .. to be haughty towards men of position and
fortune.”s1

The popular notion that the central theme of Greek tragedy is that
pride comes before a fall is very wrong and depends on projecting Chris-
tian values where they have no place. For Aristotle and the tragic poets,
pride was no sin but an essential ingredient of heroism.

Greek history furnishes no greater symbol of proud self-reliance than
the Battle of Marathon, in which a few Athenians, without consulting the
pro-Persian Delphic oracle, stemmed the wave of the future and the seem-
ingly inevitable triumph of Persia, the vastly more powerful heir of world
empires, Not only was this a continuning source of Athenian pride, but we
will sce that Aeschylus was prouder of having fought at Marathon than
he was even of his tragedies.

Once everybody “knows” what an author believed, translators make
him say it even where he plainly didn’t. Just as English versions of Hegel
abound in antitheses where no Antithesen are to be found in the original,
English versions of Sophocles castigate “pride” where he doesn’t.3

0 Posterior Analytics 1. 13:97D.

41 H, Rackham’s translation, Loeb Classical Library,

92 Sce, e.g. the Chicago translations of the conclusion of Antigone (1350) and of
the end of the first scene of Ajex (133). In Antigone, Elizabeth Wyckoff versifies Jebb’s

prose translation rather than Sophacles’ text and has “men of pride” where Sophocles
has hyperauchon, overbearing. Auched means to boast or brag, hyperauched, ta boast
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What, then, becomes of hybris? Many who speak easily of the tragic
flaw, without being aware of the problems posed by Aristotle’s term,
hamartia, assume that hybris (which is not mentioned once in the Poet-
ics) means pride or arrogance, and that this was the typical tragic flaw of
the heroes of Greek tragedy. But the meaning of kybris has almost noth-
ing to do with pride.®® Hybris is what the Persians showed when they in-
vaded Greece and, in the words of Darius’ ghost in Aeschylus’ Persians,

did not hesitate to plunder imu
Of gods, and put temples to the  :h;
Altars were no more, and statues e trees,
Were uprooted, torn from theirl s.. .

The Greek verb hybrizein, found in Homer, means to wax wanton or
run riot and is also used of rivers, of plants that grow rank, and of overfed
asses that bray and prance about. The noun, kybris means wanton violence
and insolence and is frequently used in the Odyssey, mostly of Penelope’s
suitors. It also means lust and lewdness; and the noun, too, can be applied
to animal violence, Hybrisma, finally, means an outrage, violation, rape;
and in law this term is used to cover all the more serious injuries done
to a person. It can also refer to a loss by sea.

Hybris can be contrasted with diké and sdphrosyng,® two words
that are notoriously hard to translate; but the former suggests established
usage, order, and right, the latter moderation, temperance, (self-) control,
Hybris is emphatically not pride in one’s own accomplishments and worth,
nor even making a point of one’s desert. It is not, like pride, something

or brag excessively. In Ajax 133, Athene says “hate the bad [kakous]”; John Moore,
“hate the proud.”

One of the dictionary meanings of onkon, in Ajax 129, is pride, but Moore docs not
stumble over that word, nor does Jebb (who also renders 133 correctly); Sophocles
uses onkos in The Women of Trachis, 817, and in Oedipus at Colonus, 1162 and
1341; in none of these passages would “pride” make any sense at all.

43 Hybris and similar words (hybrizem, hybristikos, hybristés) occur five times in the
Nicomachean Ethics and fourteen times both in Aristotle’s Politics and in his Rhetoric.
In not one of these thirty-three instances do the Oxford translations, ed. W. D. Rass,
use “prond” or “pride”; but “insolence’” and “outrage,” “insult,” ‘‘wantonness,” and
“lust” are used often, In Nicomachean Ethics 1124a, hybris is contrasted with
megalopsychia (pride).

IFew have crowded as many popular misconceptions about Aeschylus and Sophocles

int es as has Robert Payne in Hubris: A Study of Pride (19t 20-31.
icago translation, by S. G. Benardete.
seem auaanBr CONtTAst s stressed by Wemer Jaeger, Paideia, 1 39), 168, 442,
n. 18, and 257, n. 84; the latter in H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, A Greex- "™ 7 “on:

A New Edition (1901), which furnishes the meanings given in the text above,
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one feels (or “takes”) but rather something that involves action. H. J.
Rose puts the point well when he speaks in passing of “those who practice
hybris, wanton disregard for the rights of others.”2¢ And Cedric H. Whit-
man elaborates: “The Christian conception of pride differs from hybris
in that it directly relates to one’s attitude toward God. . . . But hybiis
has far more to do with how a stronger man treats a weaker. If a Greek
boasted that he was better than a god, it was folly, impicty, and pre-
sumption. It was also very dangerous, but it was not hybris.”37

‘What, then, is to be said of the passage quoted from The Persians,
which is surrounded by two explicit references to hybris?®® The Persians
had run riot, like a river that floods its banks, and the violent outrages
they had committed bear no resemblance to proud selfreliance.

As one examines all the passages in Aeschylus and Sophocles where
one or another form of our word occurs, it becomes plain how regularly
these sensuous root meanings inform the sense. Let us first consider the
relevant passages in Sophacles. Surely, an examination of his use of the
three terms, hybrizein, hybris, and hybristgs,®® is more relevant to his con-
ception of hybris than are the usual generalizations about what “the
Greeks” thought.

In Antigone, Creon twice uses hybris and once hybrizein. First, he
threatens the hapless guard who reports that someone has defied Creon’s
edict and covercd Polyneices’ corpse with sand: the guard will be hanged,
or crucified, till in his agony he clears up this “outrage” [309]. This is
typical of Sophocles’ irony: Creon himself threatens to commit a violent
outrage; but as he does so, he characterizes Antigone’s deed as an outrage.

38 Religion in Greece and Rome (1959), 29.

37 Sophocles (1951), 254, n. 23. He goes on: “Eur. Hipp. 474 gives, not a defini-
tion, but a deliberate extension of the term. . . .’ The quotation in the text implicitly
contradicts Jaeger’s statement on 168 about the luter meaning of hybris. What concemns
us is in any case Greek tragedy: and instead of relying on secondary sources, we shall
interrogate the texts.

38 808 and 8z1. These are the only occurrences of the word in this play.

39 In the surviving seven plays the verb cceurs about a dozen times, hybris less often,
hybrisma never, and the adjective hybristés three times.

For “The Hybristes in Homer” see H. G. Robertson’s note in CJ, rt (1955), 81 1.

On s6phrosyné and 1elated terms in Sophocles, see sec. 40, below.

After finishing the draft of this book, I found that Richmond Lattimore attacked
the popular misconception of hybris in Story Patterns in Greek Tragedy (1964), 22 ff,
and the notes on Boff, Our pages complement rather than duplicate each other, It
seems worthy of note that he finds no trace of the modern misunderstanding of hybris
before 1838: Karl Lehrs, “Vorstellung der Griechen iiber den Neid der Gétter und die
Ueberhebung,” reprinted in Populire Aufsitze aus dem Alterthum (1856, 2d enl. ed.

1875). The second 1 ~ essay is subtitled “Ueberhebung (Hybris)” (86f).
Though Lattimore fail; , Ueberhebung is not so wrong as “pride” (Stolz).
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When Antigone has been brought before him and immediately admits her
deed, Creon compares her to raging horses, before condemning as an out-
rage her anarchical defiance of the bounds established by (his) law [480],
and finds doubly outrageous her boasting of her deed [482]. He is not
criticizing her pride but asking us to see her as a threat to law and order,
as if she had run riot, All the while, we are led to wonder whether he is
not running riot, whether power has not gone to his head, whether he is
not toppling established customs—the more so because his violence con-
trasts so strongly with her non-violence.

In Oedipus at Colonus, hybris occurs three times, always to refer to
Creon’s violent and outrageous attempt to remove Oedipus’ daughters
by force.d® In The Women of Trachis there are again three occurrences.
The first time, hybris is used for Heracles’ outrageous murder of a young
man whom he seized, while he was not looking, and hurled from a high
place to his death [280]. Later the Chorus asks the Nurse whether she
watched helplessly the “horror” of Deianeira’s suicide [888]. Finally, Hera-
cles recalls the terrible enemies he overpowered in his prime, and, as he
piles on epithets, he includes hybristén next to lawless (anomon) to de-
scribe a centaur [1096].

The sole mention in Philoctetes [3g91 ff] and the two in Oedipus
Tyrannus** add nothing of consequence. In Electra these terms arc found
more often, usually to designate unbridled verbal assaults: many trans-
lators use “insult,”#2 The first occurrence of hybris in the play bridges the
two mcanings: Electra describes how Aegisthus sits on her father's throne,
wears his robes, pours libations at the very hearth where he had killed
Agamemnon, and, “to crown his outrage”—or “the ultimate insult”—“lies,
having killed him, in wmy father’s bed, beside my miserable mother”
[266 ff]. He has run riot and stops at nothing.

Hybris and the two related terms occur most often in Ajax.** The
Chorus concludes its magnificent first hymn, which is addressed to Ajax:

%0 1029 and twice in 883,

41 Whatever the double mention of hybris by the Chorus in 87z f may mean in
context, Sophocles is certainly not suggesting that Oedipus’ ruin is due to his pride.
Without anticipating the detailed analysis of this tragedy in Chapter 1V, we may point
to Sophocles’ last three tragedies. The proud Electra triumphs; Philoctetes has little to
commend him to our sympathy except his pride, and he is not ruined for it; and in the

goet’s final play Oedipus is far prouder than he was in the Tyrannus, and he is trans-
gured.

42522 f, 613, 790, 794, 881. The only as yet unmentioned occurrence of onc of
our three words in Antigone (the verb in 840) is similar: the heroine accuses the
Chorus of wounding her with mockery, and pride is totally out of the picture.

13196, 304, 367, 560, 956, g71, 1061, 1081, 1088, 1092, 1151, and 1258,
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Your enemies’ hybris rages without fear
in mountain glens exposed to the winds,
roaring blasts of laughter that wound;

I freeze in grief [196ff].

Here we are close to the passage from The Persians. Later the hero speaks
of the mockery and outrage of his beheading a flock of sheep [367]: it
would not be stretching things to say that he had mn riot in his mad-
ness—and to add that his great pride soon wins back our respect and
leads us to admire him in his despair and death. Then, Menelans, who
is far more unattractive in his confrontation with Teucer, who wants
to bury his half-brother Ajax, than is Creon in his argument with
Antigone, uses all three terms in a single speech to refer to Ajax’ killing
of the sheep and to warn Teuncer that if he does not obey there will be
anarchy, The Chorus then warns Menelaus that he should beware of run-
ning riot himself, committing outrages of his own [1092]. Eventually,
Agamemnon, in an utterly outrageous speech, tells Teucer ke is running
riot, should pull in the reins, remember his station, and bring a freeman
to plead his case [1258]. Teucer’s sole use of the verb [1151] harks back
to Agamemnon [1612], condemning those who, as we might say, “wallow”
in their neighbor’s miseries.

No “hybris” word is used in connection with Agamemnon’s treading
upon the crimson garments spread out before him, but the use of hybris
would be wholly appropriate to characterize the behavior of Agamemnon
and his army when Troy fell. Hybris is used twice by the Chorus [763, 766]
in an obscure passage of which Denys Page says in his commentary: “only
a makeshift text can be reconstructed from the meagre and corrupt tradi-
tion” [136]. It is not clear to what hybrs here refers, but the preceding
verses speak of violence and death, of Paris’ abduction of Helen, of a lion’s
bloody destruction of the flocks, and of “a great havoc of many murder-
ings.”#* Then Agamemnon enters at long last and the Chorus greets him
as the destroyer of the city of Troy.

These are the only three times that hybris or a similar word is found

44 Denys Page’s rendering, 134. His introduction is misleading in its emphasis on
Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia, Page asgues at great length, with much repetition,
that Aeschylus goes out of his way to tell us that Agamemnon had no alternative
{(xxiii-ix and xxxii); but one almost gets the impression that except for this one deed,
ten years in the past, the man had led a blameless life. Yet Aeschylus so sets the stage
that when the king appears we almost srmell blood, smoke, and ountrage. We shall re-
turn to Agamemnon’s character in sec, 39
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in the Agamemnon, and we have covered the only occurrences in The
Persians. In The Libation Bearers these words are not nsed at all.

If the popular conception of hybris were correct, one should expect
to find the word often, or at least in a prominent position, in Prometheus.
In fact, hybris is not mentioned once in that play, and the three occur-
rences of similar terms fully bear out our account. In the opening scene,
Might mocks the titan as soon as he is firmly fastened to the rock: “Now
run riot! Now plunder the gods' prerogatives!” [82]. Later [970] Pro-
metheus uses the verb to characterize the way in which Hermes mocks
him, wallowing in his misfortune, Finally, Prometheus tells Io of “Hy-
bristes, a river that deserves its name” [v17].

On the other hand, hybris is mentioned eight times, and the verb
and adjective once each, in The Suppliants, where there is no question
at all of pride, the issue being that the pursuing Egyptians want to scize
the suppliant maidens by violence. The two references in The Seven and
the one in The Eumenides [534] add nothing of significance.

Although the misconception that the heroes of Greek tragedies all
have a flaw, and that this flaw is hybris, is still very widespread, the best
recent translators usually render hybris and the other words from the
same root as outrage, crime, and insolence, rarely as pride.

Returning to the Poetics, we find that Aristotle goes on to say: “The
change of fortune should not be from misfortune to good fortune but, on
the contrary, from good fortune to misfortune, This change should not
be caused by outright wickedness but by a great hamartia of such a char-
acter as we have described or of one who is better rather than worse. This
is borne out by what has happened: at first tragic poets recounted any
story that came their way, but now the best tragedies are founded on the
fortunes of a few houses—those of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager,
Thyestes, Telephus, and those others who have done or suffered some-
thing terrible” [13: 53a].

It seems clear that the hamartia of Oedipus is quite unlike that of
Orestes, while that of Thyestes represents a third case. Aristotle may have
used the term hamartia because it could be applied in all these cases, and
still others as well. And his main point probably was that the suffering
that evokes our phobos and eleos should neither be patently deserved nor
totally unconnected with anything that those stricken have done; the great
tragic figures -are active men and women who perform some memorable
‘deeds that bring di b - sive and, in

1 ’ ‘ - a
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that sense, innocent bystanders. But they are more good than bad and
hence stir our sympathies. (Any tragedy on Thyestes that Aristotle ad-
mired must have been built around some incident in which he did not
simply seem de;  :d.)

Aristotle pt  1e point badly when he said that “we are left with a
character in bet.,_.n the other two: a man who is neither outstanding
in virtue, . . .” Had he said, “a character whose virtue does not remain
pristine, unstained by all guilt,” he would have come closer to Sophocles,
Hegel, and the truth.*

Before we take leave of chapter 13, where a catastrophic ending is
held to be the best, we should note that at this point Aristotle defends
Euripides against those who have criticized him for following the princi-
ples laid down here, and says: “Such dramas are seen to be the most tragic
if they are well performed, and even though Euripides manages his plays
badly in other respects, he is obviously the most tragic of the poets,”

16

In the next chapter the question of what kind of plot is most apt to evoke
the two tragic emotions, even without the benefit of a performance, is
raised again, The story of Oedipus, says Aristotle, makes us shudder and
feel eleos even when we merely hear it.

Soon we are again confronted with four, and only four, possibilities.
Actually, our text says after the third type has been presented: “There is
no further alternative, for one must act or not, either with knowledge or
without it” [14: 53b]. But not only is it plain that, given two variables,
there must be four possibilities, the very next sentence describes the
fourth one, introducing it as “the worst.”

Let us consider the four types in what is, according to Aristotle, their
ascending order of merit. The deed in question is in all four cases the
killing of a parent, child, or brother, Now either this deed is actually done
or almost done but not quite, and either the person who is about to do
it contemplates murder with full knowledge of who the victim is, or he
is ignorant of the identity of the intended victim.,

(1) “Of all these ways, to be about to act knowing the persons, and
then not to act, is the worst. It is shacking without being tragic, for there

46 We will return to this problem in sec. 42.
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is no suffering. It is therefore never, or very rarely, used, as when Haemon
in the Antigone threatens Creon.” Creon is Haemon's father, and Hae-
mon’s thrust misses him.

(2) “The deed can be done, as in the old poets, with full knowledge,
as when Euripides makes Medea kill her children.”

(3) “Better still is to do it in ignorance and make the discovery after-
wards.” This is clearly the case of Sophocles’ Oedipus, and after all that
has gone before in the Poetics, we should firmly expect that Aristotle
would consider this solution much the best. As a matter of fact, he him-
self has mentioned that play in this connection only a few lincs before;
but he still continues:

(4) “The last case is the best, as when Merope in the Cresphontes
is abont to slay her son but recognizes him and does not do it, and in the
Iphigenia the sister recognizes the brother in time, and in the Helle the
son, about to give up his mother, recognizes her” [14: 54a].

This flatly contradicts the conclusion of the preceding chapter, in
which Aristotle “proves” that the best plot is one with a tragic ending.
Of the three tragedies that win top honors in chapter 14 we know only
Euripides” Iphigenia in Tauris, which Aristotle also cites in chapters 11
and 17, and in 16 he praises one recognition in this play while finding
fault with another. Clearly, he took this drama much more scricusly than
most modern critics do, and it is not easy to see how one could place it
in the same class with QOedipus Tyrannus and rank the plot higher to
boot. It is also striking that Euripides is praised in the preceding chapter
for being “the most tragic of the poets,” while here two of his plays (the
Cresphontes is his, too) win the highest praise for their happy endings.

Else concludes his discussion of the contradiction between chapters
13 and 14: “We cannot wholly acquit Aristotle of some casualness in not
even taking notice that a discrcpancy is present” [452]. Grube comments:
“No satisfactory explanation has been offered. Bywater suggests . . . “The
criterion which now determines the relative valvue of these possible situa-
tions is a moral one, their effect not on the emotions, but on the moral
sensibility of the audience.” But Aristotle’s conclusion is the end of our
search for pitiful and fearful situations; there is no hint of a change of
criterion” [29].

The point to note is that Aristotle nowhere embraces anything that
might be called a tragic world view. Unlike Plato, he prefers tragedies to



16 The six elements—happy end 71

epics—because they are shorter—and instead of wishing to prohibit them
or accusing them of a deleterious moral effect, he claims that they arouse
phobos and eleos in a manner that engenders a sobering emotional relief,
Then he compares four possibilities: there are actually six, but he simply
omits two that strike him as obviously inferior—the variables being
whether the movement is from good to ill fortune or vice versa, and
whether those who undergo this transition are utterly pure, utterly de-
praved, or rather—here we are improving on Arnstotle’s way of putting the
point—virtuous but not pristine in their purity. Of these six types of plot,
the one that stirs our eleos and phobos most profoundly is that in which
a character of the last type moves from good fortune to catastrophe. But
then Atristotle recalls—though he fails to say this explicitly—his earlier dis-
tinction of simple and complex plots and notices, again without saying so,
that he has been talking as if all plots were simple, not to say simplistic.
‘Where recognition and reversal have a place in the plot, even a story with
a happy ending can elicit a soul-stirring phobos and eleos, and the mis-
fortune may occur neither at the beginning nor at the end but in the
middle. Considering four types of complex plots, Aristotle prefers one with
a happy ending. Why? Because it has everything: phobos, eleos, 1ecogni-
tion, reversal, more surprise than the Oedipus type of plot, plenty of addi-
tional emotions at the end, and hence at least as much of a cathartic
effect; and for all that, it is less shocking,

The best attempts so far to deal with the discrepancy between chap-
ters 13 and 14 (Vahlen’s and Else’s) postulate a distinction between what
is best as far as the emotions are concerned (Iphigenia) and what is best
as far as over-all plot goes (Oedipus). But the standard here invoked to
justify the conclusion of chapter 13 remains quite nebulous. What prompts
these explanations? The critics’ own conviction, quite explicit in much of
the literature on the Poetics, is that the Oedipus type of plot is clearly
superior, that a tragedy ought to end tragically, that the Iphigenia approxi-
mates melodrama, and that Aristotle could not have failed to see this.
Hence it is argued that chapter 13 represents his essential position,*0

46 Sometimes it is not even argued but simply taken for granted. Thus A. M. Quinton
says of Aristotle, in a symposium entitled “Tragedy': “At first he is prepared to al-
low the plot to run from misery to happiness as well as from happiness to misery, But
in the end he defends the unhappy endings of Euripides as ‘more tragic’. . . . The
acceptable and intelligible residue of Aristotle’s formula, then, is that tragedy should
be the representation of a single and rationally connected series of events that involve
misfortune and suffering and end in disaster” (Aristotelian Society, Supplementary
Volume wpuv [1960], 155f). In her rejoinder, Ruby Meager criticizes Quinton’s

handling of Aristotle, but finds no fault with this point.
Morms Weitz says in the long section on Aristotle in his article, “Tragedy” in The
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while chapter 14 is taken to say merely that in some more specialized but
less important sense the Iphigenia type of plot is better. Yet the allegedly
higher standard of chapter 13 remains wholly unclear, and one keeps
overlooking the fact that the types compared in that chapter are extremcly
simplistic and make no use at all of the concepts of recognition and re-
versal that have just been established by Aristotle with some pains.

Whether chapter 13 might be a remnant from an carlicr period at
which it had not yet occurred to Aristotle to discuss recognition and re-
versal, I have no way of telling. But if the Poetics did not consist of lec-
ture notes and were instead written up in the form of a dialogue—and
Aristotle, too, wrote dialogues, though none of them has survived--a mi-
nor character would surely have said to the speaker early in chapter 14:
But have you not lost sight of what we have said about the complex plot?
And the second survey of four possibilities might have been introduced
with the words: By the dog, we have forgotten all about recognition and
reversal, and we must try again.

It follows that chapter 14 represents Aristotle’s considered position
and that, other things being equal, he—like Hegel—preferred happy end-
ings. It does not follow, of course, that other things always are equal, or
that he considered Euripides’ Iphigenia an altogether more admirable
tragedy than Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, He actually said, as we have
seen, that Euripides managed his plots badly in some ways, and he found
faolt with the manner in which Orestes is recognized by Iphigenia.
Sophocles’ handling of the plot in the Oedipus Tyrannus, on the other
hand, shows the most perfect mastety; the catastrophic ending could not
be avoided, given that particular story; and while the legend fits type 3, in
which the deed is done in ignorance and the discovery is made afterward,
Sophocles avoided the pitfall of being too shocking, by placing the deed
outside the play, before its beginning.

Still, Aristotle’s admiration for the Tyrannus is based entircly on the
fact that it is a marvel of taut plot construction. There is no suggestion
of any feeling for the tragedy of the human situnation. What is tragic, ac-
cording to the Poetics, is a drama that evokes phobos and eleos and affords
a sobering emotional relief, The Tyrannus does that to a high degree,
but dramas with well-written scenes that elicit both of these emotions to

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1967) that, according to Arsistotle “Every tragedy is an
imitation of the passage from happiness to misery” (vm, 156). And David Grene,
1967, in his discussion of Philoctetes, speaks of “the ‘happy ending’—which in general
Aristotle censures as inappropriate to tragedy”(137).
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the utmost and then end happily are, for Aristotle, even better than plays
that end in catastrophe, And if anyone were to ask whether this does not,
or could not, amount to a justification of melodrama, there are no good
reasons for saying that Aristotle is not in favor of some tautly written,
well-constructed melodramas that conform to his principles. Aristote is
not discussing tragedy as one of the greatest glories of the human spirit, or
implying that even philosophers might learn much from the tragic poets.
Far from it. Unlike Plato, he argues that for “people given to eleos and
phobos” tragedy is wholesome rather than harmful. And while Sophocles
managed a virtuoso performance in the case of the Tyrannus, on the whole
it must be admitted to the Platonists that the representation of shocking
deeds on the stage is much more problematic than the kind of play in
which outrages are almost committed but prevented at the last moment.
If the latter kind of play is well written, it affords quite as much emo-
Honal stimulation and perthaps even greater satisfaction.

If this reading of Aristotle is right, he was actually rather remote from
the spirit of the three great Greek tragedians and focused his attention
on their craft to the exclusion of their substance. That this is so is alto-
gether clear, The greatness as well as the crippling limitations of the
Poetics are due to the fact that Aristotle reacted against his predecessors
and, instead of treating the tragic poets as rivals who had fascinating
views that were different from his own and those of other philosophers,
simply ignored their ideas and outlook to concentrate wholly on problems
of technique. Thus he established a new discipline, poetics—or at any rate
the kind of poetics that deals with form at the expense of substance—and
in time attracted a huge following, His Poetics was not overly appreciated
during the first eighteen centuries after it was written, but after 1500 it
became so widely read that Lane Cooper could say: “Probably no Greek
book save the New Testament has been 5o often printed as the Poetics.”7

In recent times only a small minority of critics have cited it as their
canon, but it is remarkable that after such a long time, confronted with
a host of literary masterpieces written after Aristotle’s death, a. number of
learned and sophisticated writers should still find it possible to do this.
What is even more remarkable, however, is that in recent decades vast
multitudes of literary critics have concentrated exclusively on form as Aris-
totle did, though few of them swear by him and it is fashionable to deal
more with diction, less with plot, and to trace imagery and symbols, What
was bold and showed genius when done for the first time, in a compact

47 The Poetics of Aristotle: Its Meaning and Vdlue (1963}, 101,
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work representing roughly a hundredth part of Aristotle’s extant writings,
has become a source of livelihood for a mushrooming industry. A grass-
hopper is one of the marvels of nature; myriad locusts are a plague.

While these critics do not destroy the literature on which they feed,
they do darken the landscape. The woods can no longer be scen for the
swarms of them, nor even whole trees, as they descend to feast on the
leaves.

Of course, studies of form can be very illuminating, particularly if
form is considered as a clue rather than an end in itself. Confronted with
Platonizers, who look for the poets’ philosophies, mistaking the characters’
speeches for lectures and treatises—though most Platonizers, unlike Plato,
look for profound remarks thcy can admire—many who long for precision
are led to prefer Aristotle’s heritage. But there is no need to revive the
absurd notion that “Every man is born an Aristotclian, or a Platonist,”
or that “there neither are, have been, ar ever will be but two essentially
different Schools of Philosophy: the Platonic and the Aristotelian.”#8

On the contrary, Aristotle went beyond Plato long ago, and it is high
time for us to move beyond both Plato and Aristotle.

48 The first dictum is found in Specimens of the Table Talk of the Late Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (1835), 1, 182, under the date of July 2, 1830; the sccond, in Un-

published Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, cd. Earl Leslic Griggs, 11 (1932), 204,

in a lctter written January 14, 1820. Coleridge’s own criticism was not ruined by
this conceit.
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Toward a New Poetics

17

When discussing poetry, Plato dealt primarly with its content, Aristotle
with its form. An eclectic approach would deal with both. But there are
other dimensions at least as significant as either. Before we turn to these,
let us state summarily a few conclusions.

Even within the bounds he sct himself implicitly, Plato practiced a
curiously partial approach, not at all characteristic of his genius at its best.
The limitations of his analyses of poetry can be summed up in three
words: atomism, fundamentalism, and moralism.

He never considers a single work as a whole. Again and again he
writes about the tragic poets and Homer, but he never discusses even one
tragedy, or the Iliad or the Odyssey. He quotes snippets to which he ob-
jects; he generalizes boldly, telling us that poetry, like painting, offers us
something less real than the ordinary world of sense experience and hence,
in a sense, mere sham, But he does not stop to ask how passages he cites
might function in their context; much less what the Ilied or a Sophoclean
tragedy are all about, or what Euripides and Aeschylus were up to.

His quotations are ripped from their context and stripped of all liter-
ary values. He does not ask who spoke a line but, without hesitation,
treats it as the poet’s doctrine—though his own dialogues are vulnerable



76 III Toward a New Poetics

to the same violation. To say that his readings are non-contextual would
be a grossly misleading understatement; yet the point is worth stressing
because in all these respects he has been imitated for over two thousand
years, first by philosophers, then by theologians, and finally by literary
critics. Plato’s faults are not peculiar to him; unlike his genius, they have
been copied widely.

His moralism does not consist merely in his readiness to pass moral
judgments on literature, which he reads in this atomistic and funda-
mentalist way; he further assumes, without discussion, that what might
be unsuitable for the young ought to be prohibited altogether. He con-
siders neither the overall effect of a whole literary work on a sensible
reader nor the possibility that Homer or Greek tragedy might enrich our
lives in ways that might at least be thrown into the balance against any
ill effects.

As far as his defense of censorship is concerned, it invites comparison
with the arguments of the Grand Inquisitor in Dostoevsky’s fable: To
make men content and virtuous, it is best to curtail their freedom, to starve
their passions, and not to nourish their imagination too much; Homer
and the tragic poets feed the passions, enlarge the imagination, and
broaden human sympathies; hence there is no place for them in Plato’s
city.

Let us sum up by putting forth four rules:

1. The contents of criticism and poetics should not be the contents
of a work to the exclusion of its form and of other dimensions.

2. One should not discuss tragedy without discussing any tragedy.

3. Quotations should be considered in context, as parts of a poem,
not as necessarily the poet’s doctrine,

4. The total effect of a work on various kinds of readers should be
taken into account; also the contribution the genre—tragedy, for example
—makes to our lives.

If this sounds peremptory, that is because it is a concise summary.
The evidence for what is said briefly in this chapter will be found in the
other chapters. In any case these four imperatives are not categorical, and
it is not difficult to add what happens when they are defied: we get un-
balanced, unfair, and misleading criticism.
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The Poetics is a triumph of intelligence over a want of feeling, and
Aristotle did wonders with the field he covered. Again we will summarily
present a few conclusions:

5. Tragedy is primarily a form of literature developed in Athens in
the sth century n.c., and all other uses of the words “tragedy” and “tragic”
derive from this. (The notion that events of some sort are tragic and that
literary works deserve the name of “tragedy” only by derivation is the op-
posite of the truth and will be considered in secs. 59 and 6o below. )

6. Not every tragedy has a hero, not every hero has a tragic flaw to
which his catastrophic end is due, nor does every tragedy end in tragedy—
catastrophically. Examples will be considered in due time.!

7. The tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles that did have happy end-
ings offered scenes of such intense and overwhelming suffering that the
end did not outweigh them. It is therefore not as paradoxical as it may
sound at first to modern ears to say that some of the finest tragedies do
not end in catastrophe.

8. What makes a tragedy a tragedy is not what is presented but how
it is presented, and it is all-important to distingnish the story used by a
playwright from his handling of it, the ancient myth from the play’s plot.
Great writers have often handled hackneyed or unpromising materal in a
stunning way. Conversely, most accounts of the Trojan War or the story
of Oedipus utterly miss the genius of Homer's or Sophocles’ plot. The
same material can be made into a tragedy and into a comedy.

9. Great works of art involve some recognition—not in the sense that
some character belatedly recognizes that somebody he took for a stranger
is in fact a close relative, but rather insofar as we are led to recognize
something important. For example, we may come to see beauty, grandeur,
or exhilarating qualities in what had previously seemed ugly or depressing.

LIn brief, of Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ fourteen extant plays, eight are best read with-
out any determination to find a tragic hero: Aecschylus’ Persians, Suppliants, Agamem-
non, and Eumenides, and Sophocles’ Ajax, Antigonie, Women of Trachis, and Philoctetes.
In the remaining six, the action is centered in a single hero, but Orestes in The Liba-
tion Bearers ang Sophocles’ Electra and second Oedipus are clearly not intended to
have tragic flaws. That leaves Aeschylus’ Seven and Prometheus, as well as Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus; and any teading that tries to explain these three tragedies in terms
of tragic flaws is utterly wide of the mark. Moreover, Aeschyluy’ trilogies seem to have
ended jubilantly as a rule, and of Sophocles’ seven surviving tragedies, only three end in
catastrophe.
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10. One should beware of speaking of all the arts at once. It is best
to speak mainly of one art form at a time, asking now and then whether
some generalizations fit some, or possibly all, of the other arts as well.

Before offering my own definition of tragedy, however, I must sum up
our conclusions about imitation, pity, and catharsis.

18

To do justice to a work of art as art, one should not view it as an imitation;
neither should one think of it as being on the same level as ordinary ob-
jects or events. In a sense, it is a triumph of make-believe, it transports
us into another world, it has its own distinctive level of reality.

Art is not imitation; whatever remains imitation is not art,

Art is the triumph of form over finitude, of concrete abstraction over
chaos.

Defying the limits forced on us by physical existence, art crowds a
maximum of meaning into language, sight, or sound.

Art is not expression of what was there before, waiting to be ex-
pressed, but discovery of what was not there until it was discovered; it is
creation.

Art is not creation from nothing but uses sensuous stuff, the food of
our eyes and ears,

A work of art is a small world whose limitations spell repose and con-
trol; it liberates the imagination while providing a home for it to which it
can return at will.

The artist’s voice—whether music, words, color, or shapes—soars be-
yond him, leaving his body and ours, his life and ours, behind.

From a distance we can look back on our lives and world: even what
seemed large all but disappears in new perspectives; out of a haze we sail
into sunlight or sometimes yet higher into the freczing terror of thin air.

God the Creator was made in the artist’s image; and because the art
in which the ancient Hebrews reached perfection was literary, the God
they gave mankind fashioned the world with words.
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Artists do not imitate nature; nature is the chaos over which they
triumph. Nor do artists imitate their predecessors. That most art and
poetry are imitations of art and poetry is a myth,

Pocts may be thieves: Shakespeare stole from many writers—and
made better use than they of what he took. Aeschylus and his two great
successors plundered Homer but, instead of imitating him, chose themes
whose potentialities Homer had not exhausted. Sophocles and Luripides
ransacked Aeschylus and one another—in a spirit not of imitation but of
competition.

Admiration does not entail imitation. The inimitable invites innova-
tion or at least variations on old themes. Forgeries, copies, and replicas
may be triumphs of craftsmanship; they are imitations. Van Gogh’s “cop-
ies” after Delacroix and others may have been attempts to ward off his
incipient madness and to hold on to a common world, but they bear the
marks of his own style and far surpass the works he “copied.”

Vergil “imitated” Homer—but in another language, trying to show
that a great epic could be written in Latin. It is no accident that no great
poet ever tried to imitate the Iliad in Greek, the Aeneid in Latin, or the
Divine Comedy in Italian.

There is a use of “imitation” that Samuel Johnson in his Dictionary
defined as “a method of translating looser than paraphrase, in which mod-
em cxamples & illustrations are used for ancient, or domestick for foreign,”
In English this use goes back at least to Abraham Cowley and to John
Dryden. “In the way of imitation,” according to Dryden, “the translator
not only varies from the words and sense, but foresakes them as he sees
occasion” and takes “only some general hints from the original.” This
usage [cited in the OED] has been revived in our time; but the writer who
calls his poems “imitations” in this sense serves notice that they are in
fact variations on themes suggested by other poets.

Such “imitations” may resemble Van Gogh's “copies” and excel the
originals, or they may be the products of flagging inspiration. “Imitation”
can also mean that the poet was unable to read in its original language the
poem that he “imitates” and that he made a virtue of necessity.

What are we to say of translations that really do catch the tone of
the original as well as the sense? Do they prove after all that imitations
can be art? Or are faithful translations, no matter how brilliant, examples
of craftsmanship only? Many critics suppose that in translations unfaith-
fulness is a prerequisite of virtue. This popular notion shows how widely it
is recognized that what remains mere imitation is not art. Nevertheless,
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such critics are wrong; they overlook the fact that capturing both tone and
meaning in another language does require innovation and is at the very
least a minor art.

Versions satisfying these exacting standards are so rare that it stands
to reason that what is needed is much more than craftsmanship or skill or
competence. Not one Greek tragedy has yet been rendered this way into
English, although free poetic re-creations are not hard to find.

Even if we grant that a good translation can be a work of art, it clearly
represents a martginal case and not a paradigm. For translations have to
be judged partly and importantly by measuring them against the original
texts, while most works of art do not stand in that kind of relation to any-
thing outside themselves. A translation must be faithful in a sense and to
a degree that has no parallel in music, for example.

Is tragedy like a symphony or like a translation? With respect to imi-
tation, the arts can be arranged on a rough scale. All of them have some
degree of autonomy, involve some departure from the world of common
sense, and have to be judged in large measure in their own terms. If “mi-
metic” refers to the triumph of pretense or make-believe, music may well
be the most mimetic art; but if “mimetic” suggests heteronomy and imita-
tion in any ordinary sense, music is one of the least mimetic arts,

At one end of the scale, then, we have music and abstract art; at the
other end, translations, Moving from translation toward music, we find,
roughly in this order, Flemish and German Renaissance painting (includ-
ing Jan van Eyck, the younger Holbein, and Diirer) as well as the realistic
novel; then Rembrandt, Dostoevsky, and Ibsen; then expressionism, Kaf-
ka’s novels, and Greek tragedy; then pure music.

Any such attempt to group together examples from different arts or
different periods, or both, is admittedly questionable and, if pursued at
length, puts one in mind of Oswald Spengler or a parlor game, What is
important and indeed essential is that instead of simply saying that trag-
edy is (or is not) a form of imitation, we recognize the ambiguity of “imi-
tation,” as well as the fact that, even if we give a precise meaning to this
term, different arts and even different forms of literature—indeed, differ-
ent types of tragedy—will be seen to operate according to significantly
different standards. Kafka set aside some of the conventions of the
nineteenth-century novel; Euripides, some of the conventions of Aeschy-
lean tragedy. On our scale, Euripides would be closer to translation,
Aeschylus to symphonic music; but it would be easy to exaggerate the
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proximity of each to these extremes, and it would not do at all to judge
Euripides’ plays by the standards appropriate to Zola,

These reflections on imitation and make-believe are also relevant to
the question whether it is pity that the Greek tragedies arouse in us. Again
the term is infinitely less important than that we understand what
happens.

Suppose we are sitting in a small New York theatre, The Circle in the
Square, at a performance of Euripides’ Trojan Women or Iphigenia in
Aulis. Michael Cacoyannis’ direction is superb, and so is the acting, We
are deeply moved. But for whom could we feel pity, sympathy, or com-
passion? Not for the actors—we are full of admiration for them, Not for
Hecuba or Clytemnestra—we are not persuaded that they ever existed,
and we do not for a moment suppose that, if they did, they ever spoke the
words we hear. No suspension of disbelief is required: I may feel that
Mildred Dunnock as Hecuba, or Irene Papas as Clytemnestra, or Mitchell
Ryan as Agamemnon are doing marvelously well with lines I had con-
sidered weak when reading them; I may be thrilled by unexpected rein-
terpretations, as exchanges that had seemed to border on the comic are
presented as high tragedy. Delighted by all this, I may yet have to fight
tears although I do not pity either the actors or the persons whom they
represent. Why?

Repressed sorrows flood my mind—my own grief and the sufferings
of those close to me, past and present. I recall specific incidents and per-
sons and the wretched lot of man. What I see is not an imitation but an
overpowering symbolic action that evokes a host of painful images. Singly,
they appeared impossible to live with and scemed best forgotten. Now
they are fused and cease to be uncounted and unbearable torments.

The Buddha told a woman who could not accept her husband’s death
that she could bring him back to life if she obtained a fairly common
kitchen herb from any family at all in which no man had ever died. De-
mented with grief, she ran from house to house until eventually repetition
taught her that what drove her to despair was universal, Others had
learned to live with it, and so did she.

The mood of tragedy is very different from the patient repetitions of
the Buddha’s peaceful sermons, It crowds a maximum of power into a
symbolic action that runs its swift course in a couple of hours; it makes us
see how countless agonies belong o one great pattern; our lives gain
form; and the pattern transcends us. We are not singled out; we suddenly
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belong to a great fraternity that includes some of mankind's greatest
heroes,

The suffering we feel in seeing or reading a tragedy is thus not mainly
Hecuba’s but pain of which we had some previous knowledge. Presumably,
it was the same with the poet. He chose a story he could use to represent
the suffering that he knew—not in the manner of a man who writes an
autobiography but rather, effacing himself, so as to find symbols with the
power to evoke the griefs of those who read or see his play.

“Symbol” is a troublesome word, as vague as it is popular, Let us there-
fore try to make our meaning clearer, When Euripides died, he left two
tragedies on which he bad' evidently been working during his last year:
Iphigenia in Aulis and The Bacchae. When first performed, posthumously,
they won the first prize, which he had rarely won in his lifetime, The Bac-
chae is still widely considered his best play, while Iphigenia is usually rated
less highly. The two stones are unrelated, and we may ask what led the
poet to pick these two themes at the end of his life, after he had left
Athens. Tt seems that he decided to bring upon the stage once more the
ultimate horror: a father resolved to sacrifice his daughter, and a mother
who dismembers her son.

What matters at this point is that Euripides did not have to pick
those two stories; much less did he have to handle them as he did. He
wished to communicate or elicit certain thoughts and feelings and atti-
tudes, and he cast about for suitable myths that could be made to serve
his purpose. What he needed was a symbolic action that would evoke the
desired response.

This may be putting the matter a little too strongly even for Euripi-
des, certainly for Sophacles, insofar as it sounds too deliberate and calcu-
lated. We will return to this point later in this chapter. Greek tragedy does
not remotely resemble allegory, and the response desired by the poet is
not anything of very great precision. Indeed, works in which everything
seems to be planned and the unconscious has no part at all are generally
felt to be artistically inferior. As Goethe’s Tasso says in another context:

Intent is noticed, and one feels annoyed.?

In any case, the action in a tragedy or comedy is not like a real action
that may incidentally evoke various reactions. Tragedies and comedies

250 fiihlt man Absicht und man ist verstimmt (1. 1), almost invariably quoted as
Man merkt die Absicht und man wird verstimmt,
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present symbolic actions, which is to say that they involve make-believe
that is experienced as make-believe, that they are highly stylized in ac-
cordance with conventions that differ from age to age, and that the story
is chosen and handled with an eye to its effect, which is meant to be, for
example, tragic, comic, or tragicomic,

A playwright who does not know whether the intention of his play is
to evoke tears and terror, gales of heedless laughter, or the kind of laugh-
ter that is close to tears onght to make up his mind before he finishes the
final version. A play intended as a tragedy that gives rise to unrestrained
hilarity is as incompetent as a comedy that fails to amuse anyone—or a
painting that is chiefly remarkable for its interesting backside or its un-
usual smell.

Some people would like to call some novels tragedies, and in the final
chapter of this book I will deal with confusions between tragedy and his-
toriography. In the present context a few words on both points may
suffice.

The historian tries to add to our knowledge and has time and space
and means to build up characters, sttuations, and experiences remote from
our own. He can bring to life lost ages. A novelist is in many ways closer
to the historian than he is to the tragic poet. He constructs a world and
tries to show us what all kinds of people feel in various contexts. Like the
historian, he can always give us further information without fear that he
will be reproached for not coming to the point.

That the Greck tragedies and even Shakespeare’s are so much shorter
than the novels of Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and the other major novel-
ists involves no merely quantitative difference; there is a qualitative leap.
The tragic poet makes do with a minimum of information and a handful
of characters. He deals with a single, brief, climactic action in which hu-
man suffering is brought to a high pitch, not by way of telling us some
strange, exotic story, but to mobilize our grief, to lend it words, and—
often, if not always—to show us how catastrophes are borne by heroes.

In tragedy catastrophe is central. It may fll the middle of the play
and be averted in the end, but it is not an episode as it is in the greatest
novels. In Crime and Punishment and in The Brothers Karamazov, ca-
tastrophe is neither averted nor final; it is found in the end not to be cata-
strophic but part of the hero’s education. In The Brothers, of course,
there is not merely one hero, but in the end we are assured that both
Mitya and Alyosha will be better ever after. Anna Karenina is similar in
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this respect. Anna “is a posthumous sister of Goethe’s Gretchen . . ., Her
death, like Gretchen’s, is infinitely pathetic; in spite of her transgression
she was clearly better than the society that condemned her; but what mat-
ters ultimately is neither Gretchen nor Anna but that in a world in which
such cruelty abounds Faust and Levin should pessist in their ‘darkling
aspiration,” "3

Instead of calling some great novels tragedies, abandoning the useful
old distinction between epic and tragedy, we would do better to point out
some so-called tragedies that are not felt to be genuinely tragic because
they approximate epics, notably Goethe’s Faust and some of Brecht’s “epic
theatre.” The difference between a miniature and a fresco is not merely
one of size; one format is suitable for a single portrait head, the other for
scenes involving large groups of people. Novel and Novelle differ not only
in length; in time the short form developed conventions of its own and
was expected first to deal with a single strange but apparently actual inci-
dent and then also to revolve around a turning point that eventually had
to be associated with a material object. The emotional impact of such a
story is bound to be different from that of a huge epic that involves a
whole social structure, a huge cast, and a great many incidents and
interruptions,

The Iliad, though plainly an epic and not a tragedy, is more tragic
than the Odyssey. Indeed, Attic tragedy owed a great deal to the Iliad,
and we will devote a whole chapter to this poem. But the tragic poets of
Athens developed a new genre with its own distinctive conventions, and
the effect of a tragedy is very different from that of an epic,

The epic poet and the movelist are above all storytellers who count
on our interest in getting absorbed in a vast narrative, who tease us with
retarding incidents and find convenient places for long descriptions, dis-
courses on war or whales, on contests, games, or statccraft, or miscellane-
ous reflections. Compared with Oedipus Tyrannus, Hamlet has some of
the qualities of an epic, but not only is Hamlet much closer in length to
a Greek tragedy than to a novel, it is a drama that is designed to be seen
and heard at a single sitting in one evening, and its emotional impact is
that traditionally associated with tragedy.

A novel could present immense suffering and end tragically, but tradi-
tionally the novel has been a less highly concentrated form than tragedy,
and novelists, like epic poets, have tried to create a comprehensive image

3 Walter Kaufmann, Religion from Tolstoy to Camus (1961), 6. The novel is dis-
cussed more fully on 2-8,
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of a society and traced the adventures or the development of their heroes
over a long period of time. The question remains whether a novel could
approximate a Greek or Shakespearcan tragedy.

It is surely important to note that as a matter of fact not one does.
Moby Dick leans very heavily on Shakespeare, even in the diction of some
passages. But not only is this a tour de force and felt to be at odds with
the genius of the novel, which invites a mixing of genres, including satire,
comedy, and all sorts of excursuses; Moby Dick is full of the latter, and
they militate against our thinking of it as a tragedy. It is an epic, heavily
influenced by tragedy. We can call it tragic, even as we call Kafka's two
great novels tragicomic; but we would no more call it a tragedy than we
would call The Castle a tragicomedy.

We are now ready to offer our own definition of tragedy:

Tragedy is (1) a form of a literature that (2) presents a symbolic
action as performed by actors and (3) moves into the center immense
human suffering, (4) in such a way that it brings to our minds our own
forgotten and repressed sorrows as well as those of our kin and humanity,
(5) relecasing us with some sense (a) that suffering is universal—not a
mere accident in our experience, (b) that courage and endurance in suf-
fering or nobility in despair are admirable—not ridiculous—and usually
also (c) that fates worse than our own can be experienced as exhilarating.
(6) In length, performances range from a little under two hours to about
four, and the experience is highly concentrated.

The notion that only some types of suffering are “truly tragic” will
be considered later in connection with Hegel [sec. 42] and Scheler
[sec. 59] who both maintained it, and 1 will argue for my own view in
the final chapter [sec. 6o]. Instead of stipulating right away how the
word “tragic” ought to be used, it will be better to base our view on an
examination of Greek and Shakespearean tragedy; for we will find that
prevalent notions on this subject depend on assumptions that are histori-
cally false.

What distinguishes tragedy from comedy is neither the story nor the
type of human being that is introduced, but the treatment, the response
it elicits, A play that produces the kind of experience described in our
definition is a tragedy. A comedy could have the same plot, but it would
handle the material differently—for example, by picturing the major char-
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acters as pompous and silly, their projects as futile and ridiculous, and
their pitfalls and catastrophes as hilarious.

‘Whether a play that does not have all the characteristics just men-
tioned could nevertheless be a tragedy is a question wrongly put. The
problem is whether we should cdll it a tragedy; and in borderline cases it
matters much less whether we do or don’t than that we should spell out
what it has in common with, and how it differs from, undoubted tragedies.

To take the clause in our definition that is most apt to prompt objec-
tions, suppose a drama that in other respects looks like a tragedy requires
eight hours for a performance: should we call it a tragedy? Suppose an
animal that in other respects looked like an elephant was twenty feet tall
—or, only two feet tall when full-grown: should we call it an elephant? It
seems reasonable to postpone that question until we encounter such an
animal and to decide then whether the difference in size is not after all
accompanied by other differences as well. Conceivably, we might choose
in the end to distinguish micro-elephants, elephants, and mega-elephants.
Meanwhile, it is of some interest that the variation in size among ele-
phants—and among tragedies—is not that great.

Up to this point we have remained largely in the dimension that
Aristotle explored in his Poetics. In many ways we have tried to improve
on him, and there are other ways in which one could supplement him. For
example, he says twice that a plausible impossibility is preferable to an
implausible possibility [24: 60a, 25:61b], but he does not discuss incon-
sistencies or obscurities, though both furnish literary critics with much of
their work. His principles imply that inconsistencies are permissible if they
go unnoticed. But could inconsistencies be functional, and could obscuri-
ties contribute something, like dark regions in a picture? Such questions
point beyond Aristotle and cannot be discussed most fruitfully within his
framework.

Aristotle’s approach, like Plato’s, was so limited that no new poetics
can remain as close to him as ours has up to this point, Not even a com-
bination of the two can furnish an adequate basis for poetics. Both of
them omit two dimensions. One of these has been explored rather thor
oughly since the early nineteenth century, and we will evaluate the results
of these exertions next.
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One of the dimensions ignored by Plato and Aristotle is the work’s rela-
tion to its author. Both concerned themselves with the effect of poetry on
readers and spectators—Plato almost exclusively with the moral effect, Aris-
totle more with the emotional effect; indeed, Aristotle dehned tragedy and
the tragic in terms of the emotions they elicit. He evaluated different
types of plots by considering their emotional impact. Thus the poetics of
Plato and Aristotle are passive; they focus on the audicnce that is moved,
not on the writer. Even when the Poetics is viewed as a manual for writ-
ers that tells them how to construct good plots, it remains a fact that the
primary consideration is the reaction of the audience.

The first dimension neglected by the Greeks is conveniently divided
into three aspects, and the third of these lends itself to another threefold
subdivision. What we offer now are not rules but questions it may be
fruitful to ask as one studies a work of art, especially a literary work.

1. We may ask about the artist’s conscious intent: What was he try-
ing to do? What were his aims? What task did he set himself?

In the case of non-fiction, the problems the author set himself, how
well he did by these problems, and how significant they are, are of primary
importance. If the author did not deal with any problems, chances are that
his baok is worthless.

Works of art and literature often do not deal as palpably with prob-
lems, but it may still be worth while to reconstruct the problems that the
artist faced and tried to solve. There are cases, moreover, in which artists,
particularly in the twentieth century, and writers, especially since the En-
lightenment, have gone out of their way to tell us about their intentions;
but such express declarations in conversations, letters, prefaces, or essays
are neither sufficient nor necessary for the critic who concerns himself
with this aspect.

They are not sufficient, because such testimonies cannot always be
taken at face value: one must consider the audience to which they wete
addresscd and the situation that occasioned them. They are not necessary,
because there may be sufhicient evidence without them for reconstructing
the author’s intentions with a very high degree of probability.
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2. We cannot be sure about the artist’s intentions, nor can we gain
more than a very partial understanding of a work, unless we study its his-
torical context.

Such historical studies gained an immense impetus from Hegel, who
taught a generation of German scholars to approach philosophy and litera-
ture, religion and the arts historically; and his students became the pre-
ceptors not only of Germany but of the Western world. Less than half a
century after Hegel's death, Nietzsche published his “meditation” On the
Use and Disadvantage of History for Life [1874] and complained of the
“hypertrophy of the historical sense.” By that time historical scholarship
had begun to drown individual achievements in their context instead of
illuminating them against their background.

In keeping with Hegel's view of history, the twentieth century wit-
nessed a sharp reaction, best represented by one of the slogans of the so-
called new criticism, which insisted on “the autonomy” of each literary
work, But in practice the better critics realized how impossible it is to
understand a poem without reference to anything beyond it, The mean-
ing of the words, the phrases, and much of the imagery in any literary work
has to be learned by reference to other works, and complete historical ig-
norance would result in a total failure of understanding, Confronted with
contemporary works, we may have the requisite knowledge of history with-
out either doing research or being told, but the lapse of a mere thirty years
is sufficient to change that. The new criticism was never altogether un-
aware of the relevance of history, though it preferred to speak of “tradi-
tion”; but it was in large measure a protest against the nineteenth-century
overemphasis on history.

Without any sense of allegiance to a particular movement, many in-
telligent people still feel that historical information ought to be considered
irrelevant to aesthetic judgments. But this view implies that aesthetic
judgments require no understanding of what is judged; even that they
need not really be about that to which they refer; indeed, that critics
separated by their own historical contexts cannot talk about the same
work of art,

To understand Milton’s sonnet on his blindness, I must know the
New Testament parable of the talents and also what the poet means by
“God.” Whether “that one Talent which is death to hide, / Lodg’d with me
useless” is an autonomous image, a polemical reference to some contem-
porary tract, an echo of one of the poet’s earlier works, or an interpretation
of a Gospel parable makes a difference in meaning. And to understand the
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problem Milton confronts—the strong presumption that God requires
man to be active and exert himself—one has to know whether this is a
poetic conceit, a strange idiosyncrasy, or, as happens to be the case, a cru-
cial feature of the Calvinist image of God.

If terms like trite or bold, original or hackneyed, imitative or epoch-
making have any place in aesthetics, attention to the historical context of
a work does, too. And if we exclude all such considerations from aesthetics,
then we cease to discuss works of art and literature and limit ourselves to
talking of our experiences without discriminating between those that are
informed and those that rest on demonstrable misunderstandings. Where
historical context is ignored, pastiche and caricature may be mistaken for
something else, rebellion and exireme immeverence may go unrecognized,
and whatever mattered most both to the artist and to those who were the
first to witness his creation is quite likely to remain unnoticed.

Admittedly, a work may be of some historical importance without
being beautiful; and many ancient sculptures and buildings have changed
so much in the course of time, losing their original paint or becoming
torsos or ruins, that the aesthetic object confronting us is significantly dif-
ferent from what the artist fashioned and his own contemporaries saw.
One may feel and argue that the passage of thousands of years has helped
to create beauty far surpassing that of the original work. The texture of
the stone may have become more interesting, and ruins and torsos, breaks
and fissures may liberate the imagination and allow the eye a rarely
equalled freedom from the tyranny of fact, convention, and whatever else
is finished. Restorations, though historically interesting, can be barbarous
aesthetically, like some of Sir Arthur Evans’ in Knossos, Crete. Usually,
that problem can be solved by showing us, side by side, the ancient frag-
ments and the modemn restoration.

One’s personal experience of the object confronting one, perhaps
mutilated or improved by time or translation, or by lack of historical
knowledge, is not subject to refutation, Neither is it the last word on the
subject. It may actually be more sensitive than the experience of a better
informed scholar; or it may be less sensitive as well as more ignorant.

Insofar as judgments involve comparisons, some knowledge of what
other artists did at the same time and earlier is clearly relevant. Judgments
also depend on the categories into which an object is assimilated, and
historical study may reveal the relevant categories.

To return to poetry and sum up: aesthetically insensitive historians
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and philologists abound, yet their contributions to our knowledge open
up a wealth of new perceptions that can be aesthetically relevant.

3. Precisely the same consideration applies to biographical context:
art is casily drowned in biography, and aesthetic experience in informa-
tion; but some knowledge of the artist’s life can sharpen our perception
and enhance aesthetic judgment. We should distinguish three kinds of
biographical research.

a. Studies of the incidents in an artist’s life that helped to occa-
sion, or were digested in, a work have been popular since the nineteenth
century and may threaten poetics more than help it. Yet these studies are
not always totally irrelevant.

Perhaps Goethe’s Aus meinem Leben: Dichtung und Wahrheit
[1812 #] did more than any other work to launch this craze, although it
was itself a work of art and the title contained an ingenious ambiguity. It
means “Out of My Life: Dichtung and Truth”; but Dichtung can mean
poetry, in which case the title suggests the relation between Goethe’s
works and life; or it can mean fiction, and we may be warned that not
everything that follows should be taken for the truth.

In any case, generations of Germans have been taught about the rela-
tion of one Charlotte to Gocthe’s Werther and another Charlotte to his
Tasso, and about the importance of Friederike for Faust and Ulrike for
the Marienbader Elegie. In this way, prying takes the place of sceing.

b. In the twenticth century, this approach has been further en-
riched by attempts at psychological analysis. Poets are studied like so many
patients, Singular achievements are used as clues to find what is typical,
and admiration gradually gives way to pity.

Litcrature is a rich mine for psychology, and this kind of study can
be, though it rarely is, of value scientifically. To check whether contem-
porary psychological phenomena are peculiar to our time, or whether simi-
lar neuroses, complexes, disturbances—in one word, problems—occurred in
other ages, we must turn to literature. Most work in this area has been
spectacularly amateurish and incompetent, but the use of literature, in-
cluding poctry, for forwarding psychology is certainly legitimate and can
be of exceptional significance.

The use of psychology to illuminate literature is much more ques-
tionable. The problem of whether the behavior of a character is plausible
may be worth posing, and the discovery that what appeared to be unreal-
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istic actually conforms to a pattern of some sort that has been studied
can be interesting and aesthetically relevant, Even along this path one can
easily go astray by assuming a convention of realism in a genre in which
no such “Imitation” of life is intended.*

At the moment, however, we are concerned with the study of the
biographical context of a work of art, and the use of psychology that has
its place here is the effort to illuminate a poem or a novel by attending to
the psychology of the author. Such analyses are as irrelevant as similar
attempts to analyze philosophers are to the philosophic study of their
works. The point here is not to set bounds to scientific inquiry but only to
suggest the limits of its relevance.

A piece of marble can be studied in all sorts of ways—by a geologist,
a chemist, a painter, and an art historian. The geologist might discover
that the block from which a certain sculpture has 1 made is scientifi-
cally interesting; but that may be quite irrelevant :  hetically. Similarly,
certain artists, writers, and philosophers may have been fascinating psy-
chologically; but that has no necessary bearing on poetics.

These first two kinds of biographical information are most likely to
approach aesthetic relevance where the artist has failed in some way that
bothers one, and the scholars can illuminate his failure. Alternatively,
studies of this kind can show us the obstacles over which an artist tri-
umphed; for example, Van Gogh.

¢. One way of placing a work of art in its biographical context
adds a dimension to aesthetics or poetics: the study of the artist’s artistic
development and of the relation of a given work to his other works. Again
it was Goethe who, more than anyone else, opened up this perspective,
and next to him, under his influence, Hegel.

Questions about the artist’s Entwicklungsgeschichte (the history of
his development), his historical context, and his intentions are often best
handled together, and the answers may help us to understand an other-
wise difficult work; for example, Gocthe’s Faust.

If anyone should still feel that all such questions are irrelevant for
poetics, he should be asked what he does consider relevant, Suppose he
felt, as Aristotle, who paid no heed to such questions, did, that the poetics
of tragedy must deal preeminently with plot. If he would like to under-
stand the plot of Oedipus Tyrannus he must determine the relation of the

4For a dectailed discussion see my contribution on “Literature and Reality” to
Art and Philosophy: A Symposium, ed. Sidney Hook, 1g66.
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play to Sophaocles’ Oedipus at Colonus and Antigone: if the three formed
a trilogy, or if the Tyrannus had been written and presented as Part One,
with the second Oedipus play as the conclusion, the first Oedipus tragedy
would have to be read and understood differently. Moreover, to do justice
to the innovations of the poet, to the surprise he achieved—or even simply
to his handling of the plot—one has to know how much of it was fixed be-
forehand, perhaps by tradition, or what other poets had done earlier, us-
ing the same myth.

Oedipus will be the topic of our next chapter; in the case of Faust, I
have tried elsewhere to show how attempts to answer the three kinds of
questions here at stake can help us to understand the plot, and specifically
Faust’s redemption at the end of Part Two. Indeed, my study of “Goethe’s
Faith and Faust’s Redemption” deals not only with the questions raised
so far but also with a third dimension, which is philosophically more in-
teresting than either the topics with which Aristotle dealt or these his-
torical studies.®

20

The first dimension of poctics to be explored was form. This was mapped
out by Anstotle who dealt with the technique of tragedy. Without any
romantic awe before the artist, he considered poetry as a craft and sought
to determine the marks of superior workmanship. To that end he distin-
guished six points: plot, character, thought, diction, music, and spectacle.
All of these are still worth studying, except that most modern tragic poets
have dispensed with music. We have scen that what Aristotle in this con-
text meant by “thought” was the rhetoric of the dramatic characters; hence
he relegated study of this point to rhetoric, not to poetics.

The second dimension of poetics to be explored was context, by which
I mean the poem’s relation to the poet and his times, This began to be
considered important when the artist came to be considered a superior
person—first during the Renaissance [Giorgio Vasari’s Lives, 1550] and
then above all during the Romantic Period. Goethe and Hegel, not them-
selves Romantics, redirected scholatly and critical concerns, but this di-
mension never had its Aristotle.

SIncluded in From Shakespeare to Existentialism. The two Rilke chapters (12 and
13) in that book concentrate entirely on the third dimension.
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The third dimension of poetics is, in Aristotle’s classical phrase, more
philosophical and nobler (kai philosophéteron kai spoudaibteron) than
the other two, but Aristotle ignored it altogether, and most studies of
literature since 1800 have followed suit, If the first dimension is called
form, and the second context, the third can be identified as content; but
these are mere labels and it is what 15 meant that matters.

When 1 speak of content as the third dimension, I mean the distinc-
tive content of a given poem to which plot and diction are related, as it
were, like line and color,

Instead of content we might speak of thought, but not in order to
tefer cither to such statements as Plato cited or to the arguments the
poet’s characters advance, which was what Aristotle meant by “thought.”
If we called the third dimension “thought,” it would be to designate the
poet’s thought, which can be sharply different from all the ideas of his
characters. He might disdain their arguments and wish to lead us to do
likewise. If that were his purpose, he might try to make either the argu-
ments or, possibly, the characters ridiculous or hateful; or the plot might
be so managed as to point up flaws in these thoughts. And the poet might
succeed in making us think as he does, although not a single character or
line expressly voiced his thoughts, Even if he does not persuade us, the
poct may confront us with his thought although no direct quotation could
be found to state it outright.

While there are cases in which poels employ plots and characters and
diction as vehicles for their thought, this model is misleading more often
than not: most poets do not first have thoughts and then embody them
in poems. What the poet communicates is his experience of life—the way
he feels about man’s condition, the way he sees the world.

If we spoke of the writer's world view or his philosophy,® this would
again suggest that he had a view of the world or even a well thought-out
and possibly systematic philosophy in the first place and could state this
in straightforward propositions if he had a2 mind to do so. Typically, how-
ever, this is not so. Didactic verse can be good poetry—this genre has been
cultivated more in German than in English, and some of Goethe’s poems
in this vein are first-rate—but didactic verse is only one kind of poetry and
far from representative of poetry in general.

Let us disown two equally extreme generalizations: one sees the poet

6 Thus H. D, F, Kitto not only included a brief chapter on “The Philosophy of Sopho-

cles” in his Greek Tragedy but actually followed that up with a small book, Sophocles:
Dramatist and Philosopher. This title is surely misleading; Sophocles was no Sartre.,



94 III Toward a New Poatics

as a singularly wise philosopher,” the other, as a man whose busincss is
with words and sounds, with language, possibly with plots and characters,
but not with anything remotely philosophical. Both views approximate
the truth about some pocts. Regarding the great tmagic poets, the first,
though wrong, is much more nearly right: Aeschylus and Eurpides,
Goethe and Ibsen were, beyond question, intellectuals, full of ideas; and
while Sophocles and Shakespeare were not quite that intellectual, they,
too, projected their own visions of the world and man’s condition.

When we speak of content, it is clearly suggested that this dimension
is to be found in the work of literature, while talk of thought or the poet’s
experience of life points beyond the work to the artist. This is what is
wrong with the phrase “the poet’s experience of life”: it suggests a con-
cern that belongs in our second dimension, as if we should investigate the
artist’s biography, letters, and conversations to discover what was wanted,
examining the poem later to see if it illustrated what we had found else-
where, In the case of some poets one might find a clue in this way and be
led to a reexamination of a work, but “the poet’s experience of life” still
belongs in the second dimension, however fortunate the phrase may be in
avoiding the intellectualism of “thought.” On the other hand, “content”
is not specific enough, the hoary antithesis of form and content is unhclp-
ful, and “context” is not a felicitous term either. What terminology is
better?

Meaning is much more important than labels, which can do no more
than sum up what needs to be spelled out. But now that we have consid-
ered in some detail what is needed, a new terminology might help.

‘When studying a work of literature, we should consider three dimen-
sions: first, the artistic dimension; sccondly, the historical dimenston; and
finally, the philosophical dimension.

Where little is known of the historical context of a work, our under-
standing suffers. Where all that is considercd is this second dimension, we
come nowhere near doing justice to the work. Not every poem or novel
has a well-developed philosophical dimension; but if it does not, this is
well worth pointing out. And if it does, a study that fails to consider it falls
pitifully short of comprehension of the work.

We have discussed the other dimensions in some detail, but it may
still seem unclear how we can approach the philosophical dimension with-
out going into biography. What is meant, however, is in the work, not out-

7“No man was ever yet a great poct, without being at the same time a profound
philosopher,” said Coleridge in his Biographia Literaria (1819}, ch. xv, sec. 4.
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side it, Thus we can explore the philosophical dimension of the Iliad, al-
though we know nothing of the poet’s life, intentions, or development. I
will try to show this in the chapter on “Homer and the Birth of Tragedy.”
But when dealing with a poet who is known to us through more than one
work, caution dictates that we ought to check our reading of one of his
poems against some of his other works, using our knowledge of the second
dimension as well as the first to see if it bears out our findings, This we
will do in the chapters on Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides.

Although some aestheticians like to talk about all the arts at once,
there is no single correct approach to the study of works of art, not even
to the study of literary works or, to be still more specific, of poetry. Let us
narrow down the field still further and consider how one might explore
the three dimensions of a tragedy.

Actually, even this is not the best approach; one discovers the most
fruitful way not by deducing it from general principles but by reading and
seeing and rereading again and again a particular tragedy. One finds prob-
lems and marvels one did not expect, one discovers surprising connections
and answers, one reads about the play and sees what helps and what is un-
illuminating—and eventually one gains a better understanding. Mean-
while, in the course of several years, one has gained similar experiences
with other plays before one finally turns back to ask what is the best ap-
proach. Is there any answer to this question?

The trouble with the question is that it is elliptical: it remains un-
clear what is wanted. If enjoyment is desired, it is plain that different plays
have different strengths and weaknesses, and that no single approach will
lead to the greatest possible delight; nor are enjoyment and delight what
we look for primaxly in a tragedy. Let us suppose we are in search of un-
derstanding, Then the next question becomes: What do we want to un-
derstand? And immediately an answer comes to mind: This tragedy. But
this answer is not clear.

‘What would it mean to understand a rock, a carpet, or a sculpture?
We might wish for a geological account of the rock, or for a chemical anal-
ysis, or we might want to know why it affects us as it does. In the case of a
carpet we might mean: Why is it so large? Or what is the significance of
its design? Or from what material is it made? Or where was it woven? And
confronted with a sculpture, we might wish to understand what, if any-
thing, it represents; who made it and when; why it moves, or fails to move,
us; or why it was made this way rather than that—or that—or that. Say-
ing that we wish to understand, we mean that there is something that we
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do not understand; we have a question. And when someone wants to
understand a tragedy, we have to find out what his questions are. Until
we know the questions, it makes little sense to prescribe the right ap-
proach for answering them.

If the question were, who wrote the tragedy, or when, or where, the
problem would be historical and the case would be closely similar to that
of other documents, But the question usnally intended by those who want
to understand a tragedy is what it means. On second thought it could also
be: Why is it so long? Or what is the significance of its design? And why
does it move us so deeply? Alas, these questions are ambiguous.

What does it mean? We might hesitate to ask that question about
rocks or trees or matural objects unless we believed that some providence
had placed them there. If the question is asked about something made by
man, it seems to mean: What did its maker mean? What was his inten-
tion? But is it obvious that the poet’s intention coincides with the mean-
ing of his play? Suppose his primary intention was to make money, or to
impress some person, or to keep himself from thinking about something.
That would hardly be the meaning of the play in the sense sought after.
You might answer that this was his conscious purpose; still he could have
achieved much the same end with a very different play. What was his in-
tention in writing this one? He might really not be able to answer that.
Although Socrates in the Apology exaggerated when saying that hardly
anyone would be unable to talk better about a poet’s work than he him-
self [22], it is surely true that those who want to understand a tragedy
usually want more than the poet himself, asked about his purposes, could
tell them.

There is no problem about that, you might say; we are after his un-
conscious purposcs. In that case you might turn to a psychiatrist or
psychoanalyst and get a discourse about childhood difficultics, attitudes to-
ward parents, toilet training, maladjustments, and neuroses; or about in-
feriority feelings and overcompensation. This again may not be what was
wanted, though by now it should be clear that the question of what a
tragedy means is ambiguous, and that the approach must vary with the
interpretation of the question.

Such other questions as, for example, “Why is it so long?” will vary
in the same way. The answer might be: The artist got paid by the word,
or by the page; or he never managed to be brief; or the conventions of the
theatre in his time called for plays that took three hours to perform.

There is no need to go on in this vein. What a play means is a ques-
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tion that can be interpreted in a great many ways that call for an historical
approach. We have come nowhere near exhausting such interpretations;
nor is it possible to do so. But we might add that questions about the
meaning of phrases or words, symbols or images, or such questions as
“How would this have struck a fifth-century audience?” also call for his-
torical answers.

Thus we come back to our three dimensions and the importance and
limitations of the historical dimension, For we might feel that all this was
not our central question; we might be less concerned with the poet’s con-
scious or unconscious purposes and with the way the original audience
understood the play (though it would be presumptuous to discount all this
as utterly irrelevant) than with the meaning of the tragedy itself.

We have reached a highly problematical conception: Does a tragedy
have a meaning apart from what the poet meant? Yes, we might reply;
there is also what it meant to his contemporaries. But we must also enter-
tain the possibility that it might have a meaning that had occurred neither
to him nor to them. There is no insuperable difficulty here if we are willing
to allow that there are as many meanings as there are readers or spectators.
That way we would allow for meanings first discovered over two thousand
years after a play was written; but we would be saddled with a relativism
that bordered on the absurd—surely, not every exegesis is as good as any
other, and it makes good sense to say that a play does not mean what
some reader says it means to him. Some interpretations are refutable; they
may depend on demonstrable errors or gross insensitivity.

The canons of historical research are fairly well established, and his-
torians and philologists know how to show that answers in their fields are
wrong., How can one establish that interpretations of the philosophical
dimension of a play are sound or unsound?

Interpretation beging with hunches. The man who in reading a play
has no ideas about it is not necessarily past helping. He may find it stimu-
lating to read or hear the ideas others have about it, especially if their
readings are incompatible, This may lead him to the hunch that one is
right, that all are wrong, or possibly to notions of his own.,

The first test of hunches is to see how they stand up, considering the
whole play. If they are not immediately refuted by what follows, one
should see what speaks for them, what against them, what alternatives are
available, and which seems best on reading and rereading the play—
preferably also on seeing it performed a number of times by different
companies. So far we are staying with a single work, taking it seriously as a
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whole, paying attention to details, and using rival interpretations as an
aid. Any interpretation of the philosophical dimension that stands up
under this test has a very strong claim.

The second test takes us beyond the play, but not outside literature,
We take into account the poet’s other works, not letters or documents
but the oeuvre of which the play we are considering forms a part. Poets
often construct, over a period of years, a world of their own, using some of
their early works as the foundations, while in their later works they furnish
commentaries. Every work of art is a post-mortem on a previous effort.

The third test cannot always be left until last; it may interpenetrate
the first. One checks one’s hunches, theories, interpretations against the
knowledge made available by historical studies. In the case of an old play,
some of this may have to be done at the very first reading, simply in order
to make sense of certain lines, to know what institutions are referred to,
and to see, by contrasting the poet’s handling of the story with earlier
versions, what he went out of his way to do.

Confronted with art, “linear thinking” breaks down. What is needed
is multidimensional thinking.

“Lincar thinking” has become a slogan, and it is widely supposed that
the films and television are not “lincar” and therefore in some ways su-
perior to books, which are “linear.” As is true of most dogmas, the opposite
would meet the eye if only the dogma were not so obscure that critics are
presumed to have misunderstood it.

The news on television has to be absorbed in a single predigested
sequence, and the viewer is reduced to relative passivity, The news in the
Times can be absorbed in an infinite variety of ways—by reading the front
page first, and then pages 2, 3, 4, 5, and so forth; or by reading a few arti-
cles through to the end, which wsually involves turning pages for every
picce that begins on the front page; or by skipping, skimming, selecting,
rereading, beginning on the editorial or financial pages; or by looking
mainly at the pictures—of sports or people or disasters—or at the adver-
tising. In this situation I am relatively active, confronted with endless
choices; and if I hate repetition, I can do it differently every time.

A film is linear, and if I particularly care for certain moments I have
to sit through long sequences waiting for these every single time. In a
book, on the other hand, I can begin with the preface, table of contents,
blurb, Chapter 1, a later chapter, in the middle of a chapter, with the
bibliography, the index—anywhere, If [ like a passage I can read and re-
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read it as often as I please, and if T do not like another I can skip it. Watch-
ing a film, I am relatively passive; with a book in my hand, I am infinitely
more active. This poses great problems for the author.

The maker of a film can be reasonably sure that most viewers will
see all of it and come to the later passages after having quite recently been
exposed to everything that went before. The person who comes in in the
middle realizes that he does not understand what he sees until he has
stayed on and also seen the beginning, It is different with a book. Book
reviewers, unlike film reviewers, often have not exposed themselves to the
whole work, which would usually take very much longer than seeing a
film. Even scholars, lacking the time to read from beginning to end all the
articles and books that are of some conceivable interest to them, form
opinions on the basis of a few samples. Starting with a glance at the bibli-
ography, or using the index as a key to look up a few passa~~-, then read-
ing parts of the preface and skipping around, are commc ractice. Of
course, the author may choose to ignore all this, as if he ne  did it, and
proceed as if nobody read any page without having recentl'  :posed him-
self to all preceding pages. This is what most scholarly a5 do, and
yet most of their books are less often read straight through than sampled
and consulted.

Haven’t we missed the point about “linear” thinking? A proponent
of the fashionable view I am attacking might well say that every passage
read at all is read in a “linear” manner, while a picture or film confronts
us with so many things all at once that an altogether different, non-linear
approach is called for. This makes sense if the picture is by Hieronymus
Bosch and the prose is in an encyclopedia that permits “only one thought
per sentence and no subordinate clauses.” But if we compare most film
fare, not to speak of television, with a book by Nietzsche or Sophocles,
the opposite meets the eye, Almost every sentence radiates innumerable
bridges to other passages—in the same work, in other works by the same
writer, in books by his predecessors, in works influenced by him—and also
drives shafts into the remote recesses of our mind, throwing sudden light
on buried thoughts and feelings.

Even those who claim that reading books involves “linear” thinking
might admit that secing a play does not. But when we see a play we are
confronted with one interpretation of it: Innumerable possibilities are
eliminated, and the speed of the performance does not permit us to defy
the linear sequence by going over certain speeches more than once to savor
them more fully, or by stopping to check other passages or to look up
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something. Reading a good book well involves multidimensional thinking.

Let us distinguish several kinds of writing. At the lowest level are
things writtcn to be published rather than read. We can make distinctions
even within this category, placing at the bottom those poor academics
whose imperative concern is to have their publications counted, because
three articles are needed for promotion, and above them writers who wish
to be noticed and, if possible, recognized. On the next rung are those who
write to be read and, if possible, understood and cven believed. At this
level Schopenhauer’s famous wish makes sense: to be read at least twice,
once for an overview and the second time around with understanding.
But for once Schopenhauer was surprisingly modest. There is a still more
demanding level. Even a letter may be expected to be read twice. With a
book some authors take infinitely greater pains, putting much of their
own life into it. Hence some books should not merely be vead a couple of
times but lived with. Books of this type are worlds in miniature; as we re-
read them or even dip into them again we generally find something new;
they are too rich to be explored in a single attempt.

Such abundance is compatible with great economy. Witness the Book
of Genesis, Oedipus Tyrannus, and Plato’s Republic, or Hamlet, or much
of Nietzsche. The richness may result from a certain diffidence about com-
munication; from a feeling that what matters is not merely this thought
and that, though each can be put simply, but a whole way of seeing
things. One is not writing a letter, as it were, to one's peers, to inform
them of a few things of mutual interest, Rather one is working as an artist
whose primary concern is not with those who will eventually see his work.,

What of those who write about it? Mindless reviewers retell the story;
it would be absurd to call them critics. On a higher rung, mindless scholars
compare two different treatments by retelling two plots. Mindless critics
tell us how a character is lifelike, wooden, well-drawn, or implausible; or
they trace an image through a work or call attention to some peculiarities
of diction. All of this is only too familiar and, if done for its own sake, may
at most give pleasure to the drudges doing it. When it is not done for its
own sake but for money or preferment, it is likely to give no one any pleas-
ure. Ars gratia artis; but such writing is its own punishment. Yet efforts of
this kind can be redeemed; the first dimension can be transfigured by being
used to illuminate the third. But it is time to redeem these generalizations
by becoming specific and dealing with some of the greatest tragic poems,

A philosopher might ask: Is that really necessary? Would it not be
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far better to develop a theory of tragedy, leaving particular works to the
critics and philologists? Indeed, not only Plato and Aristotle but other
philosophers, too, down to our own time, have generalized boldly about
tragedy with a sublime disregard for the evidence, But sweeping state-
ments that don'’t fit the facts are cheap, and the philosophy of tragedy is
in its childhood, still prancing about without a sense of responsibility,
oblivious of the difference between fact and fiction, between tall stories
and theories.

There can be theories in answer to specific questions: How did trag-
edy originate in Athens? But that is plainly a problem for historians and
philologists, Or: Why do tragedies give pleasure? T1 " is a psychological
question; but we will deal with it, Or: What are the mntral and essential
elements of tragedy? Any answer to that question is  little interest if it
turns out not to fit half of the extant tragedies of / chylus and Sopho-
cles, or most of Shakespeare’s tragedies. To come of age, the philosophy of
tragedy must first of all develop some sense of reality, some feeling of
responsibility to evidence, some interest in specific poems,

At that point, a philosopher might interject, it ceases to remain phi-
losophy. A non-philosopher might add that we are following the lead of
physics and cosmology, linguistics and psychology: when they grew up,
they ceased to be philosophy. A philosopher, uncomfortable with this way
of putting it, might rather say, “But there are classical philologists and
literary critics to do that.”

If we do badly what others have done better, we are clearly wasting
time. But if we should succeed in doing well what others have not done—
providing, for example, a new understanding of the philosophical dimen-
sion of Oedipus Tyrannus and of Sophocles generally, of Aeschylus and
Euripides, as well as some modermn plays—it would certainly be foolish to
be anxious about whether everything we do is really philosophy in the nar-
rowest sense of that imprecise term, In several ways our enterprise will be
continuous with traditional philosophy. To name enly two: we can profit
from both the errors and the insights of philosophers who have written
on tragedy; and we will give our main attention to the philosophical
dimension.



EEEEE [) mE
1 e Ridd/e of Oedipus

21

Although I will venture a suggestion about the riddle of the Sphinx that
Qedipus alone was able to guess, my central theme will be the riddle posed
by Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, There are several reasons for considering
this play before we go back, in the next two chapters, to Homer and
Aeschylus.

First, it is highly desirable to test our principles against a single work,
doing a thorough job on that. And the Iliad and even the Oresteia are too
long and too complex to attempt a thorough reinterpretation in a single
chapter. Oedipus Tyrannus, barely over fifteen hundred lines long, can be
read in about an hour, and the action is familiar, There are four major
characters, four minor ones, and the chorus,

Such brevity and relative simplicity might make this tragedy a poor
choice if the best interpreters of literature for over twenty centuries, from
Aristotle to Freud and the present, were not agreed that it is as great a
tragedy as any ever written. Who would care to deny that it deserves the
closest scrutiny?

Finally, not only is the play familiar, but so are a number of different
interpretations. Let us match our own against them, and if we succeed in
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coming up with a different but convincing reading, we will have gone a
long way toward establishing our own poctics.

We have already considered Aristotle’s classical interpretation. He lo-
cates the striking superiority of this tragedy in the plot, which is excep-
tionally taut and well constructed. It has reversal and recognition, unlike
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Prometheus; yet the plot has a tighter unity
than any other Sophoclean play we know, unless the Electra equals it in
this respect. The events are “unexpectedly interconnected” [g: 52a] and
the plot features “the finest kind of recognition”—that “accompanied by
simultaneous reversals” [11: 52a]. The plot is also ideal insofar as it inspires
the tragic emotions even if we merely hear the story, without seeing the
play [14: 53b]; what is supernatural or inexplicable has been left “outside
the actual play” [15: 54b]; and the recognition is of the best kind, which is
“caused by probable means” [16: 55a]. Aristotle expressly cites Oedipus
Tyrannus in the last four passages and, of course, also in chapter 13 where
he ventures a suggestion about the character of the hero: “We are left
with a character in between the other two: a man who is ncither out-
standing in virtue and righteousness, nor is it through wickedness and
vice that he falls into misfortune, but through some hamartia. He should
also be famous or prosperous, like Oedipus . . .” [13:53a].

In sum: Aristotle praises the play solely for its plot and does not dis-
cuss any other aspect of it save the hero’s character, which he considers in
a single passage in connection with the plot. And whatever Aristotle may
have meant by hamartia, whether a flaw of character or an error of judg-
ment—it js not clear in either case what it would be-—he says explicitly
that this type of hero is not outstanding in virtue,

Why he falls into misfortune, Aristotle does not say; the ambiguities
of hamartia save him from committing himself on this question. Others,
however, have not hesitated to rush in, Partisans of the tragic flaw have
spoken of Oedipus’ quick temper; champions of the error of judgment, of
his failure to recognize his father and mother, Tn both cases the hamartia
would remain outside the actual play, and the tragedy itself would show us
merely a plunge into misfortune that was inevitable before the play began.
This would seem to rob the action of significance and leave us wondering
whether such a plot deserves such high praise,

Perhaps partly for this reason, it has been suggested that the flaw or
error can be found in the play after all. Oedipus’ quick temper is in evi-
dence when he confronts Teiresias and Creon. But this does not really
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help, for these outbursts, although they quicken our sense of drama and
excitement, do not account for his fall into misfortune. Had he been a
model of sweet patience in these two scenes, the play might have been
duller, but would the ending have been less unhappy?

Even so, it has often been svggested that Oedipus deserves his fate
because he is unfair first to Teiresias and then, in the next scene, to Creon.
This selfrighteous judgment puts one in mind of Hamlet’s “and who
should ’scape whipping?” [11.2]. In context, Oedipus can hardly be blamed
for considering Creon guilty; and he relents when Jocasta and the Chorus
intercede for him. The world of Greek tragedy is not so prissy that Oedi-
pus’ passing anger at Creon would have struck Sophocles’ andience as a
major crime, deserving dire punishment, When Heracles, in The Women
of Trachis, suspects a plot where there is none, he neither vents his wrath
in mere words nor soon relents: he dashes Lichas against a rock and spat-
ters his brains, Yet we are asked to feel that Heracles’ suffering is unde-
served, and the audience knew that the same day Heracles was raised
among the gods. And in Sophocles’ last play, Qedipus curses his son, who
has come to ask his father’s blessing—and having done that, is found
worthy of worship. Obviously, Sophocles, whase love of the IHiad has often
been noted, would not consider Oedipus’ brief wrath at Creon a great
transgression.

Nor does any error Oedipus commits within the play account for his
downfall, The closest we come to an error of judgment and an expression
of temper that might be held to affect his catastrophe is Oedipus’ violent
curse on the murderer [216 ff]; but on reflection we have to admit that his
falling into misfortune—to use Aristotle’s phrase—is not dependent on
this curse.

Thus we are led to another reading of the play, which is even more
popular than Aristotle’s: the most widely accepted interpretation of this
play is that it is a tragedy of fate. It is seen as a futile struggle to escape
ineluctable destiny.

There is some truth in this view, but it fails to distinguish between
the Oedipus myth and Sophocles’ plot, as will be shown soon in more de-
tail. Moreover, if this really were the central theme of the play it would be
difficult, if not impossible, to account for its tremendous impact from
Auistotle to Freud, After all, few, if any, readers or playgoers could ever
have had any comparable experience of fate; and weird, extraordinary, far-
fetched tales of things that are said to have happened in dim antiquity to
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legendary people do not affect intelligent men and women the way this
tragedy does.?

Thus the two standard interpretations of Oedipus Tyrannus break
down. Only one other reading has won remotely comparable attention.

It is the surpassing merit of Freud’s reading of this tragedy, if we con-
sider his comments merely as a contribution to literary criticism, that he
brought out as no one before him had that the tremendous impact of the
play is due to the fact that Oedipus is somechow representative of all men,
Med res agitur.

Freud’s critics no less than his followers have failed to distinguish
this crucial insight from the particular psychoanalytical exegesis offered by
Freud. Hence they have failed to notice how Frend went beyond both
Aristotle and the vulgar conception of the play as a tragedy of fate, advanc-
ing our understanding of the tragedy more than anyone else.

Freud’s interpretation is stated briefly in the very first passage in
which he ever explained the Oedipus complex—in a letter to Wilhelm
Fliess, October 15, 1897. A little more than two years before he published
The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud wrote his friend:

“The state of being in love with the mother and jealous of the father
I have found in my case, too, and now consider this a universal phenome-

I'Thomas Gould has tried to mect this objection at the end of his long (100-page)
essay on “The Innocence of Ocdipus: The Philosophers on Oedipus the King,” in Arion,
.3, 1v.4, and v.4. The only philosophers discussed are Plato, who never mentioned
the play, and Aristotle, against whose notion of hamartia Gould argues that Oedi-
pus was innacent: “Anstotle should be ignored, thercfore, and the Oedipus read as a
tragedy of fate. But we are still left with the problem why a tragedy of fate should be
so stirring” (v, 523). At this point, however, only two pages are left, and Gould’s
answer, like his whole essay, is far from incisive. But he seems to make two quite dis-
tinct points.

“Philosophers . . . want us to assume the burden for our own failures. Indeed,
our parents and teachers have told us much the same thing. . . .” If fate can ruin an
innocent man, we may not deserve any blame for our failures. This is a good point,
but sucely this is not why Oedipus Tyrannus moves us so profoundly; as we read or
see jt, we do not feel that kind of immense relief. And if that was the point the poet
f\Zished to crystallize by means of his plot, one might be tempted to judge this play a

ilure,

Gould’s second point seems to be that the play “allows us to live through things
that we have long kept from our comscious awareness”—which takes us to Freud.
But neither of these two points distinguishes adequately between the old myth and
Sophocies” plot.

As for “The Innocence of Oedipus,” E. R. Dodds considers that entirely compatible
with Aristotle’s concept of hamartia (Dodds’s interpretation of that has been cited in
note 29 in sec. 15 above); and he points out that “To mention only recent works in
English, the books of Whitman, Waldock, Letters, Ehrenberg, Knox, and Kirkwood

. . all agrec about the cssential moral innocence of Oedipus” (1966, 42). Dodds, too,
agrees, and so do L.
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non of early childhood. . . . If that is so, one can understand the gripping
power of King Oedipus, in spite of all the objections that the understand-
ing raises against the assumption of fate—and one also understands why
the drama of fate in later periods had to prove such a wretched failure.
Against every arbitrary compulsion in an individual case our feelings rebel;
but the Greek myth seizes upon a compulsion that everybody recognizes
because he has sensed its existence in himself, Every member of the audi-
ence has once been potentially and in phantasy such an Oedipus; and
confronted with the fulfillment of the dream in reality, everybody recoils
in horror with the full charge of the repression that separates his infantile
from his present state,”2

In The Interpretation of Dreams, the same point is made in almost
the same words, at slightly greater length. I will quote this version only in
part:® “If King Oedipus moves modern man as deeply as the contemporary
Greeks, the solution must surely be that the effect of the Greek tragedy
does not rest on the opposition of fate and human will,* but must be
sought in the specific character of the material in which this opposition is
demonstrated, . . , His fate grips us only because it might have hecome
ours as well, because the oracle before our birth pronounced the same
curse over us as over him, Perhaps all of us were destined to direct our first
sexual stirrings toward our mothers and the first hatred and violent wishes
against our fathers. . . .”

In the original edition of 1g9co, the discussion of Oedipus is imme-
diately followed by one of the most remarkable footnotes in world litera-
ture, Here Freud shows in less than a page how his interpretation of Oedi-
pus also illuminates Hamlet, It took eight years to sell the six hundred

2 Freud, Aus den Anfdngen der Psychoanalyse { 19&?).

8 Die Traumdeutung (190o0), 181 f. Gesammelte Werke, 11/mr {1942), 260.

4 Bernard Knox's Oedipus at Thebes (1957) is one of the best modern studies of the
}ﬂay; and on the back cover of the revised paperback edition of 1966 the book is praised

or being “aware of Freud.” The Interpretaiion of Dreams is indeed quoted at length on

P- 4—in an old, notoricusly unzeliable, translation. As a result, Knox takes Freud for a
champion of the view he in fact attacked—that “the Oedipus Tyrannus is a ‘tragedy of
fate,” [and] the hero’s will is not free” (5)—in spite of the sentence to which the present
note refers. Although even the translation he quotes got the meaning of this sentence
right, Professor Knox was derailed by some mistranslations eatlier on.

Oedipus’ will is, as Freud sees it as free—~or unfree—as his own. On the problems of
determinism he was, I believe, a little confused, like most of us, but he did not deny
Oedipus “the essentizl prerequisites [for an exciting drama] of human free will and re-
sponsibility’—any more thar‘ﬁle denied his own responsibility. His self-identification with

edipus was, in fact, extensive, Although Knox makes a point of the fact that Frend's
“discussion of the Oedipus does not deserve the strictures which many classical scholars
have wasted on it” (197), his own polemic also rests on a misunderstanding,
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copies of the first edition of Die Traumdeutung, but eventually the book
went through eight editions in Freud's lifetime.® In the later editions, this
footnote is moved into the text, and followed by a new footnote which
calls attention to the book in which Ernest Jones had meanwhile elabo-
rated Freud’s original note.®

The original note, preserved verbatim in the body of the text in the
later editions, ended: “Just as, incidentally, all neurotic symptoms—just as
even dreams are capable of overinterpretation, and indeed demand noth-
ing less than this before they can be fully understood, thus every genuine
poetic creation, too, has presumably issued from more than one motive and
more than one stimulus in the poet’s soul and permits more than one
interpretation, What [ have attempted here is merely an interpretation of
the deepest layer of impulses in the soul of the creative poet.”

Even if T'reud’s footnote consisted solely of this remark, it would still
be one of the most profound, suggestive, and enlightening footnotes of
all time. If it should strike some readers as mere common sense and ob-
vious, they would do well to keep in mind two striking facts, First, most
popular versions of Freud leave this insight entirely out of account—as if
he had thonght that, for example, he had furnished the interpretation of
Hamlet. And secondly the attempts at literary criticism by Freud's most
popular epigone, Erich Fromm, suffer greatly from the absence of this in-
sight. Yet they are meant to be, and they are very widely considered, more
commonsensical and less paradoxical than Freud’s interpretations.”

In spite of his reference to the poet’s soul, Freud’s interpretation
hardly reaches out into our second dimension, and it certainly does not
touch the third. Indeed, it is not really an interpretation of Oedipus
Tyrannus; it is merely an attempt to explain why the play moves us.
Freud’s answer to that question can be divided into two parts. First, we
are moved because Oedipus represents us, But this does not involve a dis-
covery about Qedipus; it involves a discovery about us. For the second
stage of Freud’s answer is that Oedipus’ two great transgressions corre-
spond to our own repret 1 childhood phantasies: all of us wish at one
time that we might be i 1indisputed possession of our mothers and that
our fathers were out of t  way.

Regarding the secon point, an objection that comes to mind imme-

U Ernest Jones, The Life @ Work of Sigmund Freud, 1 (1953), 360.
8 Ernest Jones, Das Proble  des Hamlet und der Odipuskomplex (1911); Hamlet
and Oedipus (rev. ed., 1949; ¢ nal English version, with different title, 1910).

? Erich Fromm, The Forg m Language (1951). For more detailed discussion sce
my Critique of Religion and Philosopiiy {1958, 1961), sec. 77.
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diately is that not “every member of the audience has once been poten-
tially and in phantasy such an Qedipus”; characteristically, Freud has
forgotten women. If he were right, should not the powerful effect of the
tragedy be confined to men?

If it is a fact that women respond to this tragedy as much as men do,
Freud could offer two auxiliary hypotheses. (1) Mothers sometimes wish
their sons, instead of their husbands, might be their lovers. But even if
that were true, how could we account for the impact of the play on young
women who have no children? (2) Girls feel about their fathers as boys
do about their mothers, and about their mothers as boys do about their
fathers; and when they read or see this play they do not find it difficult to
make the necessary transposition. Thus men and women alike have the
vivid feeling: mea res agitur.

Freud is surely right on his main point; we are moved because QOedi-
pus represents man, and his tragedy, the human condition, But given
that great insight, Frend offers a thoroughly inadequate interpretation
that scarcely touches the play. Its importance lies in the field of psychol-
ogy; against those critics who claim that Freud’s findings are based on
Viennese society women around 19oo, he can claim that much he found
in Vienna could be found as well in Russian novels and Greek tragedies,
in Shakespeare and in Schiller. He finds nothing new in Oedipus Tyran-
nus; rather he finds that slaying one’s father and marrying one’s mother is
not peculiar to Oedipus.

In shott, he, too, fails to distinguish between the ancient story and
Sophocles” handling of it, and the only features of the tragedy that figure
in his comments are the two that can be found in any treatment of the
myth, At most, he has explained the fascination of the myth; beyond that,
however, he has not approached a reading of the Sophoclean tragedy.

22

At least twelve Greek poets besides Sophocles wrote Oedipus trage-
dies that have not survived 2 These include Aeschylus, of whose Oedipus
trilogy only the third play, Seven Against Thebes, survives (his Laius, his

8For their names see Otto Rank, Das Inzest-Motiv in Dichtung und Sage (1912},
235. This book is much less known in the English-spesking world than Emest ?ones’

Hamlet and Qedipus, but its development and applications of Freud's ideas are incom-
parably more interesting.
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Oedipus, and his satyr play, The Sphinx, are lost), Euripides, and Melctus,
one of Socrates’ accuscrs. Among the Romans, Seneca wrote an Oedipus
tragedy, and so did Julius Caesar,” who is also said to have dreamed that
he had intercourse with his mother.!® Among the French, Corneille re-
turned to this theme [1659] soon after his own father’s death; and at the
age of nineteen, Voltaire wrote his ficst tragedy, on Oedipus [1718]. In
Voltaire’s version Jocasta never loved either Laius or Oedipus but only—a
French touch—a third man, Philoctetes, and she was not happy with Oedi-
pus. Other authors of Oedipus plays include John Dryden and Nathaniel
Lee (in collaboration, 167¢) and Hugo von Hofmannsthal [1906]. These
facts may help to dislodge the stubborn presumption that Sophocles’ Oed-
ipus simply is Oedipus, that his plot is the plot.

It is of crucial importance methodologically to compare the poet’s
plot with previous treatments of the same material in order to discover, if
possible, his originality, his innovations, and his distinctive accents. Here
we will be satisfied with a few major points.

The earliest versions of the Oedipus story known to us are found in
the Iliad and the Odyssey, and they differ markedly from Sophocles’ plot.
The fuller account comprises ten lines [271-8c] in the eleventh canto of
the Odyssey, where Odysseus describes his descent into the netherworld:

Then I saw Oedipus’ mother, the beautiful Epicaste,

whose great deed, committed unwittingly, it was to marry
her own son who, having slain his own father, married

her; and straightway the gods made it known among men.
But he remained in dearest Thebes and ruled the Cadmeans,
suffering sorrows in line with the deadly designs of the gods;
while she descended beyond the strong bolted gates of Hades,
plunging down in a noose from a lofty rafter,

overpowered by grief; but for him she left infinite sufferings,
forged by a mother’s Furies.

Here the true identity of Oedipus became known “straightway”!!
after his marriage, and there were presumably no children; Jocasta (here

8 Suetonius’ Life of Julius Cacsar, ch. 56.

10 Ibid., ch. 7.

110n this point, that “straightway” is meant (as in the version in the Loch
Classical Library, which I have consulted along with several other translations in
making my own), see W. H. Raoscher, Ausfiilrliches Lexikon der griechischen und
rémischen Mythologie, the long article on “Oedipus,” 701.
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called Epicaste) hanged herself, as in Sophocles’ later version, but Oedipus
remained king of Thebes, a man of sorrows.

The Iliad, which antedates the Odyssey, adds one further touch. In
the twenty-third canto, where the funeral games are described, one of the
competitors is identified as the son of a man “who had come to Thebes
for Oedipus’ funeral, when he had fallen, and there had bested all the
Cadmeans” [679-80]. The implication is clear: after having reigned in
Thebes for years, Qedipus eventually fell in battle and had a great funeral
in Thebes, with games comparable to those described in the Iliad for
Patroclus.

In Hesiod’s extant works, the name of Oedipus occurs but once, in
passing;’® but among the fragments of the so-called “Catalogues of
‘Women” we find three almost identical passages to the effect that “Hesiod
says that when Oedipus had died at Thebes, Argeia, the daughter of
Adrastus, came with others to the funeral of Oedipus.”*® All this is a far
cry both from the conclusion of Oedipus Tyrannus and from QOedipus at
Colonus,

Of the lost cyclic epics of the Grecks, the Thebais and Oedipodia,
little is known. But in the latter it was Oedipus’ second wife, Euryganeia,
who became the mother of his children.** While this is consistent with
Homer, the difference from Sophocles is striking. And in both epics, as
also in Euripides’ Phoenician Women, Oedipus merely retired in the end
and did not go into exile,

Perhaps a few words that have survived as a quotation from the
Oedipodia will go further than any lengthy argument toward exploding
the common notion that Sophocles’ story is the story, and that no dis-
tinction needs to be made between his plots and the ancient myths: the
Sphinx “killed Haimon, the dear son of blameless Creon.”*® This should
convince all who know Sophocles’ Antigone how much freedom the poet
enjoyed in using ancient traditions,

12Works and Days, 163: “at seven-gated Thebes, when they fought for the flocks

of Oedipns.” The reference might be to the battle in which, according to the lliad,
Oedipus fell.

18 Fragment 24 in Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica, Tr. Hugh G. Evelyn-
White, Loeb Classical Library, 1914, rev. ed. 1936, 172 f; cf. fragments gga and gg.
Adrastus is said to have been the only one of the “Seven Against Thebes” to have sur-
vived _the attack on the city, and Argeia was Polyneices’ wife.

14 Pausanias, x.5.10: “Judging by Homer, I do not believe that Oedipus had chil-
dren by Jocasta: his sons were born by Euryganeia, as the writer of the epic called The
QOedipodia clearly shows” }ibid‘, 482 £), See note 18 below for further discussion.

15 Scholium on Euripides’ Phoenician Women, 1750: ibid., 482 f.
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In Pindar we find a passing reference to “the wisdom of Oedipus”®
as well as a passage about fate in which Oedipus is cited, though not by
name, as an example:

His fated son encountered Laius
and slew him, fulfilling the word
given long before at Pytho.V

Herc we approximate the popular version of the story with its emphasis on
fate,

Of Aeschylus’ Oedipus trilogy we know aonly the third play, in which
the theme of hereditary guilt is stressed: the sons pay for their father’s
sins; Laius was warned not to have children. This appears to have been the
thread that ran through the whole trilogy. And it may have been in Aes-
chylus that Oedipus’ children were for the first time traced to his incest
with his mother.®®

Turipides’ Oedipus has been lost, but in a fragment that has survived
Ocdipus is blinded by Laius’ servants, not by himself. In his Phoenician
Women the story is summarized once more in Jocasta’s prologue [10ff],
and Oedipus’ speech near the end of the play adds a heavy emphasis on
fate [1595 and 1608-14]. But this play is later than Sophocles’ Oedipus,
and the surviving version embodies some fourth-century n.c. additions.

These comparisons permit us to grasp the tremendous originality of
Sophocles’ treatment. He might have moved the incluctability of fate into
the center of his plot, but he did not, Compressing the events of a lifetime
into a few hours, he makes of Qedipus a seeker for the truth; and the con-
flicts in his tragedy are not the obvious ones but rather clashes between
Ocdipus who demands the truth and those who seem to him to thwart his

16 Pythian Odes, 1v, 263,

17 Olympian Odes, 11, 38-—40.

18 Roscher, 727, thinks so and cites Seven Against Thebes, go6 and 1015 f; see also
753 £. Carl Robert, Oidipus (1915), 1, 110, argues that Euryganeia was not Oedipus’
second wife but merely another name for Epicaste-Jocasta. His argument seems uncon-
vincing, in view of Pausanias’ statement (see note 14 above) and his own admission
that in the Thehais and Oedipodia Euryganeia apparently lived to see the mutual slay-
ing of her sons (180 f). R. C. Jebb, Sophocles: The Plays and Fragments, in the volume
The Oedipus Tyrannus, 3d ed., 1893, xv, ascribes “the earliest known version which
ascribes issue to the marriage of Jocasta with Oedipus” to Pherecydes of Leros—who
flourished about 456, a little later than Aeschylus, But on page xvi, Jebb says: “Acschy-
lus, Sophocles and Furipides agree in a trait which does not belong to any extant
version befare theirs, Tocasta, not Euryganeia, is the mother of Eteocles and Polyncices,
Antigone and Ismene.”

l As long as Homer’s version was accepted, Jocasta could not be the mother of the four
children.
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search. Sophocles’ Oedipus emerges as a magnificent, consistent, and fas-
cinating character who is not taken over from the myths of the past but
fashioned by the poet’s genius.

The problem Sophocles moves into the center is how the truth about
Oedipus finally came out. This is a point on which Homer and Pindar,
and probably also Aeschylus and Euripides had said nothing; and the
version in the Oedipodia was altogether different from Sophocles’.® Carl
Robert [62] surmises that the cruel piercing of the feet of Oedipus, when
he was exposed, served no function whatever, except to provide, as it
turned out, 2 sign of recognition. Oedipus must have armived in Thebes
with his feet and ankles covered, and Jocasta must have recognized him
during one of the first nights, Robert believes that this was assumed in
Homer; but few readers of the Odyssey would infer that it was Jocasta who
recognized Oedipus.

I submit that the most important function of the piercing was surely
to provide an explanation for Qedipus’ name which, like his cult, ante-
dated the cyclic epics. Although “Swell-foot” is probably the right etymol-
ogy, the story of the piercing is probably relatively late. An altogether
different origin of the name is very possible—one may think of the male
organ—or of Immanuel Velikovsky's ingenious explanation in Qedipus and
Akhnaton: Myth and History [1960], 55 ff.

In the many plays on the name in Sophocles’ Oedipus,?® oided (swell)
does not figure, but oida (know) does, again and again. While “Know-
foot” is probably the wrong etymology, the story that Oedipus guessed
the riddle of the Sphinx, which was about feet, probably represents an-
other attempt to explain his name. The riddle may have been old, but
its injection into Oedipus’ encounter with the Sphinx, no less than the
piercing of the feet, dates, if I am right, from the time after Homer.2! If
so, two of the best-known features of the myth were introduced relatively
late to explain the name “Oedipus.” And one of the motives for the post-
Homeric blinding of Oedipus was probably to conform him to the riddle:
we see him on two feet, we are reminded of the helpless babe that could

18 Roscher, 728.

20 See Knox, 182-84 and 264. But these are hardly, as he puts it, “puns”: there
is nothing funny about them; they are terifying.

21 The earliest literary reference to the Sphinx is encountered in Hesiod’s Theogony,
326, where neither Oedipus nor the riddle is mentioned. Roscher, 715, notes that
several scholars have pointed out that Herodotus evidently did not yet know of any
connection between the Sphinx and the Oedipus myth; and Robert, ch. 2, argues
that i% l;[he original version of the myth Oedipus killed the Sphinx without first guessing
any riddle.
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not yet walk on two feet, and now we also behold him leaning on a staff
—on three feet, as the riddle put it.

In Sophocles’ Oedipus, of course, all the motifs he adopts from the
myths are sublimated and spiritualized. And Sophocles’ version of the
recognition is evidently original with him, The piercing of the feet plays
no part in it, and Francis Fergusson’s assumption that Sophocles” Oedipus
has a “tell-tale limp”*2 is surely false. In Oedipus Tyrannus, Jocasta men-
tions the pierced ankles to Oedipus, in a2 speech designed to reassure him
[717 €], and he is no more troubled by this detail than she is; Sophocles
clearly does not want us to assume that Oedipus limps, In his tragedy,
recognition does not depend on any such physical clue.

So much for the poet’s predecessors. Before we explore the philo-
sophical dimension of Oedipus Tyrannus one final preliminary question
remains: Are Sophocles’ other six extant tragedies relevant? They are, but
the other two so-called Theban plays no more so than the rest.

Oedipus Tyrannus, Oedipus at Colonus, and Antigone did not form
a tnlogy, and Sophocles did not write trilogies in the sense in which
the Oresteia is a trilogy. While Aeschylus’ trilogies usually approximated
a play in three acts, Sophocles merely offered three tragedies, one after
another, with no particular connection—and both poets ended with a
satyr play. Moreover, the Anfigone was first performed about 442 B.C.,
Oedipus Tyrannus about 425 (the year is uncertain®) when the poet
was roughly seventy, and Oedipus at Colonus posthumously, having been
finished in 406 just before Sophocles died at ninety. Each tragedy was
part of a different trilogy.

Sophocles was immensely popular, and g6 of his 120 plays won first
prize, which means that he won twenty-four times, as each victory involved
three tragedies and a satyr play. All his other plays won second prize; he

22 The Idea of a Theater (1949, 1953), 31. Knox, 182 and n. 68 on 263, seems to
accept this suggestion. Line 1032 may indeed voice the messenger's assumption that
Oedipus must have scars, and 1033 and 1035 could be taken to corroborate this sarmise
—if only this would not make 717 ff incomprehensible. Since neither 1033 nor 1035
requires such a reading, it is really essential to insist that Sophocles brings about the
recognition without any reliance on physical marks. What removes Jocasta’s last doubts
is 1042—mot any scar or limp—while Oedipus still has to see the herdsman who gave
him to the messenger, so that he can question him and recover the past, step by step.

1033: “Why do you speak of this old evil?” (kakon is the gencral term for everything
bacé.)fAnd the “‘shame” (oneidos) in 1035 is not a visible mark but explained fully in
1062 f.

23For a full discussion, sce Bemard Knox, “The Date of the Oedipus Tyrannos,”
AJP, Lxxvit (1956), 133-47.
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never placed third. But the year he offered Oedipus Tyrennus he won
only second prize, being defeated by Aeschylus’ nephew, Philocles.?!

Considering how many plays he wrote, it was inevitable that Sopho-
cles should occasionally return to the same myths; the traditional material
was quite limited, and the tragic poets dealt again and again with the same
houses. When a playwright came back to a family on which he had written
previously, his hands were in no way tied by his earlier plays. Since we
know almost three times as many of Euripides’ plays as of either Acschylus’
or Sophocles’, it is easy to illustrate this point from his works: his fine
Electra and his inferior Orestes do not belong together; nor do his Trojan
‘Waonen, his Hecuba, his Helen, and his Andromache; the characters that
appear in several plays ate occasionally drawn quite differently.

Striking examples can be found in Sophocles as well: QOdysseus m his
Ajax is the very image of nobility, while Odysseus in his Philoctetes is on
an altogether different plane morally. If Antigone [5off] suggests that
Oedipus died when he blinded himself, this tragedy would be altogether
incompatible with the two later Oecdipus tragedies; but this interpreta-
tion is debatable.?5 At the very least, however, these lines are incompatible
with Oedipus at Colonus.?®

In sum, Oedipus Tyrannus, like every one of Sophocles’ extant trage-
dies, is self-sufficient and must be interpreted out of itself. But having
ventured an interpretation, one may wonder if one has perhaps succumbed
to the temptation of reading into the work one’s own ideas and experi-
ences. At that point the best safeguard against anachronisms of this sort
is to see if the poet's other works support or contradict one’s findings.
Obviously, this is doubly necessary if one goes beyond the tragedy to speak
of the poet’s experience of life.

I will now offer my own interpretation of Qedipus Tyrannus by call-
ing attention to five central themes. No doubt there are others, but these
five seem exceptionally interesting and important,

24 See Jebb, xxx, and the article on Philocles in the Oxford Classical Dictionary
(1049). Both fail to mention that his one hundred plays included a tragedy on Qedipus.
This is mentioned by Rank, 235, who fails, however, to note Philocles’ defeat of Sopho-
cles’ Ocdipus.

26 Roscher, 733, argues for it; Robert, 1, 350, against it.
26 Cf, Jebb's volume on Antigone (2d ed., 1891), 19, the note for line 5o0.
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First of all, Oedipus is a play about man’s radical insecurity. QOedipus
represents all of us. You might say: I am not like him; my situation is
different. But how can you know that? He thought his situaton was dif-
ferent, too; he was exceptionally intelligent and, like no one else, had
guessed the Sphinx’s riddle about the human condition, Indeed, he was
“the first of men” [33].

In a play so full of ironies, can we be sure that Sophocles really con-
ceived of Oedipus as “the first of men”? After all, Aristotle seems to have
considered him an intermediate type, neither wicked and vicious nor out-
standing in virtue and righteousness. And scholars have echoed this esti-
mate through the ages. Thus Gilbert Norwood says in his bock on Greek
Tragedy that Oedipus is “the best-diawn character in Sophocles. Not spe-
cially virtuous, not specially wise. . . ,”#?

We have seven of Sophocles” tragedies, Oedipus is the hero of two of
them., What of Sophocles’ other heroes? Were they middling characters,
neither vicious nor outstanding? To begin with Ajex, the earliest of these
plays, the last speech ends: “There never has been a man nobler than he.”
After that, the Chorus concludes:

Much may mortals learn by seeing;
but before he sees it, none may
read the future or his end.

These themes are precisely those we find in Oedipus: the hero, far from
being an intermediate character, is the noblest of men; but he falls sud-
denly and unexpectedly into utter misery and destruction, and this teaches
us that none of us can be sure how he may end (cf. 131 f).

‘We never see Antigone prosperous and happy. Aristotle’s canon not-
withstanding, the action of Antigone cannot be assimilated to any of his
four types; she moves from utter misery to a heartbreaking but noble end.
But she is certainly no middling character. Rather we may agree with He-
gel who considered “the heavenly Antigone the most glorious figure ever
to have appeared on earth.”2®

27 Gilbert Norwood, Greek Tragedy (1g60), 14

28 Vorlesungen uber die Geschichte der thlosophze, Sdmtliche Werke, ed. Hermann
Glockner, xvrir (1928), 114.
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In The Women of Trachis Heracles is called “the noblest man who
ever lived, whose peer you never shall behold again,”*® and the theme
of man’s radical insecurity is even more pronounced.*® Indeed, the tragedy
begins with the old saying that you cannot judge a man’s life till he is
dead, though Deianeira, Heracles’ wife, immediately adds that she knows
that her own life is sorrowful. She is not only outstanding in virtue but,
along with Antigone and some of FEuripides’ heroines, one of the noblest
women in world literature. Eventually, she takes her own life in utter

despair.
In Electra, finally, it is again expressly said of the heroine: “Was
therc ever one so noble . . . ?” [1080]. Sophocles went out of his way to

tell us explicitly that he wrote tragedies about the sufferings of excep-
tionally noble men and women. Like the author of the Book of Job, he
was far from believing that the best suffer least; on the contrary, he showed
that while less outstanding men and women tend to shun the extremes
of suffering, like Ismene in Antigone and Chrysothemis in Electra, the
noblest have a special affinity for the greatest suffering.

Indeed, this is almost true by definition, although it does not follow
from Aristotle’s detailed description of the greatsouled man in the
Nicomachean Ethics [v.3]. If we find the essence of nobility in the fu-
sion of outstanding courage with exceptional sensitivity, it follows that
characters of this kind will often incur great suffering. Of course, they
might be lucky again and again; but if their luck is uninterrupted the
story does not lend itself to treatment in a tragedy. Tragedies are plays
about great suffering, and Sophocles’ tragedies deal with the sufferings of
men and women who have cxtracrdinary courage as well as deeply poetic
souls. This is not merely a Sophoclean idiosyncrasy; Shakespeare’s heroes
also have both qualitics—but, perhaps under the indirect influence of Ar-
istotle’s Poetics, Shakespeare gave some of his heroes what one could con-
strue as tragic flaws. Sophocles had the good fortune of living before
Aristotle.

Oedipus Tyrannus portrays the sudden and utterly unexpected fall
from happiness and success of “the first of men.’®! In this it resembles
Sophacles” Ajax, but the impact is incomparably greater and the play im-
mensely superior in almost every way. One is reminded of Job and of King

20 811 f; cf. 177,
90 Sce, e.g. lines 1 ff, 121 ff, 283 ff, 206 ff, g43ff.

31 Cf. Knox, 1957: “Oedipus is clearly a very great man” (50), and “Oedipus
represents man’s greatness” (§1).
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Lear. And there can be no doubt, in view of the seven extant plays, that
man’s radical insecurity formed part of Sophocles’ experience of life,

24

Secondly, Oedipus is a tragedy of human blindness. The immense irony
of Qedipus’ great curse {216 ff] consists in his blindness to his own iden-
tity. Later [371] he taunts Teiresias for being blind not only literally but
also in ears and spirit, although in fact Teiresias sees what Oedipus fails
to see. And when Oedipus finally perceives his own condition, he blinds
himself.

Yet it is by no means merely his own identity that he is blind to; his
blindness includes those he loves most: his wife and mother as well as his
children and, of course, his father—their identity and his relation to them.
It may seem that Oedipus’ spiritual blindness, no less than his physical
blindness at the end of the play, is peculiar to him and not universal. But
the overwhelming effect of this tragedy is due in no small measure to the
fact that Oedipus’ blindness is representative of the human condition,

I have argued elsewhere that “the paradox of love is not that love
should be commanded but that there is a sense in which it is hardest to
love those whom we love most. To command people to put themselves
into their fellows’ places, thinking about the thoughts, feelings, and in-
terests of others, makes excellent sense.”32 But even the wisest and most
intelligent men who understand the human condition better than anyone
else fail typically to comprehend those who are closest to them and whom
they love most, because they are too involved with them emaotionally.
Oedipus, who solved the riddle of the Sphinx by perceiving that it por-
trayed the human condition and that the answer was “man”—Oedipus,
who was “the first of men” and able to deliver Thebes from the Sphinx
when even Teiresias, the seer and prophet, failed, comes to grief because
he does not comprehend his relationship to those he loves most dearly,

Not only is this an aspect of the tragedy that Freud did not notice;
in this respect Freud himself invites comparison with Oedipus. Ernest
Jones argues in the last volume of his biography of Freud that Sandor
Ferenczi and Otto Rank, who had been personally closer to Freud than
his other disciples, were very sick men, This is surely interesting in a way

82'This paragraph and the next are based on The Fuith of a Heretic (1g961), sec, 83,
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not dreamt of by Jones. He merely aims to show that their defection was
due to their lack of mental health; but another implication of his evidence
is rather more remarkable: the master who understood human psychology
better than anyone else failed to perceive the psychological troubles of the
disciples he loved most. In this respect Freud, like Oedipus, was typical
—and Oedipus is even mare representative of the human condition than
Freud thought.

We are overwhelmed by Oedipus’ tragedy because, in the words of
Deuteronomy [19.20], we “hear and fear.” If Oedipus’ blindness were his
peculiarity, as odd as his fate seems to be, it would not terrify us. But we
sense, however dimly, that we ourselves are not too reliably at home with
those closest to us., How well do we know the person we married? How
sure can we be that we grasp our relationship to our parents? And may
not some of our decisions turn out to be catastrophic for our children?

The writer who deals with relationships in which his readers and his
audience are involved has an obvious advantage over writers who portray
exceptional relationships of which most men lack first-hand experience. No
wonder most of the greatest tragedies deal with the relation of lovers or
that of parents to their children and children to their parents; and for
sheer ruth and terror and perpetual fascination no play excels the Oresteia
and Oedipus, Hamlet and Lear, aud no novel, The Brothers Kdramazov
and Anna Karenina.

It would be idle to ask whether man’s blindness, like his radical in-
security, is equally central in Sophocles’ other tragedies. Plainly it is not;
Ocdipus’ eventual physical blindness sets him apart, and it is one of the
distinctive characteristics of this play that it is the tragedy of human
blindness.??

That Creon, in Antigone, fails to understand his son Haemon—and
for that matter also is far from foreseeing the suicide of his wife—provides
no close parallel, because there is no presumption whatsoever in the first
place that Creon is the wisest of men or singularly discerning regarding
the human condition, On the contrary, it is plain from the start that he is
not especially sensitive or perceptive, Ajax’ blindness in his rage, just be-
fore Sophocles’ tragedy begins, differs from QOedipus’ in the same way.
Sophocles’ Women of Trachis is a little closer to Oedipus in this respect,
for Deianita, Heracles’ wife, is extraordinary in her generosity and em-

338 Even so, it is interesting that John Jones says of Sophocles: “Blindness fascinated

him, and there is reason to think that the interest which is very evident in the extant
plays was also present in a number of the lost ones” (1962, 167).
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pathy, and Heracles is elevated among the gods at the end; yet she kills
him unwittingly, and he fails utterly to perceive her agony.

One psychological insight that is prominent in Oedipus is almost
equally striking in Antigone and The Women of Trachis: anger makes
one blind, Clearly, Sophocles was struck by the fact that a person whose
anger is aroused will fail to understand what he is plainly told.

Yet anger does not account fully for Oedipus’ blindness in the face
of Teiresias” explicit accusations, and some readers even fecl that Oedipus
is blameworthy at this point—ar “that only once, confronted with the
Sphinx, the hero’s acuteness really stood the test, while in all other cases
it goes astray.”3¢ However widely some such view is held, this is a serious
misunderstanding. We do not do QOedipus justice, nor do we fathom
Sophocles’ profundity, until we realize how representative is Oedipus’ fail-
ure. Whatever one may think of psychoanalysis, there would clearly be no
need whatsoever for anything remotely like it if those who are emotionally
troubled could simply accept the truth as soon as they are told it.5 But
it is a common human experience, which almost anyone can verify in a
variety of striking cases, that being told something is one thing, and being
able to understand and accept it is another. And as long as one is not
ready for it, one either fails to hear it, or does not get the point, or dis-
counts it by discrediting the person who is speaking.

This experience is even more common than suggested so far; on re-
reading a great novel or play, one frequently finds things that had escaped
one the first time, though they are plainly there. “Ripeness is all,”3® and
until we are ready for an insight we are blind.

Finally, it is worth noting how Aristotle, for all his preoccupation with
“recognition,” stayed at the surface. He discusses this phenomenon as a
part of stagecraft, as a device used in many tragedies, and most effectively
in Qedipus. But he failed to see how recognition is in this tragedy not

8¢ Robert, 1, 291. Cf. A. ]J. A. Waldock, Sophocles the Dramatist (1951, 1966),
144: "It is odd that he should have untangled the riddle.” Waldock’s brisk irreverence
is exceeded by his breezy superficiality: Cedipus’ character “Is not very clearly defined”
(144), “he is not acute” (146); but above all, the author opposes what he calls
ways “of smuggling significance into the Oedipus Tyrannus” and any “attempt to
prove that -~ vork really is universal” (159). “There is no meaning in the Oedipus
Tyrannys. 1 is merely the terror of coincidence. . , . The theme is not, then, uni-

versal. The theme of Lear is universal; but what the Oedipus Tyrannus rests on is a fright-
" undwork of accident” (168). In spite of this, Waldock vastly admires this play

lot.
gd]y, the claim that “Oedipus is, as it were, merely a tragic analysis’—eine trag-
nalysis—is found in a letter Schiller wrote to Goethe, October 2, 1797,
36 King Lear v.2.
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merely a matter of superb techmique but, along with blindness, of the
very substance of the play.

Aristotle’s conception of recognition was overly literal, and he said
expressly that the best recognition was of persons. Indeed, we have seen
that Llse has argued that Aristotle’s notion of hamartia refers neither to a
tragic flaw nor to just any error of judgment, but to the failure to recognize
a parent, child, brother, or sister. Now the initial failure of Orestes and
Electra to recognize each other in three of the best extant Greek tragedics
is incidental to the main action, and blindness and eventual recognition
of this sort are hardly ever central in the fourteen extant tragedies of Aes-
chylus and Sophocles, nor are they to be found in some of Euripides’ best
plays, such as Medea, Hippolytus, The Trojan Women, or Iphigeniu in
Aulis. But this type of recognition usually lacks any symbolical or philo-
sophical dimension: Clytemnestra’s failure to recognize her son until he
reveals his identity just before he murders her, or Iphigenia’s recognition
of her brother, in Iphigenia in Tauris, in time, so that she does not kill
him, are not readily experienced as representative of humanity.

There is another kind of blindness: Pentheus’ in The Bacchae, as he
fails to recognize the power and the place of the Dionysian element in
human life; Theseus’ in Flippolytus; Jason’s in Medea; and that of Aes-
chylus’ Agamemnon, This blindness has a more universal quality, but not
one of the characters afflicted with it confronts us as the incarnation of
human blindness the way Sophocles” Oedipus does.

We can go beyond the Greeks; blindness is central in some of Shake-
speare’s tragedies, too. Othello and Lear fail to see those who are closest
to them for what they are, and in King Lear this motif is echoed in the
subplot by Gloucester. The theme is not merecly one that lends itself to
tragic treatment; the tragedy of human blindness is one of the archetypes
of tragedy. But all other examples, no matter how great, seem variations
in which there is a great deal that is not quintessential, while Oedipus
Tyrannus is the paradigm of the tragedy of human blindness.

25

Thirdly, Oedipus is the tragedy of the curse of honesty. There is no need
here to discuss in detail the difference between honesty and sincerity, and
the importance of distinguishing degrees of honesty, even as we distin-
guish degrees of courage. One can be sincere, in the sense of believing
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what one says, and yet have low standards of honesty; those with high
standards of honesty take a great deal of trouble to determine the truth.
They are not satisfied with the first belief at hand, adopting it sincerely;
they question and persevere, even when others advise them to stop in-
quiring.

Qedipus, far from being an intermediate character in Aristotle’s
sense—“not specially virtuous, not specially wise”4"—is outstanding in his
honesty. He is not only extraordinarily wise, possessed of more knowledge
of the human condition than other men, and hence the only one to solve
the riddle of the Sphinx; he is no less imposing in his relentless desire for
knowledge and his willingness—no, his insistence upon taking pains to
find out what is true.

Modern readers not versed in the classics may feel that the attribution
of such an ethos to a Sophoclean hero involves a glaring anachronism.
But Sophocles’ contemporary, Thucydides, formulated these standards in
almost the very words I have used: “So averse to taking pains are most
men in the search for the truth, and so prone are they to turn to what
lies ready at hand.”®® Sophocles’ Oedipus shares Thucydides’ feeling,
though not Thucydides’ sarcastic contempt for oracles.®® This does not
necessarily prove, as most writers on Sophocles suppose, that the poet
believed in oracles. He scarcely thought that contemporary statesmen
ought to be guided by them. After all, the Athenians, including Aeschylus,
had fought at Marathon without paying any attention to the pro-Persian
Delphic oracle; and the greatness of Athens dated from Marathon, But
Oedipus belonged to the heroic age, centuries earlier, and his story de-
pended on his belief that the oracle was probably right, and that it did
turn out to be right.

Sophocles tells us how in Corinth, when a drunken man had taunted
Oedipus, suggesting that he was not the son of the king of Corinth, Oedi-
pus first questioned the king and queen, who comforted him, and even-
tually pursued the question all the way to Delphi. Typically, the oracle
“sent me back again balked of the knowledge I had come to seck,” but
informed him instead that he was fated to lic with his mother and kill
his father—mentioning these two events in that order, not in the se-
quence in which they were to be realized [779 ff].

47 Gilbert Norwood's phrase: see note 27 above.
81,20, conclusion; C. Forster Smith’s translation in the Loeb Classical Library.
391147 and 54, where Thucydides comments sarcastically on oracles in connection

with the plague, and v.26, where he speaks of “the solitary instance in which those who
put their faith in oracles were justified by the event.” See also virgo,
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More important, Sophocles constructs his whole plot around Oedipus’
relentless quest for truth, although the old story was not a story about
honesty at all. This is his most striking departure from the mythical tra-
dition. The central spring of the action of Sophocles’ tragedy is not, as it
well might have been, fate but rather Oedipus’ imperious passion for the
truth.

The play begins with the priest’s request that Oedipus save his city
once more, from the plague this time; and Oedipus replies that the priest
and the crowd behind him have not roused him like a sleeper: days ago,
he has sent Creon to Delphi to determine “by what act or word I could
save this city,” and by now Oedipus is impatient for Creon’s return be-
causc he cannot wait to know.

When Creon comes, he does not deliver a long specch to which Oedi-
pus might listen patiently; rather, Oedipus questions him searchingly and
gradually cxtracts the oracle that the murderers (plural) of the late King
Laius must be found and driven from the city. And soon Oedipus re-
proaches Creon for not having inquired more about the murder of King
Laius when it happened, years before. Burning with the desire to kuow,
in spite of all obstacles, he has no sympathy for those who do not share
this passion, He pronounces his great curse on all who know something
about the murder and keep silent—and, of course, on the murderer him-
self. Therc is no need for us to dwell here on the many ironies of that
staggering speech.

Next, the Chorus suggests that Oecdipus send for Teiresias, but again
Oedipus has long ago sent for the prophet and is impatient because he
is so slow to come. And when Teiresias does appear, he counsels Oedipus
to stop inquiring because wisdom is terrible “when it brings no profit to
the man that’s wise” [316 ff]. This attitude infuriates Oedipus; the prophet
does not share his high standards of honesty but asks him outright to
cease looking for the truth because it will not profit him. As if an Oedi-
pus sought truth for his own profit!

Oedipus is not in the least concerned with his own happiness but in
any case could not be happy knowing that his happiness hinged on self-
deception. He is deeply concerned with the welfare of his people for
whom he, as king, is responsible: knowing that the plague will not cease
until the murderer is found, Oedipus cannot give up the search merely
because the seer thinks the truth would not profit him. Teiresias’ attitude
is, to his mind, preposterous:
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You know of something but refuse to speak.
Would you betray us and destroy the city? [330f]

More and more enraged by the prophet’s refusal to tell what he knows,
Oedipus says, understandably:

If you had sight,
I should have sworn you did the deed alone. [348 f]

After all, how else could he explain Teiresias’ stance?

‘When Teiresias flares up in anger at this taunt and, flatly reversing
his own stubbornly repeated vow of silence about Laius’ murder, shrieks,
“You are the accursed defiler of this land” [353], Oedipus supposes that
the old man no longer knows what he is saying: he assumes that Teiresias,
who has long lost his respect, is simply cursing him, And when the old
man cries, “You are the slayer of the man whose slayer you are secking”
[362 f], Oedipus thinks that he is merely shouting something, anything,
to vent his impotent resentment and to cover up the truth that he has
long insisted on concealing.?® Soomn, therefore, he asks Teiresias whether
Creon, who has also secemed to drag his feet, albeit Laius was his sister’s
husband, did not put the prophet up to his “design” [378f]. After all,
upon Laius’ death Creon became regent.

All the conflicts in the tragedy are generated by the king’s quest for
the truth. It would be pointless here to work our way through every scene,
Later, Jocasta counsels Oedipus to stop inquiring, especially, but not only,
in her last scene [1056fF]. Again his persistence is testimony to his high
standards of honesty and to his concern for his people. This concern is
worth mentioning because so many critics speak of his persistence as a
fault, as if he could in decency accept Jocasta’s plea. (We will return to

40 Gilbert Murray, who wrote splendid books cn both Aeschylus and Euripides but
had little feeling for Sophocles, says: Teiresias “comnes to the king absolutely deter-
mined not to tell the secret which he has kept for sixteen years, and then tells it—why?
From uncontrollable anger, because the king insults him. An aged prophet who does
that is a disgrace to his profession; but Sophocles does not scem to feel it.” This
is absolutely right, except for the last eight words, which are based not on the text but
on Murray’s untenable preconception that Sophacles is distinguished from the two
other great tragic poets by “a certain conventional idealism” (The Literature of
Ancient Greece, 240). He even charged Sophocles with “a certain bluntness of moral
imagination” (239) and found him, compared with Aeschylus, “the lesser man in the
greater artist” (238). Yet it is clear in context that no irony is intended when Mumay
concluded: “He lacks the elemental fire of Aeschylus, the speculative courage and

subtle sympathy of Euripides, All else that can be said of him must be unmixed admi-
ration” (240).
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this point in sec. 26.) But it is the former point that Sophocles keeps
stressing. Jocasta’s pleas

If you have any care for your own life
give up this search! My anguish is enough. [106o f]

and
O be persuaded by me, I entreat you

meet with his unhesitating answer: “I will not be persuaded not to ascer-
tain all this clearly” [1065].

Eventually, the shepherd, too, resists his pleas and literally begs Oedi-
pus to ask no more; but Oedipus will not be put off. The issue is drawn
clearly again and again: Oedipus is told by Teiresias, Jocasta, and the
shepherd that self-deception and the refusal to face the truth may make a
human being happier than relentless honesty—and he spurns all such
counsels as contemptible. This is part of Oedipus’ greatness and of his
claim to our awed admiration, precisely because it is true that supreme
honesty usually does not make the honest man happy.

To be sure, it is popular prattle that “honesty is the best policy,” and
Socrates and Plato preached that virtue and happiness are one. But this
is false unless the terms are redefined in such a way that Socrates” paradox
becomes true by definition. For all that, it is no mere debater’s trick; like
many philosophers’ paradoxes, it calls attention to an important truth.
There is a type of virtue, very different from that of Homer’s and Sopho-
cles” heroes, that involves a serenity, immune to misfortune, Socrates, who
was the first to propound this paradox, embodied this kind of virtue and
happiness, even as he went to his death in prison; and he became an in-
spiration for Plato, the Cynics, and the Cyrenaics, and later also for the
Epicureans and, above all, the Stoics. These philosophers offered new
ideals to mankind—variations on a theme by Socrates; and a century Dbe-
fore Socrates, the Buddha had preached a way of life in which virtue and
tranquillity were also fused. Sophocles’ experience of life was no less pro-
found than theirs, but he celebrated another human type.

We need not choose between the warlike lieroism of the Iliad and
the ascetic heroism of the Stoics, nor even between the mocking com-
posure of Socrates and the peacefully detached compassion of the Buddha.
Sophocles’ heroes are closer to Homer's than to the others, for they
fathom all the terrors of almost unendurable suffering; but their combat
is spiritualized. In the Homeric age of chivalry, one fought foes whom
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one might love and admirc more than one’s own comrades, for a cause in
which one did not believe, and one’s virtues were shared by one’s peers.
In Antigone and Oedipus Tyrannus, the hero and heroine choose their
own virtue to be undone by it.

Their courage they share with all tragic heroes; their contempt for the
ignoble, ordinary life, devoid of all great ambition, with most of them.
But the virtue Antigone chooses as her own unprecedented catastrophe
is a kind of love, while Oedipus elects honesty. And Sophocles knew, for
all his admiration for honesty, how the man of surpassing honesty is
alienated from all other men and driven to despair.

The popular notion that alienation is a distinctively modern phe-
nomenon is untenable; Sophocles’ Oedipus is a paradigm of alicnation
from nature, from himself, and from society. After having been thrown
into a world into which he was never supposed to have been born, he is
literally cast out into hostile nature, He is a stranger to himself, and so
far from being at home with himself when he finally discovers his identity
that his first impulse is to mutilate and blind himself; indeed, he wishes
he conld have destroyed his hearing, too, severing himself altogether from
the world and from his fellow men [1369 ff]. Finally, he asks to be cast
out of the city,

Are we imputing to Sophocles concerns that were quite foreign to
him? All of his tragedies are studies in alienation, though by no means
all of Aeschylus’ are. Ajax and Antigone, Deianeira, Electra, and Phi-
loctetes all move from extreme solitude into complete estrangement, and
the poignancy of many of Sophocles’ most moving scenes is due in part
to the heroes’ final, unavailing efforts to establish some bond to another
human being.

Do any of Sophocles” other tragedies suggest that the curse of honesty
was part of his experience of life? In two besides Oedipus honesty was
not part of the original myth but made central by Sophocles. In the
Philoctetes, the whole tragedy is built zround Neoptolemus’ high stand-
ards of honesty, and the poet’s admiration for this virtue could scarcely
be plainer. Nevertheless, Neoptolemus® honesty makes for a tragic conclu-
sion that only a miracle—a deus ex machina—can prevent.

In The Women of Trachis, Hyllus, the son of Heracles and Deiancira,
formulates the ethos that animates his mother, too: “Naught will I leave
undone till I have found the whole truth” [gof]. Later, a messenger
stresses how painful the truth can be [373f], the chorus pronounces a
curse on deceit [383f], and Lichas, Heracles’ herald, points out that
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“mouthing opinions is not at all like saying what one has established”
[425£]. As she questions Lichas, Deiancira insists that, though the truth
brings suffering, living without it is even more cruel and intolerable, and
nothing is more shameful than lying [449 f£]. There is surely no need to
cite parallel passages®! to show that we have not merely projected the
curse of honesty into Sophocles’ experience of life,

26

Fourthly, Oedipus is a play about a tragic situation—a drama that shows
how some situations are characterized by the inevitability of tragedy. If
Ocdipus gave up his quest, he would fail his people, and they would con-
tinue to die like flies; his honesty benefits them, but at the cost of destroy-
ing not only him but also Jocasta and the happiness of their children.
‘Whatever he does in-the situation in which Sophocles places him at the
beginning of the play, he incurs a terrible guilt. Again, this is Sophocles’
genius and not in any way dictated by the myth, And in this respect, too,
Sophocles’ Oedipus is representative of the human condition,

Most interpreters fail to see this dilemma,*? and many readers sup-
pose that Qedipus, of course, ought to take the advice he is given and
desist from his search. In his third treatment of the play, in Poiesis [1966],
H. D, F. Kitto derides any notion that we are shown an “ideal King who
will properly and nobly do his duty by doing his untmost to deliver the

41Cf, eg. 346 ff, 308, 479 ff, 588 .

42 Gould, e.g. says: “The plague is one of Sophocles’ inventions in the story of Oedi-
pus. The chief consequence of this innovation of his is to increase the role of the gods
in the action, especially Apolle” (1v, 586).

Leo Aylen, in a book based on a dactoral thesis written at Bristol, under Kitto’s
supervision, says, totally unmindful of Oedipus’ dilemma: “It is a play about intellec-
tual cocksureness. Oedipus fails because he thinks he knows” (Greek Tragedy and
the Modern World, 1964, 93). Aylen is very free with such remarks as that George
Steiner “cannot have read” the Oresteia and Oedipus at Colonus (6); but he himself
says of Aeschylus: “after his death [in 456 5.c.] he was to remain so popular that thirty
years later, in 411 [1], Adstophanes could write the Frogs [actually, 4051 (35). The
whole plot of The Frogs depends on the recent death of Euripides (in 406). Yet it
would be hasty tn assume it the author has pro” ° ™ " 'mself into Oedipus; the no-
tion of Oedipus’ “intellect cocksureness” is evidc ved from Kitto (see Poiesis,
236). So is the idea that _._om is the epitome of While Creon is not as bad
in this play as he is in Sophocles’ other two T _ 8, this contrast of Oedipus
and Creon is totally implausible. Carl Robert came mv ' closer to the truth when he
argued that Creon in Oedipus Tyrannus “is fundameni y a comfortable Philistine by
nature,” and Wilamowitz already had called Creon “self ..ghteous” (see Robert, 11, 102,
and 1, 285). In connection with Aylen’s and Kitto’s view see also sec. 15 above, on
hybris and pride.
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city from peril, even at the cost of his own life—an interpretation which
. .. founders on the simple fact that it never occurred to Sophocles to
mention that the city in fact was delivered. Naturally, we could infer it,
but if we are really attending to the play, we shall not even think of it.”3

Here Kitto, often so suggestive and always a pleasure to read, is surely
unconvincing, In the first place, an interpretation of Oedipus’ motivation
obviously could not founder even on the fact—if it were a fact—that
the oracle subsequently did not keep its solemn promise and allowed the
plague to continue after the murderer of Laius had been driven from the
city, much less on the fact that Sophocles’ tragedy ends before Oedipus
is driven from the city, and we are told plainly that Creon is secking
further instructions from Delphi. Secondly, if we really attend to the play
we should rcalize that Oedipus’ anger at Teiresias and Creon is prompted
in large measure by their lack of concern for the city.?* We have already
quoted Oedipus’ words to Teiresias:

You know of something but refuse to speak.
Would you betray us and destroy the city? [330f]

And we should also note that when Teiresias mocks Oedipus, saying that
his very greatness has proved his bane, the king replies:

I do not care if it has saved this city. [442f]

Finally, Kitto notes [209] that much is made of the plague in the
beginning, and then “Oedipus or Creon mention it (at vv. 270-72, 327,
333, 515f); so too does locasta, at her first entry (vv. 635f). Thercafter
it is totally forgotten.” And others have suggested that the plague is simply
taken over from the beginning of the Iliad. But there was surely no chance
for the plague to be totally forgotten by the audience, let alone for them
to consider it 2 mere hiterary allusion. Athens had been devastated by the
plague only a few years earlier, in 430 and in 429, when her first citizen,
Pericles, died of it along with a very large part of the population; and
this had proved a turning point of the Pcloponnesian War, which was
still raging and was, of course, eventually lost by Athens. Pericles was a

4% 20y9. Cf. Kitto's Form and Meaning in Drama (1956, 1960), 200. Kitto also had a
section on this play in his Greek Tragedy (1939; rev. ed., Doubleday Anchor Books,
n.d.}, 142 ff. Poiesis is much more polemical than the other two books, but occasionally
wide of the mark; e.g. Kitto is grossly unfair to John Jones's suggestive book On Aristotle
and Greek Tragedy (1962), which he misquotes (i) and mistepresents (6) with the

cheerful abandon of a journalist. (e gets the title of Jones’s book wrong, too.)
44 Ilis anger is also prompted by fear.
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statesman of extraordinary wisdom, but the plague upset his calculations
and took his life. There were probably few in the audience who had not
lost members of their families and close friends to plague, and few who
did not feel reminded of Pericles. The vivid description of the plague in
the beginning must have struck terror into their hearts. And what other
crucial elements in the story are given more space? Oedipus’ obligation to
do all he can to save the city must have been very clear to the audience.

To be sure, most men never find themselves in situations in which
tragedy is as dramatically inevitable, whatever they do, as it is for Oedipus,
Antigone, and Neoptolernus. Still, millions have found themselves in situ-
ations in which they either had to incur the guilt of breaking the law and
suffer a cruel death (like Antigone) or had to continue to live with the
knowledge that they had abetted a moral outrage. And it is far from being
an uncommeon experience that raison d'état, or at any rate the interest of
some major enterprise and the welfare of a lot of people, dictates dis-
honesty (the course Odysseus would embrace in Philoctetes), while the
man who values honesty (like Neoptolemus) must choose between incur-
ring the guilt of dishonesty or shouldering the blame for wrecking some
great undertaking. In Oedipus the welfare of the people requires honesty
—and a tragic self-sacrifice.

More generally, it is a chronic feature of the human condition that
we cannot please and benefit all, any more than Oedipus can; we cannot
satisfy all the claims that we should meet, Sartre has said, speaking of “The
Responsibility of the Writer”:

“If a writer has chosen to be silent on one aspect of the world, we
have the right to ask him: Why have you spoken of this rather than that?
And since you speak in order to make a change, since there is no other
way you can speak, why do you want to change this rather than that?”+®

Alas, the “if” is unwarranted; none of us can speak about all aspects
of the world or press for all the changes that would benefit our fellow
men, Those who press for a great many changes can always be asked both
why do you wark for all of these but not for thase, and why are you scat-
tering your energies instead of concentrating on one major effort. There
is no way out. Luther realized this and insisted that in a life devoted to
works failure was inevitable, but he believed in salvation through faith in

46 “The Responsibility of the Writer” (lecture at the Sorbonne, in 1946, at the first

general meeting of UNESCO), in The Creative Vision: Modern European Writers on
Their Art, ed, H. M. Block and H. Salinger (1960).
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Christ’s vicarious atonement and in eternal bliss after death, Sophocles’
experience of life was different,

27

Fifthly and finally, Oedipus is a play about justice. Indeed, it calls justice
into question in two ways and at two levels. First, we are all but compelled
to ask ourselves whether Oedipus’ and Jocasta’s destruction is just. Do
they descrve what happens to them? The answer can hardly be in doubt:
they don’t. We may concede that both have their faults—as who does not?
—and yet insist that they get worse than they deserve; incomparably worse,
like Antigone and Lear. Indeed, Oedipus’ faults are closely related to his
passion for honesty and his intolerance of dishonesty, His faults are in-
separable from his righteous—should we say, “just”?—indignation.

In fact, he did not really “murder” King Laius, his father, The act
was wholly unpremeditated, prompted in equal shares by self-defense and
righteous indignation; the charioteer hit Oedipus who, in return, struck
him;

When the old man saw this, he waited for the moment
when I passed, and from his carriage he brought down
full on my head, his double-pointed goad.

Ocdipus hit back and killed him with one stroke [8co ff].

At this point modern readers are apt to feel that Oedipus had after
alt done a hideous deed, even if he could not know that the old man was
his father—and that it is incredible that he should be so slow about re-
calling this incident. But Qedipus belonged to the heroic age and was a
contemporary of Theseus, who appears in Oedipus at Colonus. In those
days, it was an admirable feat for a lone man to stand up to a group who
had provoked him and, instead of begging pardon or running from a fight,
to kill the lot. On the other hand, it was not so great a triumph that a
man of any consequence might be expected to remember it as something
special. No modern writer has succecded more perfectly in re-creating this
atmosphere than Mary Renault in The King Must Die and The Bull from
the Sed; and these two novels about Theseus also show us how knowledge
of the ancient myths need not keep the reader or audience from experienc-
ing a deep sense of suspense, as one wonders how this author will handle
the traditional material.
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It is entirely possible that Sophocles himself was annoyed by people
who insisted that Oedipus had committed a crime when he killed the old
man at the crossroads; at any rate, he himself attacked this suggestion
with bitter sarcasm in his last play, Oedipus at Colonus, There, Creon
who reproaches Qedipus is clearly placed in the wrong, and Oedipus an-
swers him;

Just tell me one thing I would like to know:

If someone tried right here and now to kill you,

Who are so righteous, would you ask the slayer

If he was possibly your father, or strike back straightway?
As you love your life, I'm sure, you would strike back

The culprit and not look around first for a warrant.

Into this plight the gods thrust me; and if

My father came to life again, T know,

That he would bear me out, [991—9]

In context it is clear that we are not supposed to feel that Oedipus is
merely trying to invent excuses; what he says is evidently meant to be the
truth, And it is arguable that the unexpected touch of vitriolic humor
vents the poet’s irritation at a line of argument that he had heard for
decades.

At one level, then, Qedipus Tyrannus raises the question of the in-
justice of men’s fates and their sufferings. The nobler often—if not more
often than not—fare worse than these who are less admirable,

Justice, however, is also called into question in another way. Even as
Sophocles, for all his admiration for honesty and his palpable disapproval
of Odysseus’ ethic in Philoctetes, perceives the curse of honesty, he also
calls into question human justice. To be sure, he does not do this after
the manner of Thrasymachus or Callicles in Plato’s Republic and Gorgias,
nor does he do it as a philosopher might. The poet’s communication is,
to use Kierkegaard’s term, “indixect.”” Thus it is more powerful if we meas-
ure its impact on those who get the point; only most readers, playgoers,
and critics do not get the point—consciously. This does not rule out the
possibility that the tragedy strikes terror into hearts that dimly sense how
their most confidently championed moral values are shown to be exiremely
problematic,

Who can hear Oedipus’ great curse [216ff] without feeling this?
Sophocles does not argue and plead, saying, as it were: Look here, a
regicide is a human being, too; and there, but for the grace of God, go
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you and I. He offers no comment and does not need to because the audi-
ence knows that the regicide on whom Oedipus pronounces his curse is
Oedipus himself. Still feeling secure in his sense of his own virtue, Oedipus
does not realize that Latus might have been killed in self-defense, not
murdered, He does mot doubt the justice of his pronouncement; we
shudder.

The king’s desire, only a little later, to punish Teiresias and Creon
might be called unjust. But given the facts as they appear to Oedipus,
would not the punishment be just? And is not this another way of ques-
tioning man’s justice—to remind us how the facts are easily misunderstood,
and punishments that to the righteously indignant seem to be unques-
tionably just are often anything but that?

Yet later Jocasta kills herself. And Oedipus blinds himself and insists
on being exiled. These self-punishments, too, are acts of human justice
and profoundly problematic.

The poet does not offer us alternative solutions. But he exposes the
dark side of justice more powerfully than any one before his time had
done. We usually assume that justice is unproblematically good. Sophocles
shows us how questionable it is; and this, too, is part of the greatness of
the tragedy and of its powerful effect.

The five themes we have found in Oedipus are found in many trag-
edies: man’s radical insecunty, epitomized by a sudden fall into catas-
trophe; his blindness (it is onc of the major functions of Euripides’ often
maligned prologues to make us see from the start what the characters in
the tragedy fail to see, so that we are struck by their blindness); the curse
of virtue (it is not usually honesty, though in Lear it is—Cordelia’s hon.
esty); the inevitability of tragedy; and questions about justice, It may seem
tempting to reduce these five themes to three and to suggest that they
constitute the essence of tragedy.

Man’s insecurity and blindness can be seen as two facets of one fact:
man’s finitude, The curse of virtue and doubts about justice may be seen
together, too: tragedy calls morality into question. And that the inevitable,
inescapable, incurable is the domain of tragedy, is almost a commonplace
of the literature on the subject. Nevertheless, it is precisely this last point
that does not stand muster. As we shall see when considering Aeschylus,
he went out of his way in all of his extant tragedies to show that catas-
trophe was not inevitable. And in the last section of our Shakespeare
chapter, more examples will be given to show how precisely this element,
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so dear to many critics, is not found in many of the greatest tragedics.

Man’s finitnde and doubts about morality remain. The former, in its
not very illuminating generality, is probably detectable in all great trage-
dies—and comedies. Oddly, critics have tended to stress this point in
Sophocles, taking it for a token of his piety, But a profound sense of
man’s limitations is entirely compatible with the piety of infidels. As Freud
said in The Future of an Illusion [sec. vi]: “It is not this feeling that con-
stitutes the essence of religiousness, but only the next step, the reaction
to it, which secks a remedy against this feeling. He who goes no further,
he who humbly resigns himself to the insignificant part man plays in the
universe, is, on the contrary, irreligions in the truest sense of the word,”

Finally, Oedipus raises doubts about morality. It leads us to question
the justice of the gods, if gods there be, and it forcibly suggests that per-
haps moral values cannot bear the strain of being pushed to the point of
absoluteness, These points are best considered separately, The first is in-
deed blatant in all the extant tragedies of Sophocles and makes all talk of
his conventional piety ridiculous, the more so because only one of Aeschy-
lus’ extant tragedies presents the same indictment,

It seems to follow that the charge that men’s affairs are not governed
by cosmic justice is not indispensable to tragedy, not even to high tragedy.
But here statistics can mislead wvs. Aeschylus’ Persians, Seven, and Sup-
pliants do not indict the gods’ injustice; but if we had none of his other
plays, we would relegate him to the prehistory of tragedy. The Oresteia
depicts the justice of the gods, but paints the dark side of this justice with
such power and such passion that the question whether such justice is not
injustice pulses underneath the surface and helps to account for the enor-
mous impact of the trilogy. In Prometheus the indictment is presented
with a clarity never surpassed.

That Euripides’ tragedies are so many variations on this theme is evi-
dent but has usually been misconstrued as due merely to his hostility to
conventional religion. While this hostility is beyond question, the claim
that the gods—figuratively speaking if there are no gods—are cruel is a
theme this poet shares with his great predecessors and with Shakespeare.

Do all tragedies call morality into question? Not by any means, any
mote than all maise the question of whether some central act was or was
not voluntary, or whether someone is or is not responsible for what he
did. These themes are neither singular in Oedipus nor common to all major
tragedies. They are typical themes, but there are others. Yet any praise
of Oedipus Tyrannus that concentrates on the taut plot is short-sighted
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and superficial; the tragedy is also remarkable for its use of many of the
major themes of high tragedy, and each of these is handled with a con-
suinmate perfection that has never been excelled.

Oedipus is the paradigm of the curse of honesty and of man’s inse-
curity and blindness. The play questions the justice of the gods more
hauntingly than any other tragedy; the Oresteia does so less effectively,
while Prometheus Bound presents an answer rather than the question and
culminates in angry rhetoric—of unsurpassed magnificence, to be sure,
Finally, the problematic nature of guilt and justice, voluntary action and
responsibility has never been presented more unforgettably, So much for
the riddle of Oedipus.

28

Finally, let us consider Oedipus in the light of some of Plato’s remarks
about tragedy. In the Republic Plato offers three sweeping generalizations
that are simply wrong when applied to this play,

“Strip what the poet has to say of its poetic coloring, and you must
have seen what it comes to in plain prose. It is like a face that was never
really handsome, when it has lost the fresh bloom of youth” [601 C].

That is beautifully put and true of most literature—especially litera-
ture with some philosophical pretensions, But I have tried to show how
utterly false it is in the case of Sophocles. An Athenian philosopher who
was over twenty when Sophocles died—and Sophocles wrote till the end
—might have taken Sophocles into consideration when he discussed
tragedy.

Plato’s second generalization is that the poets do merely what pleases
the multitnde and reproduce conventional opinions,*® Again, this is no
doubt true of the great majority, But I have tried to show that it is false
about Sophocles,

Thirdly, poetry is, according to the Republic a mere imitation of ap-
pearances; it turns our attention in the wrong dircction, while mathe-
matics, being incomparably closer to philosophy, leads the soul to face
in the right direction, toward universals that are not cphemeral and do
not change [509 ff, 597-608]. This view of literature is not very perceptive
and utterly misses the philosophical import of Sophocles.

40 Republic Goz and 479; cf. Cornford, 333, note 1.
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These criticisms of Plato are not unfair, considering his resolve to
banish from his commonwealth not only tragic poets of inferior worth but
tragic poets generally, It was surely incumbent on a philosopher taking
that stand at that historical moment to consider Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides no less than their epigones of the fourth century.

Next, let us compare Plato’s explicit prescriptions for the poets with
Sophocles’ practice. According to Plato, the poets must insist that the di-
vine is responsible for good only, never for evil, and that the divine never
deceives [379 ff]. Oedipus, like the Book of Job, is more realistic.

Plato insists that virtne must be rewarded in literature—a point re-
peated in The Laws [663]—and that goodness must be shown to be more
pleasant. Surely, Sophocles was more profound.

And in The Laws [660] Plato would compel the poets to write only
about men “in every way good.” One can see how Aristotle’s views repre-
sent some slight improvements over Plato’s notions; but one should add,
as Aristotle’s admirers through the ages have not done, that though he
may be less wrong than Plato, there is no reason for applying altogether
different standards to the two philosophers, as far as their ideas about
tragedy are concerned. It has been the fashion to dismiss Plato’s ideas on
the subject very lightly, while assuming that Aristotle must very probably
be right in the main. It seems more reasonable to suggest that he made
partial but insufficient amends for some of Plato’s errors.

Sophocles surely meant to teach humility—by reminding us, for ex-
ample, of man’s insecurity and blindness. We may contrast this with
Plato’s overconfidence in himself and in his rational vision. It does not
follow that Sophocles opposed pride.*” Not only do all of his heroes ap-
peal to us in large measure by virtue of their great pride, but the herocs
of the three late tragedies, who are not ruined but vindicated in the end,
are even more unbending in their pride than the poct’s earlier heroes.
For my taste, Electra, Philoctetes, and Oedipus Coloneus are too lacking
in humility, and Sophocles may never have made a discovery that few
men down to our own time have made: the most admirable kind of pride
is totally compatible with a profcund humility. While Sophocles’ heroes
do not have both qualities, it is entirely possible that the poet himself did.

Sophocles further differs from Plato in showing us that virtue and
happiness are not Siamese twins. And he realized that some of the virtues

47 Cf. the detailed discussion of hybris in sec. 15, above,
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are profoundly problematic. Plato, on the other hand, believed in the com-
patibility of all the virtues and in the desirability of making everybody as
virtuous as possible.

If we closed on this reflection, we should give a misleading picture
of both men. These points help to show Sophocles’ philosophical rele-
vance by suggesting that he was right on matters of profound importance
on which Plato was wrong. But the note on which I wish to end involves
a final peripeteia, a reversal,

Sophocles did not strike his contemporaries the way he strikes me.
Incredible as it may scem, his tragedies—even Oedipus—apparently had a
somewhat sedative effect: the audience felt that it learned moderation,
accommodation, resignation. Sophocles celebrates the hero who goes to
the opposite extremes; but the audience is much more likely to conclude
that it is wise to lie low.

This may help to explain Sophocles’ reputation for piety, and it also
provides some content for one of the most celebrated conceptions in Aris-
totle’s Poetics: catharsis. Whatever Aristotle may have meant, he clearly
disagrced with Plato’s claim that the exhibition of violent emotions on the
stage is likely to lead men to emulate, say, Philoctetes or Heracles by
shrieking and moaning in agony instead of learning self-mastery. Aristotle
suggested that emotional people, particularly the less educated, need some
relief and purgation—precisely in order to behave with more restraint in
ical life. What neither Plato nor Aristotle realized was that most men’s
daring is so slight that it can be spent in an hour’s identification with
Ocdipus or Auntigone; then their spirit, having taken its brief flight, settles
down again on the level of Antigone’s sister, Ismene, or Electra’s sister,
Chrysothemis, or Oedipus’ foil, Creon. In that sense, Sophocles became a
teachcr of traditional picty.

Plato, on the other hand, set up societies, both in The Republic and
in The Laws, in which moderation, accommodation, and temperance are
held high as norms and Sophoclean tragedies are not allowed. But many
readers are much more deeply affected by Plato’s own refusal to resign
himsclf, to accommodate himself, to be moderate—by his radicalism, his
Oedipean spirit. And it may take a reader trained by Plato—a philosopher
—to read Oedipus Tyrannus as I have done,
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For Plato, Homer was the greatest of the tragic poets. Aristotle has taught
us to distinguish more sharply between tragedy and epic, and we should
not think of calling the Iliad a tragedy. But since Nietzsche it has become
fashionable again to countenance tragic poets who did not write tragedies;
it is the tragic vision that is held to be decisive. Some plays that have been
called tragedies are now seen to reflect an untragic outlook, while some
novelists are extolled for their tragic vision. This is not a retum to Plato,
for a decply un-Platonic value judgment colors the new usage: the pre-
sumption is that writers with a tragic vision are much more significant
than those without it. What constitutes a tragic outlook is much less clear.
We will come back to this guestion in the next chapter.

‘What is clear is that one of Homer’s epics may again be counted as
a tragic poem, Actually, this understates the case, The Iliad is not, like
Moby Dick, a transposition of tragedy into another medium: rather, the
Iliad was the inspiration of Aeschylus and Sophocles, and their tragedies
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represent highly successful attempts to transpose what Aeschylus called
“slices from the great banquets of Homer.”?

Let us try to answer two questions about the Iliad. What precisely
did Aeschylus and Sophacles inherit from it? And does it have a philo-
sophical dimension; does it offer ns an experience of life, some vision of the
human condition?

This inquiry will not entail the kind of close analysis of the plot that
we attempted in the case of Oedipus Tyrannus. The point is not to repeat
the same procedure with a different text but rather to widen our per-
spective, Too many philosophers and critics suppose that there is one kind
of outlook that is tragic, even if they do not bother to describe it care-
fully, or that there is one kind of play that merits the name of tragedy
—usually, Oedipus Tyrannus or Antigone—and then measure a wealth of
material by this standard. We will not project the results of our study of
Oedipus into the Ified. On the contrary, we should be prepared to discover
a variety of visions—one in Sophocles, another in Homer, a third in Aes-
chylus, a fouwrth in Euripides. For that matter, the sense of life in the
Iliad is very different from that in the Odyssey, and that in Sophocles’
late tragedies is not quite the same as we found in Oedipus Tyrannus.

It was first of all the form of the Iliad that left its mark on Greek
tragedy. This sounds paradoxical because it is precisely the form that seems
different, the Iliad being an epic and not a play. Yet as Rieu mentions in
the preface to his prose translation, “Half the poem consists of speeches”;?
and Grube even betters this estimate in his translation of the Poetics, say-
ing: “three fifths of the Iliad is said to be in direct speech” [6n].

Moreover, Homer did not chronicle the events of ten years of war,
nor even the highlights of the Trojan War; he chose a single theme, the
wrath of Achilles, and confined his poem to a surprisingly short span of
time. Events outside this span that he wished to bring in he introduced
by way of speeches.

The principle of order by means of which he organized his story was
the contest. On the most obvious level, he envisaged the war as a series
of contests, Clearly, this is not the only way of seeing a war: Im Waesten
nichts Neues [1929; All Quiet on the Western Front] goes to the oppo-
site extreme, and Tolstoy’s vision of war was different, too. In the Iliad,
the fascination with contests goes beyond the war and encompasses, for

1 Athenaeus The Deipnosophists vir.347E. Cf. Gilbertt Murray, Aeschylus (1940,

1962), 160 ff.
2Homer, The lliad, tr. E. V. Rieu, 1950, xiii,
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example, the long account of the funeral games. Beyond that, too, the
wrath of Achilles pits him first against Agamemnon and the Achacans,
later against Hector and the Trojans—and then gives way in the encounter
with old King Priam.

We have seen how Sophocles arranged the plot of Oedipus Tyrannus
as a series of clashes between Qedipus and those who seem to him to balk
his search for the truth. In Antigone we behold the great moral collision
between the heroine and Creon, as well as several subordinate clashes—
between Antigone and her sister, between Creon and his son, between
Creon and Teiresias. But it was Aeschylus who first developed this form
out of the Homeric prototype—in the plays following The Persians and
the Seven. In The Suppliunts there is a clear contest between the maidens
and their pursuers, as they try to influence the king in opposite directions,
In the Oresteia, each play is designed around a different contest: first
Clytemnestra against Agamemnon, then Orestes against Clytemnestra,
fally Apollo against the Furies. Here Aeschylus follows Homer in in-
volving the very gods, and in his Prometheus he pits the titan against
Zeus himself,

It is by no means inevitable that plays, even tragedies, should be de-
signed this way; the two earliest of Aeschylus’ extant dramas werc not,
neither is the first half of Sophocles’ Ajax—it is only after Ajax’ suicide
that the plot develops into a contest between Teucer on the one side and
Menclaus and Agamemnon on the other. It is in the tragedies that are
generally considered Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ masterpieces that the in-
fluence of Homer’s design is most in evidence.

What the tragic poets inherited from the Iliad was by no means con-
fined to form: even more striking is the continuity in theme—the ccntral
cmphasis on the terrors of human existence. Homer made poetry of the
sufferings and deaths of brave men, and of the blind but majestic passions
that prompted them; he sang the glory of human suffering and especially
of the violent deaths of heroes. This is anything but an obvious subject
matter for a long poem, Heartrending laments are found in many cultures,
but poems of the length of Homer’s or Aeschylus’ or Sophocles’ generally
deal with valiant exploits or perhaps with love, but not so centrally with
death and grief. The Iliad established a new kind of literature, which was
continued by Greek tragedy.

There is a third quality of the Iliad that left a decisive mark on Greek
tragedy: a profound humanity that experiences suffering as suffering and
death as death, even if they strike the enemy. Two passages may illustrate
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the point. “Diomédes slew them both, leaving their father broken-
hearted.”® And later Diomedes compares his weapons with the bow of
Paris, saying: “One touch from them, and a man is dead, his wife has lac-
erated cheeks, and his children have no father . . .” [207: 31301 ff].

Few works of world literature record so many deaths. The tone is
far from sentimental. The poet’s intellectual concern is as intense as his
passion—in this respect, too, he set an example for the great three trage-
dians—and he takes an inveterate interest in where the spear entered a
body and where it came out again. He has the Grecks’ scientific alertness
to fact. But for all that, death is death, and grief is grief, and wartiors, on
whatever side they fight, have mothers and fathers, and many have wives
and children.

The most celebrated instance is the scene between Hector and An-
drémache: ““‘Hector,” she said, *. . . You do not think of your little boy or
your unhappy wife, whom you will make a widow soon. . . . And when I
lose you I might as well be dead. There will be no comfort left when you
have met your doom—nothing but grief, I have no father, no mother, now.
My father fell to the great Achilles when he sacked our lovely town . . . I
had seven brothers too at home. In one day all of them went down to Ha-
des’ House. . . . So you, Hector, are father and mother and brother to me,
as well as my beloved husband. . . , Do not make your boy an orphan and
your wife a widow. . . )

And Hector replies: ““If T hid myself like a coward and refused to
fight, I could never face the Trojans and the Trojan ladies in their trailing
gowns. Besides . . . I have trained myself always, like a good soldier, to
take my place in the front line and win glory for my father and myself.
Deep in my heart I know the day is coming when holy Ilium will be de-
stroyed, with Priam and the people of Priam of the good ashen spear, Yet
I am not so much distressed by the thought of what the Trojans will suf-
fer, or Hecabe herself, or King Priam, or all my gallant brothers whom
the enemy will fling down into the dust, as by the thought of you, dragged
off in tears by some Achaean man-at-arms to slavery. I see you there in
Argos, toiling for some other woman at the loom, or carrying water from
an alien well, a helpless drudge with no will of your own. . . . Ah, may
the earth lie deep on my dead body before I hear the screams you utter
as they drag you offl’ As he finished, glorious Hector held out his arms

396: vags £y ie, Riew's translation, p. g6, canto v, verses 155f., Unfortunately,

Rien does not indicate the verse numbers. I have supplied accents in some names to indi-
cate where the stress falls in English,
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to take his boy. But the child shrank back with a cry to the bosom of the
girdled nurse, alarmed by his father's appearance. He was frightened by
the bronze of the helmet and the horsehair plume . . . His father and his
. . . mother had to laugh, But noble Hector quickly took his helmet off
and put the dazzling thing on the ground. Then he kissed his son, dan-
dled him in his arms, and prayed to Zeus and the other gods: ‘Zeus, and
you other gods, grant that this boy of mine may be, like me, pre-eminent
in Troy; as strong and brave as I; a mighty king of Ilium. May people
say when he comes back from battle, “Here is a better man than his
father.” Let him bring home the bloodstained armour of the enemy he
has killed, and make his mother happy.’ Hector handed the boy to his
wife . . . and said: ‘. . . No one is going to send me down to Hades be-
fore my proper time. But Fate is a thing that no man born of woman,
coward or hero, can escape. Go home now, and attend to your own work

.. War is men’s business; and this war is the business of every man in
ium, myself above all.” As he spoke, glorious Hector picked up his helmet
with its horsehair plume, and his wife set out for home, shedding great
tears and with many a backward look. She soon got home, and there in
the home of Hector killer of men she found a number of her women-
servants and stirred them all to Jamentations. So they mourned for Hector
in his own house, though he was still alive . . .” [128 ff: vi.405 ff].

Here is the towering prototype of Aeschylus’ Persians, in which the
poet made his fellow Athenians experience the sufferings and deaths of
their enecmies and the staggering defeat of Xerxes through the eyes of
Queen Atossa, his mother. And in Seven Against Thebes, where Eteocles
dominates the stage, there is no presumption that he is in the right—in
fact he is not; neither is his brother, Polyneices, the enemy. They are both
human beings, brothers, about to die—at one another’s hand. Even in the
Oresteia there are no “good guys” and “bad guys”: Agamemnon is far
from being good, and Clytemnestra is no mere fiend whom one might
boo when she comes on stage. Unlike her distant sister, Lady Macbeth,
she has some right on her side, too. In Greek tragedy chivalry has been
sublimated into a view of life: not only was there once a war in the remote
past between worthy opponents, but in man’s conflicts with man there is
typically some humanity and some right on both sides.

This is not at all to say that our sympathies are divided equally. Far
from it: as we read or see Prometheus we identify with him—yet we can-
not doubt that in the sequel Zeus, too, got a hearing. When Aristotle
said that there is no place in tragedy for utterly depraved characters, and
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when he rebuked Euripides for having made Menelaus too wicked in his
Orestes, and when Hegel, more than twenty-one centuries later, argued
that it is of the very essence of tragedy that good clashes with good, not
with evil, both were rationalizing Homer’s humane heritage.

There is no necessary reason whatsoever why in a great tragedy there
could not be a Iage or a Goneril; once Christian influences had replaced
the impact of the Iliad, evil characters did appear in tragedy. Nor is it im-
possible to feel tragic emotions—even terror and pity—as good is defeated
by evil. It is merely a historic fact that Greek tragedy was inspired by
Homer’s extraordinary humanity, Too much has been written about the
birth of tragedy from hypothetical rituals: it is time that we noted the
birth of tragedy from the spirit of Homer.

We have considered the three central points: the formal qualities,
the emphasis on the terrors of existence, and the humanity of the Iliad.
Of minor points there is no end, Let three illustrations suffice,

‘What rouses the wrath of Achilles is Agamemnon’s decision to take
away his mistress, Briséis. In canto xx she is finally returned to Achilles
—and for the first time speaks. In the first canto she seemed to be essen-
tially a status symbol: if Agamemnon had to yield his captive mistress at
Achilles’ urging, well, then he would take Achilles’ to indemnify himself
and to humiliate Achilles who had shamed him before the assembled
Achaeans, It did not seem as if the girl herself were thought of as a human
being in her own right, and it comes as a shock when, so much later, she
suddenly opens her mouth; it bazely seems possible that her words should
be worthy of the woman who, however unwillingly, caused the wrath of
Achilles that brought the Achaeans so much suffering. But she makes no
ordinary speech.

“So Briseis came back, beautiful as golden Aphrodite. But when she
saw Patréclus lying there, mangled by the sharp bronze, she gave a pierc-
ing scream, threw herself on his body, and tore her breast and tender neck
and her fair cheeks with her hands. Lovely as a goddess in her grief, she
cried: ‘Alas, Patroclus, my heart’s delight! Alas for me! I left you in this
hut alive when T went away; and now I have come back, my prince, to
find you dead. Such is my life, an endless chain of misery. I saw the hus-
band to whom my father and lady mother gave me lie mangled in front
of his city by the cruel bronze; and I saw my three brothers, my dear
brothers, borne by the same mother as myself, all meet their doom. But
you, when the swift Achilles killed my man and sacked King Mynes’ city
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—you would not even let me weep; you said you would make me Prince
Achilles’ lawful wife and take me in your ships to Phthia and give me a
wedding feast among the Myrmidons. You were so gentle with me always.
How can I ever cease to mourn you?”” [361: x1x.282 ff].

This is the prototype of the most heartrending scene in Aeschylus in
which Cassandra, mute so long that the audience must have assumed she
had no speaking part, suddenly burst into laments. And Sophocles, too,
puts us in mind of Homer’s feeling for Briseis when he rouses our sym-
pathies for Tecmessa, the captive mistress of his Ajax.

The second point concerns a single sentence: “Why do we loathe
Hades more than any god, if not because he is so adamantine and un-
yielding?” [165: rx.158 f]. We have shown in our discussion of hybris [sec.
15] that neither Aristotle nor the tragic poets took pride for a sin. All
the heroes of the Iliad are proud, and frequently state expressly how they
are better than this man or that; and Achilles does not mind saying that
he is the best of all, which he is according to Homer, and there is no
harm in his saying it Pride was no vice, but to be unyielding was. A
man should know his worth and not deceive himself about it—either by
downgrading himself or by presuming too much—but he should also see
the humanity of others and be willing to give way, as Agamemnon even-
tnally does to Achilles and, in the final canto, Achilles to Priam. Men
should listen to reason and come to terms with each other instead of be-
ing rclentless as death. In time, this standard became the central theme
of Aeschylus’ Prometheus trilogy; the poet applies it even to the titan
and to Zeus himself.

The third point is closely connected with the second; it concems the
image of Ares, the god of war, In a poem about the Trojan War that sings
the wrath of Achilles, one might expect Ares to be celebrated above all
other gods. But in the two scenes where Athene wounds and bests Ares,
she abuses him with a hatred and contempt that is not generally felt
against the enemy;® and when in the first case he soars up to Zeus, “the
immortal blood pouring from his wound,” and complains, Zeus’ reply puts
us in mind of Agamemnon’s words about Hades. With a black look, Zeus
calls him names and says: “There is nothing you enjoy so much as quar-
reling and fighting; which is why I hate yon more than any god on Olym-
pus. Your mother Here too has a headstrong and ungovernable temper—I

4 .
339: XVIIL105; 419! XXI1.275,
S114 f: v.825 ff; 390 f: xxr.391 £,
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have always found it hard to control her by word of mouth alone. I sus-
pect it was she that started this business and gat you into trouble, How-
ever, I do not intend to let you suffer any longer, since you are my own
flesh and blood and your Mother is my Wife, But if any other god had
fathered such a pernicious brat, you would long since have found yourself
in a deeper hole than the Sons of Uranus.”

Clearly, this is not straight allegory: Homer does what he generally
does with his similes, which, though seemingly introduced to make some
point vivid, quickly gain a life of their own and proliferate, Here, too, it
is casy to lose sight of the initial statement, as the image is developed.
A life centered in quarreling and fighting is felt to be odious, though a
brave man, when a fight is thrust upon him, will acquit himself nobly.
But it is far better to talk and yield a little and avoid war.

Athene is loved above all other gods, and is the prototype of that
ethos which Athens’ first statesman, Pericles, Sophocles’ friend, formu-
lated in his great funeral oration: “We prefer to meet danger with a light
heart but without laborious training, . . . We do not anticipate the pain,
although, when the hour comes, we can be as brave as those who never
allow themselves to rest. . . . We are lovers of the beautiful, yet simple
in our tastes, and we cultivate the mind without loss of manliness. . . .
The great impediment to action is, in our opinion, not discussion, but the
want of that knowledge which is gained by discussion preparatory to ac-
tion. . . . They are surely to be esteemed the bravest spirits who, having
the clearest sense both of the pains and pleasures of life, do not on that
account shyink from danger,”®

Homer had left his mark not only on the tragic poets but also on
Pericles. We need not marvel at the estcem in which he was held in
Athens, or at Plato’s sense that a philosopher who desired a radical break
with past modes of thinking must consider Homer his arch-rival, What is
odd is that Plato should have read Homer in such a fundamentalist spixit.

30

Nothing has obstructed a sensible reading of the Ilind more than the
frequent failure to understand the role of the gods in Homer, Gods, one
assumes, are supernatural; and Homer was a polytheist. Even Lattimore,

6 Thucydides 1.39 £ (Jowett tr.).



144 V' Homer and the Birth of Tragedy

in his very sensitive introduction to his poetic translation of the Iliad,
speaks repeatedly of supernatural aid. But the concept of the supernatural
is out of place in Homer; it involves an anachronism, a reference to a
wholly uncongenial vision of the world, and precludes an understanding
of the experience of life in the Iliad.

The poem abounds in references to the gods that are readily trans-
latable into “naturalistic” language, Here are a few striking examples:
“Thus Agamemnon prayed, but Zeus was not prepared to grant him what
he wished. He accepted his offering, but in return he sent him doubled
tribulation” [51:m419f], In other words, Agamemnon'’s fatted five-ycar-
old ox went for nothing; but it is so much more beautiful to say:

But he accepted his offering and multiplied his tribulations,

And instead of saying, “but it was not to be,” Homer says: “but Zeus
would not grant it.”” Where we might say, “he must have been out of his
mind,” Homer says: “But Zeus the Son of Cronos [must have]® robbed
Glaucus of his wits, for he exchanged with Diomedes golden armour for
bronze, a hundred oxen’s worth for the value of nine” [123: vr.234 ff].

In canto xr Diomedes barely misses killing Hector and shouts after
him: “You cur, . . . Phoebus Apollo took care of you once again. . . .
But we shall mect once more, and then I'll finish you, if I too can find a
god to help me. For the moment 1 shall try my luck against the rest”
[207: x1.362 f].

The last sentence is rendered more literally, though ungrammatically,
by Lattimore: “Now I must chasc whoever I can overtake of the others.”
Homer does not mention luck; when he speaks of what we might call luck
he mentions the gods—as in this passage.

What Diomedes shouts after Hector comes to something like this:
God help you—if ever I find a god to help me! Or: Once again your luck
has held out, you dog, but the day will come when I am in luck—and
then may the gods have mercy on you! Or: It is not always the better
man who prevails, for our encounters are subject to fickle fortune, and
this was your day, you cur; but if ever we meet again, things being equal
between us, break for break, your luck will not save you, dog, and you will
meet death at my hands.

At the end of canto vii, the Achaeans and the Trojans feast through

772: 1m1.302; here for once Ricu expands the phrase: “but Zeus had no intention yet

of bringing peace about.”
8The words T have bracketed are added by Rieu.
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the night, “but all night long Zeus, the Thinker, brewing evil for them in
his heart, kept thundering ominously, Their cheeks turned pale with fear,
and they poured wine on the ground from their cups. Not a man dared
drink before he had made a libation. . . .” It was thunder, but cxperi-
enced as a terrifying omen,

Near the beginning of the same canto we get a more extended image:
“They all sat down, and Agamemnon made the Achaean soldiers do the
same, Athene and Apollo of the Silver Bow also sat down, in the form of
vultures, on the tall oak sacred to aegis-bearing Zeus. They enjoyed the
sight of all these Trojan and Achaean warriors sitting there on the plain,
rank upon tank, bristling with shields, helmets and spears, like the dark-
ened surface of the sea when the West Wind begins to blow and ripples
spread across it” [133:virsg ff].

In large parts of the Western World today one sees no vultures; and
death, disease, and old age are concealed. In Calcutta, vultures still sit in
trees in the city, waiting for death in the streets; and sickness, suffering,
and the disintegration of i _ mlt the senses everywhere, But it is only
in Homer that, while death is ever present to consciousness, the vultures
in the tree are experienced as Athene and Apollo, delighting in the beau-
tiful sight of a sea of shields, helmets, and spears. In this vision death
has not lost its sting; ncither has life lost its beauty. The very vultures
are no reproach to the world.

‘When old Nestor relates how another man hid his horses, but
“though I went on foot, Athene so arranged the affair that I managed
to outshine even our own charioteers” [216: x1.720], we should not con-
sider this an example of supernatural assistance but rather a modest dis-
claimer—something like: I was in luck that day.

‘When Homer says, “the Trojans in their folly shouted approval. Pallas
Athena had destroyed their judgment” [345:xviL310f], he alludes not to
supernatural interference but to the unpredictable element in human af-
fairs. The Trojans were not always so foolish; one could not say that they
acted in character; but it is typical of human affairs that otherwise sensi-
ble men sometimes appland an unwise plamn.

And when Achilles looks at his new armor and exclaims, “This is in-
deed the workmanship we might expect from Heaven, No mortal could
have made it” [354:xmx.21f], this illuminates the long account of the
making of the armor by Hephaestus: Achilles’ armor was so exquisite, no
human craftsman could have made it.

There are a great many passages of another type: “Meanwhile Iris
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brought the news to white-armed Helen, disguising herself as Helen's
sister-inlaw, Laédice, the most beautiful of Priam’s daughters, who was
married to the lord Helicdon, Anténor’s son” [67: 1121 f]. It would be
idle to insist that it was not Laodice who brought the news; it would be
more to the point to say that the messenger goddess spoke through her
—that, in other words, the report was not a trivial matter but fraught
with significance. And it would be pointless to quote a lot of parailel
passages.” One more should suffice: “The god took the form of a herald,
Périphas son of Epytus, who was kindly disposed to Aenéas, having served
his old father as a herald till he himself was old. In this disguise, Apollo
son of Zeus, accosted him and said . . .” [324: xvir.323 ff].

In Homer it is not possible to tell for sure whether a man or woman
one encounters and talks with is human or divine.® When Diomedes
meets Glaucon, he says: “The fathers of men who meet me in my fury
are liable to weep. But if you are one of the immortals come down from
the sky, I am not the man to fight against the gods of Heaven”; and then
he goes on to tell of a hero who did precisely that [120: vi.128 ff].

In some passages two or more of the motifs we have considered
here are combined. In canto m, Menelans hurls his spear at Pars, who
narrowly escapes death, Then Menelaus strikes Paris’ helmet with his
sword, but the sword breaks, and Menelaus exclaims: “Father Zeus . . .
is there a god more spiteful than yourself?” But Menelaus attacks Paris
once more, seizing him by the horsehair crest of his helmet, “and Mene-
laus would have hauled him in and covered himself with glory, but for
the quickness of Aphrodite Daughter of Zeus, who saw what was happen-
ing and broke the strap for Paris, though it was made of leather from a
slaughtered ox, So the helmet came away empty in the great hand of the
noble Menelaus.” And then Aphrodite makes use of a dense mist to whisk
off Paris to Helen’s bedroom; and next the goddess goes off to find Helen,
who is on a high tower, surrounded by women; and Aphrodite disguises
herself as a certain old woman and tells Helen to go to her bedroom, to
Paris [73: 11365 fI].

In the first half of this passage, what is out of the ordinary is charged
to the gods. Homer has Menelaus accuse Zeus and introduces Aphrodite,
where a later age might speak of the trickery of fortune or the worst luck
or perfdious fate, But what are we to make of Paris’ flight to Helen's
bedroom? Did he take advantage of a thick mist, or the dust raised by the

8 CE. 6o: m7q0 ff; 104: v.460 fF; 113: v.784 f; 260: xav.i3s ff; 368: xx.81 £
W Cf, 95 and 97: v.124 ff and 1971,
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fight, and allow cowardice and lust to take him hence to Helen? Is Homer
spinning out the metaphor of Aphrodite’s breaking of the strap? And
when the old woman urges Helen to go to her bedroom, is it really an old
woman, or Aphrodite, or the stirring of lust within her? Clearly, these
questions are silly: they ask what “really” happened, as if Homer’s account
were based on eyewitnesses and documentation, Was Hamlet “really” in
the habit of talking to himself in heroic pentameters?

What one poet presents in terms of a soliloquy, showing a man de-
bating with himself, another would make into a dialogue, and Homer is
apt to introduce a god or goddess into such a dialogue. It does not follow
that these are mere manners of speaking, devoid of all significance. But
before we enter into any over-all interpretation, let us consider one last
passage, from canto .

The Queen of Heaven, the ox-eyed Here, asks Zeus to “tell Athene
to visit the front and arrange for the Trojans to break the truce.” Athene
descends “like a meteor that is discharged by Zeus as a waming to sailors

. and comes blazing through the sky and tossing out innumerable
sparks.” Both the Trojans and the Achaeans “were awestruck at the sight.
Every man looked at his neighbour with a question on his lips: ‘Does this
mean war again with all its horrors? Or is Zeus . . . making peace be-
tween us?’” Meanwhile “Athene disguised herself as a man and slipped
into the Trojan ranks in the likeness of a sturdy spearman called Laédocus
son of Anténor.” She then looked for Pindarms and suggested to him that
if only he would “shoot Menelaus with an arrow, youn would cover your-
self with glory”; and “Athene’s eloquence prevailed upon the fool”—and
thus the truce was broken and war resumed [78 £: w.so ff].

The event is clearly of momentous importance. It is senseless to ask
what “really” happened. But it is clear that another poet might have told
this story differently, leaving out the gods. Shakespeare, for example, might
have retained the meteor to suggest that the times were out of joint,
and he might have written a dialogue in which Pandarus at first resists
Laodocus’ suggestion, or a monologue in which the archer weighs the
pros and cons. A poet of more recent times might well have felt the need
to motivate Pandarus’ momentous act more thoroughly by going back to
his childhood, or at least by telling us how he had quarteled with his wife
the night before. Homer is closer to Camus and Sartre and lets a man do
something basically irrational and foolish without any claim that, if we
only knew enough facts, we should discover that the deed was necessary
and in some sense rational, Least of all did Homer feel, as so many people
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do in our time, that caprice is possible only in minor matters but out of
the question when it comes to fateful actions like the shooting of a presi-
dent or the ultimate decision to drop an atomic bomb or to resume the
bombing of North Vietnam, On the contrary, he sees the unpredictable,
irrational, capricious element precisely in deeds and decisions that mean
cruel suffering and hideous death for large masses of people.

31

The most crucial point about the gods in Homer is that belief is out of
the picture, For that reason, the contrast between Homer's polytheism
and Jewish or Christian monotheism is misleading. But nineteen centuries
of Christianity have left their mark on Western thought, and the notion
that belief does not enter into persistent talk about gods is not readily
understood. We must therefore explore this idea in more detail,

Even in the Hebrew Bible belief does not occupy the central role it
plays, for example, in the Gospel according to John; and in traditional
Judaism it has not been considered as crucial as in traditional Christianity.
The early Christians found their identity in what they believed; those
who believed that Churist rose from the dead the third day, and that he
was raised “that whoever believes in him may have eternal life,” and that
“he who believes in him is not condemned” while “he who does not be-
lieve is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of
the only Son of God,” were Christians; and those who did not believe
this, were not, One was not a Christian by birth, the way one was a Jew
or Greek; one became a Christian by virtue of what ane believed.

In a way, of course, this changed with the passage of time; in later
generations, a child bomm of Christian parents became a Christian, al-
most automatically, Still, the emphasis on belief remained central in the
Christian Scriptures, and one could not become a Christian in the full
sense without pledging one’s own belief in Christ. And at Church Council
after Church Council the precise content of the required beliefs was de-
fined progressively.

In traditional Judaism it was a way of life that played the same kind
of role that belief played in traditional Christianity. The ceremony of
confirmation at the age of thirteen meant that a boy became a son of the
Law and pledged himself to observe it.

The relevant difference between Judaism and Christianity was his-
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torically conditioned; the Hebrew Scriptures belonged for the most part
to pre-Hellenistic times, while the Christian Scriptures were not only writ-
ten in Greek but heavily influenced by Hellenism, But the climate of
thought in the area conquered first by Alexander and then by Rome was
worlds removed from Homer's sensibility. The decisive break, prepared by
the late pre-Socratics and the Sophists, came between Sophocles and
Plato. Sophocles’ tragedies arc the swan song of the old order, Plato’s
dialogues, the beginning of a new era. The fifth century was still the cen-
tury of tragedy and poetry; the fourth century no longer knew poets like
Pindar and Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides: it was the century of
philosophy, the age of Plato and Aristotle.

Indeed, the founders of Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Skepticism were
all born in the fourth century and died between 27¢ and 264 n.c. After
that came the school philosophers and the scholars. By the time the New
Testament was written, Aeschylus was as remote as Dante is today. It was
an age in which a languid and sophisticated tolerance existed side by side
with superstition and fanaticism, but Homer's radiant poetry was alien to
both, and all attempts to assimilate it to one or the other are completely
misguided.

In almost every way, Homer is closer to Genesis than to John; and
Genesis, too, is all too often read as if it belonged to a later age in which
that kind of poetry were no longer written. Preoccupation with beliefs
belongs to a far later stage in religion. In Genesis 1 there is no presump-
tion that this is how it actually happened, let alone that doubters will be
damuned. Such poctry antedates questions about precise meaning and
when and how; it comes centuries before all Socratic cross-examinations,
long before Heraclitus’ rivalry with the poets. Like the Iliad, it is a monu-
ment of an age not yet touched by that fundamentalism against which
Plato reacted, while falling victim to its curious manner of reading,

This is not the place to deal at length with the Old and New Testa-
ment, with Judaism and Christianity. Rather it might help to quote a
classical philologist about the Greek gods. We must remember that the
early Greeks “were not a coherent nation, but tiny pockets of people who
pushed and jostled each other about for centuries, settling here, resettling
there, continually making fresh contacts with new neighbours. . . . Very
often the earlier deity was a goddess, in which case it was very natural
to make her the wife of the incoming god. If he was a god, like Hyacin-
thus, he might become his supplanter’s son—but that involved a mother,
some local nymph or goddess. This was natural, and very innocent; but
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as something of the kind happened in very many of the innumerable
valleys and islands in which the Greeks scttled, and as these local, sup-
planting gods were more and more identified with Zeus or Apollo, it be-
gan to appeax that Zeus and Apollo had an enormous progeny by a very
large number of favoured goddesses, nymphs, or mortal women. But this
divine amorousness was the fortuitous result, not the intention, of the
myths; and the reason why it did not give immediate offence to religious
sentiment was precisely that it was known to be only an explanation. It
was not authoritative, dogmatic, educative; it was only ‘what they say’.
. . . Although it acquired the weight of tradition it was an explanation
which you could take or leave, The essential thing was to honour the god
in the rite; nothing compelled you to believe the story about it,”*1

All this still leaves open the question whether we are not patently
confronted with the supernatural whenever gods are mentioned. But the
whole antithesis of nature and the supematural belongs to a post-Homeric
climate of thought. Like other kinds of dualism, it has no place in the
Iliad, “In earlier times,” Hermann Frinkel has pointed out, “there is no
division of the person into ‘body’ and ‘soul.’ "2 “The word psyche is used
only of the soul of the dead, and the word soma, which in post-Homeric
Greek designates the ‘body,” means ‘corpse’ in Homer. Not in life but only
in death (and in a lifeless faint) did the Homeric man fall apart into body
and soul. He did not experience himself as a divided duality but as a single
self.”® Bruno Snell makes the same point, adding that Aristarchus (an
Alexandrian scholar who died in his seventy-second year in 157 B.c.) was
the furst to call attention to the fact that Homer uses séma only to refer to
a corpse;t he also says that “the distinction between body and soul rep-
resents a ‘discovery,’” and that “The first writer to feature the new con-
cept of the soul is Heraclitus. He calls the soul of living man psyche,”"®

We may seem to have strayed from the supernatural; but the doctrine
of two worlds depends on the distinction between body and soul. Only
where this visible body is not my real self is this visible world subordinated
to another, more real world. When the body (s6ma) becomes the tomb
(séma) of the soul,’® the true home of the soul is sought beyond this

LH. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks (1951, 1960), 198 f. My italics.
12 Dichtung und Philosophic des frithen Griechentums (1951, 2d rev. ed, 1962),

°% 1bid., 84.

14 The Discovery of the Mind, tr. T. G. Rosenmeyer (1953, 1960), 5.
15 Ibid., 17.

16 Plato, Cratylus 4oo, Gorgias 493, Phaedrus 250; cf. Phaedo 81 ff. The pun is
Orphic and antedates Plato.
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world. Thus the soul is the source of the supernatural. As long as man
does not feel divided against himself, he lacks the notion of the super-
natural. The supernatural is a projection of man’s sense of alienation from
nature.

All the great teachers of the doctrine of two worlds bear witness to
this: the sages of the Upanishads distinguish the true self, the Atman,
from this body, and true reality, Brahma, from nature; Plato was a dualist
on both levels; and Kant, too, required a noumenal, trans-empirical sclf
as well as another world. Conversely, Homer required neither.

“There are no divided feelings in Homer,” as Snell remarks [19]. And
on the next page, after giving an example from the Iliad, Snell comments:
“As in many other passages in which Homer refers to the intervention of
a god, the event has nothing supernatural, or unnatural about it. . . .
Whenever a man accomplishes, or pronounces, more than his previous at-
titude had led others to expect, Homer connects this, in so far as he tries
to supply an explanation, with the interference of a god. It should be noted
especially that Homer does not know genuine personal decisions; even
where a hero is shown pondering two alternatives the intervention of the
gods plays the key role.”

As we have seen, in some passages it is easy to trapslate lines in
which the gods are mentioned into naturalistic prose or poetry. There are
passages where this cannot be done so readily, but they do not establish
the presence of the supernatural in Homer. Here the point is not so much
what Snell says: “According to classical Greek notions the gods themselves
are subject to the laws of the cosmos, and in Homer the gods always op-
erate in strictest conformity with nature. . . , It would not be far wrong
to say that the supernatural in Homer beliaves with the greatest regularity;
nay more, it is possible to formulate precise laws which control the gods’
interference in human affairs, ITn Homer every new turn of events is engi-
neered by the gods” [29]. That, if true, is only half of what needs to be
said.

Let us contrast Homer on the one hand with Genesis and on the
other with the scientific world picture, Compared to the God of the bibli-
cal Creation story, Homer's gods are not supernatural but part of mature;
they are more similar to us than they are to the Lord of the prophets.
He is outside the world which He has created; nothing in this world is
divine or deserving of worship; man alone partakes of His spirit, but the
cleft between God and man is absolute, and even Abraham, who presumes
to challenge God’s justice, is “but dust and ashes” [18.27]. No man, even
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in the remote past, was elevated among the gods, nor are there demi-gods
or other beings of an intermediary type like, say, Prometheus, By contrast,
Homer’s gods are in the world; nature is full of divine beings that deserve
worship; Zeus has begotten many children with mortal women; and the
distinction between gods and men is uncertain. As a special favor, Athene
once enables Diomedes “to distinguish gods from men” [g5: v.127{].

Now compare Homer’s image of the world with that of the modem
scientific mentality, We are all familiar with a conception of the universe
that likens it to a clock; the deists used to insist that God must have
fashioned and wound the clock in the beginning, but they did not think
he was needed to keep it going after that. Given that image, it is fairly
clear what is meant by supematural interference: it is supposed that all
events in nature are determined and predictable, and supernatural inter-
ference means that the natural course of events is suspended, upset, in-
terrupted by some sort of a miracle, There is another, altogether different
notion of miracles as merely wonderful events—the German word for
miracles is Wunder, which retains the old meaning of wonders, marvels.
But marvels are not necessarily supernatural. Homer is full of marvels,
but to seek anything supernatural in the Iliad is as anachronistic as imput-
ing to him a mechanistic conception of the universe. His world abounds
in prodigies and is, in one word, paoetic,

Polytheism suggests belief in many gods, as opposed to monotheism,
which signifies belief in one god only. But Homer differs from monotheism
in two ways. First, confronted with the reality of a cult of many gods, he
does not oppose this diversity with any polemic; on the contrary, he turns
it to poetic use, Secondly, belief is out of the picture.

Polytheistic language is especially well suited to the description of
war. No other poet has ever been able to capture so perfectly the confusion
of war, the changing fortunes, and the apparent cross-purposes.

32

To clarify further the role of the gods in the Iliad, nothing is more help-
ful than a contrast with the great tragic poets of Athens, who will be
taken up one by one in the next three chapters. We will find occasion to
look back to Homer and complete the picture begun here. But one more
question about the gods can be considered now. Is the point just men-
tioned the only reason for the presence of gods in the Iliad?
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There is another function that the presence of the gods fulfills in the
Iliad. Tt helps to establish the sublime significance of the story. After all,
it would be easy to take a cynical view of the whole action, turning it into
a comedy,

Achilles acts like a boy: one of his toys is taken away, and he gets
angry and won'’t play any more. Stubborn, he turns down all entreaties
while his old friends are beaten terribly by their enemies. At long last,
feeling he cannot really hold out longer, but still too stubborn to give in,
he allows his best friend to join the fight again, pretending he is Achilles;
and his friend is killed. Now he becomes even angrier, joins the fight
again, and not only kills the man who killed his friend but, in his wrath,
drags the corpse through the dust behind his chariot. When the dead
man'’s father comes for the body, Achilles is ashamed and does his best to
hide the traces of his outrageous behavior. Like the story of Oedipus, this
is not really very promising material for a great poem; and it took a su-
preme poet to turn it into the Iliad.

Sctting the story in the context of the Trojan War could not by it-
self solve the problem. After all, that war invites cynicism, too. The whole
bloody ten-year war is for a woman not worth having. This is clearly im-
plicit in the Iliad, though the point is not made as forcefully and bitterly
as it is by Shakespeare in Troilus and Cressida. To Paris’ question whether
he or Menelaus “merits fair Helen best,” Shakespeare’s Diomedes retorts:

He like a puling cuckold would drink up

The lees and dregs of a flat tamed piece;

You, like a lecher, out of whorish loins

Are pleas’d to breed out your inheritors.

Both merits pois'd, each weighs nor less nor more;
But he as he, the heavier for a whore, [1v.1]

No disillusionment of comparable magnitude is found in Homer who
never fathomed such disgust or the despair for which Shakespeare so often
found words. But that does not mean that Homer was unaware of what
his story came to. Helen’s last words in the Iliad, only thirty lines from the
end of the poem, coucluding her lament for Hector, moan that all the
Trojans “shudder at me as I pass.”

The central emotion of Homer’s poem, however, is not bitterness
about man'’s folly, and the Iliad could not be subtitled “Much Ado About
Nothing.” We noted in our discussion of the Poetics that Aristotle failed
to see that the essential difference between comedy and tragedy lies in
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the poet’s attitude toward his material; and Homer decided to make a
great tragic poem of the Iliad, suggesting that the events he related were
of the utmost significance, far worthier and weightier than the doings of
his own time.

Tragedies, like mystical c experiences, are immensely significant by
definition. If anyone said, “Oh, it was nothing; just a mystical experience,”
or, “It was of no consequence, merely a tragedy,” adding, “let’s forget it!”
he would show clearly that he did not understand the meanings of the
words he used, If the other terms are used correctly, then the speaker is
telling us that the experience was not mystical, or that the events were
not tragic. The tragic poet confronts us with the claim that what he re-
lates is worthy of not being forgotten; that it is of great significance. In
Homer and some of the Greek tragedies, the participation of the gods
helps to establish this claim; what is told is prodigious, extraordinary, and
momentous,

33

It is time to return to man, for although the gods participate in men’s
affairs at every turn, the Iliad is after all primarily about men. Clearly, we
are not left with the feeling that men are mere puppets; even less are we
moved to echo Gloucester’s cry:

As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods.
They kill us for their sport. [King Lear wv.1]

On the contrary, the gods’ interest in Achilles and Hector, Odysseus and
Diomedes, establishes their importance and helps to raise them to a higher
plane. They are not like latter-day human beings; they are of heroic
stature,

Yet for all their greatness they live on the edge of night., The radical
insecurity we found in Sophocles’ tragedies has its prototype in the Iliad.
Consider, to begin with, the words of Agamemnon as he ends his feud
with Achilles: “I was not to blame. It was Zeus and Fate and the Fury
who walks in the dark that blinded my judgment that day at the meeting
when I took Achilles’ prize.” There was nothing, he says, he could do be-
cause “Atg, the eldest Daughter of Zeus, who blinds us all, accursed spirit
that she is, . . . flitting through men’s heads, corrupting them, and bring-
ing this one or the other down,” confounded him. “Even Zeus was blinded
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by her once”—and Homer, with his matchless delight in marvelous tales
and descriptions, far from moving into a lament over man’s abandonment
to cruel Ate, plunges into the wonderful story of how Zeus was blinded
and punished Ate [356 f: xix.85 ff].

Soon Achilles speaks in the same vein: “How utterly . . . a2 man can
be blinded by Father Zeus!” [361: xix.270]. He, too, was out of his mind
when he quarrcled with Agamemnon. But the point is not that men are
mere toys in Zeus’ hand; on the contrary, they are subject to the same
sudden blindness that attacks Zeus, too. That is the pattern of life: the
noblest and wisest act sometimes as if they had lost their wits.

This sense of the unpredictable element in human life is strong in
the Iliad. Hector voices it to Glaucus, saying that Zeus can rout even the
brave and then again spur him on to fight;” and to Achilles he says: “I
know that you are a good man, better far than myself. But matters like
this lie on the knees of the gods, and though I am not so strong as you, I
may yet kill you with a cast of my spear.”!8

In the Iliad the sense of rank is very strong, and we are frequently
told without hesitation who excels whom, and who is best of all, There is
such a brutal certainty about many of these claims that the reminders of
the uncertainty of all our calculations are liberating rather than depressing,

A few illustrations may help to show this. At the end of the so-called
catalogue of the ships, Homer sings:

“These then were the captains and commanders of the Dénaans.
Now tell me, Muse, of all the men and horses that crossed with the
Atreidae, which were the first and foremost? Of the horses, the best by
far were those of Admétus. . . . Of the men, Telamonian Aias was by far
the best, but only while Achilles was in dudgeon . . .” [s9 f: 1760 ff].

“And that Menelaus would have been the end of you, at Ilector’s
hands, since he was the better man by far, if the Achacan kings had not
leapt up and held you back, and if Atreides himself, imperial Agamemnon,
had not . . . restrained you, ‘You are mad . . . Do not let ambition make
you fight a better man. . . . Even Achilles feared to mect him . . ., and
Achilles is a better man than you by far” [134: viLio4 ff].

37 320:xviL.176 ff. Rieu’s “we are all puppets in the hands of aegis-bearing Zeuns”
has no basis in the text; but his “In a moment, Zeus can make a brave man run away
and lose a battle; and the next day the same god will spur him on to fight” captures
the point beautifully.

18 377: xx.433 ff. In the final clause I have deviated from Rieu's rendering, which is
not quite right.
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““That,” he said, ‘consoles me somewhat for my lord Patroclus’ death,
though he was a better man than the one I have killed’” [330: xvi.538 f].

“Yes, my friend, you too must die. Why make such a song about
it? Even Patroclus died, who was a better man than you by far”
[383: xxr.106 ff].

It would serve no purpose to pile up examples.?® Let us conclude
with Priam’s words in the last canto: “Is it a trifling thing to you that Zeus
the son of Cronos has afflicted me with the loss of my finest son?”
[443: 3cav.242].

These passages illuminate one of the oddities of Plato’s philosophy
that survived in Neoplatonism, Thomism, and even Neo-Thomism. Con-
sider Thomas’ “fourth way” of proving the existence of God:20 “The
fourth way is taken from the gradation to be found in things. Among be-
ings there are some more and some less good, true, noble, and the like.
But more or less are predicated of different things according as they re-
semble in their different ways something which is the maximum, as a thing
is said to be hotter according as it more nearly resembles that which is
hottest; so that there is something which is truest, something best, some-
thing noblest. . . .” This is not merely a survival from Plato that is strik-
ingly alien to modern ways of thinking; the spirit is Greek through and
through and long antedates Plato, and it is utterly different from the
spirit of the Hebrew Scriptures. This Greck confidence that men and
things can be graded in a single sequence, as if “good” and “noble,” “beau-
tiful” and “best” were all univocal, and superiority and inferiority were as
palpable as weights and sizes, is unscientific by modern standards and,
from a Jewish point of view, inhumane.

Homer’s references to Ate also help us to understand Plato. In a bril-
liant chapter on “Agamemnon’s Apology,” E. R. Dodds, after agreeing
with Bruno Snell that “Homeric man has no unified concept of what we
call ‘soul’ or ‘personality,’” discusses Homer’s “habit of explaining charac-
ter or behaviour in terms of knowledge”—meaning that Homer uses
“know” in ways that strike us as strange—and then Dodds remarks: “This
intellectualistic approach to the explanation of behaviour set a lasting
stamp on the Greek mind: the so-called Socratic paradoxes, that ‘virtue is

18 Cf, 45:1m200f; 66:1m71 and g2; 87:1v.405; 124: vL.252; 311:xvL708; 320:
xviL168;  323:xvinzyg £ 339: xviLioj;  4o1:xxmas8d;  41g9:xxmrz74 ff;  422:

xxm.g .
20 Summa Theologica, I, Question 11, Article 3.
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knowledge,” and that ‘no one does wrong on purpose,” were no novelties,
but an explicit generalised formulation of what had long been an in-
grained habit of thought. Such a habit of thought must have encouraged
the belief in psychic intervention. If character is knowledge, what is not
knowledge is not part of the character, but comes to 2 man from
outside.”*

The darkness on whose brink men live humanizes Homer's world.
The inhuman certainty about order of rank is softened by the knowledge
that even in fair combat the better may be bested by the less good, the
brave may be terrified and run, and the wise may of a sudden act foolishly.
Nor is death ever far, and there is nothing enduring about the difference
between man and man except perhaps fame. That no one does wrong on
purpose may indeed be presupposed; but it does not mean that the best
are safe from doing wrong. Even Zeus was once blinded by Ate.

Twice in the Ilied the somber side of this view of man’s lot is ex-
pressed with great eloquence by gods. The first time, Zeus says: “Of all
creatures that breathe and creep about on Mother Farth there is none so
miserable as man” [328: xvir.446f]. And later Apollo calls men “those
wretched creatures who, like the leaves, flourish for a little while on the
bounty of the earth and flaunt their brilliance, but in a moment droop
and fade away” [392: xx1.464 ff].

The image of the leaves is used earlier by Glaucus in his encounter
with Diomedes: “What does my lineage matter to you? Men in their-gen-
erations are like the lecaves of the trees. The wind blows and one year’s
leaves are scattered on the ground; but the trees burst into bud and put
on fresh ones when the spring comes 'round, In the same way one gen-
eration flourishes and another nears its end. But if you wish to hear about
my family, I will tell you the tale”’—and with Homeric gusto he launches
into the story, taking fully sixty lines to tell of Sisyphus and Bellérophon,
including an episode like that of Potiphar’s wife in Genesis, exploits in-
volving Chimaera and then the Amazons—and at long last he concludes:
“ .. and I am his son. He sent me to Troy; and he used often to say to
me, ‘Let your motto be I lead. Strive to be the best. Your forefathers were
the best men in Ephyre and Lyjcia. Never disgrace them.” Such is my pedi-
gree; that is the blood I claim as mine” [121 f: vi.145 ff]. Delighted, Dio-
medes realizes that their two families have ancient ties, and they exchange
their armor.

21 The Greeks and the Irrational (1951, 1957), 15 ff.
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That men persh like leaves in the wind does not make for resigna-
tion, any more than it does in a parallel passage in Isaiah: “All flesh is
grass, and all its beauty is like the flower of the field. The grass withers,
the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the
people is grass. The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our
God will stand for ever. Get you up to a high mountain, O Zjon, herald of
good tidings . . .” [40.6ff].

In Homer there are no good tidings comparable to those of the Sec-
ond Isaiah, announcing the end of the Exile, In the world of the Iliad we
do not find such rejoicing; but we do find, again and again, the spirit of
Glaucus’ motto that his father impressed on him. “The old man Peleus
exhorted his boy Achilles always to strive for the foremost place and outdo
his peers” [218; x1.782 f]. And when the aged Priam comes to Achilles in
the final canto, Achilles says to him: “You must endure and not be broken-
hearted. Lamenting for your son will do no good at all. You will be dead
yourself before you bring him back to life” [452: xx1v.549 f].

Many of the motifs we have considered come together in Achilles’
words to his mother, Thetis, after the death of Patroclus. “I” he says,
“have sat here by my ships, an idle burden on the earth, I, the best man in
all the Achaean force. . . . Ah, how I wish that discord could be banished
from the world of gods and men, and with it anger, insidious as?? trickling
honey, anger that makes the wisest man flare up and spreads like smoke
through his whole being, anger such as King Agamemnon roused in me
that day! . . . T will go now and seek out Hector, the destroyer of my
dearest friend. As for my death, when Zeus and the other deathless gods
appoint it, let it come. Even the mighty Heracles did not escape his doom.
. . . And I too shall lie low when I am dead, if the same lot awaits me. But
for the moment, glory is my aim” [339 f: xviir.104 ff].

Death is always near and never forgotten for any length of time; so is
the striving to excel and the desire for glory. Indeed, heroic glory is in-
separable from courage in the face of death and danger.

Twice Odysseus reflects on courage. “Left to himself without a single
Axgive to support him, now that all were panicstricken, even the re-
nowned Odysseus was perturbed and took counsel with his indomitable
soul. . . . It would be infamy to take to my heels, scared by the odds
against me; but even more unpleasant to be caught alone. . . . But why
do I discuss the point? Do I not know that cowards leave their post,

22 Almost all other translators have “sweeter than.”
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whereas the man who claims to lead is in duty bound to stand unflinch-
ing® and to kill or die?’ " [208: xv4c1 ff].

Later, Agamemnon says that it seems to be Zeus’ pleasure®® “that the
Achaeans should perish here, far from Argos. . . . There is nothing to be
ashamed of in running from disaster, even by night. It is better to save
one’s skin by running than to be caught.” But Odysseus gives him a black
look and protests: “You should have had a set of cowards to command,
instead of leading people like ourselves, whose lot it is from youth to
age to see wars through to their bitter end, till one by one we drop”
[259: x1v.65 ff].

The great Ajax expresses the same ethos in a darker tone: “You might
as well put down your bow and all those arrows, now that some god who
is annoyed with us has made them of no use. Lay your hand on a long
spear instead, sling a shield on your shoulder, and so meet the enemy and
give a lead to our men. The Trojans may have beaten us, but we can at
least show them once more how we can fight” [284: xv.471 fi].

It is in the fight over Patroclus’ corpse that Ajax sums up this out-
look most beautifully: “Any fool can see that Father Zeus is helping the
Trojans. Every spear they cast goes home. Whether it comnes from a bun-
gler's or a marksman’s hand, Zeus sces it to its target, while ours fall gently
to the ground and do no harm at all. Well, we must contrive without himn,
. . . Ah Father Zeus, save us from this fog and give us a clear sky, so that
we can usc our cyes. Kill us in daylight, if you must” [333: xvir.629 ff].

Thus Homer's experience of life finds words again and again through
the mouths of different heroes, each speaking in his own distinctive voice,
But the definitive formulation is allotted to “the godlike Sarpédon,” a son
of Zcus and, on his mother’s side, a grandson of Bellérophon [122:vL
198 f]; and as king of the Lycians he fights on the Trojan side until Patro-
clus kills him [304 f: xv1.462 ff].

“Why do the Lycians at home distinguish you and me with marks of
honour, the best seats at the banquet, the first cut off the joint, and never-
empty cups? Why do they all look up to us as gods? And why were we
made the lords of that great estate of ours on the banks of Xanthus, with
its lovely orchards and its splendid fields of wheat? Does not all this oblige
us now to take our places in the Lycian van and fling ourselves into the
flames of battle? Only so can we make our Lycian men-at-arms say this

23 Lattimore: “if one is to win honour in battle, he must by all means stand his

ground strongly.”
24 Rien’s “almighty Zeus” intrudes a Christian notion that is out of place in Homer.
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about us when they discuss their Kings: ‘They live on the {at of the land
they rule, they drink the mellow vintage wine, but they pay for it in their
glory. . . . Ah, my friend, if after living through this war we could be
sure of ageless immortality, I should neither take my place in the front
line nor send you out to win honour in the field. But things are not like
that. Death has a thousand pitfalls for our feet; and nobody can save him-
self and cheat him. So in we go, whether we yield the glory to some other
man or win it for ourselves” [229:xi310 ff].

We should not merely label this cutlook “noblesse oblige” and be
done with it, for it is remarkable in many ways. In the Iliad the brevity of
life is no objection to the world but an incentive to relish its pleasures, to
live with zest, and to die gloriously. The shadow death casts does not stain
the earth with a slanderous gloom; it is an invitation to joy and nobility.

This experience of life is utterly different from that developed in
Hinduism or Buddhism, Confucianism or Taoism, Judaism or Christianity.
It is also remote from the philosophies of Plato, who taught the immor-
tality of the soul; of the Stoics and Epicureans, who taught men to live
frugally to a ripe age, purchasing tranquillity by giving up intensity; and of
Spinoza who renewed this kind of wisdom, Indeed, the philosophers have,
almost without exception, followed the Stoics and Epicureans, if not the
scholars of Alexandria. Neither in the continental rationalists nor in the
British empiricists, nor among the professors who, beginning with Kant
and Hegel, appropriated philosophy, do we find an awareness of even the
possibility of a Homeric experience of life.

This is noteworthy, considering that Homer’s spirit did have progeny;
it lived on in Athenian tragedy, though the children, as we shall see, dif-
fered remarkably both from their father and from each other; and it was
revived, two thousand years after Sophocles’ and Euripides’ death in 406
B.C., in Elizabethan tragedy. But all this was lost on the philosophers. Even
Aristotle, who admired Sophocles—as a craftsman—perceived little of his
spirit and totally ignored the philosophical dimension of tragedy. Hegel,
who also admired Sophocles, was actually much closer to Aeschylus, as we
shall sce, and caught something of his spirit; but Homer’s distinctive legacy
as we have tried to describe it here was beyond his ken, too. Schopenhauer,
looking everywhere for confirmation of his own doctrine of resignation,
was completely blind to Homer’s philosophical dimension.

The first philosopher, if not the first thinker, who captured a great
deal of Homer’s spirit in his own prose and approach to life was Nietzsche.
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This is not to say that he saw or expounded Homer remotely in my fash-
ion; he did not. What he said about Homer was quite different, and as we
tum to “Aeschylus and the Death of Tragedy” we will discover how un-
tenable some of the central ideas of Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy are. In
fact, what has been said about the birth of tragedy in the present chapter
is worlds removed from what Nietzsche wrote on the same subject.

Nevertheless, Nietzsche’s later books develop attitudes toward life
and death, intense joy and suffering, nobility and order of rank that open
up forgotten possibilities and a better understanding of Greek tragedy and
Homer than he himself had. In some of the so-called existentialist phi-
losophers this new impetus survives—barely. It is this clement in their
writings to which many young people respond—allowing for a far more
numerous majority who merely seize on what is fashionable. But for every
ounce of Homer's spirit our existentialists atone with tons of the most arid
Alexandrian scholasticism.

There are aspects of the heroes’ concern with status in the Iliad that
furnish a striking contrast with the Odyssey. This concern is more charac-
teristic of Achilles than it is of most of the other heroes, and it is partly
this that prompts his wrath in the first canto. When he finally permits
Patroclus to go into battle, Achilles urges him not to win too great a
victory, as this might diminish Achilles’ honor and make him cheaper
[294: xvi.go]. Toward the end, when Achilles relents and returns Hector's
body to Priam, he addresses the dead Patroclus lest his pride be wounded:
The ransom was worthy, and Patroclus will teceive his share [453: xxiv.
592 ff]. Clearly, the concern is not with wealth, as it is so often in the
Odyssey; the ransom will not profit the dead friend. What is at stake is
his honor or status.

Much more might be made of the heroes” dread of shame and their
longing for lasting fame.? In conclusion, let us consider their attitude to-
ward fame just a little more.

There is no immortality and no reward for heroism, except the glory
of being remembered in some great poem. The absence of any belief in
immortality invites compatison with the Old Testament, where this no-
tion found entry only in a few late passages, notably Isaiah 26.19, parts of
Isaiah 66, and Daniel 12.2. The dominant view in the Hebrew Scriptures
is that “in death there is no remembrance of thee; in Sheol who can give
thee praise?” [Psalms 6.5]. The story in which Samuel’s departed spirit is

2B E.g. 134: VILG1; 205: XL315; 305: xvL498 ff.



162 V  Homer and the Birth of Tragedy

conjured up is close to Homer, even as the whole ancient conception of
Sheol invites comparison with [omer's Hades—and Saul is in many ways
similar to Ajax, a hero in battle who is taller than all the others, a king
whom the divine spurns, and who eventually goes mad (though this last
point is not mentioned in Homer). And the following counsel of Lcclesi-
astes is Homer transposed into Wisdom literature, Stoicized: “Whatever
your hand finds to do, do it with your might; for there is no work, or
thought, or knowledge, or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going”
f9.10].

The closest we come to Homer in the Bible is in the stories of Saul
and David; and there we come surprisingly close. Erich Auerbach’s cele-
brated contrast of an exceedingly terse story in Genesis with a lovingly
elaborated passage in the Odyssey, in the first chapter of his Mimesis, is
nnsound methodologically because it takes the features of two diametri-
cally opposed genres for basic traits of the two cultures in which they are
found; comparing a passage from the David stories with a suitably selected
one from Sophocles he would have got a very different contrast.

What remains distinctive in Homer and has no equal in the Bible is
the fierce delight and interest in the moment—in observation and conver-
sation and combat—coupled with the constant knowledge that all this is
but ephemeral, that death is near, and that the best a man can hope for is
to be remembered evermore in poetry. Thus the tragic poet does not
merely relate some ancient story for the entertainment and instraction of
his audience; he participates in the tale by fulfilling his heroes’” most urgent
desire. And while the atmosphere of the Iliad is drenched with death, the
first great tragic poem of world literature is also a song of triumph because
it grants the dead their wish for immortal glory in song.
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The idea of “the death of tragedy” goes back to Nietzsche. He did not only
proclaim, first in the Gay Science and then in Zarathustra, that “God is
dead”; in his first book, The Birth of Tragedy, we read:

“Greek tragedy met an end different from her older sister-arts: she
died by suicide, in consequence of an irreconcilable conflict; she died tragi-
cally. . . . When Greek tragedy died, there rose everywhere the deep sense
of an immense void. Just as Greek sailors in the time of Tiberius, passing
a lonely island, once heard the shattering cry, ‘Great Pan is dead,” so the
Hellenic world was now pierced by the grievous lament: ‘tragedy is deadl
Poetry itself has perished with her! . . J” [sec, 11].

In the first half of the twenticth century, it was Nietzsche's discussion
of the birth of tragedy, and of what he called the Apollinian and the
Dionysian, that established the fame of his first book. The so-called Cam-
bridge school in England developed his ideas on this subject, and a host of
scholars accepted them by way of Jane Harrison’s and Gilbert Murray’s
books. But we have seen that Gerald Else has contested their theories and
argued for a different hypothesis [sec. 8 above].
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Since World War 11, Nietzsche’s discussion of the death of tragedy
has become more influential, and his ideas have become almost a com-
monplace, It will be one of the central points of the present chapter to
show that these popular ideas are untenable, regarding the death of both
Greek tragedy and tragedy in our time.

One of the systematic flaws of the popular argument is that one type
of tragedy is treated as if it were the only one; when writers speak of the
death of tragedy they usually mean that no tragedies like Oedipus Tyran-
nus were written after the fifth century m.c., or are being written in the
twentieth century, But Sophocles himself, once he had written Oedipus
Tyrannus, wrote no more tragedies like it: neither Philoctetes nor Oedipus
at Colonus ends in catastrophe, and Electra ends on a note of triumph.
Even in Afax the hero’s suicide occurs at line 805, and most of the remain-
ing 555 lines are concerned with the question of whether he is to reccive
a hero’s burial or not, and in the end he does. In other words, of Sopho-
cles’ extant tragedies, only threc end tragically,

My argument might be countered as follows. Although Sophocles
was older than Euripides, both died in 406—Luripides a few months be-
fore Sophocles. If Euripides was responsible for the death of tragedy, or
if he at least embodied the spirit of a new age in which tragedy was no
longer possible—and this is Nietzsche's thesis—it stands to reason that
Sophocles, particularly in his old age, duning the last twenty years of his
career, was infected, too.

Nevertheless, the admission that Euripides’ tragedies were not really
tragedies and that Sophocles, too, wrote only three bona fide tragedies
would reduce the whole notion of the death of tragedy, either around 406
B.C. of in our time, to the absurd—unless we could introduce Aeschylus at
this point, saying that he was the creator of tragedy and that we must
turn to his plays if we want to know what real tragedies look like. This is
what Nietzsche clearly implies, and if this point could be sustained his
argument would not be absurd. IFor in that case we could say that Aeschy-
lus’ seven extant tragedies are the paradigm cases of the genre to which
Sophocles contributed three great masterpieces before he, like Euripides,
succumbed to the essentially untragic outlook of the dawning fourth
century.

The facts of the matter are, however, quite different. Perhaps in large
part becanse so much philology is microscopic and pedestrian, those who
aspire to deal with our subject philosophically go to the opposite extreme
and take it for granted that it would be sub-philosophical to dwell on par-
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ticular Greek tragedies. As a result, the philosophical dimension of Aeschy-
lus and Sophocles remains unexplored—in The Birth of Tragedy no less
than in the Poetics. Hence it never struck Nietzsche, or those who have
refurbished his thesis in our time, that the very attitudes they associate
with the death of tragedy are found preeminently in Aeschylus.

Nietzsche’s account of the death of Greek tragedy is diffuse, flam-
boyant, and shot through with interesting ideas. Instead of offering a de-
tailed summary and lengthy polemics, let us stress three central themes.
Nietzsche repeatedly calls the new spirit of which tragedy died “optimism”
—and this he professes to find not only in Socrates but also in Euripides,
along with a delight in dialectic and an excessive faith in knowledge. The
passage in which he attributes “the death of tragedy” to optimism and
rationalism will be quoted and discussed at the beginning of Chapter VIII,
on Euripides; for the moment, it will suffice to link these two motifs with
a third that helps to clarify the other two: the faith that catastrophes can
and ought to be avoided. If men would only use their reason properly—
this is the optimistic notion of which tragedy is thought to have perished
—there would be no need for tragedies.t

I will argoe that this was the faith of Aeschylus. Euripides, far from
being an optimist, was indeed, as Ardstotle put it, albeit for different rea-
sons, “the most tragic of the poets.” Aeschylus was, compared with
Sophocles and Euripides, the most optimistic: he alone had the sublime
confidence that by rightly employing their reason men could avoid catas-
trophes. His world view was, by modern standards, anti-tragic; and yet he
created tragedy.

On this perverse fact most discussions of this subject suffer shipwreck.
How can we resolve the paradox? We should cease supposing that great
tragedies must issue from a tragic vision that entails some deep despair or
notions of inevitable failure and, instead, read Aeschylus with care.

One point may be anticipated: tragedy is generally more optimistic
than comedy. It is profound despair that leads most of the generation born
during and after World War II to feel that tragedy is dated; they prefer
comedy, whether black or not. Tragedy is inspired by a faith that can
weather the plague, whether in Sophoclean Athens or in Elizabethan Lon-
don, but not Auschwitz. It is compatible with the great victories of Mara-
thon and Salamis that marked the threshold of the Aeschylean age, and
with the tiumph over the Armada that inaugurated Shakespeare’s era. It

1 This last motif is more prominent in the twentieth century than it was in Nictzsche,
though he did associate tragedy with the incurable {see below, sec. 58).
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is not concordant with Dresden, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki. Tragedy de-
pends on sympathy, ruth, and involvement. It has little appeal for a gen-
eration that, like Ivan Karamazov, would gladly return the ticket to God,
if there were a god. Neither in Athens nor in our time has tragedy perished
of optimism: its sickness unto death was and is despair.

35

What we know of Aeschylus, apart from his plays, is little enough, The
titles of about seventy-nine of his plays have survived, but only seven of
his tragedies are extant, He died in Sicily in 456, and his epitaph is said to
have been written by himself; it docs not mention his tragedies but recalls
with pride that he fought at Marathon, In 490 B.c., when the Persians
invaded Greece with an immense army, the Delphic oracle was pro-
Persian,? but nine thousand Athenians and one thousand Plataeans saved
Greece, without benefit of Apollo’s support, Six thousand of them, includ-
ing Aeschylus’ brother, were killed in the battle. Ten years later, the Per-
sians returned under Xerxes and were again beaten in two decisive encoun-
ters, In a naval engagement at Salamis in 480, and on land the following
year, at Plataca. According to the ancient “Life of Aeschylus” [Mediceus
codex, sec. 4], Aeschylus fought in these battles, too.

He won his first victory in the annual tragedy contests in 484. Con-
sidering that the Greeks dated their writers by the year in which they
“fourished,” which convention had fixed at the age of forty, his birth in
525 may have been inferred from his victory in 484.

It was long assumed that The Suppliants was his oldest extant trag-
edy, because the chorus is so prominent in it, and Prometheus was widely
held to be the next oldest. The discovery of a papyrus fragment that in-
dicated that The Suppliants was first performed in a contest in which
Sophocles was one of the competitors has changed the dating of The
Suppliants to about 463, and Prometheus is now held by most scholars
to have been written by Aeschylus shortly before his death,® though a very
few writers doubt that Prometheus was written by him at all.

The oldest tragedy we know is thus The Persians [472]. It deals with

2 See, e.g. H. W. Parke and D. E. W. Wommell, The Delphic Oracle (1956), 1, 162,
16

3‘See, eg. C. ]J. Herington, “Some Evidence for a Late Dating of the Prometheus
Vinctus,” CR, vLxxvir (1964), 239 f.
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the Persian catastrophe at Salamis without mentioning a single Greek by
name, without gloating, without the least touch of that inhumanity and
jingoism that so often accompany accounts of major military victories. In
an article on “Aeschylus on the Defeat of Xerxes,” Lattimore has detailed
the poet’s “distortion of history.” The play gives the impression that
Xerxes’ forces were conclusively crushed at Salamis; major battles fought
during the months that followed are omitted; and Plataca is misrepre-
sented as “an insignificant mopping-up operation.” Lattimore suggests that
the desire for dramatic unity “will not account for everything. We cannot
fail to see here the glorification of a victory which is, as far as Aeschylus
can make it so, Athenian.” Was Aeschylus after all a chauvinist? Lattimore
thinks so: “it is not his fault that we can correct his account, since he
could not have foreseen Herodotus. . . . For him, the defeat of Xerxes
was Salamis, and the victor was Athens; that was a simple tale, and he
meant to make it live.” Thus ends Lattimore’s article.®

Since the poet’s character is at stake, this charge needs to be rebutted.
The poet, eight years after Salamis, certainly did not look forward to an
age, centuries hence, when his play would be our only source of informa-
tion. For one thing, Phrynichus, an older tragic poet, had scored a great
success with his Phoenician Women [476], which dealt with the same
events. Themistocles, the architect of the Athenian victory, had sponsored
Phrynichus’ play; and Aeschylus had no way of knowing that his Persians,
unlike The Phoenician Women, would survive, He seems to have bor-
rowed heavily from the older play, but apparently by way of trying to
show how the story ought to be presented. Not knowing Phrynichus’ play,
we cannot know where Aeschylus changed the accents and in what ways
his view of the Persian defeat was distinctive. This is one of those cases
in which a lack of historical knowledge prevents full understanding. But
it is not likely that a tragedy mounted by Themistocles had placed less
emphasis on the role of Athens.

Secondly, one of Aeschylus® “distortions,” which Lattimore duly men-
tions among others, dwarfs all the rest. Not only does Marathon receive
no more than passing mention, but the ghost of Darius, whose invasion
was repulsed in that world-historical battle, is presented as the voice of
wisdom that condemns the foolish Xerxes. There was no need at all to

4 In Classical Studies in Honor of William Abbott Oldfather (1943). All quotations
are from p. 91, except for the last one, which is from g¢3.

5 Page, in his introduction to Agememnon (1957), xvii, accepts Lattimore’s demon-
stration that “the desire to glorify Athens suppresses or distorts the well-known facts.”
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make the villain of Marathon the very image of a wise old king, to make
Atossa, Xerxes’ mother, every inch a queen, and not to dignify the victory
of Marathon with fitting eloquence, Had Aeschylus been a jingoist, he
might have stressed the fact that Athens had saved Greece again at Sala-
mis, as she had done ten years before at Marathon; and instead of finding
blameworthy only a single youthful king, he might have made us feel that
there was something evil about Persia.

What Aeschylus moves into the center is not Athens’ prowess, though
he does take pride in that, nor the historical sequence of events—how
everything actually happened, week by week—but the overwhelming suf-
fering of the Persians. That the disaster might have been avoided is a
central motif in the play; that this in no way lessened the agonies of the
thousands who were killed, wounded, or drowned, or the grief of their
wives and mothers, is no less clear. And with his distinctive fondness for
majestic language, the poet conjures up an immense panorama of human
misery.

Four years later, in 468, he was defeated for the first time by Sopho-
cles, then about twenty-eight. Seven Against Thebes was first performed
in 467, and the Oresteia trilogy in 458, two years before Aeschylus’ death,
All of his other tragedies were also parts of trilogies—usually connected
trilogies, like the Oresteia. The Persians was one of the few exceptions;
it bore no close relation to the two tragedies produced with it. The Sup-
pliants must be read, as it were, as the first act of 2 longer work; the same
is true of Prometheus; and Seven Against Thebes was the concluding
tragedy, preceded by Aeschylus’ Laius and Oedipus, and followed by his
satyr play, The Sphinx.

About the relative merits of the seven extant tragedies, critics are
virtually unanimous: the last four are in an altogether different class from
the first three; but this judgment does not really reflect adversely on The
Persians, Seven, or Suppliants because the Oresteia and Prometheus are
generally, and rightly, numbered among the greatest poems ever written.
Indeed, Swinburne called the Oresteia perhaps “the greatest achicvement
of the human mind.” This tribute is worth noting; so is the fact that al-
most all singular superlatives in literary criticism are grotesque.®

6 Huntington Cairns’s fascinating anthology, The Limits of Art (1948), consists en-
tirely of texts that “have been pronounced perfect or the greatest of their kind” by
“competent critics,” always followed by the critic’s comment. Flaubert seems to have
called “La fille de Minos et de Pasiphaé” (Racine’s Phédre 1.1) “The most beautiful

line in all French literature” (845). George Saintsbury has discovered “Perhaps the
most beautiful prose sentence ever written” (152). He also tells us that Donne’s “So
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Any attempt to explore the philosophical dimension of Aeschylus’
tragedies must start from the Oresteia; for the only other complete work
we have from him is The Persians, written well before he had reached the
height of his powers: the other three plays, though intact, are fragments
of trilogies that have not survived. Philologists have hazarded exceedingly
convincing reconstructions of the plots of these three trilogies, but sound
method dictates that we begin with what is whole and only later ask how
our findings compare with these reconstructions.

Just as some readers make the mistake of treating Sophocles’ three
Theban plays as if they formed a trilogy, some writers speak of Aeschylus’
Agamemnon, Libation Bearers, and Eumenides as if they were independ-
ent tragedies. This blunder bars any understanding of Aeschylus. The
Oresteia has to be considered as onz work, even as The Suppliants and
Prometheus must be read as the first parts of trilogies.

To understand the Orestein we must consider previous treatments of
the same material, as we did in the case of Oedipus. What, if anything,
is new in this trlogy? What does Aeschylus contribute, apart from the
diction—and the music and choreography, which are lost to us?

36

In the Iliad, Orestes is barely mentioned, Electra not at all. Indeed,
in the same passage in which Agamemnon speaks of his son, Orestes, he
says that he also has three daughters: Chrys6themis, Laddice, and
Iphianassa [164 f: rx.142 ff]. This is the only reference to his daughters in

long, / As tll Gods great Venite change the song™ is “The finest line in English sacred
poetry” (668), while “The most unerring explosion of passionate feeling to be found
in English, perhaps in all poetry,” is “A Hymn to the I\ﬁlme and Honor of the Admi-
rable Sainte Teresa” by Richard Crashaw (746); and “The riddle of the painful earth
in one of its forms expressed more poignant?y and finally than it has been expressed by
any uninspired human beiggk excepting Shakespeare” is to be found in Swift's “In-
scription Accompanying a Lock of Stella’s Hair”: “Only a woman’s hair” (869).

n these cases one knows at least vaguely what is meant, Let ns conclude with an

c~~1ple of truly crushing one-upmanship, Ezra Pound’s ep or his version of Soph-
t " Women of Trachis: "Tll:e Trachinige presents the peak of Greek sensi-
bility registered in any of the plays that have come dow , and is, at the same
time, nearest the original form of the God-Dance.” Let 1 . the temptation to in-

dulge in a singular superlative. It is more constructive to request that one of Pound’s
many admirers provide a graph showing, however approximately, the height of Greek
sensibility and the proximity to the orginal form of the God-Dance attained by each
of the extant Greek plays; if possible, accompanied by a brief explanation of the nature
of “the God-Dance” and the meaning of “peak of Greek sensibility.”
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the Iliad; there is no trace of the story of Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphi-
genia at Aulis, Clytemnestra is mentioned casually in the first canto when
Agamemnon explains his refusal to return his captive mistress, Chryséis,
to her father: “1 like her better than my consort, Clytemnestra, She is
quite as beautiful, and no less clever or skilful with her hands” [26: 1,113 ff].

Of Agamemmon, of course, we hear a great deal in the Iliud; but
though in rank he is primus inter pares, many of the other heroes ont-
shine him, Achilles is the best of them; next to him, the great Ajax is
the finest fighter; after him, probably Diomedes. In counsel, Agamemnon
does not compare with Odysseus, who is also braver and at one point lec-
tures him with unconcealed contempt and disgust after Agamemnon has
counseled retreat, saying: “It is better to save one’s skin by running than
to be caught” [259: x1v.65 ff]. And Agamemnon accepts the rebuke.

No one speaks more disrespectfully to Agamemnon than Achilles in
the first canto as his wrath flares up. “ ‘You shameless schemer,” he cried,
‘always aiming at a profitable deal! , . . We joined the expedition to
Please you; yes, you unconscionable cur, to get satisfaction from the Tro-
jans for Menelaus and yourself’ ” [27: 1149 ff]. In response, Agamemnon
decides to indemnify himself for Chryseis by taking away Briseis from
Achilles, whereupon Achilles considers drawing his sword to kill Agamem-
non then and there. But Athene dissuades him: “Take your hand from
your sword. Sting him with words instead.” And Achilles calls him a
“drunken sot with the eyes of a dog and the courage of a doe.”

Such epithets do not fairly sum up the Agamemnon of the Iliad; these
are words spoken in the extremity of anger when Achilles is blinded by
Ate. But the first canto sets the tone: we are under a clear sky, and the
atmosphere is free of awe or mystery. Agamemnon can be spoken to and
seen like this, and there is room for Jaughter even among the gods, Later,
when Achilles and Agamemnon are reconciled and ready to make war on
the Trojans together again, Achilles and Odysseus discuss whether it is
better for everybody to have breakfast before the great battle or to post-
pone the meal till evening [358 ff: x1x.155 ff]. In this long debate good
points are scored on both sides, only a page before Briseis is returned to
Achilles and breaks out into her heart-rending lament over Patroclus’ dead
body. In Aeschylus any conversation about breakfast would surely be un-
thinkable. The worlds of Homer and Aeschylus are very different.

The sensibility of the Odyssey is not at all the same as that of the
Iliad, though breakfast has a place in both. There is no dearth of deaths
in the Odyssey, but a note of triumph reverberates through the great
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slaughter at the end. After the suitors have been killed, a dozen disloyal
maidservants are strung up on one rope like so many pigeons—by Telém-
achus, not on Odysseus’ order—and the wretched Meldnthius has his
nose and ears cut off and his genitals ripped away to feed the dogs, and in
a rage the victors hack off his hands and feet, and that is the end of
that. There is no sense of shame like Achilles’ after his maltreatment of
Hector’s body; for these dead men and women are no heroes, and we
are not asked to feel for them any more than for the blinded Cyclops. Aris-
totle speaks of “the double plot, such as we find in the Odyssey, where,
at the end, the good are rewarded and the bad punished” and says that
though some consider this kind of ending best and “the weakness of our
audiences places it first,” the pleasure it gives “belongs to comedy rather
than to tragedy” [Poetics, end of 13:53a]. This dichotomy between
tragedy and comedy is unhelpful; we should not call the Odyssey a comedy,
but its world is no longer the world of chivalry.

In the Odyssey we encounter a central and persistent concern with
property and wealth that in this form is alien to the Iliad and evinces a
completely different scheme of values, The gods like “decency and moder-
ation” in men, says the redoubtable swineherd [xiv.84]—no swincherd
would have made speeches of any kind in the Iliad—and Odysseus then
tells him a long tale, how his estate increased rapidly and he thus gained
the respect of his compatriots [232ff]. In the following canto, Athene
rebukes Telémachus for seeking his father far from home, leaving his
property unguarded; the suitors might squander it all, or Penelope might
marry the one who makes the highest bid and take with her some of
Telemachus’ inheritance [10ff]. Telemachus decides to leave, but not
until he has given Menelaus the opportunity to give him some presents,
Menelaus not only obliges, he offers to accompany Telemachus on a tour
of Hellas and Argos: every host will give them at least one gift, whether a
tripod, a caldron, a pair of mules, or a golden cup. But Telemachus de-
clines because he must hurry home, lest some of his valuable possessions
be stolen during his absence,

Later, when Odysseus is at long last with Penelope—in the scene
in which Euryclefa eventually recognizes him by the scar on his leg—he
tells Penelope a tale, assuring her that Odysseus, though he has lost all
his comrades, will come back with a great fortune; indeed, he would have
returned long ago had it not been for his pursuit of wealth [x1x.272 ff].
And Penelope tells him how her son, Telemachus, implores her to marry
one of her suitors and leave before the lot of them eat up his whole in-
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heritance [532 ff], This is not the way life is experienced in the Iliad; even
less is this the world of Aeschylus.

Yet it is in the Odyssey that we first encounter the story of the
murder of Agamemnon. Very ncar the beginning of the whole pocm,
we hear how Zeus was thinking of “Aegisthus, whom far-famed Orcstes,
Agamemnon’s son, had slain . . . and said: ‘Look how ready mortals are
to blame the gods. It is from us, they say, that evils come, but they of
themselves, through their own blind folly, have sorrows beyond what is
ordained. Even as now Acgisthus, beyond what was ordained, tock to
himself the wedded wife of the son of Atreus, and slew him on his return,
though he knew well of his own destruction, seeing that we had warned
him before, sending Hermes . . . that he should neither slay the man
nor woo his wife; or vengeance would come from Orestes for Atrens’
son, once he came to manhood and longed for his own land. Thus Hermes
spoke, but for all his good intent he did not prevail on the heart of Acgis-
thus who has now paid in full’” [1.29{f].7

The impression that there was nothing at all problematic about
Orestes’ revenge is barne out by Athene’s words a little later, as she
admonishes young Telemachus: “Have you not heard what fame the
noble Orestes won among all mankind when he slew his father's mur-
derer, the guileful Acgisthus, for slaying his glorious father? You, too,
my friend, . . . be valiant that many men yet to be born may praise
you” [1.298 ff].

We are worlds removed from the Oresteia; far from being, along
with the QOedipus of the tragic poets, one of the most unfortunate of all
men whose very name sends shivers down the spine, Orestes is in the
Odyssey a young man who won great fame for his fortitude, who will be
praised by generations yet to come, and whom a youngster would do well
to emulate.

Agamemnon’s murder is related several times in the Odyssey. In
the fourth canto Menelaus relates how Proteus told him of Agamemmnon’s
homecoming: Aegisthus invited him and his men to a banquet and killed
him like an ox at the manger, and not a man escaped [512 ff]. Clytem-
nestra is not mentioned, but earlier in the canto Menelaus says that while
he was still on his way home, making his fortune, an enemy killed his
brother who was tricked by his fatal wife [goff]. And Menelaus cannot

7 This and the following translations from the Odyssey are based on, without slavishly
following, A. T. Murray’s version in the bilingual Loeb edition.
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forebear to add that he would gladly have only one third his wealth if
only his friends were still alivel

In canto x1, in Hades where Odysseus visits the shades of the de-
parted, Agamemnon himself tells the story:

“Aigisthos, working out my death and destruction, invited

me to his house, and feasted me, and killed me there, with the help
of my sluttish wife, as one cuts down an ox at his manger.

So I died a most pitiful death, and my other companions

were killed around me without mercy, like pigs with shining

tusks, in the house of a man rich and very powerful,

for a wedding, or a festival, or a communal dinner. . ,

“We lay sprawled by the mixing bowl and the loaded
tables, dll over the palace, and the whole floor was steaming
with blood; and most pitiful was the voice I heard of Priam’s
daughter Kassandra, killed by treacherous Klytaimestra
over me; but I lifted my hands and with them beat on
the ground as I died upon the sword, but the sluttish woman
turned away from me and was so hard that her hands would not
press shut my eyes eind mouth though I was going to Hades.”?

Here is poetry, and I have chosen a poetic translation to do it
justice; here Clytemnestra moves into the center; and even Cassandra’s
cry is heard. But still the atmosphere is not that of Aeschylus: there fs
nothing of his anstere and somber tone, neither his majesty nor the mys-
tery of his poetry, nor any semblance of justice on Clytemnestra’s side.
The king and his men died together like pigs; vnlike the heroes of the
Iliad who died each his own death, in combat, laid low by a spear, sword,
or arrow, Agamemmnon was butchered with the others and died most
unroyally, his blood mixing with theirs and with the wine, his body
sprawling in the midst of spilled food. A clear and even light illuminates
the whole scene in the telling; there is neither darkness nor moral twi-
light, The slaughter is hideous and does not seem to lend itself to
tragedy. One might spin out the tale, perhaps into a horror show; but it
seems most unpromising for anyone who wants to pose momentous
problems about justice.

In the final canto we encounter Agamemnon again, still in grief
and surrounded by all who had died with him; Achilles pities him for

8x1.409-15, 419-26; Richmond Lattimore’s translation,
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not having died at Troy, a hero who would have been buried with
honor; and Agamemnon wistfully remembers the glorious death of
Achilles in battle [20ff].

There is yet one more passage about Agamemnon’s murder, which
I have left to the last because it also speaks of Orestes’ revenge, In canto
mi, Nestor relates how, while the others had left to fight, Aegisthus
remained behind in Argos, wooing Agamemnon’s queen with honeyed
speech, At first she nobly resisted his vile schemes, and there was also
a minstrel whom Agamemnon, leaving for Troy, had charged to watch
over his queen. But Aegisthus took this man to a desert island, a prey
to the birds, and took the eager queen home. Then he brought the
gods immense sacrifices and gifts, having found glory beyond his hopes.
Later, while Menelaus sailed far and wide, suffering many vicissitudes but
amassing a great fortune, Agamemnon returned and was killed by
Acgisthus, who then forced the people to do his bidding. “Seven long
years he ruled in golden Mycene, but in the eighth the noble Orestes came
back from Athens, his bane, and slew his father’s murderer, the guileful
Acgisthus; and having killed him, he made a funeral feast for the Argives
over his hateful mother and the craven Aegisthus” [262-310].

Not a word how the mother died; but Qrestes buried her with her
lover and proclaimed that day a great feast. And Orestes was admirable
and a worthy model for Telemachus, Odysseus’ son, feeling young, is
slow to take heart and act, unlike the noble Orestes, while the faithful
Penelope is contrasted with the faithless Clytemnestra. This is the ma-
terial Aeschylus found in Homer,

37

Gilbert Murray said of Aeschylus: “He raised everything he touched to
grandeur, The characters in his hands became heroic; the conflicts be-
came tense and fraught with eternal issues.”® After World War 1 it
became fashionable to contrast our own paltry and unpoetic time with
the great ages of the past, lamenting that the modern writer lacked that
store of myth on which an Aeschylus and Sophocles could draw.

The Greeks did have many myths, but if Aeschylus and Sophocles
had not brought off this feat, nobody could have said that these myths

9 Aeschylus, 205.
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furnished good material for great tragedies or for serious literature of any
kind. In his own genre, Homer could not be surpassed; hence it was
pointless to retell what he had told. There were stories on which he had
barely touched, like that of Oedipus; and one might well have thought
that this tale would lend itself to treatment as a horror story or.a comedy—
certainly not to tragedy. Yet by the time Sophocles composed his
masterpiece, he even had the added disadvantage that one of the greatest
poets of all time—none other than Aeschylus—had preceded him in
writing a tragedy on Oedipus, which was first performed the year after
Sophocles had first defeated him in the annual contest, barely more
than forty years before. Moreover, Sophocles wrote Oedipus Tyrannus
in a city at war, its population decimated by the plague, its policies adrift
in the contention among demagogues, its spiritual climate saturated with
both superstition and enlightenment, its many moods including both
an optimistic faith in rcason and deep disillusionment. Had he not suc-
cecded in becoming a great poet, he could easily have said that “the
damage of a lifetime, and of having been born in an unsettled society,
cannot be repaired at the moment of composition.”1?

It may be objected that Sophocles was born long before the dev-
astations of the Peloponnesian War, But when he was a child the
Persians invaded and pillaged Greece before they were stopped at Mara-
thon, about twenty miles from Athens; and ten years later they sacked
Athens before they were beaten at Salamis—and the following year, they
sacked Athens again, before their defeat at Plataea. Aftcr that, to be
sure, Athens was rebuilt along with the temples on the Acropolis whose
ruins we still admire, and she enjoyed unexampled prosperity—and pre-
cisely the well-being and smugness that are often considered the worst
climate for artistic achievements and above all for tragedy. Yet it was
in those years that Aeschylus created his extant tragedies and Sophocles,
too, his early works, including Antigone.

Great art comes into being in spite of the age to which it is linked
by its weaknesses. And Aeschylus triumphed not on account of the myths
he could use but in spite of them,

Gilbert Murray has shown in detail “what raw material Aeschylus
found to his hand when he set to work” on his Prometheus [19-26]. First,
there was a local cult in Athens “of a petty daemon called Prometheus,
who was a trade patron of the potters and the smiths”; and what was

10T, S, Eliot, After Strange Gods (1934).
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related about him was “just the sort of thing for a cunning fire-dwarf to
do; and so, of course, Zeus punished him.” But there was also another
poet who had dealt with this material some time ago: the great Hesiod.
Murray cites the relevant passages from Hesiod before asking: “Now
what does Aeschylus make of this very trivial and unimpressive story?
He drops the undignified quarrel about the dividing of the burnt sacri-
fice. He drops the rustic wit about Pandora” [26]. And he answers his
own question in part by finding in the tragedy “The will to endure pitted
against the will to crush” [31].

What we have found in Homer about the slaying of Agamem-
non and Orestes’ revenge is certainly far from being trivial and unim-
pressive, Neither, however, is it fraught with eternal issues. What makes it
impressive is more Homer's poetry than the plot. But that might have
served as a warning against picking this theme: why choose an essen-
tially unpromising tale that a p: “ous poet whom everyone knows has
already told and vared several iy  ?

Aeschylus changed the story, feeling quite free to create his own
myth, Without contradicting Homer he added what Homer had not
said: that Orestes killed his own mother. He moved the mother into the
center in the first play of his trilogy in which he dealt with the murder of
Agamemnon, In the second play he let Orestes kill both Clytemnestra
and Aegisthus at the express command of Apollo, but let the Furies pur-
sue the matricide. And in the third play he presented the rival claims
of Apollo and the Furies, showed them unable to come to terms, and
brought them to Athens where Athena finally founded a new court
and cast the decisive vote for Orestes’ acquittal. Most of this has no basis
whatever in Homer, and the plot of the last play may be almost entirely
Aeschylus’ own invention.

In Agamemnon Aeschylus does what many critics of modern play-
wrights consider a sign of bankmuptcy and a warrant of second-rate
literature: he takes a story already told by a very great poet and makes
some changes in it. These will be considered in a moment. In The Liba-
tion Bearers he takes a terrible deed, matricide, not mentioned by Homer,
and makes it the crux of the play. One can imagine a critic exclaiming,
“First a pastiche and then outright decadencel” In The Eumenides,
finally, we encounter in absolutely climactic form that rationalism and
optimism of which tragedy are said to have died—and find them at the
culmination of the greatest work of the so-called creator of tragedy.

A court is founded in Athens not only to adjudicate the case of
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Orestes, who is acquitted, but also to sit on all capital cases henceforth
so that future tragedies like that of The Libation Bearers may be pre-
vented; and the action closes with hymns of jubilation. In heroic times
Orestes” vengeance was justified, but in civilized Athens a man in such
a dilemma needs only to come to the Areopagus, and all will be taken
care of without catastrophe. Men have only to learn to employ thetr reason
properly, and their most terrible moral problems can be solved. In this
respect, as in others, Athens has led the way, and the joyous choruses
in the end celebrate the great trinmph of reason and, patriotically, Athens.

One can imagine the outcry of intellectuals in our time at any poet’s
concluding a tragedy with such a show of patriotism, glorifying his own
society instead of exposing its dry rot—of which there was plenty in
Athens, along with so much conceit and self-satisfaction that most citi-
zens of the other Greek cities hated her. And Aeschylus sang her praises
because he thought that she had an institution by means of which tragic
dilemmas could be avoided!

A modern writer has said, voicing the common sense of his genera-
tion in his uncommonly vigorous prose: “Any realistic notion of tragic
drama must start from the fact of catastrophe. Tragedies end badly. The
tragic personage is broken by forces which can neither be fully under-
stood nor overcome by rational prudence. This again is crucial. Where
the causes of disaster are temporal, where the conflict can be resolved
by technical or social means, we may have serious drama, but not tragedy.
More pliant divorce laws could not alter the fate of Agamemnon; social
psychiatry is no answer to Oedipus. But saner economic relations or
better plumbing can resolve some of the grave crises in the dramas of
Ibsen. The distinction should be borne sharply in mind. Tragedy is
irreparable.”1t

A page earlier we are told that, while “In the Eumenides and in
Oedipus at Colonus, the tragic action closes on a note of grace,” “both
cases are exceptional.” We have already seen that the conclusion of
Oedipus at Colonus was not exceptional for Sophocles; none of his later
tragedies ends “badly.” We have also seen in the first section of the present
chapter that the whole theory of the death of tragedy depends on
Aeschylus.

It is not enough to say of The Fumenides that it “closes on a note of

11 George Steiner, The Death of Tragedy (1961), 8. Similar statements by Nietz-
sche (much briefer) and Max Scheler (much less eloquent) will be cited in secs. 58 and

59-
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grace.” It exemplifies the very view held to be incompatible with tragedy,
namely that the conflict can be resolved by reason, by social means, by
sound institutions like those at Athens.

A play like The Eumenides, if written in our time, would not be
called a tragedy. Nor did Aeschylus write many, if any, tragedies in the
modern sense of that word. Like most of his plays, six of his seven extant
tragedies were parts of connected trilogies, and not only the Oresteia
voiced the very temper of which tragedy is supposed to have died a
few decades later, but the trilogies of which The Suppliants and Prome-
theus were the first plays gave expression to the very same experience of
life. Scholars agree that both of these trilogies ended happily, not in
catastrophe.

Only in Seven Against Thebes is catastrophe final, but Aeschylus
goes out of his way to tell us that all of it, including Oedipus’ tragic fate,
could have been avoided but for Laius’ “folly” [745 ff]; he had been told
by the oracle to save his city by not having children. This version of the
oracle seems to have been original with Aeschylus,’? and its introduction
{or repetition) at this point in the final play of the trilogy tells us a great
deal about Aeschylus’ outlook,

In the case of The Suppliants, too, we need not go beyond the play
that has survived to find that “as in The Eumenides, reason and per-
suasion are put forward as the proper principles of civilized life.”® In
fact, the parallel is striking and extends to the crucial point: no sooner
has the poet stressed the tragic dilemma of the king of Argos who must
either deny asylum to the suppliant maidens, thus outraging Zeus, the
patron of suppliants, or plunge his city into war with the Egyptians who
pursue them, than he cuts the knot by having the king announce that
he knows an honorable solution. Being a king of free men with fine
institutions, he needs only to bring this matter before them, take counsel,
weigh both sides, and take a vote. Once the citizens have voted to protect
the suppliants, the issue is clear, And when the Egyptian herald says in
his last speech but one, “The judge is Ares,” the good king reminds him
that, if the maidens were willing or could be persuaded, he would let
themn go with the Egyptians, but the unarnimous vote decreed that they
must not be surrendered to force. And what has thus been resolved by
vote is the law and the voice of freedom,

12 Parke and Wormell, The Delphic Oracle, 1, 29g. Neither Sophocles nor Euripides

retained Aeschylus’ version.
18 Philip Vellacott in the preface to his Penguin translation,
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In the Oresteia we gradually move from the Homeric age to the
founding of the supreme court of Athens. In The Suppliants the spirit
of Athens is boldly projected into the heroic past by a poet who clearly
felt, having fought at Marathon, that if a free people resolved to resist
aggressive force this was not morally problematic, In the Prometheus
trilogy the same ethos is projected on a cosmic scale: in the surviving
first play, the titan with whom we cannot help sympathizing defies naked
force and threats; and to remove any doubt about this he is crucified by
two demons, Might and Force. The crescendo of the last hundred
and fifty lines m which Prometheus hurls his defiance of Zeus into the
face of Hermes, the messenger of the gods, is indescribable. But when
Zcus thereupon casts him into Tartarus that is the end only of the be-
ginning; two more plays follow: The Unbinding of Prometheus and
Prometheus the Fire-bearer. On the basis of surviving fragments and
many references in ancient literature, at least the outlines of the plot
can be made out. Prometheus knew that Thetis’ son was destined to be
greater than his father, and if Zews had followed through his plan of
having a son with her this would have been his undoing, But Zeus and
Prometheus come to terms: the titan reveals the secret and is set free—
and then a great festival may have been founded in the titan’s honor in
the third play. If Gilbert Murray's reconstruction [ggff] is right, the
analogy to the Eumenides is very close,

In any case, we may here recall a sentence we have earlier quoted
from the Iliad: “Why do we loathe Hades more than any god, if not be-
cause he is so adamantine and unyielding,”** Pride wins Aeschylus’
admiration, and he finds words for it more majestic than almost anyone
else; but what must be learned, not only by men but also by titans and
Furies and gods—Apollo in The Eumenides and Zeus in The Unbinding
of Prometheus—is the willingness to reason with one’s opponents and
to come to terms. It is violence that makes for catastrophes that prudence
could prevent; and in democratic institutions such prudence is embodied.

Plainly, Aeschylus himself embodied the very spirit of which tragedy
is said to have died first in the ancient world and later, after its re-
birth in Shakespeare’s time, again in modern times. And yet Gilbert Mur-
ray voiced a view shared by scholars and critics generally when he subtitled
his book on Aeschylus: “The Creator of Tragedy.”

[t might seem as if no more than Aeschylus’ reputation were at stake.

41x.158 f; sec. 29 above.
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Suppose we simply said that most of his plays were not tragedies; that
The Persians and Seven represent two early forerunners of tragedy,
while the works of his maturity that we know—Suppliants, Oresteia, and
Prometheus—represent an altogether anti-tragic spirit. Who, in that
case, did write tragedies? We have already seen that Sophocles’ last
three plays were not tragedies in the narrow, modern sense either, and
that only his Antigone, Women of Trachis and Oedipus Tyrannus end
in complete catastrophe. And according to Nietzsche, tragedy died under
Euripides’ violent hands.'® Clearly, Nietzsche’s reputation, too, is at
stake; for from what we have found it appears that he was utterly wrong
both about Aeschylus and about the alleged death of tragedy. And yet
more is at stake. It has been said that it was “not between Euripides and
Shakespeare that the Western mind turns away from the ancient tragic
sense of life. It is after the late 17th Century.”® What becomes of the
ancient—or any—“tragic sense of life”? If the Greek tragic poets lacked
it no less than Ibsen and the modems, was it merely an Elizabethan
phenomenon? And if some few of the so-called tragedies of the Greeks
really were tragedies in the more exacting sense of that word, can poets
without a tragic sense of life write great tragedies, if only occasionally?
In that case, is there any close connection between the tragic sense of
life and tragedy, and are there any good reasons for saying that tragedy
is dead?

38

What Aristotle did to some extent, modern critics have done with a
vengeance, He thought that tragedy had “found its true nature” when
Sophocles wrote Oedipus Tyrannus, and in many passages of the Poetics
he made this tragedy the norm. But this did not prevent him from argu-
ing in chapter 14 that, other things being equal, the best type of plot
was one that involved a happy ending. Most critics, as we have seen, have
balked at this conclusion and tried to show, albeit unsuccessfully, that
he did not really mean it. But there is every reason for believing that he
did mean it, and that the great Greck tragic poets would not have
taken offense at this preference.

Modern critics go much further than Aristotle in their single-minded

18 The Birth of Tragedy, sec. 10, final paragraph.
16 Steiner, 193.
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admiration for Sophocles’ Tyrannus. They postulate this one play, for
the most part quite unconsciously, as the standard of true tragedy and
feel uncomfortable with all Greek tragedies that are not very similar to it.
They want a tragic hero, but The Persians, Suppliants, Eumenides,
and even Agamemnon do not have one (four out of the master’s seven);
and in The Women of Trachis, in Antigone, in Philoctetes, and to some
extent even in Ajax there is a dual focus, The same is true not only of
Romeo and Juliet and of Antony and Cleopatra but also, very strikingly,
of Julius Caesar and, in a different way, of King Lear.

Tragedies, alas, are not what they're supposed to be. Aristotle,
living so much closer to the evidence, came far closer than recent
writers to doing justice to the wide range of Greek tragedy when he
said that tragedies are plays that evoke eleos and phobos but provide a
sobering emotional relief. Such relief is obviously quite compatible with
non-tragic conclusions. What is decisive is not the end but whether we
participate in tremendous, terrifying suffering.

No poet before Aeschylus and hardly any after him equalled either
his majestic, awe-inspiring poetry or the immensity of human misery he
captured in it, His belief in progress through the use of reason has no
parallel in Homer and seems basically untragic. His preoccupation with
moral issues, which concern him more than individuals, points in the
same direction. He is not interested in Agamemnon and Clytemnestra
beyond what is relevant to what one might call philosophic issues; he
does not dwell on Agamemnon’s life or his adventures, on the queen’s
relation to him, her upbringing; he does not raise the question what it felt
like to be the sister of the most beautiful woman in the world, Helen;
nor does he care what became of Orestes. Aeschylus does not approach
Homer’s interest in his heroes, in their deeds of valor, and in hundreds
of details: he is centrally concerned with justice. Yet it would be utterly
absurd to say that Homer wrote a tragic poem and Aeschylus destroyed
the tragic spirit, Aeschylus is more tragic than Homer and everyone else
before him in his determination and ability to show how tragic life is
without reason, compromise, and sanity,

Homer’s radiant appreciation of the countless aspects of human
experience distracts from the tragic element—that is irremediable, but
there is so much that is beautiful and interesting; there remains the pos-
sibility of leading a short but glorious life; and telling and hearing of men
who covered themselves with glory is exhilarating. For Aeschylus the
tragic is remediable and represented as a foil for progress through the
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use of reason. But misery is no less great for having been avoidable.
One might even argue that the belief in necessity spells comfort, while
the sense that a catastrophe was not inevitable heightens our suffering.
But at this point Aeschylus does not insist on being metaphysical; he
simply pictures suffering with a concentrated power, piling image upon
image, overwhelming us with the whole weight of human grief, leaving
a mark on our minds that no eventual insight, institution, or joy can
wipe out. All the glory of the triumph at the end of The Eumenides
cannot silence Cassandra’s cries: they stay with us, like Prometheus’
defiant anguish; they echo through the centuries and change world
literature.

Tragedy is not what the philosophers and critics say it is; it is
far simpler, What lies at the heart of it is the refusal to let any comfort,
faith, or joy deafen our ears to the tortured cries of our brothers. Aes-
chylus believed, like Hegel, that though history was a slaughter bench,
the monstrous sacrifices of men’s happiness and virtue had not been for
nothing, But the founding of the Areopagus does not erase Cassandra’s
anguish any more than the establishment of the state of Israel wipes out
the terrors of Auschwitz,

To call the poet who created Cassandra an optimist would be
grossly misleading; but to call the author of The Eumenides and Sup-
pliants a pessimist would be worse, Admittedly, the Cassandra scene alone
is not conclusive, although it ranks with Lear on the heath and Gretchen
in the dungeon as one of the most magnificent and heartrending dra-
matic creations of all time, Nothing is more moving than a noble mind
gone mad; and Aeschylus was the first poet to realize this. (The author
of the First Book of Samuel did not depict the madness of King Saul
in a comparable scene.) But if one had to call Goethe either an optimist
or a pessimist, one would surely have to choose the former label, in
spite of the dungeon scene; and Aeschylus’ case is similar,

Optimism and pessimism are simplistic categores, and Nietzsche
did us a disservice when, as a young man under Schopenhauer’s influence,
he introduced them into the discussion of tragedy. Unfortunately, others
have accepted the suggestion that tragedy perished of optimism and
faith in reason; but we have said what needs to be said about this as far
as Aeschylus is concerned, When we consider Euripides in a later chapter,
we will have to return to these categories once more, briefly.
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Aristotle’s dicta about tragedy were inspired by Sophocles and his suc-
cessors rather than by Aeschylus. Yet the clusive notions of phobos and
eleos could almost be defined ostensively as the two emotions stirred
preeminently and superlatively by the Cassandra scene. Or rather, what
this scene evokes is not Amstotelian eleos and phobos but ruth and
terror.?

The Oresteia illuminates another point in Aristotle: his central
emphasis on an “action” rather than on character, Any attempt to find a
“tragic hero” either in Agamemnon or in The Eumenides must come
to grief, and the suggestion that this is so because the trilogy is not about
individuals but about the house of Atreus!® is less helpful than the in-
sight that cach of the three plays is about one action: the first deals with
the murder of Agamemnon, the second with Orestes’ matricide, the third
with Orestes’ acquittal. The three actions are so closely related—each
presupposes what precedes it—that there is, in fact, a single plot to
which the characters are almost incidental,

If one wants to do justice to Aeschylus’ genius, one keeps falling
into paradox. Like nobody before him, he portrayed the most intense
suffering; like no previous poet, he believed in moral progress. He was
not primarily concerned with character; yet Clytemnestra and Prometheus
are the quintessence of character. He was the poet of unprecedented opu-
lence; yet his greatness is due in large measure to his sublime economy,
Let us consider character in Aeschylus and incidentally explain the last
two paradoxes.

Compared to the plainer speech of Euripides’ characters, Aeschylus’
language is stunning in its richness. He likes long and heavy words, yet
he is not ornate, not flowery, and not baroque. Into three or four shost
lines, studded with weighty words, some of them coinages, he packs more
meaning than most writers can communicate in the same number of
pages. We shall soon encounter examples.

When Acschylus established a new literary form he took a vast step
toward economy. This is easily overlooked because soon Sophocles went
even further on the same road: Oedipus Tyrannus is the non plus ultra

17 See sec. 11 above.
18 John Jones, 1962, 8z2-111.
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of the ecconomy of the great style in tragedy. Few books outside the Bible
surpass its pith and terseness, scope and power,

Early literature had been epic; and no epic rivaled the Iliad either
in the beauty of its consummate organization or in its equal emphasis
on the vast sufferings of humanity and the glory of heroes who live and
die nobly. Aeschylus tried to preserve these qualities in much more con-
centrated form. Probably the simplest way of showing this is to con-
sider the cast of the Oresteia.

In each of the three plays of this trilogy there are a Chorus and four
major characters, two of them male, two female; and as several appear in
more than one play, Aeschylus manages with only eight central figures:
Clytemnestra, Aegisthus, Agamemnon, Cassandra, Orestes, Electra, Apollo,
and Athena. There are even fewer subsidiary roles: a watchman and a
herald in Agamemnon; a servant, a nurse, and Pylades, who has a mere
three consecutive lines [goo ff], in the second play; and the Pythian proph-
etess in the last play. The contrast with the Iliad speaks for itself.

In the modern sense, which owes much to Sophocles and Euripides,
Aeschylus is hardly interested in character. His Orestes and Clytem-
nestra dare Clytemnestra and Orestes—those who did the monstrous deeds
associated with them to this day—no more, no less. There is nothing left
over: no childhood experiences, no loves, no other exploits, no opinions,
feelings, or ideas that an individual, or possibly the poet, might desire to
communicate.

Nor do we find any character development in the Orestei¢ any more
than in the Iliad or the Odyssey. The vivid sense of shame experienced by
Homer’s Achilles when Priam comes to see him is no more evidence of
any change of character than is Agamemnon’s apology to Achilles:
Homer’s Agamemnon will remain spiritnally blind, and Achilles’ wrath
will flare up whenever Ate prevails again. In a sense, not only charac-
ter development but the very conception of character is alien to Ho-
mer: A man can suddenly act ont of character. But this does not happen
often; on the contrary, the rare occasions when it does occur are felt
to be uncanny, and the poet speaks of Ate or the gods to mark them,
The men of the Iliad are not open fields in which the gods contend.
Acting “out of character” implies that a man normally has cer” *© 7 1bits,
‘What Homer, like Sartre, recognizes is the element of caprice—what some
call the irrational and others the absurd.

Achilles is not, like Sophocles’ QOedipus, an impatient man charac-
terized by violent outbursts of anger: Homer sings of the time when
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Ate clouded his judgment and roused his immortal wrath, That a man
changes his habits, as Jacob does in Genesis where a series of remarkable
experiences turmns a mother’s boy into a hero who fights God, refusing to
give up, is unheard of in Homer. Homer's heroes are eternally the same
age because, in spite of the length of the Iliad, he confines his story to a
very shart period of time. Neither is Odysseus changed by his wanderings,
nor Penclope transformed in the course of waiting for him; in this re-
spect, Homer's world resembles Kafka’s: whenever we open the door,
we behold Penelope still sitting there; and if we look in another direction,
we see the same old Odysseus. Like the gods, they do not age and
never become old like Jacob or David.

It is in the Old Testament that, for the first time in world literature,
characters develop and we encounter individuals who can be known only
through their history. There is no close parallel to that in Homer or
Greek tragedy. Achilles and Odysseus are timeless types who can be
characterized in a few words, apart from the events in which they par-
ticipate, for the events do not change them, Achilles is the youth who
excels all others in physical prowess and beauty; Odysseus, more seasoned
and mature, almost but not quite equals Achilles’ strength, and is second
to none in cunning and courage. The contests in which each of them pre-
vails do not affect their characters, and only artistic considerations limit
their number. A lesser poet could go on indefinitely adding to their
exploits, but Homer, like all great Greek artists, was a master of economy.
Compared to Aeschylus, he seems opulent, no less than Aeschylus’ trilogies
do when compared to Sophocles’ tragedies; but side by side with Indian
epics, the Iliad looks like a Greek temple vis-a-vis the temples of Khaju-
raho or Angkor.

Notwithstanding all this, two of the principals in the Oresteia are
seen in two very different perspectives; but neither Apollo nor Agamem-
non changes during his relatively brief moment on the stage. To begin
with Apollo; in The Eumenides he is no longer the wanton god described
by Cassandra in Agamemnon; but the whole atmosphere has changed
completely. In Agamemnon we encounter a unique fusion of majesty,
terror, and passion in 2 world dominated by vengeance and excess—and
in Cassandra’s soul-shaking cries we hear of Apollo’s vengeance and
excess. In this first tragedy there is no innocent suffering—there is no
innocence—but punishment exceeds the deed at least doubly.

In the second tragedy, we seem to be in a different world. Orestes
and Electra seek to avoid excess and desire purity. In place of personal
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vengeance that calls for at least redoubled payment, they wish only to
execute the divine commandment, no more, Passion is trimmed. The
terror may have been intended to exceed that of Agamemnon, since the
matricide is hunted by the Furies while the slayer of her husband was
not; but at least the modern reader is more likely to feel that the majesty
of myth gives way to clarity, and that the execution of Aegisthus and
Clytemnestra is less overwhelming than the haunting images of the
great holocaust of Troy, the drowning of the ficet, the slaughter of
Iphigenia, the madness of Cassandra, and her murder and the treacherous
destruction of the conqueror of Troy.

In The Eumenides, the original audience found the sight of the
Furies so upsctting that many women gave birth prematurely;'® but to
us Delphi seems a long way from the pre-historic Peloponnesus, and in
the second half of this play we proceed to Athens, leaving behind the
dark world of irrationality and myth; Pallas Athene dominates the action,
and careful reflection on the arguments that can be marshaled pro and
con now take the place of murder,

That the Apolio of the last play is no longer the savage god of the
first play is thus incidental to the change of time and scene: we do not
see him change, nor are we told of experiences that changed him. Within
a single play, he does not change; and in Aggmemnon he does not appear
in person but only as a figure in Cassandra’s lamentations, Incidentally,
the poet who had fought at Marathon shows no love or even great
respect for the god of Delphi—either in the first play or in the last.2
Even in The Eumenides, Apollo is so unreasonable that he would fail
utterly to realize his purposc and to keep his promise to Orestes, if
Athene, the goddess of wisdom and patron of Athens, did not manage
the matter for him,

The conception of Agamemnon changes within a single play—the
one named after him, And yet this, too, is not true character develop-
ment, As long as the king lives, he is not so much a noble figure who 1is
marred by one flaw, or who comes to grief because of one error of judg-
ment, as he is hamartia in the flesh, Though the Chorus tells us twice

10 Norwood puts this point very delicately: “When Aeschylus brought out his
Eumenides he designed the Furies’ costnme himself; their terrible masks and the snakes

entwined in their hair [and, we may add, the music and chorcographyl are said to have
terrified the spectators and produced most untoward effects on the more susceptible”
(69).

20 Euripides’ attitude toward Apollo was even more hostile, and he got away with it
because during the Peloponnesian War Delphi favored Sparta. Nor is it safe to assume
that Sophocles greatly revered Delphi.
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near the beginning that through suffering one learns wisdom [176ff,
250 f], Agamemnon’s sufferings have failed utterly to teach him wisdom.
In fact, no individua! in the whole trilogy acquires wisdom; rather we are
shown how humanity—or, more precisely, Athens—can lean from the sof-
ferings of the past by heeding the wise counsel of Athene,

Agamemmnon’s flaws and errors are brought home to us again and
again. The first chorus likens him to an eagle tearing up a pregnant hare
and recalls at length his unholy sacrifice of Iphigenia, Clytemnestra
describes the brutalities of the sack of Troy [320ff]; and lest we miss
the connection ™ - 1 Agamemnon’s guilt and his own fall, the chorus
responds by su r [355fF] that Zeus cast a net over Troy, thus
foreboding Agamemnon’s murder; and soon the Chorus reminds us that
the gods mark men of blood [461f]. Then the herald appears and reports
not only that Troy has been laid waste, but also that all the altars and
shrines of the gods have been demolished by Agamemnon, In his very
first speech, the king himself tells us that the ruins of Troy are still smok-
ing and reminds us again of the terrors he has wrought. In her response,
Clytemnestra applies the image of the net to Agamemnon;

And had the man received dll of the wounds
of which some rumor reached the house, no net
could be as full of holes as he. [866 ff]

She goes on to tell him how she never slept but that she dreamed
how disasters befell him.

Her speech ends on a fitting note of climax—lines whose tragic irony
has never been surpassed, though Sophocles occasionally reached the same
height. After telling her maids to spread garments before the king’s feet,
she concludes:

Now let there be a blood-red path
to an unhoped-for home,

let justice lead,;

and then all he deserves

care that no sleep has conquered
will justly, with the gods, mete out.

These extremely dense lines [g10-13] bristle with ambiguities. The
garments are crimson,?! and Agamemnon may suppose that she means

21 Porphyrostrétos is Aeschylus’ coinage: porphyro- means crimson; strotos, spread,
But although no translator or commentator {not even Eduard Fraenkel, 1950, Denys
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that during his long absence he had given up all hope of ever seeing his
palace again; but she also means that what he is returning to is not what
he had hoped for. Let him think that she was so worried that she could
not sleep; we understand that she lay sleepless, plotting his undoing—and
no sooner napped than she dreamed of harm to him, She is livid with
hatred but sees herself as the right hand of justice.

Agamemnon shows weakness of character when he bows to Clytem-
nestra’s wish and treads upon the crimson robes. His protests are not
designed to show him in a favorable light. To be sure, it is from him that
we hear how it would be sacrilege to arrogate the gods’ prerogative, But
after saying twice as categorically as possible that he will not change his
mind [932, 934], only ten lines later he does. Clytemnestra’s motive is
to let him become guilty one last time before the elders’ eyes, destroying
their sympathy for him. But what is Aeschylus’ motive? He shows us in
a single brief scene that Agamemnon is not greatsouled, not megalopsy-
chos, but a weak chamcter whose words and deeds exceed his measure,
He is not slain either because he sacrificed his daughter or because he
walked over the robes: any simplistic explanation that left out of account
what he did to Troy would be misleading. He is stain for his father’s sin,
as Aegistheus explains later: his murder is overdetermined. He is a marked
man but not, like Oedipus, a great man,

For the actor, the role of Agamemnon is small: barely over 8o
lines, The Chorus has ten times that many. Clytemnestra four times and
Cassandra twice as many; and even the herald has 128, Only Aegisthus,
who does not appear until line 1577, and the watchman, who speaks only
the opening monologue, have smaller roles, For all that, the tragedy is
named after the king who—like Julius Caesar in Shakespeare’s play—domi-
nates the action even after he is gone,

As soon as Agamemnon is dcad, he is seen in a totally new per-
spective. Those who have lived through the assassination of John Ken-
nedy need no explanation.

The man of flesh and blood with his flaws and crrors of judgment
no longer matters. That was Clytemnestra’s view of him, but at the mo-
ment of death the assassin’s perspective becomes preposterous; the crime
has raised the victim into another dimension, The king who had led the

Page, 1957, or H. ]. Rose, 1958) seems to have noted this, the audience surely also
heard trétos; vulnerable, from a root meaning wound. Hence my “blood-red.”

If one read Aeschylus as rabbis used to read the Bible, and as Freud interpreted dreams,
one might also note that trées means Trojans.

That “garments” are meant, not tapestries, was shown by Page, 148.
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Greeks in their immortal war against Troy, without covering himself with
matchless glory, is treacherously murdered by his own wife on the day of
his tdumphant homecoming—and all at once becomes a towering mythical
bgure like Prometheus and Qedipus. Even the sack of Troy no longer
seems a tragic outrage.

It was once supposed that character development did take place in
Aeschylus’ last masterpiece, in the two lost plays of the Prometheus tril-
ogy; and it would have been a measure of the poet’s audacity if, when he
tock this step, he had shown a change not in human characters but in
two gods, Prometheus and the father of the gods, Zeus. One theme of that
trilogy was apparently that wisdom is learned through suffering—the motif
originally introduced in Agamemnon where, as we have seen, it does not
actually apply to any of the protagonists.

Yet Zeus and Prometheus are not human beings; the supposed change
in their characters would require centuries and reflect not the vicissitudes
of man’s life but the transition from one stage of history to another, In
Sophocles’ tragedies it is not merely a fact that Antigone and Heracles,
Philoctetes and Neoptolemus do not change—their stubborn refusal to
change is the crux of Sophoclean tragedy. That Qedipus is the same char-
acter at the end of the Tyrannus that he has been all along—noble, im-
patient, and uncompromising—is of the essence of Sophaocles; and, for
good measure, in Oedipus at Colonus the hero is no less frascible. Aeschy-
lus’ trilogies are stll closer to the epic form than is Sophoclean tragedy,
and they could accommodate character development; but evidently they
didn’t. Had the character of Zeus changed, he would not have needed “the
threat of impending disaster to lead him to pardon his noble adversary,”
Prometheus.22 Neither of them changed fundamentally; both of them
were slow to realize that they had no choice but to come to terms.

Aeschylus’ concern was not with character but with long-range devel-
opments that encompass generations. Even calling his interest historical
would suggest too narrow a perspective: his concerns were, in Aristotle’s
apt word, “more philosophical.”

22 Hugh Lloyd-Jones, “Zens in Aeschylns,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies, rLxxvi
(1956), 66, This article establishes convincingly that Zeus’ character does not change.
But T cannot agree that “Aeschylus’ conception of Zeus contains . . . nothing that is
profound.” (64). Lloyd-Jones standard of profundity in theology is Plato. I have tried
to show in secs, 2—3 above why I consider Plato’s theology less profound than the com-

parable views of the great tragic poets, although it was Plata’s theology that left an
enduring mark on Chnistianity,
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40

We are brought back to Nietzsche and the death of tragedy. The step
Aeschylus took from Homer's world toward the realm of the Platonic dia-
logue was far bigger than the further step in that direction taken by
LFuripides, It is even arguable that Aeschylus’ interest is more purely
philosophical than Furipides’, considering the later poet’s more intense
concern with character and with psychology. Parts of Euripides’ plays are
certainly closer to Plato than anything in Aeschylus; for example, the
scenes in which Clytemnestra in Electra and Helen in The Trojan Women
are confronted with the charges brought against them and permitted to
try to defend themselves. But no Euripidean tragedy as a whole is as close
to Plato as the Oresteia, taken as a whole, or The Eumenides in particular.
The Trojan Women, for example, is far from being a particularly philo-
sophical play.

The Oresteia, on the other hand, is preeminently about justice. Not
only are Agamemnon and Orestes incidental to this larger theme, even
the house of Atreus is. As the trilogy ends, the house of Atreus is out of
the picture. The joyous conclusion celebrates neither Orestes’ acquittal
nor the passing of the curse from Atreus” house; both are forgotten when
Orestes leaves the stage [777]. The whole final quarter of the drama is
concerned with the very matter that modern critics consider most in-
compatible with tragedy: the founding of an institution that will resolve
conflicts by eliminating the causes of disaster, namely a court of justice.

I love and admire Agamemnon more than its two sequels, and Cas-
sandra’s scene above all; but this cannot change the plain fact that the
first play merely sets the stage for Orestes’ dilemma, which in turn allows
the poet to pose problems about justice and to weigh different conceptions
of justice, In no sense is the conclusion merely tacked on: like Homer
and Sophocles and the builders of the Greek temples, Aeschylus was a
master craftsman with a superb sense for architectonics. In retrospect it
becomes perfectly clear, if it was not at the time, that Cassandra, too,
confronted us with a conception of justice—not, of course, her own.

All this is as foreign to Homer as the conception of Cassandra as a
prophetess; in the Ilied she is merely Priam’s most beautiful daughter
[xmr.365] and the first to see Hector’s remains brought home by her old
father [xx1v.6gg ff], Justice is of no central concern in the Iliad, and the
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question whether the Trojan or the Achaean cause is just does not agitate
Homer, The vague poetic notion that there is some balance in huinan
affairs suffices him. When Hector, having killed Patroclus, who had been
wearing Achilles’ armor, strips the corpse and puts on the armor, the
Homeric Zeus says:

“. . . For now I grant you your moment of power,
recompense for your not coming home from the battle
to Andromuache—not she will take from you

Achilles’ glorious armor.” [xvir.206 ff]

The free rendering of Rieu puts the point as we usually do, “But you
must pay for it” [321]—and falsely suggests that Hector has become guilty
of hybris.

A more precise conception of justice is encountered in another pas-
sage, where Acamas, a Trojan, taunts the Achaeans: “Look at your man
Prémachus, put to sleep by my spear, in prompt  ayment for my broth-
er's death. That is what a wise man prays for—a kinsman to survive him
and avenge his fall” [269: xiv.482 ff]. Any argument about this notion of
justice would be totally out of place in the Iliad; but Aeschylus examines
this very idea in the Oresteia.

Here, finally, is a passage from the Iliad in which justice is mentioned
expressly. When Menelaus is about to take Adréstus, a Trojan, alive, as a
prisoner to be ransomed, Agamemnon reproaches him: “‘No; we are not
going to leave a single one of them alive, down to the babies in their
mothers’ wombs—not even they must live, The whole people must be
wiped out of existence, and none be left to think of them and shed a
tear,” The justice of this made Menelaus change his mind” [118: vi.57 fI].
Or more literally: “he turned the heart of his brother, for he urged justice.”
One cannot imagine Aeschylus letting such a conception of justice pass
unchallenged. Euripides later presented its inhumanity in his Trojan
Women. But we have already noted that this play is less philosaphical
than the Oresteig; and we have found ample reasons for rejecting Nietz-
sche’s notion that tragedy died at the hands of Euripides, as well as the
popular variant that it was destroyed by the currents of thought and feel-
ing that Euripides represented to Nietzsche’s mind.

The question remains how in that case tragedy died, for it remains
a striking fact that the fourth century evidently did not produce tragedies
that could be ranked with those of the three masters, nor is Roman trag-
edy in the same class with fifth-century tragedy. Indeed, no tragedy at all
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was, for two thousand years after the death of Euripides and Sophocles in
406 B.c. What, then, happened in the fourth century?

At first glance, it may seem easier to say what did not happen. The
demise of tragedy was not due to a changed attitude toward the gods. To
be sure, Aeschylus had used the myths and figures of traditional religion,
but not in order to shore up its ruins, and least of all to counter the
iconoclastic spirit of the Greek enlightenment with miracle, mystery, and
authority. On the contrary, he had attacked tradition. Even as Homer
had found the language of polytheism ideally suited to a poem about war,
Aeschylus, sublimating Homer’s contests into moral collisions, had found
that bhe could side against Apollo with Athene, and that he could blast
Zeus through Prometheus.

A critic whose eloquence and erudition “almost persuade” has said
that “tragedy is that form of art which requires the intolerable burden of
God'’s presence. It is now dead because His shadow no longer falls upon
us as it fell on Agamemnon or Macbeth or Athalie.”?® This comes close
to being an inversion of the truth. Did His shadow really falt on Macbheth?
And are there not millions of believers today? And if one were a believer,
what further evidence could one possibly require that His shadow has in-
deed fallen upon us?

Nietzsche, incidentally, associated precisely our age with His
shadow.2* But more to the point, Oedipus Tyrannus does not require “the
intolerable burden of God's presence”; neither does Antigone, nor Philoc-
tetes. Indeed, in Philoctetes the outcome would be tragic but for the sud-
den appearance of a deus ex machina. And while the Delphic oracle is
involved in the tragedy of Oedipus, the presence of the gods—not to
speak of God—is not, and at the very least it is not indispensable. The
situation in which Oedipus finds himself at the outset is preeminently
tragic, and neither its genesis nor the development to the final catastrophe
requires the supernatural. That adds a note of inevitability, but the keen
sense that great calamities were not inevitable can be just as tragic. The
gods can add great weight, as we saw in our Jong discussion of the gods in
Homer; but this can be achieved without “the intolerable burden of God’s
presence”: witness Lear, Othello, or—the critic’s own example—Aga-
memnon.

Tragedy requires no reverence for the gods, and it is doubtful whether

23 Steiner, 353,

24 The Gay Science, sec, 108—included in my edition of On the Genedlogy of
Morals (1967), 191, and in my Basic Writings of Nietzsche (1968),
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Aeschylus had much of that. It would certainly be difficult to name many
great poets who composed blasphemies to match Prometheus’. No less
than in the Iliad, belief is out of the picture. Indeed the great tragic poets
experienced traditional religion as an intolerable burden. Obviously, mast
poets during those twenty centuries when tragedy was all but dead had
more religious beliefs than Aeschylus did—or Shakespeare.

To understand what happened after Aeschylus, we will have to con-
sider Sophacles and, above all, Furipides. To wind up otr consideration
of Aeschylus and the death of tragedy, it will almost suffice to quote a
remarkable but all too little known passage from Goethe’s conversations
with Eckermann. On May 1, 1825, not quite fifty years before the publica-
tion of The Birth of T dy, Goethe contested “the widespread opinion
that Euripides - . sle for the decay of Greek drama.” His remarks
are worth quoting at h:

“Man is simple. And however rich, manifold, and unfathomable he
may be, the circle of his states is soon run through, If the circumstances
had been like those among us poor Germans, where Lessing wrote two or
three passable plays, I myself three or four, and Schiller five or six, there
might have been room for a fourth, fifth, and sixth tragic poet. But among
the Greeks with their abundant productivity, where each of the Big Three
had written over a hundred, or close to a hundred, plays, and the tragic
subjects of Homer and the heroic tradition had in some cases been treated
three or four times—given such an abundance, I say, we may suppose that
material and content had gradually been exhausted, and a poet coming
after the Big Three did not really know, what next.

“And when you come right down to it, why should they? Wasn't it
really enough for a while? And wasn’t what Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides had produced of such quality and depth that one could hear it
again and again without making it trivial or killing it? After all, these few
grandiose fragments that have come down to us are of such scope and
significance that we poor Europeans have been occupied with them for
centuries and will yet have food and work enough for a few more
centuries.”

Amen,

Or is Goethe too serene? Was Nietzsche not right after all that there
was a somewhat sinister development from Aeschylus to Furipides? He
was. With the loss of the great war that had lasted almost thirty years,
and the passing of Euripides, Sophocles, Thucydides, and Socrates, all
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within less than ten years, a great age ended. The new generation that
was bom during and after the war had a different attitude toward hife and
suffering. War was no longer the glory of Marathon and Salamis, heroism
seemed futile, and Euripides’ skepticism became much more popular than
it had been during his lifetime. Acschylus came to appear somewhat ar-
chaic, Sophocles old-fashioned, while Furipides’ mistrust of convention
and pretension, his social criticism, and his pioneering tragicomedies (fon,
for example, and Alcestis) became paradigms for the new age. Gradually
the confidence that had grown in the wake of Marathon and found its
ultimate expression in Pericles’ great funeral oration gave way to doubt
and increased sclf-consciousness, and eventnally the New Comedy replaced
tragedy.
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Sophacles, like Mozart, has no serious detractors. His contemporaries loved
and admired him, gave prizes to all of his plays, elected him to high office,
and even spoke well of his character, His Oedipus Tyrannus served Aris-
totle as a model tragedy and thus came to exert a unique influence not
only on later critics but also on subsequent tragedy. For more than twenty-
one centuries, no other theory of tragedy attracted anywhere near so much
attention. Eventually, Hegel’s reflections did, and he found “the absolute
example of tragedy” not in Oedipus—but in Sophocles’ Antigone. Nietz-
sche not only called Sophocles “that most charming and beloved of all
Athenians™® but also said:

“The greatest paradox in the history of the poetic art is this: regard-
ing everything in which the ancient poets found their greatness, a man
can be a barbarian—faulty and deformed from tip to toe—and yet remain
the greatest poet. Thus it is with Shakespeare who, compared to Sopho-

1Werke, ed, Glackner, xv1 {Lectures on the philosophy of religion), 133 f.
2The Gay Science, sec. 14.
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cles, resembles a mine full of an immeasurable abundance of gold, lead,
and rubble, while Sophocles is not only gold but gold in the noblest form,
which almost makes one forget its value as a metal. But quantity in its
highest developments has the effect of quality. That works for Shake-
speare’s benefit.”

Oddly, what Sophocles’ admirers have said specifically has been much
less impressive than their unanimous praise. As we have seen, Aristotle’s
understanding of Oedipus Tyrannus was amazingly imperceptive and un-
profound, Nietzsche's comments on the same play in The Birth of Trag-
edy are no better. Indeed, while Nietzsche is widely underrated, this book
of his is often overestimated, and the few comments it contains on par-
ticular plays are extremely disappointing.

“Until Euripides, Dionysus never ceased to be the tragic hero,”
says Nietzsche, adding that “all the celebrated figures of the Greek
stage—Prometheus, Oedipus, etc.—are mere masks of the original hero,
Dionysus.”* Like many of Nietzsche’s remarks, this has been frequently
echoed at greater length by other writers. For all that, it is surely wrong,
unhelpful, and misleading. “The tragic hero” is notable for his absence
in the majority of Aeschylus’ extant tragedies: The Persians, The Sup-
pliants, Agamemnon, and The Eumenides. The suggestion that Eteocles
in the Seven or Orestes in The Libation Bearers are masks of Dionysus
gets us nowhere and makes hardly any sense. That leaves at most Prome-
theus and reduces to absurdity Nietzsche's generalization about tragedy
before Euripides, the more so because only two of Sophocles’ surviving
tragedies, Afax and Antigone, antedate Euripides’ activity, and neither
Ajax nor Antigone could well be called a mask of Dionysus, any more
than counld Sophocles’ Electra. Regarding Oedipus Tyrannus, Nietzsche's
suggestion is not so ontrageous but nevertheless unilluminating.

At most, then, we are left with Aeschylus’ Prometheus and with
Sophocles’ Heracles, Philoctetes, and second Oedipus: these four are suf-
fering saviors, Whether that makes them masks of Dionysus is another
question; even if it did, the score would be four out of fourteen, including
only one by Aeschylus. And when Nietzsche wrote The Birth of Tragedy,
he still followed Richard Wagner in considering Aeschylus the tragic poet
par excellence,

3 Mixed Opinions and Maxims, sec, 162. The comparison of Shakespeare with a
mine may derive indirectly from Dr. Samuel Johnson's Preface to Shakespeare, 33s.

Nietzsche never cites Johnson,
4The Birth of Tragedy, beginning of sec. 10.
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The dictum we have quoted and discussed is unfortunately typical
of the first and larger part of The Birth of Tragedy; the last part [secs.
16-25] deals largely with Wagner and is beneath comparison with the
first Afteen sections on which the reputation of the book depends. Apart
from Prometheus and Oedipus, no tragedy at all is discussed, however
bricfly, except for one passing reference to Furipides’ Bacchae. Unfortu-
natcly, Nietzsche conflates the two Oedipus plays, saying next to nothing
about Oedipus Tyrannus; and what little he does say about it shows no
inkling of the aphoristic penetration that is so characteristic of the later
Nietzsche,

He summarizes the legend in these words: “Because of his titanic
love for man, Prometheus must be torn to pieces by vultures; because of
his excessive wisdom, which could solve the riddle of the Sphinx, Oedipus
must be plunged into a bewildering vortex of crime. Thus did the Delphic
god interpret the Greek past” [4]. In our analysis of the legend we found
that the story of Oedipus’ outrage is Homeric, while the tale of the riddle
was not interpolated until centuries later. About Sophocles’ Tyrannus,
Nietzsche says little more than: “As a poet he first shows us a marvelously
tied knot of a trial, slowly unraveled by the judge, bit by bit, for his own
undoing. The genuinely Hellenic delight at this dialectical solution is so
great that it introduces a trait of superior cheerfulness [Heiterkeit] into
the whole work, everywhere softening the sharp points of the gruesome
presuppositions of this process.”® Nietzsche's point is that the originally
terrifying story is transformed by Sophocles and robbed of its gruesome-
ness. But this is surely utterly wrong, As a poet he was no more “cheerful”
than the author of Job; and like that book, his Tyrannus is infinitely more
terrifying than the folk tale on which it is based.

While the seven extant tragedies may not be representative of the
bulk of Sophocles” work, it is worth noting their common themes: we are
exposed to the insanity of Ajax, the tortures of Heracles” and Philoctetes’
attacks, and the blindness of Oedipus. In Aeschylus’ surviving tragedies,
we find no comparable concern with sickness and disability—or any such
preoccupation with the proper burial rites as is evident in four of Sopho-

5Sec. 9, p. 68 of my translation. In his wholly unsympathetic and ridiculously im-
moderate attack on Nietzsche's first book, the young Wilamowitz, who had just received
his doctorate, also called Sophocles “eternally cheerful” (28). This was one of the few
points on whiclt he and Nietzsche agrced. Evidently, both had been taught this cliché
and had not got around to questioning it. Wilamowitz’s comments on Oedipus Tyrannus
(30), while very different from Nietzsche’s, are even more superficial. In time, of course,

the young author of Zukunftsphilologie! (1872) became one of the most renowned
classical philologists of his generation.



198 VII Sophocles: Poet of Heroic Despair

cles’ seven, Nor are there any suicides in Aeschylus, while in Sophocles
there are six, including three in Antigone.

Such cold figures may seem pedantic, but the point is that no prece-
dent required Sophocles to plumb again and again such agonies or such
bottomless despair as drives Ajax and Antigone, Deianeira and Jocasta to
their deaths, Least of all did he have to insist, as Acschylus did not, on
the absolute finality of disaster.

The weird notion of Sophocles’ cheerfulness also owes something to
Matthew Arnold’s sonnet “T'o A Friend” [1849]:

Who prop, thou ask’st, in these bad days, my mind?
R But be his

My special thanks, whose even-balanc’d soul,

From first youth tested up to extreme old age,
Business could not make dull, nor Passion wild:
Who saw life steadily, and saw it whole:

The mellow glory of the Attic stage;

Singer of sweet Colonus, and its child,

These lovely lines in tum point back to Arstophanes’ Frogs, line 82,
and “even-balanc’d” may well be a free translation of the comic poet’s
eukolos.

At most, Aristophanes meant to characterize the man, not the poet;
but examined in its original context, the famous line does not support
the meaning often attached to it. The comedy was written soon after
Furipides and Sophocles had died, and what Dionysus says in Aristopha-
nes’ play is that while Euripides will do all he can to get out of the
underworld, Sophocles is “as content now as he was content formerly.”
Such translations of the double eukolos as “easy-going” or “sweet-tempered
as on earth, so here below” do not convey the poet’s meaning. Looking
ahead to the climactic scene of The Frogs, it makes good sense that it is
Euripides who is pitted against Aeschylus in a contest that remains one
of the glories of the Attic stage; for Euripides had criticized the old poet
more than once in his plays,® while Sophocles was not so polemical or
given to fault-finding.

Aristophanes may not even have realized how appropriate was his

8In another context, J. H. Finley, Jr., cites as cases in point Electra 524—44, Sup-
plianis 846-57, and Phoenician Women 751 f (1938, 31).

If The Frogs was begun very soon after Euripides” death, the few references to Sopho-
cles may have been inserted after he, too, had died a few months Iater.
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suggestion that Sophocles was content to be dead; for Sophocles’ last
tragedy, Oedipus at Colonus, was not performed until 4o1 B.c. Buot at
ninety, shortly before his death, Sophocles had written one of his most
magnificent choral odes on the theme that any man who wished to live
beyond the common span was a fool, and that long days bring on a grow-
ing burden of intolerable pains, while pleasure is no longer to be found
in anything. In words reminiscent of Job and Jeremiah, the Chorus
exclaims:

Nothing surpasses not being born;
but if born, to return where we came from
is next best, the sooner the better. [1225ff]

Owing to the scarcity of ancient testimonies, much has been made
of a fourline fragment from The Muses, a comedy by Phrynichus that
won second prize in 4o5 B.c. when The Frogs won first place: “Blessed
is Sophocles, a happy and dexterous man who wrote many beautiful trage-
dies and completed life without suffering any evil [kakon].”? It is con-
ceivable that the last line was meant to be funny and immediatcly
contradicted by the next speaker. In any case, when we consider how
much uninformed nonsense is written about contemporary writers even
while they are still alive, this one line in a comedy has no weight what-
ever when thrown into the balance against the testimony of Sophocles’
own words. Even in Oedipus at Colonus the great chorus we have cited
stands far from alone, The point of QOedipus’ curse on Creon [868 ff] may
be similar: he hopes Creon will be punished with “length of days and age
like mine”! And to Theseus, Oedipus says:

Dear son of Aigeus, only to the gods

comes neither age nor death; whatever else

there is, almighty time confounds. The strength

of earth decays, the body’s strength decays,

faith dies, and unfaith sprouts and blooms,

and nowhere does the same spirit survive

between men who were friends or between cities. [607-13]

Several ancient authors also relate that Sophocles’ sons hailed him
before a court to establish that, owing to his extreme age, he was in-
TFor the original Greek text and what little is known about the poet, who should

not be confused with the great tragic poet whose Phoenician Women profoundly in-
fluenced Aeschylus’ Persians, see Norwood, Greek Comedy (1931, 1963), 150~54.
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capable of managing his own property, and that he was acquitted after
reciting something from “his latest play, on which he was still working,
Oedipus at Colonus, and then asking if that poem su  ed imbecility”
[Cicero De Senectute 7.22], Plutarch, in his Moralia [785], more than a
century later, quotes 668-73 from the first chorus as the text the old poet
recited—perhaps partly because this hymn on Colonus, near Athens, has
always been admired especially for its superb poetry, partly becaunse it
would have strongly appealed to the court. Jebb points out in his edition
of the play [x1ff] that “Cicero is our earliest authority” for this story,
that it could well be true, but that it might also be derived from an an-
cient comedy. That question cannot be resolved here, but the fact that
neither Cicero mor Plutarch connects this story with Oedipus’ curse on
his sons is remarkable and may speak for its authenticity: had the tale
been invented, one would surely have had the poet recite the curse, or
at the very least, “Nothing surpasses not being born.”

However that may be, generations of critics have found Sophocles’
swan song, Oedipus at Colonus, suptemely cheerful. Old falsehoods neither
die nor fade away: they gradually become canonized as common sense.
Thus Sophocles has been much praised and little understood. The case
is typical, Endless misunderstandings are the price of immortality,

42

Hegel's comments on Sophocles and Greek tragedy generally are uncom-
monly perceptive but have been misrepresented again and again.

Admittedly, we could develop our own view of the philosophical di-
mension of Sophocles’ tragedies without first introducing Hegel. But in
a book on philosophy and tragedy it would be perverse to omit him, con-
sidering that his influence on modern writers equals Aristotle’s; and in view
of the discrepancy between what he actually said and what he is supposed
to have said, it is important to set the record straight.

In the present context we will confine ourselves to Hegel’s contribu-
tion to our understanding of Greek tragedy. His ideas about Shake-
spearean tragedy will be taken up in Chapter IX. The point is that he
did not have a Procrustean “theory of tragedy” but illuminated many of
Aeschylus’, Sophocles’, and Euripides’ tragedies more than any other phi-
losopher before or after him, Let us weigh and refine, rather than reject
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outright, Hegel’s two major suggestions about Greek tragedy before we
take up, in the following sections, Sophocles’ tragedies, one by one—except
Oedipus Tyrannus, which we have considered at length—and finally the
question of whether Sophocles was a “humanist.”

Unlike Sophocles, who enjoys special protection—deprecating him
wounld be a misdemeanor—Hegel and Nietzsche are outlaws, and taking a
passing potshot at them is widely considered good form. To say or insinu-
ate that Hegel did violence to all the many men and subjects he discussed,
bending the past to his own will and forcing facts to fit into his system,
is the academic equivalent of a politician’s waving a flag or invoking the
Pilgrim Fathers; such ~~stures require no historical research.

F. L. Lucas’ tray ty of Hegel's views on tragedy is unusual only
insofar as it is longer than most.® Kitto is exceptionally brief but equally
unfair to Hegel when he considers Antigone’s character: “where the blem-
ish is there, only Hegel can tell us.™ So much for Hegel's theories, One
would scarcely gather from Kitto’s comment that Hegel called “the heav-
enly Antigone, the most glorious figure ever to have appeared on earth.”?

The point here at issue is the heart of Hegel’s coniribution to our
understanding of tragedy. Plato wanted the poets to represent men “in
every way good.”’! Aristotle countered with his conception of hamartia,
arguing that it is shocking rather than tragic when good men go from
happiness to misfortune. Although Aristotle himself stressed the impor-
tance of the action and the plot above that of character, his fateful notion
of the tragic flaw or error led generations of critics and playwrights to
focus their attention on the so-called tragic hero. It even led some inter-
preters of the Antigone, including Kitto, to argue that Creon is the hero
of the play.2 If one approaches the play in the traditional manner, one
has to deny either that Antigone is “outstanding in virtue”—this is the
usual approach—or that she is the heroine.

Hegel's understanding of Greek tragedy far surpassed that of most of
his detractors, He realized that at the center of the greatest tragedies of
Aeschylus and Sophocles we find not a tragic hero but a tragic collision,

8 Tragedy: Serious Drama in Relation to Aristotle’s Poetics, 57-6o, It is followed
by briefer but no less sprightly caricatures of Schopenhauer (61 ) and Nietzsche (62 f).
What is typical is that the level of these passages is so far beneath the rest of the book.

9 Greck Tragedy, 133.

10 Werke, ed. Glockner, xvin, 114.

11].gws 660: Sec. 6, abave.

32To be sure, “Creon’s part is half as long again as Antigone’s” (Kitto, 130); but,

as we have seen, the herald’s part in Agamemnon is half as long again as Agamemnon's,
Cassandra’s is twice, Clytemnestra’s four times, and the Chorus’ ten times as long.
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and that the conflict is not between good dand evil but between one-sided
positions, each of which embodies some good.

This immensely fruitful suggestion does not commit Hegel to find
any blemish in the heavenly Antigone, Her character is not at issue any
more than Creon’s; their positions are. It is obviously possible to love and
admire her, or to thrill to Luther’s courage at Worms, or to Thomas
More’s rare fusion of wit and integrity, without accepting their views, the
principles for which they willingly risked everything. Least of all does our
admiration for a human being who suffers or dies clinging stubbornly to
his ideas entail the judgment that there is no good at all in the position
of those who oppose him.

All this ought to be obvious; yet Hegel's detractors have generally
chosen to ignore, if not implicitly deny, it. Why? One reason may be
found in the reluctance to face up to Sophocles’ philosophical dimension.
Once we admit that “the most glorious figuve ever to have appeared on
carth” went to her doom without any comfort, that the catastrophe was
final and unmitigated, and that the playwright did not take this to be
atypical of our world—the traditional image of the cheerful Sophocles
collapses. His world view was temifying, and most critics would rather not
think about it. According to the accepted view, Sophocles was a pious
man of utterly conventional opinions who happened to have three great
talents—writing poetry, creating characters, and fashioning plots. That
way he did not disturb anybody’s sleep, and in gratitude for that he was
conceded not mere talent but true genius. The most poignantly tragic
poct was misrepresented as a mere craftsman and then, as if to compen-
sate for this indignity, flattered endlessly.

This development can be traced back to Aristotle, Hegel breached
the framework Aristotle had laid down in chapter 13 of the Poetics. He
opened up new vistas. But several ways were found to meet this threat.
One continued to look for a flaw in Antigone, either ignoring Hegel alto-
gether or claiming that this was what his view came down to. Or one
claimed that Hegel had sided with Creon, and that this proved him a
wicked man who could safely be ignored. Or—the most common strata-
gem—it was suggested that Hegel's view of tragedy could safely be ig-
nored because it had been based exclusively on Antigone.

Two points seem to support the last claim. Antigone furnishes a
splendid example of a tragic collision in which some good may be found
on both sides, and Hegel apparently loved this play more than any other
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tragedy.’* But his exceptionally deep feeling for Antigone did not come
from any sense that it was the only tragedy to support his generalizations;
it was prompted by his admiration for the heroine and his susceptibility
to the theme of a sister’s love for her brother, To rebut the usual view
of the matter, we must for a time leave Sophocles and show bricfly how
well Hegel’s concept of the tragic collision illuminates some of the mas-
terpieces of Aeschylus and Euripides. Indeed, eventually we shall scc that
it fits them much better than it fits Antigone.

Unlike Aristotle, Hegel was far from basing his view of tragedy al-
most exclusively on Sophocles. The tragic poet whose world view most
closely resembled Hegel's was Aeschylus. One could not wish for more
petfect illustrations of collisions in which neither side is simply wicked
and some moral claims are present on both sides than we find in the
Oresteia and Prometheus. Indeed, the very words “right collides with
right” are encountered in The Libation Bearers 4

Not only was Aeschylus more interested in these rival claims than in
the characters that put them forward, but the Prometheus trilogy and
the Qresteia represent claborate attempts to give both sides a hearing be-
fore working out a satisfactory solution that does justice to both sides.

In these two trilogies both sides relent in the end and the outcome
is joyous; the Suppliants was probably of that type, too. In the Seven
neither side relents in the least, and the brothers destroy each other; but
there is no implication that one of them is good and the other cvil; on
the contrary.

Aceschylus’ Persians and Euripides’ Trojan Women show that not all
Greek tragedies were of this nature, but most of Aeschylus” works were,
and so were some of Euripides’ masterpieces. Touched by the wand of
Hegel's concept of collision, the perennial enigma of Euripides’ Bacchae
is solved.

Nietzsche’s suggestion that Euripides “finally ended his carcer with
a glorification of his adversary,” Dionysus,'® is as misguided as the rival
theory that in his last play the old poet launched his fiercest attack on
the evils of traditional religion. Both interpretations assume falsely that
the conflict is between a good and a bad side, and go on to ask which
side the poct meant to be the good one.

18 Werke, ed. Glockner, xm, 51, and xiv, 556,
14 461: Arés Arei xymbalei, Dikdi Dika,
15 Birth of Tragedy, scc. 12: p. 8z of my translation. This misinterpretation may

owe something to the influence of Schopenhauer, who had called The Bacchue “a
revolting fabrication for the benefit of pagan priests” (see sec. 57 below).
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Must the poet either denounce reason, criticism, and sobriety or be
blind to the claims of passion, ecstasy, and enthusiastic vision? Dry and
dull as it may sound if said in one short sentence, a life without reason
turns men into beasts, and a life without passion and vision is a living
death. Like Sophocles in Antigone, Euripides associates the claims of feel-
ing with the female; but he goes much further than Sophocles in avoiding
any semblance of a black-and-white contrast. What makes for tragedy is
the relentless one-sidedness of both antagonists. The poetic power of the
Bacchae permeates the symbolic force of the incredible conclusion: pru-
dent fear of passion becomes prurient, and the man blind to the sweeping
beauty of irrational experience is destroyed by those who, abdicating rea-
son, revel in the blindness of their frenzy; yet such passion is not alien
to him but the womb from which he sprang, as close to him, though
Pentheus does not know it, as Jocasta is to Oedipus. Pentheus and Agave,
his mother, were played by the same actor. And Agave is the sister of
Semele, the mother of Dionysus,

In the chapter on “The Apollinian and the Dionysian” in his Psy-
chological Types, C. G, Jung claimed that he had scored an advance over
Nietzsche by noticing that “the urges dammed up in civilized man are
terribly destructive and much more dangerous than the urges of primi-
tive man who, to some degree, gives constant vent to his negative urges.”
Not only did Nietzsche realize this; the point is so far from being new
that we may consider The Bacchae its classical illustration. Agave and
the other Bacchae who dismember her son are not barbarians but hyper-
civilized scoffers whom Dionysus punishes by making their frenzy utterly
bestial.

To seck flaws or errors of judgment in Pentheus is pointless, though
both are easy to find; for the tragedy revolves not around a single tragic
hero but around a conflict between two one-sided views.'® Precisely this

16 After writing this, I found much the same view of this play in E. R. Dodds’s ex-
cellent introduction to his edition of Euripides’ Bacchae (1944): Euripides’ “favourite
method is to take a one-sided point of view, a noble half-truth, to exhibit its nobility,
and then to exhibit the disaster to which it leads its blind adherents~—because it is after
all only part of the truth” (xliii). And William Arrowsmith, in his introduction to his
own translation, which is based on Dodds’s volume, speaks of “a head-on collision be-
tween those who, for all their piety, represent the full-blown tyranny of popular custom
and conforming tradition and the arrogant exemplar of the ruthlessly antitraditional
mind” (536). It might seem that both men are expounding Hegel; but Hegel’s name
is not one to conjure with, and neither of them so much as mentions him!

Similarly, Dodds says: “The first modem writer who understood the Dionysiac
psychology was Erwin Rohde; his Psyche (1st ed. 1891-94, Eng. trans. 1925) is still

the fundamental book” (ixgl—as if the closest friend and mentor of the young Rohde,
Nietzsche, had never existed.
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it has in common with the most admired tragedies of Aeschylus and
Sophocles,

Euripides’ Hippolytus prefigures the conflict of the Bacchae. The
chaste Hippolytus, insensitive to the claims of love, falls prey to passion
run rampant, not yet represented by the mother, as in the last play, but
by his stepmother. Not only is there wide agreement that these two
tragedies are unsurpassed by any of Euripides’ other plays, but in the
poet’s prologue to Hippolytus we are told expressly that the youth will
be destroyed for his exclusive allegiance to Artemis and his failure to
respect Aphrodite also; both are divine, and a man should heed both.

Hegel is not committed to the view that all tragedies entail a tragic
collision of this typc. Far from claiming, for example, that Racin¢’s Phédre
furnishes another illustration, Hegel said in his lectures that it was a
“silly feature of the French treatment of Racine to give Hippolytus another
amour; that way it is no longer a punishment of love as a pathos that he
suffers but a mere mishap that he is in love with a girl and therefore
does not oblige another female, wha is, to be sure, the wife of his father,
but this ethical obstacle is obscured by his love of Aricia, Hence the cause
of his destruction is no longer his injury or neglect of a universal power
as such, nor anything ethical, but something particular and accidental.”?"

In his influential lecture on “Hegel’s Theory of Tragedy,” A. C. Brad-
ley, the brother of F. H, Bradley, the British “Idealist” philosopher, said:
“It will be agreed, further, that in all tragedy there is some sort of col-
lision or conflict—conflict of feelings, modes of thought, desires, wills,
purposes; conflict of persons with one another, or with circumstances, or
with themsclves; one, several, or all of these kinds of conflict, as the case
may be. . . . The essentially tragic fact is the sclf-division and intestinal
warfare of the ethical substance, not so much the war of good with cvil
as the war of good with good."®

Since A. C. Bradley was one of the foremost interpreters of Shake-
spearcan tragedy, this “thcory” is better known in the English-speaking
world than its origins in [egel. Bradley’s version is admirably compact—a
singlc lecture of barely over twenty pages, compared to scattered passages
in Hegel's Phenomenology of the Spirit and in his lectures on aesthetics,
on philosophy of religion, and on the history of philosophy. Morcover,
Bradley writes clearly and the text of his lecture is authentic, while Hegel's

17 Philosophie der Religion, Werke, ed. Glockner, xv1, 134; ed. Lasson, xmm.2, 167,

This passage is found in Hegel's own mannscript,
18 Oxford Lectures on Poetry, 2d ed,, 1350, 70.
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style is exceptionally difficult, and the posthumously published lectures
were put together by students whao, drawing on notes taken in different
years, provided not only their own transitions, not indicated as such in
the text, but often also their own organization of materials that Hegel
had, at different times, presented in different arrangements. For all that,
Bradley’s version has the same fatal fauvlt that distinguished British “Ab-
solute Idealism” from Hegel’s philosophy: The Bradley brothers, like most
of the major British philosophers, were unhistorically minded.

My orientation is more historical and open-end than Hegel’s, Anglo-
American Idealism does not have the least appeal for me. What I find in
reading Hegel is not “the block-universe etemnal and without a history,”2?
but a singularly restless and at bottom quite unsystematic spirit that is
scared of its own pluralistic bent and tries, never twice in the same way,
to organize the chaos of its observations, insights, and ideas. Every such
attempt is systematic to a fault, but superseded by a new outline in the
next edition, or the next time Hegel gives the course,

Given antiquarian interests, one would have to go beyond the stand-
ard versions of the lectures, reconstructing the development of Hegel’s
views. At the very least, one would have to collate remarks in widely dif-
ferent places. In a monograph on Hegel that would be appropriate and
well worth doing, but my concern here is altogether different,

Hegel says hundreds of things that are open to criticism. But to find
fault with many of the dicta in his lectures would be pointless for many
reasons. The wording is often due to his students; and even when it is
his own, all lecturers say a great deal that does not stand up well under
scrutiny. When the lectures are neither written out nor meant for publica-
tion, it is petty to try to score off them. Detailed criticism might be just-
fied if the Hegelian corpus were widely revered as authoritative; but the
situation is more nearly the opposite, and amassing objections would be
like carrying nails to the crucifixion, on Saturday.

Hegel’s treatment of Antigone in the Phenomenology strikes me as
quite absurd at many points.2® But Hegel made a few central suggestions
that advance our understanding of tragedy more than anything else writ-
ten since Aristotle; and my concem is with these illuminating ideas.

Let us agree, then, not to speak of “all tragedy” and “the essentially

18 William James, A Plurdlistic Universe (1909), 310. Although he felt that Hegel's
mind was essentially “impressionistic,” James nevertheless projected Anglo-American

Idealism into Hegel.
20 See Kaufmann, Hegel, sec. 30.
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tragic fact,” as Bradley does, committing ourselves either to argue that
The Trojan Women and a large number of other tragedies are in fact not
tragedies or to assimilate them forcibly to paradigms on which they were
not modeled. Let us rather recall that Greek tragedy had roots in Homer’s
Hiad, where the noble clash with the noble and no hero is evil, and that
Aeschylus sublimated the contests of Homer into moral collisions. Some
of Euripides’ tragedies stand in this same tradition, while others represcnt
different types of tragedy. To suppose, as Bradley does, that a few general
principles must apply to all tragedies, including Shakespeare’s, is histori-
cally blind; Shakespeare’s spirit was not nourished on Aeschylus nor even
mainly on the Iliad. The Christian influence cannot be ignored, and Chris-
tianity had taught for centuries that not only cvil but also evil human
beings did exist.

Nor are tragic collisions central in all of Sophocles’ plays. Neither
Ajax nor The Women of Trachis, neither Electra nor Oedipus at Colonus
illustrates this concept at all clearly, though if one is committed to this
notion one can, of course, water it down the way Bradley does until some-
thing at least remotely like it can be found in these plays, too. Rather,
we should admit that tragedies differ greatly, that Hegel's concept strik-
ingly illuminates the Oresteia and Prometheus, Hippolytus and The
Bacchae, and that it is also of some help—though much less so—when
we come to Antigone, Oedipus Tyrannus, and Philoctetes.

In QOedipus Tyrannus, for example, Hegel did not analyze the moral
conflicts, and he did not note the curse of honesty or the emphasis on
the dark side of justice, but his approach facilitates such discoveries rather
better than Aristotle’s reflections on various kinds of plots do. Hegel gets
us away from Aristotle’s fateful claim that the protagonist must not be
outstanding in virtue and from the inveterate prejudice that each tragedy
has one hero—two notions that have profoundly damaged Sophoclcan crit-
icism to this day. Hegel himself never made the most of these insights,
but no other philosopher did Detter.

Before we bring out the gravest fault of Hegel's concept of the tragic
collision, let us introduce his other, closely related and no le-- * ‘luential
contribution to our understanding of Greek tragedy. Hegel st | cd that
external accidents, such as sickness, loss of property, and death should
arouse no interest other than “eagerness to rush up and help. If one can’t
do that, images of woe and misery merely tear our heart. Truly tragic

suffering, on the other hand, is imposed only on active individuals, as the
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consequence of some act of their own that is no less justified than it is
fraught with guilt, owing to the collision it involves; and they are also
answerable for it with their whole self.”#!

This dictum is entirely applicable only to tragedies built around a
tragic collision, like The Libation Bearers and Prometheus, Hippolytus,
The Bacchae, and Antigone. It also illuminates some tragedies in which
right does not clash with right: The Persians, for example. But Hegel
clearly implies that the sufferings of Euripides’ Trojan women are not
“truly tragic”; and this suggestion, which I shall contest at the beginning
of Chapter X, has been taken up not only by Bradley but also by several
twentieth-centiry philosophers. Again, the root evil consists in an at-
tempt to assimilate all tragedies to a single model, instead of admitting
how much tragedies differ,

While I find Hegel’s conception of “truly tragic suffering” objection-
able and too narrow, it is of interest not only because of its great influ-
ence but also because it points the way toward a much needed refinement
of the ancient idea of hamartia. Those who wish to give Aristotle the
benefit of every doubt may wish to say that Hegel merely specifies the
nature of the error that leads to the suffering—one-sidedness—although
we have seen [sec. 15] that Else [379ff] believes that Aristotle meant an
error about the identity of a close relative, But Aristotle’s reason for at-
tributing some hamartia to those who suffer and are destroyed was that
he considered totally undeserved suffering shocking rather than tragic.
Hegel's twin concepts of tragic collision and tragic suffering facilitate a
subtler insight into innocence and guilt. Prometheus and Orestes commit
no error of judgment and are not flawed characters, yet Hegel's dicta apply
to them.

We must make a crucial distinction between tragic guilt and moral
fault. Those raised on the tragic flaw too often balk at recognizing inno-
cent suffering; following Aristotle, they consider it shocking; and though
in life it stares them in the face, they do not wish to admit it in literature.
Like Job’s friends, they impute moral faults, But 2 man’s destruction may
be brought about by his choice, his act, his heroism, though he is morally
admirable.

Consider Kafka’s The Trial and The Custle. The hero of the former
approaches (not too closely) the passivity of the man in the parable that
is told in chapter g of The Trial. Denied admission—it does not matter to

21 Aesthetik: Werke, ed. Glockner, xiv, 532.



42 Hegel's “theory of tragedy” 209
what—the man in the parable settles down outside the gate, makes occa-
sional inquiries, and wastes his whole life. Similarly, the hero of The Trial
allows the information that he is under arrest—which in fact he is not—
to ruin his life, He makes no further attempt to live after his own fashion.
The hero of The Caustle, on the other hand, is often blamed for being
such an activist. Even if this juxtaposition should be a little too neat, we
ought to see that Kafka retains our interest by establishing a close connec-
tion between each hera’s decision and destruction—but that this does not
mean that they deserve their fate,

One of the reasons for the perennial fascination of Oedipus Tyrannus
is that the question of the hero’s guilt and the connection between his
own acts and his suffering keeps haunting us. Qedipus is an active indi-
vidual through and through. His suffering is a direct consequence of his
past deeds, done before the play begins, and of his decisions in the play.
At every step he was justified. He killed Laius in self-defense; after liberat-
ing Thebes from the Sphinx, he was asked to marry Jocasta and become
king; and his insistence to push the inquiry that cannot be abandoned
without subjecting Thebes to further deaths from plague is wholly ad-
mirable. Morally, he is not at fault, yet he is guilty of pamicide and incest.

He blinds himself not by way of confessing, contrary to fact, that he
was wrong to push his inquiry, and that those who had counseled him to
stop were right, Neither does he immediately plead his own innocence
or marshal extenuating circumstances. Poetically, that would have made
for a less tragic, a less powerful conclusion; morally, it would have been
less heroic.

In his Philosophy of Right, Hegel comments: “The heroic sclf-
consciousness (so in the tragedies of the ancients, of Oedipus, etc.) has
not yet proceeded from its solidity [Gediegenheit] to the reflection on
the difference between deed and action, between the external event and
premeditation and knowledge of the circumstances, or to the fragmenta-
tion of the consequences; it accepts its guilt for the whole range of the
deed” [sec. 118].

Hegel’s development of this idea in his lectures on aesthetics is worth
quoting, too:

“Oedipus has slain a man in a quarre], which could easily happen
in the circumstances of that age and was not considered a crime. He did
not know that this violent man, who barred his way, was his father; nei-
ther did he know that the queen he later married was his mother; but
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once the misfortune was revealed, he, as a heroic subject, accepts all the
consequences of his first deed and atones for parricide and incest.”#?

“The self-reliant solidity and totality of the heroic character does not
wish to share the guilt and knows nothing of this opposition of subjective
intentions and objective deeds and consequences, while the implications
and ramifications of modern actions are such that everybody tries to push
all guilt as far away from himself as possible. Our view is more moral in
this respect, insofar as in the moral realm the subjective aspect of knowl-
edge of the circumstances and good intentions constitutes a central ele-
ment of action. In the heroic age, however, the individual was essentially
one, and whatever was objective was and remained his, if it had issued
from him; hence the subject also wants to have done entirely and alone
whatever it has done. . . )"

Hegel’s perceptive comments show incidentally how Sartre’s existen-
tialism revives the heroic ethos of Sophocles. A man is his deeds and his
life, and to plead that one’s intentions were better than one’s works is,
according to Sartre, a mark of bad faith. While it is inhumanly harsh to
judge others that way, we are inclined to admire those who see themselves
that way.

This double standard suggests some confusion. Our distinction be-
tween tragic guilt and moral fault does not go far enough. “Guilt” is not
the right word where guilt feelings are not appropriate; and we do not
really admire those who harbor such feelings in a situation in which they
arc not to be blamed. The mot juste is not tragic guilt but tragic responsi-
bility; for responsibility, like pride, is something one can take.

It is not particularly reasonable to take pride in being an American,
an Athenian, or Oedipus; and if it takes the form of boasting it is cven
odious, Nor is it particularly reasonable to take responsibility for being an
American, an Athenian, or Oedipus; and if it takes the form of wallowing
in guilt feelings it is neurotic. But pride can mean that we accept high
standards and feel that behavior and accomplishments considered satis-
factory by others will not do for us, Similarly, responsibility can be free of
guilt feclings and can mean that we define our field of action. Thus pride
and responsibility can be future-oriented and, as it were, two sides of the
same outlook.

“2 Werke, ed. Lasson, xa (1931), 266: from the lectures of 1826, The immediately
following paragraph is found on the same page, but had been published eatlier: Lasson

reprints it from Hotho's edition, and it is also to be found in Werke, ed. Glockner,
x1, 257 f.
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To return to Hegel, he did not have a “theory of tragedy.” He
brought to the discussion of Greek tragedy the concepts of tragic colli-
sion and “truly tragic suffering,” and he suggested that in some sense the
protagonists brought their suffering on themselves, were guilty, and ac-
cepted their guilt. These ideas illuminate many of the best Greek trage-
dies; but not all Greek tragedies are built around a tragic collision, not all
the suffering in Greek tragedy is “truly tragic” in Hegel’s sense, and not all
the protagonists accept their guilt, as Oedipus does in the Tyrannus and
as Hegel may have thought—mistakenly—Antigone did.2® Deianeira does;
but FElectra and Philoctetes see themselves as suffering innocently, and
their sufferings are not “truly tragic,” according to Hegel. Indeed, many
moderm writers under Hegel’s influence would deny that they are tragic at
all. (We will return to this point in sec. 6o.) Finally, Hegel does not dis-
tinguish as sharply as we would between tragic responsibility and moral
fault.

QOedipus’ blindness in the end is poetically powerful because it brings
out his spiritual blindness up to that point. That he blinds himself is in
keeping with his active stance throughout. Sophocles does not show him
to us as a victim, a plaything of wanton gods, a Gloucester, but a heroic
figure to the last. Still, Oedipus does not blind himself after weighing his
life in the balance, finding himself guilty, and deciding that this is the
proper punishment, Such a view of the matter would be as far from Sopho-
cles’ intentions as it would be to have Qedipus blinded by Laius’ servants,
as in Euripides’ lost Oedipus. Sophaocles” hero is neither a pathetic crea-
ture who suffers monstrous injustice—a forerunner of Woyzeck—nor is he
found in the end to deserve cruel punishment. Rather he realizes all at
ance that the king, whose murderer he secks and has cursed, was killed by
him; that he has killed his father; that the woman whom he married and
who bore his children was his mother; and that by pushing his investiga-

28 Phinomenologie (1807), 412 (Werke, ed. Glockner, 1, 361). A similar passage
in Hegel's discussion of Socrates trial is more cautious, but reaﬁy quite pointless unless
it is again assomed that Antigone admits her error. Hegel suggests that Socrates ought
to have progosed a fine for himself, admitting his guilt; and then Hegel goes on: “Thus
we see the heavenly Antigone, the most glorious figure ever to have appeared on earth,
go to her death in Sophocles; in her final words she posits as the one possibility: ‘If this
Pleases the gods that way, we confess that, since we suffer, we erred’ ” (Werke, ed.
Glockner, xvmr, 114).

Eric C. Woodcock, in his “Note on Sophocles’ Antigone 925, 926" (CR, xum
[1929], 116f), translates these lines: “Nay, then, if these things are pleasing to the
gods, and if I have sinned, I will acquiesce in my fate.”” In any case, Antigone con-

tinues: “But if the hamartia is on the other side, may they suffer no more evil than
they unjustly inflict on me.”



212 VII Sophocles: Poet of Heroic Despair

tion to the end he has driven her to suicide, Seeing her dead body, he
plucks the clasps from her robe and blinds himself. When he cmerges
from the palace, blind, our feeling is 1ot that justice has been done at last.
Rather that moment holds more terror than words can convey, At that
point Carl Orff's music for the play reminds us what Aeschylus’ and Sopho-
cles’ music may have added to the tragedics we know.?* In the end right-
eous indignation and retributive justicc are called into question, and the
impact is shattering.

Hegel's concepts do not plumb the depths of Oedipus’ despair. Still,
they come incomparably closer to the spirit of Greek tragedy than Plato
or Aristotle did, and they are also superior to those of Schopenhauer and
other more recent philosophers.

Before we take leave of Hegel to return our full attention to Sopho-
cles, we must bring out the fatal flaw of Hegel's conception of the tragic
collision, for this helps to account for the fact that it applies better to the
two more philosophical tragic poets than it does to Sophocles. Hegel as-
sumed not only that in such conflicts some good was to be found on both
sides but also that both sides were equally justified.2® In the plays by Aes-
chylus and Euripides that I have given as examples this may be so; in
Sophocles it never is.

43

My view of Sophocles as the poet of heroic despair is at odds not only
with Hegel's and Nictzsche's conceptions of his work but also with the
almost universally accepted image of Sophocles. Yet this mellow image is
not supported by a single one of his surviving tragedies, We have alrcady
considered Oedipus Tyrannus; let us now reflect on the other six plays,
beginning with the earliest, though certainly not the best: Ajax.
The character of Sophaocles’ Ajax is clearly derived from Homer?!
who, however, did not relate the story of Ajax’s death. Sophocles has made
24 There is no play I have seen in more diffcrent productions. The Halderlin transla-
tion, with Carl Orff's music, in Vienna, October 12, 1962 was incomparably the best
and altogether magnificent, (It had its American broadeast premiere October 30, 1967,
at g r.mM.,, on WRVR.) But the power of this tragedy cven in mediocre productions
constitutes part of what 1 have called “The Riddle of Oedipus.”
25 “Gleichberechtigt”; e.g. Werke, ed. Glockncr, x1v, 567, which will be quoted near

the beginning of sec. 5s.
20 fispecially the Iliad, 284:xv.471ff and 332 f:xvi.628 ff, and the Odyssey,

x1.543 ff.
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of Ajax an image of heroic despair. Heroism was nothing new; the Iliad
was full of it. “Heroic humanism”—the epithet a fine classical scholar has
coined for Sophocles’ outlook?’—fits Aeschylus far better. Prometheus
and Orestes refuse to despair and are saved. Of the Aeschylean heroes we
know, only Eteocles knows despair, but is too much a hero to speak much
of it. Ie voices it in only three lines, as magnificent as they are terse:

The gods have ceased to care for us.
The only grace they want from us is our destruction.
Why stop to fawn upon our cruel doom? [703 ff]

Only once in Aeschylus does despair erupt with volcanic power—in
Cassandra’s frenzied cries, But she is a woman out of her mind, no hero,
and she is far from having the last word, which is reserved for the jubilant
hymns that conclude the trilogy.

It is customary to see Ajax as the earliest and least mature tragedy by
Sophocles that we know and to prefer the later plays. But it contains pas-
sages of incredible beauty and power and marks one of the greatest inno-
vations in the history of tragedy. Sophocles was the first to place a hero’s
despair in the center of a play and to insist on the finality of tragedy.

Thus it is arguable that tragedy in the modern or Shakespearean sense
was first fashioned by Sophocles. Aeschylus was still closer to the epic tra-
dition and created trilogies that usually ended in paeans of joy, Of his
extant plays only the Seven belonged to a trilogy that ended in disaster,
but one could scarcely call that play a paradigm of tragedy in the narrower
sense, It was Sophocles who first created self-contained dramas in which
man’s best efforts are no longer good enough.

The question of who was the first to have done this or that can be a
vain amusement; but confronted with the development of a new genre,
we may assume that a poet’s feelings and characteristic outlook will reveal
themselves above all in his bold departures from precedent.

Ajax, unlike Aeschylus’ last trilogies, is not built around a central
tragic conflict. Committed to the concept of collision, one could find some-
thing like it in the moral claims Ajax feels. He may owe it to Tecmessa and
his child to live, but he feels that the only honorable course for him is
suicide. The issue is not argued out in Aeschylean fashion; Sophocles’
genius takes wing for the first time in an attempt to capture Ajax’s bottom-
less despair in verse,

The poetry shows the master, the plot not yet. The play falls into two

27 Whitman, Sophocles: A Study of Heroic Humanism,
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parts, and it is only in the second, which begins after the suicide, that a
collision is central. But there is little or no right on the side of Meneclaus
and Agamcmnon, who are hateful, while Odysseus is as ideal a character
in this play as he is unscrupulous in the same poet’s Philoctetes.

The major characters in Ajax as well as the issue come from Homer;
and in the end the great hero who songht to kill the Achaean princes—
Hector in Homer, Ajax in Sophocles—is granted a noble burial. But the
Iliad begins with the wrath of Achilles and ends with Achilles relenting,
returning Hector’s corpse to Priam. In spite of the greater length of the
Iliad, the end is tied closely to the beginning. Achilles’ wrath is directed
first at Agamemnon and the Achaeans, then even more fiercely against
Hector, and in the end it gives way. If the poem ended earlier, the action
would be left incomplete. In Ajax, though it is far shorter, the poet seems
to have had two themes and dealt first, unsurpassably, with Ajax’s despair
and then with another issue that he himself took up again and handled
definitively in Antigone.

Actually, the play, though certainly no marvel of taut plot construc-
tion, has more unity than this reflection suggests. Odysseus holds it
together, and as long as we ignore him we cannot penetrate the philosoph-
ical dimension of this tragedy. It is the only one of the extant Sophoclean
plays in which a god or goddess appears on the stage, and at first glance it
might seem that Athene could be eliminated. She does not seem to be as
essential as the gods were in the Eumenides and the Prometheus trilogy.
To protect the Greek chiefs, Athene has made Ajax mad, so that Ajax
killed sheep instead of them. As in the Iliad, the tale is readily demytholo-
gized: Ajax became temporarily insane. Shall we say, then, that Athene’s
appearance is a Homeric touch, in line with the strong influence of the
Iliad on Ajax?

It would be more perceptive to call it a Furpidean touch—before
Buripides, to be sure—or to recall Cassandra’s portrait of Apollo, or Pro-
metheus’ of Zeus. The poet’s attitude is anything but conventionally pious.
The goddess wants Odysseus to see Ajax in his madness, because there is
nothing sweeter than laughing at one’s enemies! She does not understand
why the thonght of secing the demented hero should fill Odysseus with
horror; after all, he would not be afraid to face Ajax if he were sane. She
insists. Then she questions Ajax, who is unable to see Odysseus, and gets
him to tell how, when he killed the others, he spared Odysseus who, he
says, is even now in his tent, to be whipped before he is killed, She finds
this amusing, while Odysseus is filled with compassion. The goddess re-



44 Antigone 215

minds him once more of man’s radical insecurity, and disappears. That is
the first scene. In the last scene, Odysseus prevails on the odious Agamem-
non to rescind his order that the corpse of Ajax is not to be buried, and
Ajax receives a hero’s funeral. Had the first scene been cut or demytholo-
gized, one of the most striking features of the tragedy would be lacking:
the contrast between divine inhumanity and human magnanimity. In his
oldest surviving play Sophocles strikes the theme that the gods are brutal,
and we cannot help that, but a human being can rise to such heights of
nobility that he puts the gods to shame.?® His later tragedies ring varia-
tions on the same theme,

44

Antigone is not mentioned by Homer, and we know no earlier treatment
of her story. The last scene of Aeschylus’ Seven is held on good grounds
to have been added by a later writer who knew Sophocles’ Antigone.?®
The story that she tried to bury her brother, defying Creon’s authority,
was surely old, but it seems that no other Greek poet had done with it
what Sophocles did.

In Euripides’ version, for example, Creon seems to have asked his
son, Haemon, to put Antigone to death; but he hid her, and they had a
son. When the son came to Thebes many years later, for the games, Creon
recognized him by a birthmark as a member of his family, and ordered the
execution of Antigone and Haemon. At that point, Dionysus seems to have
interceded, and the end was happy. In a still later version, Polyneices’
widow helped Antigone, and both were sentenced to death but rescued
by the army of Theseus. Again, the ending was happy.3®

Sophocles’ plot was not dictated by tradition but shaped by him as a
vehicle for his experience of life. It is only in his version that Antigone is
nobler than the gods, like Odysseus in Ajax. The gods are cruel and vin-

28 Finding the poet’s own view in the speech of Calchas, the priest who does not

appear but whose wotds are reported (749 ff), is like finding the moral of the Book of
Job in the speeches of Job’s friends.

20In 1959, Hugh Lloyd-Jones tried to reopen the gquestion in “The End of the
Seven Agginst Thebes” (CQ, NS 1x, 8o-115) but only elicited two more p ‘e
demonstrations that this treatment of the Antigone story must be later than Sophocles’:
Eduard Fraenkel, “Zum Schluss der Sieben ; n Theben,” Museum Helyeticum, xxi
(1964), 58-64, and R. D. Dawe, “The .nd of Seven Against Thebes” CQ,
NS xvir (1967), 1628, )

30 See the article on Antigone in the Oxford Classical Dictionary.
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dictive, visiting 2 man’s transgressions on his children and his children’s
children, and show neither love nor mercy. Hatefully and senselessly, they
destroy a young woman whose whole life has been misery but whose cour-
age is not daunted by profound despair. When Creon insists that the ene-
mies of the city must be hated, she replies:

“To join not in hatred but love was I born” [523].51

‘We know of no character in earlier Greek literature who is at all close
to Antigone, In the Iliad and the Odyssey we find no woman of compa-
rable stature. Aeschylus’ Atossa and Clytemnestra are regal; the Persian
queen is noble, and the woman who murders Agamemnon has a will of
steel; but neither of them nor of the piteous Cassandra could one possibly
say that their nobility shames gods and men.

Antigone is the worthy successor of Prometheus; Creon is the heir of
Aeschylus’ oppressive Zeus.

The Oresteia and Prometheus were first produced at a time when
Sophocles was competing, too. They represented the culmination of Aes-
chylus’ career, his most mature and impressive works—still unsurpassed
when Sophocles went to work on his Antigone. Both trilogies had been
built around a tragic collision rather than a single hero, but even so the
poct had not tried to divide our sympathies evenly between both sides,
Nor had he suggested that Orestes or Prometheus had a flaw or committed
a great error,

In all these respects, Antigone is modeled on Aeschylus’ masterpicces.
The heroine has no blemish, and our sympathies are not divided between
her and Creon. We do not like him any more than Aeschylus’ Zeus or
Clytemnestra. Even so, these tragedies depend on the assumption that
Orestes” and Promethcus’ and Antigone’s positions are not simply and
unquestionably right, while the positions they oppose are altogether
wrong. In each case there is a real problem, and while the hero or heroine
is right, given the situation, the situation is tragic because it reguires the
viclation of an important claim that, under ordinary circumstances, would
be justified.

Into this scheme Sophocles introduced the same major innovations

31 Qutot synechthein, alla symphilein ephyn. None of the three verbs has an equiva-
lent in Enghsh, In Greek (as in German) sym (mit; i.e. with) can be used as a prefix
to indicate that something is done with others (Nicht mitzuhassen, mitzulieben . . ),
Physis means nature; ,bhyﬁ,“grmy‘, bcc?n]i:'. But the verb does not suggest character

devclopment and chan_ " " turc. In a less poetic context
one might consider “is my nature” as a translation of ephyn.
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that we encountered in Ajax. He moved his heroine’s despair into the
center of the action, and he insisted on the absclute finality of tragedy.
While Orestes was acquitted and Prometheus released, Antigone, Haimon,
and Eurydice—like Ajax—take their own lives.

Antigone—but not only Antigone—makes a mockery of the tradi-
tional image of Sophocles. What, then, have most interpreters done with
those two innovations? The catastrophic ending has simply been taken for
granted, as if it were common knowledge that this is the way tragedies end.
The fact that Aristotle did not include such an ending in his definition of
tragedy has been widely ignored, along with his stated preference for
happy endings in chapter 14 of the Poetics. The generally accepted view
is that tragedies naturally end tragically, although there are one or two
exceptions.

The vast despair that grows and spreads through Antigone—she her-
self sounds this theme in the first sentence of the tragedy, and soon it en-
gulfs Ismene, Haimon, Eurydice, and finally Creon, too—has been largely
ignored, as if it were simply part of the myth, which it was not; and most
readers have concentrated on the argument between Antigone and Creon.
Her last scene [8o61ff], which is filled entirely by her despair, is widely
considered an embarrassment. It is felt that she ought to go to her death
undaunted. That would be so much more like Sophocles—more “even-
balanc’d” and “cheerful.”

In fact, the scene is felt to be disturbing because it is at odds with the
received image of Sophocles and with some popular assumptions about
tragedy. A. C. Bradley actually claimed that Hegel had overlooked “some-
thing the importance of which he would have admitted at once; I mean
the way in which suffering is borne. Physical pain, to take an extreme in-
stance, is one thing; Philoctetes, bearing it, is another. And the noble
endurance of pain that rends the heart is the source of much that is best
worth having in tragedy” [81f].

A worse example than Philoctetes would be difficult to find.®? He
screams so loudly in his pain that this, along with the stench of his wound,
was one reason why the Achaeans had left him behind on a deserted is-

32 Bradley’s error echoes Winckelmann in the treatise in which he introduced *noble
~+=-Yicity and calm grandeur’: “Laocoon suffers, but he suffers like Sophocles’ Philoc-

: his misery touches our very soul, but we wish we could endure misery like this
_ man” (Von der Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Mahletey und Bild-
haverkunst, 1755, 21f). Lessing began his Laokoon (1766) by quoting this passage
and exposing the miscanceptions involved in it, Although Leokoon is one of the most

celebrated classics of criticism, and Lessing’s style is a model of impassioned clarity, the
falschoods he attacked survived him.
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land. But we are not spared his screams, any more than we are those of
Heracles in The Women of Trachis, although the standard English ver-
sions do their very best to conform Philoctetes to Bradley’s image.®

It is widely believed that the classical Greeks, in their noble restraint,
did not show the most terrible events on the stage but “merely” had mes-
sengers tell us about them. It remained for Cacoyannis’ Greek film, based
on Furipides’ Electra, to show us on the screen, at the outset, how Aga-
memnon was murdered in his bath. All the terror of an unspeakable crime
that the imagination might fill out, now this way, now that, always with
the sense that no surmise could capture the full horror of that mythical
event, was gone in a flash and gave way to a quick series of pictures that
might have come from some weekly illustrated magazine, How inane is the
thought that having an actor pretend to kill another on the stage would
be more dreadful and haunting than Cassandra’s visions! A great picture
may be worth many uninspired words, but a speech composed by one of
the world’s foremost poets is not likely to be less impressive than the vis-
ual image of that action on the stage,

Sophocles frequently gives us both poetic accounts and the event it-
self on the stage. Athene describes Ajax’s madness, the valiant Odysseus
is terrified at the prospect of seeing the man in his madness, and then we
are confronted with the hero who is out of his mind. Later, his feelings
are expressed in superb poetry, and then we see his suicide,

In The Women of Trachis and in Philoctetes we are subjected hoth
to poetic accounts of Heracles’ and Philoctetes’ sufferings and unbearable
screams, and then to the screams themselves. The result is far from what
one would expect after reading Matthew Arnold, Nietzsche, or Bradley.

The rules of the ancient game required scenes that evoked ruth and
terror; they did not require either a tragic collision or what Hegel called
“truly tragic” suffering, though both are to be found in Antigone. Least of
all were the tragic poets required to conform to Bradley's notions about
how suffering should be borne. The stiff upper lip and understatement
are not for Sophocles’ heroes. In his works, Antigone’s last scene is not
exceptional, not a lapse that needs to be excused.

Antigone is a young woman, not a titan like Prometheus; and even
the great Hector, faced with death at the hands of Achilles, had tried to
run away, circling the city seven times before stopping to fight. Antigone
dared to do, in spite of all threats, what she considered right; but that

33‘gust compare the Loeb, Chicago, and Penguin translations of 742 f, 754, and
782 ff with the original Greek!
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does not make torture and death matters of no consequence. She knew the
price of her action and was, and remained, willing to pay it; but it is a cruel
price, and Sophocles does not spare either her or us.

The lines denounced most often as offensive are those in which An-
tigone says that she would not have defied the law to bury a husband or
child, because she might have wed another husband and had another
child; but her parents being dead, she could never have another brother.4
The reasoning is odd—it is derived from Herodotus [ur.1g]—but beauti-
fully suits the characterization of the heroine. The motif was introduced
in the first scene when Antogine said to Ismene:

But I will bury him
myself. How sweet for me to die, having done that:
his love, to lie with him I love,
sinless in crime—for to the dead I owe
a longer loyalty than to the living—
and lie thus forever, [711f]

Her decision is not prompted by a theory, and her attempts to give
theoretical reasons, as in the parenthesis above and, later, in the disputed
lines, are rationalizations—efforts to find arguments for a decision reached
quite independently of reasons. She is heroic, but her motivation is never-
theless deeply human; some, though not I, would call it pathological. We
will see shortly that the same is true of Sophocles’ Electra.

This is one of the striking differences between Sophocles and the
other two great Athenian tragedians. Aeschylus took no comparable inter-
est in his heroes as individual human beings and spurned psychological
motives. Euripides explored the psychological dimension with incisive—
sometimes with corrosive—insight and suggested, much as a twentieth-
century poet might, that Electra, for example, was more nearly sick than a
heroine. Sophocles rejects the alternative, in play upon play.

His Antigone loves Polyneices with all her heart, has little desire

34 Aristotle, so far from taking offense, quoted the crucial lines (911 £) in his Rhetoric
(rr.16:17a) and held them up as exemplary. At the opposite extreme, Dudley Fitts
and Robert Fitzgerald, in their translation of the play, omit sixteen lines from this
speech, question their authenticity, and insist: “However that may be, it is dismal
stuff” (Harvest Book ed., z40).

For a brief guide to the vast literature on the authenticity of these lines, see Whit-
man, 263 f, n. 31, For recent defenses of their authenticity, see Kirkwood, 163 ff, and
Knox, 1964, 104~7 and 184, n. 35: “Most critics now accept th *h as genuine.”

Tor further arguments in support of a view very close to mine, alter R. Agard,

“Antigone gc4—20" in CP, xxxu (1937), 263-65.
Cf. also Iphigenia in Aulis, 48¢ ff.
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to go on living now that he is dead, and is scarcely tempted by Haimon’s
wish to marry her, Why should a normal love life, marriage, and children
fill her with hope? Her father was also her half-brother, her mother also
her grandmother; Creon is her uncle as well as her great-uncle, and
Haimon is his son, Why perpetuate the incestuous curse that lies upon
the family? She would rather find peace with the dead, united with her
brother who has shared her wretched fate. Sophacles does not mean to
suggest that such feelings preclude heroism; and he succeeds so well in
establishing Antigone’s nobility that, when these themes are sounded
once more as she goes to die, many modern readers feel embarrassed.

Further reflection on Antigone’s motives will confirm that her de-
cision was not prompted by any theory. The assumptions on which
Antigone acts are left unclear, What precisely does she think needs to
be done for her brother, and why? This is the kind of question that in-
trigues many philologists.

First, Antigone asks her sister to help her carry away the corpse to
bury it {43 f]. Later the guard reports to Creon that, while the guards
were not looking, “thirsty dust” was sprinkled over the corpse where
it had been left; but there was na trace of any picks, the hard ground
was not broken, nor was there any mark of wheels. Indeed, the corpse
was not interred but only completely covered with sand, as if someone
had wished to avert Creon's curse; and there was no sign that any dog
had come near, though Creon had wished to leave the body for the
birds and dogs [245 ff]. The guard leaves; the Chorus sings a hymn
that marks the passage of several hours (the beginning of this hymn
will be discussed in sec. 47); and no sooner is that over than the guard
returns with Antigone, He explains that when he got back to the body, the
guards cleared the sand away and exposed it; but then a sandstorm arose,
and when it ceased they saw Antigone who was again covering the
corpse with handfuls of sand and performing libations. Why, many
philologists have asked triumphantly, this “double burial”?

It requires either a lot of scholarly apparatus or the charm of a style
as pleasing as Kitto’s®® to persuade the reader that this plot abounds in
inconsistencies and loose ends and that C. M. Bowra’s judgment ap-
plies to Antigone, too: “There is uncertainty about almost every play
of Sophocles . . . about the whole meaning of an episode or even of a

35 Form and Meaning, ch. 5, deals largely with supposed “illogicalities” in the plot
of Antigone.



44 Antigone 221

play.” The inconsistencies that seem plain when one reads the scholars
evaporate as ome rercads the tragedy.

Alone, Antigone was unable to carry off the body and could only
cover it with sand to protect it from dogs and vultures and fulfill her
sisterly duty. Some hours later she returned for another look. We are
left free to imagine that she came to see whether she had succeeded in
keeping away the birds and dogs, or that, in her haste, she had forgotten
the traditional libations the first time. In any case, beliefs are once again
out of the picture. Neither does she scem to have, nor are we asked to
accept, any theories about the fate of the soul after death.

Sophocles’ Antigone is prompted not by any theology or philosophy
but by her nature, her character, her feelings. She loves her brother and
feels that it would be disloyal, impious, and cowardly to deny his corpse
the attentions prescribed by tradition. It is assumed throughout that
there is no question that what she does is what a sister should do, were it
not for Creon’s prohibition, which is backed up by the threat of death.
Her ethos is heroic, and she tells Creon to his face that she must die
sooner or later anyway; that if she is to die soon for her deed, it is
the better because her life has been misery; and that she would have had
reason to grieve if she had left her brother unburied, but not now [460 ff].
While her last long speech is no longer that defiant, it still prompts the
Chorus to compare her spirit to an unconquerable gale [gz9f].

There is no suggestion that she feels that her efforts were wasted and
that she is dying in vain because the corpse will probably be devoured by
beasts after all, That question does not arise any more than it did for
the heroes of the ITiad who do not feel that their deaths are meaningless
unless their side wins. The choice that confronted her and them was to
die nobly or live ignobly; and for her, for Sophocles’ other heroes, and for
the men of the Iliad the answer is clear. And there is some consolation,
as in the Iliad. She may hope to be remembered for what she did. Defy-
ing Creon, she says:

How could I have acquired greater glory
than burying my very brother? [50z f]

Regarding Creon’s position, scholars have debated at length whether
the decree not heeded by Antigone is impious, and if so how outrageous
it is, It has been pointed out that Plato in his Laws (written almost a
hundred years after Antigone) at one point invokes the same punish-

36 Bowra, 1944, 2; Kitto, 1956, gof.
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ment. But two other parallels are incomparably more relevant: the last
part of Sophocles’ own Ajax and Achilles’ treatment of Hector's corpse.
Creon in Antigone is not as detestable as Agamemnon and Menelaus
are in Ajax, but even they rescind their prohibition and in the end
permit Ajax to receive a hero’s burial; and Sophocles’ audience knew
that the great Achilles was magnanimous enough to rue his cruel treat-
ment of Hector’s body and grant it proper burial. Clearly, Creon’s initial
attitude was understandable enough, given these precedents, but the
audience would have expected him to give in—which he does, but too late.

At this point another alleged inconsistency in the plot becomes
relevant, When in the first scene Antigone tells her sister of the edict
forbidding Polyneices” burial, she says that whoever violates it is to be
stoned to death [31f]. Later, when the Chorus asks Creon what is to
be Antigone’s punishment [772], he replies that she is to be taken to
some far, forsaken place, to a cave in a rock, and buried alive with barely
enough food, to save the city from all guilt for her death. This is the kind
of inconsistency on which the Higher Critics of the Bible thrive. To
notice it, one has to be much more attentive than most readers are; but
to be bothered by it, one must be rather unsubtle, for the point adds
greatly to the characterization of Creon. He has become convinced
that stoning this young woman to death would taint the city, and the
Chorus assumes as much and therefore asks him how she is to die. He
pulls back from his original resolve but, lacking all largeness of heart and
being vindictive as well as stubborm, he thinks of a ruse that by its mean-
ness and hypocrisy places him at long last fully in the wrong. This is a
master’s touch, not a flaw in the plot!

One serious criticism of the plot remains. The play continues for
more than four hundred lines after Antigone leaves the stage (at the
end of line g42), and Creon speaks more lines than she does. We have
already considered the suggestion that Creon must therefore be the
hero, and we have countered that some Greek tragedies are centered in
a collision, not in a single hero. Even so it must be admitted that Antigone,
like Ajax, is no paradigm of tight construction. (Ajax commits suicide after
line 865, and the play continues for another 555 lines.) We may add
that in The Women of Trachis, Deianeira, who dominates the first part
of the tragedy, leaves after line 812 to kill herself; Heracles, who is usually
considered the hero, does not appear until g7o—Heracles and Deianeira
were played by the same actor—and the tragedy ends after line 1278,
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These three tragedies have been called “diptych” plays,3” and they
clearly cast some doubt on Sophocles’ reputation as above all a master
craftsman who deserves admiration chiefly for his plots. To add to the
difficulty, Philoctetes, though it does not fall into two parts, raises the
question of whether Neoptolemns is not the tragic hero rather than
Philoctetes. And the construction of Sophocles’ last play, though it is
wholly dominated by the old Oedipus, comes at the very least close to
being episodic,

From these facts one can draw several conclusions. First, it appears
that Sophocles’ reputation is misleading in almost every particular. Only
two of his plots have the qualities for which he is so renowned: Oedipus
Tyrannus and Electra. The admiration lavished on him is deserved but
misplaced.

Though he was far more interested in his characters than Aeschylus
had been in his, he seems to have been no less concerned with projecting
an experience of life so grim that his interpreters have preferred to look
elsewhere. Yet once we focus on this heroic despair, we find it in tragedy
after tragedy, not as something incidental that also happens to be present
but more nearly as the soul of the whole work,

The question remains whether the lack of taut construction should
be accounted a fault. The almost universal agreement that it must be
rests on the implicit conviction that all tragedies ought to be like Oedipus
Tyrannus. This assumption is open to several objections.

First of all, it is worth asking how many of the extant tragedies
written before Oedipus were very close to it in form, The answer is sur-
prising. Not one of Sophocles’, nor any of Aeschylus’. Yet this does
not mean that Oedipus Tyrannus was altogether unprecedented.

It is arguable, though 1 have never seen it argued, that the tragic
hero represents one of Euripides’ great contributions to the genre. In
Aeschylus’ trilogies a single figure sometimes dominates one play—Etco-
cles, Orestes, and Prometheus come to mind—but even that is exceptional.
The work as a whole has a much larger scope and deals with immense
conflicts that transcend a single lifetime. Prometheus, being one of the
immoartals, lived through a whole trilogy and could be called the first
tragic hero; but not only was the ending joyous, he was not a human being
and his motives were not studied psychologically. Moreover, though he
was immobile, nailed to a rock, Protnetheus Bound has an episodic

87 Kirkwood, 42 ff.



224 VII Sophocles: Poet of Heroic Despair

quality like Oedipus at Colonus and cannot be held up as an example of
superior plot construction to shame Antigone. The kind of unity so many
critics miss in Antigone was probably first introduced by FEuripides,
The first example of it we know is Medea, written ten years after Antigone.

It might still be said that this type of play is superior, at least as far
as the plot goes; that eartlier plays may justly be censured as inferior and,
if only in that respect, more primitive; and that it is a pity that Sophocles
and Euripides did not stick to this form once it had been found. In reply,
it should be noted that Antigone now no longer appears as an oddity but
in distinguished company, ranging from Agememnon to Julius Caesar,
With that in mind, we should ask whether it is really regrettable that not
all preat tragedies are of the same type, modeled on Medea or Oedipus
Tyrannus. 1, for one, rejoice that the three great Athenian tragic poets
did not keep repeating the same formula, and I love The Trojan Women
and Antigone without holding it against them that they are different.

‘We have given more attention to Antigone than to any other play
except Oedipus Tyrannus; but the play amply desesrves all of it. Before
taking leave of it, let us face one final question: Is the heroine really as
glorious as we have said? She has often been criticized for so sternly re-
jecting her sister’s request to share her punishment, The pride of Antig-
one’s refusal contrasts sharply with the Christian notion that pride is a
deadly sin, But the Greeks felt differently about pride.®

Antigone is greatsouled in the sensec of Aristotle’s megalopsychia,
and her ethos is that of the heroic age. Her punishment was part of the
deed she had chosen, and her sister had refused to choose. There is a
sense in which she herself feels that she deserves her death, that she
has earned it and Ismene has not. Prometheus would not have liked to
share the rock on which he was crucified with someone who had not
stolen fire from heaven; neither would Oedipus have wished to share the
stage with two blind malefactors. There is pride in his words:

Come near, be not dafraid: my doom [kaka]
no man can bear save I alone. [14141]

Pain is felt as pain; grief as grief. Yet these heroes owe their identities to
their deeds and to their sufferings, and they fcel that these constitute their
highly personal immortality and glory.

Even when tragedy is ultimate, as it is in several Sophoclean tragedies,
it is not wholly crushing. Like the heroes of the Iliad, Sophocles’ heroes

38 See sec. 15 above.
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do not go to their doom unsung, unremembered, suggesting utter futility.
Their supreme despair is recorded in poetry of transcendent power.

45

In Sophocles’ remaining plays agony and despair are so central that
one might suppose that they could not possibly be overlocked. In The
Women of Trachis,?® Deianeira’s despair and destruction are still com-
parable to Ajax’s and Antigone’s, but the last part of the tragedy is more
terrifying than anything previously presented on the stage.

We are shown the death of Heracles, the son of Zeus. Everyone,
whether well versed in mythology or not, knew he was a superhuman
savior who, upon his death, was raised among the gods. The Greek sensi-
bility was very different from that of, say, the nineteenth century, In The
Frogs, for example, Aristophanes could present the great god Dionysus as
an cffeminate coward and get the audience to laugh at the suggestion that
he was so scared that his bowels moved; and in satyr plays there was no
objection to showing Heracles drunk. But The Women of Trachis bears
not the slightest similarity to comedies or satyr plays, and Sophocles’ por-
trait of Heracles inspires neither reverence nor laughter but terror.

In utter innocence, the hero’s wife, Deianeira, whose cxtreme gener-
osity to Heracles’ captive mistress has won our hearts, has asked Lichas to
take a garment to Heracles, hoping it will win back his aftection. She did
not realize that it would burst into flames on him. But when it did, Hera-
cles “roared for the hapless Lichas, who bore no guilt for your crime,” as
Hyllus puts it to his mother, “and demanded to know the plot.” When the
poor Lichas protested his imnocence, Heracles, seized by a sharp pain,
grabbed Lichas by the ankle and hurled him against a rock, dashing out
his brains [772 ff]. Deianeira listens in silence to her son’s hateful abuse
and then leaves to kill herself. But as soon as Hyllus learns that she had
no intention whatsoever to do Heracles the slightest harm, his love for
her returns and, like the Chorus, he proclaims her innocence, That Hera-
cles should curse her is not in the least surprising, but when Hyllus tells
him of her innocence and suicide, Heracles roars: “Damnl! Before she died,
as fitting, by my hand!” [1133). Hyllus continues to plead her cause, and
nobody blames her but Heracles. He behaves like the gods who, as in

30 The dating of this play is disputed: sce sec. 48, note 4, below.
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Oedipus Tyrannus, do not care whether or not an action was intended.
He has not one word of pity for her, but the more for himself; he is con-
cerned about the ritual he wants Hyllus to perform, burning his father
before he is dead: by divine decree, Hyllus must become a parricide, like
Oedipus—and marry his father'’s mistress. Having given these instructions,
Heracles is indeed ready to be worshiped as a god.

Sophocles’ irony is a byword. Here its bitterness is unmitigated. Hera-
cles’ transfiguration is neither mentioned expressly nor contradicted; it is
assumed.*® Nothing distracts us from Heracles’ utter lack of human sym-
pathy except his screams of agony.#* The knowledge that, unlike the noble
Deianeira, he will soon be raised among the gods does not spell any com-
fort. Sophocles has made him so cruel that his preordained posthumous
elevation does not vindicate the gods; on the contrary.

The myth of Sophocles’ conventional picty*? is as untenable as the
legend of his mellowness and cheerfulness.

In The Women of Trachis, Zeus is indicted ontright, first by Heracles
[o93 ff] and then by Hyllus [1022]. What is more, the tragedy ends with a
speech that expressly contrasts human ruth (syngnémosyné: the word is
unusual and occurs only this once in Sophocles) with divine ruthlessness
(agnomosyné).

Lift him, attendants, and grant me great ruth
as I obey him; great is the gods’

ruthlessness, manifest in these events:

they are begetters and like to be hailed

40 It is probably alluded to in the final speech, which I am about to quote—but only
by way of saying that, whatever may happen in the future, the events we witness are a
disgrace to the gods.

41 A minor point: “The unprincipledness of the oath by which he binds Hyllus in
advance to do whatever he asks (1181 [sic; actually, 1174 ff]) has not been com-
mented upon” (J. H. Kells, “Sophocles, Trachinize 1238 8” in CR, NS, xm [1962],
18y n.).

42 For a brief list of its ancient sources see Gould, 1v.4, 593 £. Gould himself says:
“Sophocles was probably working comfortably within traditional piety” (xv.%vg&;),

Cf. also S. V. Jankowski's mtroduction to Ezra Pound’s vewsion of Women of
Trachis (1956), xx: “Sophocles . . . accepted the conventional religion without criti-
cism.”

In conclusion Jankowski says of Pound’s version that it “assures the survival of the
Women of Trachis for as long as people are willing to ‘talk sense’*”; and “To the
pupils and followers of Pound this is an event of unprecedented cultural value.” But
however one may appreciate the directness of Pound's diction and consider it a welcome
relief from almost unreadable Victorian versions, Pound, though often surprisingly
faithful to the meaning of the Greek, is totally deaf to Sophocles” tone—and turns a
blazing and tragic indictment of conventional piety into a burlesque farce that compels
us to langh at the way the characters talk.
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fathers, while looking down on such agony.
Though none can look into the future,
that which is now is misery for us,

disgrace for them,

cruelest of all, however, for him

who has to bear this blind outrage.

Linger not, maidens, stay not by the house:
Come to behold great and new deaths,
many agonies, never yet suffered;

and none of this is not Zeus.*

Considered superficially, Sophocles’ last three plays are not nearly so
terrifying. None of them ends in catastrophe, and the final two tragedies
in particular are widely held to show that at least in his last years Sopho-
cles was after all mellow and checrful. In fact, they are anything but that.

Sophocles’ Electra is modeled on his Antigone, To raise his heroine to
tragic stature, the poct gives her a sister who serves as a foil, Chrysothemis,
introduced into this story by Sophocles, concedes that justice is on Elec-
tra’s side, but insists that “the rulers must be heeded in all things” [339f].
Electra replies:

Shall we crown our miseries with cowardice? [351]

Chrysothemis threatens her with what we recognize as Antigone’s fate:
1f Llectra will not yield,

they'll send you where you will not see the sun,
to some dark dungeon in a distant place. [380f]

Chrysothemis counsels submission to the strong [396]; Electra retorts:

Fawn all you will; your words don't suit my ways. [397]

43 1264~78. Since neither my translation nor any version I have seen does justice
to Sophocles’ music, there may be some point in transliterating the first few lines of
the Greek:

diret’, opadoi, megalén men emoi
toutdn themenoi syngnémosynén
megalen de theén agnémosynén

eidotes ergon ton frrassomendn . . .

None of the major translations retains one of the most striking features of the original:

1272 (“disgrace for them”) is half as long as the other lines and bears 2 double weight.
The last line invites comparison with Agamemnon, 148; ff.
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Electra urges her sister to throw away the offerings their mother has
sent, prompted by a bad dream, and to join her instead in laying down
some locks of their hair in honor of

the most beloved of dll men,
in Hades now, our common father. [462f]

We are reminded of Antigone's homage to her dead brother. Soon
this motif becomes all but central in Electra, too.

When Clytemnestra appears [516], she engages her daughter in an
argument that is designed to show how just Electra’s cause is and how un-
just is her mother’s. As for Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia, Electra
reminds her mother that Agamemnon had killed a stag and, by a careless
boast, offended Artemis; therefore the goddess had denied wind to the
Greek fleet, and the king had to sacrifice his danghter “under sore con-
straint” [575]. The long stag story, not found in Homer, Aeschylus, or
Euripides, is introduced to exculpate the king and blacken Clytemnestra’s
deed.

Clytemnestra prays, concluding:

As for my other hopes, though I be silent,
I think you, as a god, will know them. [657f]

Immediately, Orestes’ old servant enters with a false report of her son’s
death, Her monstrous wish seemingly granted, she asks how Orestes died,
and in over eighty lines we get a magnificent Homeric description of his
alleged death at the Delphic games—a truly bold anachronism. The ac-
count includes the observation:

But when a god foils him,
not even the most powerful escape. [696 f]

This sense of the unpredictable, irrational element in life is as central in
Sophocles” world view as it was in the Iliad. Our insecurity is radical, per-
haps never more so than when we feel most secure.

Night and day, the queen had feared Orestes might return to kill her;
now she concludes that Electra’s threats are empty and “I shall pass my
days in peace” [782ff]. But Electra is plunged into despair, as was Antig-
one by Polyneices’ death:

Death has become a boon;
survivdl, grief; no wish is left to live. [821]
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Electra’s plaints culminate in the cry that her brother’s body lies some-
where, untended by her hands, “with neither burial nor laments from
me” [86g f].

At that point Chrysothemis enters with the news that Orestes lives;
she is not trusting hearsay, she has cvidence. When she came to her fa-
ther's grave, the ground was still wet from streams of milk; there were
flowers; and then she found a freshly cut lock of hair—undoubtedly, Ores-
tes’. But Electra does not credit the inference; she remains quite certain
that Orestes is dead.** Nevertheless she is resolved to act without him,
with her sister’s help—and, denied that, alone,

Only now is her heroic stature fully established, and after her great
dialogue with her sister the Chorus concludes that nobody was ever so
noble [108c]. Like Sophocles’ other heroes, Electra is not meant to be an
“Intermediate” character who is not outstanding in virtue.

Sophocles knows how to move from despair to yet decper despair,
Orestes enters, carrying an urn in which he claims to have the ashes of
Orestes. And the poet finds words to articulate Electra’s almost unendur-
able anguish, This crescendo of suffering invites comparison with Cas-
sandra and Lear,

Even so, the extent to which Sophocles copies himself, using the
same motifs in different plays, remains astonishing, especially when we
recall that we know only seven of his ninety tragedies, Lines 1160-70 and
1209 f almost seem borrowed from Antigone, but actually both motifs arc
also found in several other Sophoclean tragedies. In the first of these pas-
sages, Electra laments that she is undone by her dead brother whom she
must follow into the underworld; she would like to die and lie with him
in the same grave. The thought that the living are undone by the dead is
found not only in Antigone but also in Ajax, who falls on the sword Hee-
tor, now dead, once gave to him; in The Women of Trachis, where Hera-
cles is undone by the gift the dying Nessns gave Deianeira; and in Oedipus
Tyrannus, where the king is undone by his dead father.

Electra’s grief at the thought that she is not permitted to give her
brother a proper burial [e.g. 1209f]—a theme somewhat gratuitously in-
troduced into this play—has close parallels in Ajax and Antigone, and in
both of those plays it is also a brother whose burial is at stake. In The

44 The way this motif is handled suggests that Sophocles’ Flectra was written after

Euripides’ Electra, which was first performed in 413 8.c. We will return to this question
when discussing Euripides” version in sec. 49.
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Women of Trachis, Heracles is no less concerned about his own last rites.
It is difficult to believe that this motif is rooted only. in the Iliad, where
the proper honors to the corpses of Patroclus and Hector dominate the
final cantos; but its sources in Sophocles’ soul and life lie beyond even our
SUImiSes.

Eventually, Orestes reveals himself to Electra and tells her not to
warn her mother by betraying any joy:

Lament still for our feigned disaster;
once we have triumphed, then we can
rejoice and freely laugh. [1298 ff]

Qur emotion spent in sympathy with Electra’s despair, we may fail to feel
how far from mellow these lines are. But imagine the shock that Aeschylus
might have felt at the thought that the children would “rejoice and freely
laugh” after killing their mother. It takes the artistry of one of the world’s
supreme poets to raise this idea above the level of a horror story. Electra’s
reply is magnificent [1301 ff].

Then Paedagogus, Orestes’ old servant and tutor, comes ont of the
palace and urges Orestes to go in now to do the deed. And when Clytem-
nestra cries out inside, “I am struck!” Electra calls out to Orestes: “Strike,
if you can, againl” [1415].

In having the mother killed before Aegisthus, Sophocles differs from
both Aeschylus and Euripides, and he risks the danger that the slaying of
the tyrant will appear anticlimactic. We can imagine the original audience
in suspense at this peint, wondering how the poet would solve this
problem.

Aegisthus asks where the newcomers are, whom he would like to
welcome, and Electra tells him: “Within; they have found a way to the
heart of their hostess.”* Did they really bring reports that Orestes is
dead? “Yes, we were shown him and no mere report” [1453]. A shrouded
corpse is brought out upon the stage from the palace, and Aegisthus,
standing over it, asks whether Clytemnestra is at home, because he wants
his wife to share the triumph of seeing dead the man who had been
pledged to kill them. “She is so near you, do not look around” [1474]. The
king uncovers the face, recognizes his wife, and is then driven inside to die
in the same spot where he killed Agamemnon. In the last three lines of
the play, the Chorus proclaims that freedom is restored.

4531451, Jebb’s translation, defended by him in a long note.
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How well do the ideas of the four philosophers we have considered
go with Sophacles’ Electra? Plato might well have cited this play as a hor-
rible example of the kind of immorality spread by the tragic poets. Unlike
the Oresteia, and much more than Sophocles’ own Ajax, Antigone,
Women of Trachis, or Philoctetes, this tragedy is clearly centered in a
single protagonist—but, pace Aristotle, she has no hamartia; Sophocles has
given her no tragic flaw, nor is she guilty in his eyes of any tragic error.
The Hegelian tragic conflict between good and good is inherent in the
myth but not at all played up by Sophocles; on the contrary, he does his
best to persuade us that Electra is completely in the right, and Clytem-
nestra and Aegisthus are completely in the wrong. As for Nietzsche,
Sophocles’ Electra is obviously not more tragic than Euripides’, nor is it
less optimistic. It does not even “end badly”; nor is a deus ex machina
required to prevent a tragic ending: heroism prevails, the good triumph
over the wicked, and freedom is won.

‘What makes the play a tragedy in spite of all of this is that, like all
Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ surviving tragedies, it presents on the stage an
immense amount of suffering—so intense and so profound that no joyous
but serious conclusion can expunge it from our minds, Even as Cassan-
dra’s agony is not forgotten, Electra’s anguish stays with us to remind us
of the dark side of existence,

Sophocles’ Electra celebrates a human being whose character and
courage trinmph over the utmost suffering. The heroine and her sister do
not differ on what is right, but Electra, unlike Chrysothemis, has the
intrepidity to act against all odds. In this, as in many other ways, she re-
sembles Antigone; but in Electra the poet leaves no room for long discus-
sions of such rival moral claims as Creon’s and Antigone’s: he is concerned
with establishing that a human being who combines profound sensitivity
with defiant courage is supremely noble and deserves awed admiration,
even if some critical reflection on her motivation should suggest that she
adored her father and despised her mother. In the beginning, the Chorus
rebukes her excessive self-pity; but far from detracting from her stature,
this shows us how she rose above her initial weakness.

Antigone is almost universally esteemed above Electra because of its
tragic conflict and its moral interest. In plot construction, Electra might
be held to be superior; in tautness it is surpassed only by Oedipus
Tyrannus.

Still, one might criticize the plot because Electra’s almost unendur-
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able despair is prompted by Orestes’ quite gratuitously long refusal to
identify himself. Since he is not meant to be cruelly insensitive to his sis-
ter’s anguish, the plot makes little sense at this point. The poet’s plan and
execution seem to differ; Orestes is apparently meant to be noble and de-
serving of our sympathy, but his behavior is ignoble. Of the seven plays
the ancients considered Sophocles’ best, only two touch perfection: An-
tigone and QOedipus Tyrannus,

46

Perhaps The Women of Trachis and Electra are Sophocles’ least mellow
plays. Certainly the endings of his last two tragedies are less terrifying.
Scholars, of course, cannot confine their attention solely to the final
scenes; but that does not mean that they have to come face to face with
despair. The philosophical dimension of Sophocles’ tragedies has been
left largely unexplored, while some other problems have received dispro-
portionate attention, Thus all sorts of difficulties have been found in the
plots of the last two plays.

Considering that the poet was eighty-seven when he wrote Philocte-
tes and ninety when he completed his final tragedy, it would scarcely be
surprsing if there were some inconsistencies, but the examples that have
been adduced seem even more contrived than the alleged inconsistencies
in Antigone.

Though Kitto is more philosophical than most philologists and actu-
ally calls Sophocles a philosopher, his long chapters on Anfigone and
Philoctetes in Form and Meaning in Drama are almost wholly devoted to
expounding and discussing inconsistencies, albeit with the ultimate intent
of showing that they are deliberate and prove that Sophoclean tragedy
was very different from what previous writers on the subject, including
Kitto him ** * ° - ' T ' “en for granted.

The major difficulty in Philoctetes is said to concern the question of
whether Philoctetes himself or only his bow is needed for the conquest of
Troy. As one reads Kitto's attractive and erudite exposition, one hecomes
convinced that, if only judged by modern standards, the plot is shot
through with “illogicalities.” (The terms “illogical” and “illogicalities” re-
cur constantly.) As one returns to the text, however, one finds that the
first scene does not really bear out Kitto’s account, and that all the other
inconsistencies depend on this misreading.
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Kitto assumes [g7f] that at the outset Neoptolemus learns from
Odysseus that the bow alone is needed, not its owner; but an unprejudiced
reader would almost certainly assume that the distinction never enters the
mind of Neoptolemus, who evidently takes for granted that both Philoc-
tetes and his bow are wanted. As Kitto says, “at 915 Neoptolemus tells
Philoctetes that he must come to Troy and help him capture it”; but
Kitto adds gratuitously: “we still have no explanation why Neoptolemus
should believe [this]” [¢8]. As soon as we assume that he believes it be-
cause it was what he understood from the beginning, most of the subse-
quent “illogicalities” disappear, too; and it would be tedious to spell them
out in detail,*

Kitto dispenses with Oedipus at Colonus in less than ten lines, hav-
ing devoted almost twenty pages to this work in his earlier book, Greek
Tragedy, where he compares it to “the late quartets of Beethoven” [409].
“An illogicality that is obviously contrived [Kitto means that, like most of
those in the other plays, it was contrived by Sophocles] is the one in the
Coloneus. Méridier points out {ed. Budé, p. 149) that at v. 367 Oedipus’
two sons had no royal authority when Qedipus was banished; at v. 427 it
is implied that they acquiesced in the banishment; at v. 599 Eteocles and
Polyneices are jointly responsible: finally, at v. 1354, Polyneices alone is
responsible” [8o].

The illogicality is indeed contrived, but not by the poet. To begin
with, Ismene says it was the will of both brothers that Creon should rule,
lest the curse continue to defile the city. Next, Qedipus says bitterly that
they never lifted a hand on his behalf when he, their father, was expelled
from the city. In the third passage, in a later scene, Oedipus complains to
Theseus that he was expelled from his own land pros ton emautou
spermatdn, by my own seed, or tribe, or flesh and blood. The term might
even encompass Creon, who after all was Jocasta’s brother, but it certainly
includes his sons. If Oedipus is taken to mean only them, then his bitter-
ness has led him to exaggerate a little, insofar as he now fails to distinguish
between the accessories and the main culprit. In any case, his bitterness
keeps growing until it finally explodes in his curse of Polyneices, The tradi-
tion conceming the curse was old and assumed, for example, in Aeschylus’
Seven; but regarding the details of the long curse in Oedipus at Colonus,
Sophocles clearly had a free hand. And his Oedipus is outraged that

48 Those desirous of a comprehensive discussion will find it in A. E. Hinds, “The

Prophecy of Helenus in Sophocles” Philoctetes™ in CQ, rxx (N.S,, xviy; 1967), 169-8o.
See also Knox, 1964, esp. n. 21 on 187-go.
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Polyneices should come and seck his help when Eteocles, his brother, is
king in Thebes, and Polyneices, with the help of his allics, wants to con-
quer the city; for

wretch, when you held the scepter and throne
that your brother now holds in Thebes,
you drove me out, your awn father,
a cityless exile, reduced to those rags
at whose sight you now blubber. [1354 ff]

In his rage, Oedipus no longer stops to divide the blame, and he exagger-
ates Polyneices’ guilt when he claims falsely that he was expelled during
Polyneices’ kingship of one year. Were he not beside himself with anger
and resentment, he might say, more justly: Why did you not come to me
and have pity on me when you were king? Why did you not ask me to
return? Why pretend to be concerned about me now that you want help?

What Kitto considers deliberate “illogicalitics” that require a revision
of established attitudes toward tragedy, is nothing more nor less than
excellent characterization. The old Oedipus of the poet’s last play is still a
man given to towering rages, and the poet still thinks that anger blinds
men and makes them unjust.

Indeed, morally speaking, the old QOedipus of this play is far from
attractive. He does not brook comparison with the hero of Oedipus Tyran-
nus, with Antigone, or with Neoptolemus. He does invite comparison
with the other savior figures to whom Sophocles devoted tragedies: Phil-
octetes and Heracles.

Sophocles’ three saviors are the very antithesis of mellowness, Philoc-
tetes is relentless in his fierce hatred. Nothing would have been easier
than to end the play named after him by letting him soften a little in re-
sponse to Neoptolemus’ uncompromising honesty. The play would then
have resembled Goethe’s Iphigenia in Tauris, where the king is so touched
by her honesty and humanity that he allows her and Orestes to leave. But
Sophocles was not Goethe, nor did he greatly resemble Mozart, whose
Abduction from the Seraglio ends on a note of comparable magnanimity.
Because Philoctetes is resentment incarnate, it requires a deus ex machina,
Heracles, to ordain that he has to become the savior of his people.?” He

47 This important distinction is ignored entirely by Edmund Wilson when he con-
cludes The Wound and the Bow by claiming that the noble conduct of Neoptolemus,

which he details, “dissolves Philoctetes’ stubbornness, and thus cures him and sets him
free, and saves the campaign as well” (295; cf. 283). The summary of Antigone (278)
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is not found unworthy of such a high calling; being a savior does not re-
quire any high moral character—as none should know better than Sopho-
cles’ Heracles.

Thus the implications of the happy ending are worlds removed from
Aeschylus’ triumphant conclusions. None of the characters yield, tragedy
is inevitable, and the deus ex machina who saves the day shows Euripides’
influence no less than the hero who wears rags. This does not mean that
we are moving toward rationalism and optimism. On the contrary, there
was more of both in the Fumenides and probably also in the ending of
the Prometheus trilogy. Athene, in the last play of the Oresteia, embodies
wisdom and the genius of Athens, Clearly, Heracles, at the end of Philoc-
tetes, embodies neither. That Philoctetes went along to Troy was not
Sophocles’ invention but part of the myth, But the idea that Neoptole-
mus’ extraordinary honesty made doom so nearly unavoidable that only a
miracle could prevent it—that was Sophocles’ innovation.

Oedipus in Sophocles’ final work is as resentful as Philoctetes, almost
as inhumanly hard as Heracles, and, like both, as rich in self-pity as he is
incapable of sympathy for the sufferings of others.®8 Commentators have
often suggested that the ending is almost Christian, It would be more
appropriate to note that the Greek tradition to which Oedipus at Colonus
belongs exerted a profound influence on the Christian story, Liberal Prot-
estants and others who have been influenced by post-Christian moral
standards see Jesus as the quintessence of ethical perfection and either
plead extenuating circumstances for his curses on his enemies and his un-
troubled faith that all but his followers would suffer eternal torments, or
believe that all the many passages in this vein must be inauthentic—un-
less, like millions of Christians today, they are simply unaware of how
the various Gospels actually depict Jesus.

Sophocles’ Philoctetes is balanced by Neoptolemus whose humanity
and honesty are not only stunning in a work of the fifth century but have
rarely been equaled in the literature of any age. Such concern about truth-
fulness is so exhilarating that the effect of Philoctetes’ dark hatred ap-
proximates chiaroscuro. In The Women of Trachis, Deianeira’s extreme
generosity provides a similar contrast with Heracles’ lack of feeling. Oedi-

is no less odd, not only because even the “new printing with corrections, 1947 con-
sistently refers to Cleon.

48 Electra is also close to them in spizit,
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pus at Colonus is not Sophocles’ most cheerful work but his blackest—not
merely on account of the great chorus that scems to pronounce the aged
poet’s bitter curse on life, but also becausec Oedipus’ self-pity, rancor, and
vindictiveness dominate the whole play so relentlessly. Even Prometheus
is not that single-minded; Oedipus at Colonus is almost twice as long (it
is the longest Greek tragedy we know); and to defy the gods and be hurled
into Tartarus is one thing, to curse one’s sons and be raised among the
gods is quite another,

47

Those who realize that the spirit of his tragedies is anything but tradi-
tionally pious usually see Sophocles as a humanist. 'That label is too im-
precise to be wrong, unless one goes on to associate humanism with the
view, so often attributed to Sophocles, that “Wonders are many, and none
is more wonderful than man.”

The line in Antigone that has so often been mistranslated in this
fashion says something quite different. Not only does deina usually mean
terrors, dangers, or sufferings rather than wonders, while deinos can mean
terrible or dangerous, skillful, clever, marvelous, strange, or uncanny, but
the very same word occurs nine lines earlier [323], where it can only mean
terrible, None of the major English translators of this tragedy found a
word that would do in all three places. The Chicago translation actually
uses three different words. What is lost is not merely an echo, or music,
but Sophocles’ meaning.

It ought to be established as a primary principle of exegesis and trans-
lation that, confronted with some doubt about the meaning of a word,
one has to check the other places where the word occurs in the same
work, if not all of its uses by the poet. In Antigoie one only needs to check
a dozen lines, and every time the meaning required is “terrible” or “terror.”
To give but a few examples: “suffer this terror” {96]; “terrible tidings make
for long delays” [243: the guard’s excuse for not coming sooner]; “terrible
threats” [408]; the people are terrorized by Creon [6go]; Creon considered
Antigone’s deed “a crime, a terrible daring” [g15]; “the terror of mad-
ness.”*® The idea that an important term should be translated consist-

49 g59. This last line suggests that in g51—the only place in Antigone where, though
the Chicago translation has “terrible power,” it would at least make sense to tramslate
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ently by the same word is widely scorned by English and American trans-
lators, who associate it, for no good reason, with cribs rather than poetry.
Yet it is precisely in poetry that Martin Buber’s and Franz Rosenzweig’s
conception of Leitworte (leading words; a coinage patterned on leitmotif )
is most applicable.®® Indeed, it fits in well with the fashion of tracing
images through long poems. Of course, it makes no sense to take the first
meaning that comes to mind and to use it wherever a term occurs; but
when we decide how to translate some crucial but difficult term, we should
take into account a great many, if not all, passages in which the writer
used it. And it won’t do to render a word ten times as “terrible” or “dread-
ful,” because “wonderful” would make nao sense, but to have Sophocles
proclaim nevertheless: “Numberless are the world’s wonders, but none /
More wonderful than man.”5t

Reading Sophocles’ tragedies, one certainly does not gain the impres-
sion that he found man as such very wonderful. Rather, the poet’s world
is governed by merciless powers, and men are strange, even frightening,

The problem of translating the first line of that chorus in Antigone
remains formidable, the more so because the sequel enumerates man’s
achievements and suggests that he can conquer sea and earth, though not
death. Nevertheless it is an egregious error to suppose that the Chorus
calls man wonderful and that it speaks the poet’s mind. The first line is
emphatically ambiguous, and in context there is something profoundly
ironical about this hymn.

Much is awesome, but nothing more awesome than man

would come closer to the meaning than do the standard translations, and
what Sophocles apparently means to impress on us is the weird contrast
between man'’s stunning cleverness and his appalling lack of wisdom. The
beasts and birds are no match for us, but confronted with our fellow men

the adjective by “strange” or “marvelous”—what is meant is, as everywhere else, “ter-
rible.” The other lines where the word is found are 1046, 1091, and 1097.

Incidentally: among the more than twenty occurrences of deinos in Aeschylus there
is not one in which the meaning intended does not seem to be “terrble.”

50 Die Schrift und ihre Verdeutschung (1936). CE. the section on “Buber as Trans-
lator” in Walter Kaufmann'’s contribution to The Philosophy of Martin Buber, ed.
P. A. Schilpp and M. Friedman, 1967, 670 ff.

51 Dudley Fitts and Robert Fitzgerald, who write nine lines earlier: “How dreadful
it is when the right judge judges wrong!”

In Kitto’s version: “It’s bad, to judge at random, and judge wrong”—but *Wonders
are many, yet of all / Things is Man the most wonderful.”

Kirkwood, 1958, ch. v, calls attention to some “word repetitions” and “word echoes”
in Sophacles, but gives no attention to the repetition of this word in the play and assumes
that in this chorus deinos means “wonderful” (206).
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we come to grief. To be sure, some men and women really command the
greatest admiration; and Sophocles confronts us with a few human beings
of immense nobility, only to show us how their very virtues lead them to
brutal destruction. As the Chorus in Antigone says elsewhere [613 f],
“Never does greatness come to mortals free from a curse.”

If there is nothing cheerful, mellow, or conventionally pious in
all this, at least “everyone knows” that Sophocles’ tragedics celebrate
sophrosyné, that great Greek virtue which is moderation, prudence, and
temperance. Oddly, Sophocles does not use the term even once in his
extant tragedies; Euripides, though the critics do not claim it as his ideal,
did use the term.5?

Three related terms are used by Sophocles, rarely—but only one of
them, once, in one of the Theban plays, which are generally recognized
as his greatest achievements. In Oedipus Tyrannus [589] Creon protests
that he has no wish to become king; nobody who is prudent does. But
doesn’t he, perhaps? Is he not merely mouthing a cliché?

The verb sdphroned is also used by LFlectra [307], who says that there
is no room in her life for such conduct; and her exceedingly immoderate
deeds are later celebrated as bringing about the triumph of freedom, In
Philoctetes [1259], Neoptolemus mocks the “prudence” of Odysseus, who
prefers not to fight him.

The adjective, s6phron, is used by Philoctetes himself [304] when he
complains that prudent men do not sail by way of his island. And Lichas
uses it in The Wormen of Trachis [435] when he wants to stop Deianeira,
who is beginning to learn the truth from a messenger: it is not prudent to
talk to such fools.

Except for two casual and less interesting passages in Electra [365
and 465], that lcaves only Ajax. Here Athene, with whom the poet clearly
does not identify, says [132] that the gods love the prudent; and Menclaus,
who comes close to being an outright villain, commends to the valiant
Tew ° °7 * ' = hronds [1075]. The verb occurs four times in
Ajax: twice it is used by Ajax himself, first to tell Tecmessa to be prudent
and stop asking him questions [586], and then to pretend that he has

52 This is duly noted by Knox, who in The Heroic Temper (1964) says as much on
this subject as it is possible to say in three lines (167, n. 20); indeed, he says toa much
when he claims that the word “is fairly frequent in Euripides.” It is found three times in
his nineteen extant plays, and another three times in fragments. But Euripides did use

both sdphroned and sophron very often indeed. As for Sophocles, séphrosyné would
not fit his meter—except in choral lyrics.
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learned prudence and will make friends with his erstwhile enemies, when
in fact he is bent on suicide.’® Later, the Chorus urges Agamemnon
[1250] and then Agamemnon and Teucer [1264] to be prudent.

What Sophocles celebrates is neither séphrosyné nor séphronein nor
those who are sophron, though it stands to reason, as we noted at the
end of our analysis of Oedipus Tyrannus, that many of those who at-
tended his tragedies concluded that moderation was best after all and that
it did not pay to be outstanding. There is a remarkable constancy in what
Sophocles does celebrate, and the definitive image is found in a few lines
of his last play, in the chorus that proclaims: “Nothing surpasses not being
born.” Ajax, the eatliest extant play, accounts for half of the references to
being prudent or mod  te; there is none in this tragedy. Nor has the hero

in whose transfigurati  Sophocles’ last tragedy culminates ’ * mod-
eration. His anger is more uncontrolled than ever, his prids ¥, and
what exalts him is not his virtue or any moral quality, What bodies

to perfection is a trait that Ajax, Antigone, Oedipus Tyrannus, Heracles,
Electra, and Philoctetes share; monlly, he does not brook comparison
with Antigone and Deianeira or the earlier Oedipus, but it seems that
moral excellence came to matter less to Sophocles as he grew older. Elec-
tra, Philoctetes, and the second Oedipus suggest that more and more he
celebrated the defiant strength that, buffeted by overwhelming sorrows,
suffering, disappointments, and despair, holds out, defiant in its self-
respect and pride,

The blind and destitute exile who cannot walk even a few steps with-
out leaning on his daughter, bowed by age and perhaps never equalled
misery, but rocklike in his confidence in his own spiritual strength, serves
the ancient poet as a paradigm of what he most admires:

As some northern cape, wavelashed

in winter is blasted from all sides,

over his head, too, terrors break

wavelike, blasting him ceaselessly. [1240 ff]

It has been suggested that Sophocles moved, as it were, from the Iliad
to the Odyssey, inasmuch as Homer's Odysseus is a paragon of tlemosyne,
whose meaning embraces “endurance, courage, skill, and self-control.” For

53 677. Knox’s interpretation of this line, while different, is equally to my purpose:
“Ajax’s attempt to formulate the alternative to heroic suicide convinces him of its

Empﬁosiibilit)y” (“The Ajax of Sophocles,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, Lxv
1961], 17).
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all its charm, this comparison® seems very misleading to me. Odysseus,
with his nimble intelligence and immense curiosity, is the quintessence of
mobility; Sophocles’ heroes, early as well as late, have a rocklike and im-
movable quality—none more so than the last two, Philoctetes and Oedipus
at Colonus.

The difference at issue here runs deep. To my mind, nothing could be
more misguided than the suggestion that Sophocles’ “heroism is becom-
ing more humane” in the late works, and that they manifest “an assertion
of life, instead of death, as the means of revealing the divine in man.”"
Electra, Philoctetes, and the second Oedipus are far less humane than
Antigone and the first Ocdipus, When the poet, at ninety, returned to
Oedipus once more, he may well have felt that his own excessively long
life had been a curse to himself but might yet become a blessing for
Athens.

Less than two years after his death, before Oedipus at Colonus was
performed for the first time, Athens lost the great war in which she had
been engaged for almost thirty years. There was little hope for Athens
when Sophocles died. Tt certainly required pride to entertain the possi-
bility that his works might prove to be a blessing for Athens nevertheless.

Mellow he was not, though he probably was a lovely, generous, and
peaceable man. He had no need to turn his recognition of the terrors of
this world into resentment, petty spite, or brutal cynicism; he poured it
into verse, and not only wrote one hundred and twenty plays as well as the
music for them, but also directed them and in his early years acted in some
of them. He enjoyed the unique advantage of competing directly with two
of the greatest tragic poets of all time—till he turned forty, with Aeschylus;
beginning in his fifties, with Euripides—and like Goethe, he was vastly
appreciated by his contemporaries. That this continual popular favor did
not slowly dull his art suggests that his despair was far too deep for such
opiates to deaden it. Even so, he could hardly have helped becoming the
elder statesman of the theatre and relaxing his standards, had it not been
for Euripides.

A few months before Sophocles’ own death, Euripides died in exile
in Macedonia. Though he was soon to become the most popular of the
tragic poets, performed and quoted more often than either Aeschylus or

64 Whitman, Sophocles: A Study of Heroic Humanism, 151.
55 Ibid. For all their congenial opposition to traditional misconceptions, cven Whit-
man and Knox fail to see how tragic Sophocles’ vision was, especially in his last plays,

Humanists as well as belicvers tend toward much more hopeful views than life, Sophocles,
Euripides, or Shakespeare warrant,
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Sophocles, he was then still widely resented for his bitter opposition to
the faith and morals of his fellow Athenians. Sophocles, at ninety, could
look back to Phrynichus’ Phoenissdae, produced in 476 B.c., when Sopho-
cles was twenty. It celebrated the great victory at Salamis; and Themisto-
cles, the architect of that victory, had sponsored the chorus. Four years
later, Aeschylus had produced his Persians, with the young Pericles as
patron of the chorus. Now, when word reached Athens that Euripides had
died, the old poet led his last Chorus in the procession, and they all wore
mourning in honor of his dead rival.
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No other poet of the first rank has been underestimated as much as Eu-
nipides. It was his great ill fortune that nineteen of his plays survived,
compared to seven each by Aeschylus and Sophocles.

The extant tragedies of the two older poets represent selections of
what were considered their best plays. There is reason to suppose that
most of their lost plays were no better than, if as good as, The Suppliants
and Seven, or Ajux. Suppose Aeschylus and Sophocles were each repre-
sented by another dozen of such dramas, while Euripides were known to
us only through Alcestis and Medea; Hippolytus, The Trojan Women,
Electra, Ion, and The Bacchaei!

1 Of these seven, Hippolytus won first prize, as did The Bacchae posthumously. Al-
cestis and The Trojan Women won second prize, Medea placed third in a contest in
which Euphorion, Aeschylus’ son, won first prize and Sophocles placed sccond. For the
way in which the judges were chosen by lot, see Norwood, Greek Tragedy, 61. It is also
noteworthy that the extremely wealthy and popular Nicias was often choregus, paying
for the production, and he was never defeated (Plutarch’s Life of Nicias, 524).

In antiquity ten of Euripides’ plays were selected for school use, along with all of the

surviving plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles: Hecuba, Orestes, Phoenician Women, Hip-
polytus, Medea, Alcestis, Andromache, Rhesus, Trojan Women, and Bacchge. Five of
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Like his two predecessors, and other major poets, Euripides should
be ranked according to his best works. And we should also be grateful to
him for his share in making possible Sophocles’ best plays. All but two of
Sophocles’ seven were written in competition with Euripides, whose influ-
ence is often striking, But the point is less that this influence is writ large
in The Women of Trachis, Philoctetes, and clsewhere, than the infinitely
more important fact that the younger rival, who was a great innovator,
kept the older poet from getting into a rut, Sophocles repeats himself a
good deal even in his extant plays; the marvel is that he did not copy his
own successes even more, considering that four or five of his seven were
written after he was seventy, Not only did the competition of Euripides
and the presence of a master poet whose critical powers were second to
none force Sophocles to be satisfied with nothing less than his very best,
Euripides was also one of the most original dramatists of all time, and his
new ideas provided never-failing stimulation,

The myth that tragedy died at Euripides’ hands is thus almost the
obverse of the truth; ouly one of Sophocles’ masterpieces, the Antigone,
antedates his influence. Nor was this influence what Nietzsche thought it
was when he charged Euripides with an anti-tragic optimism. If there is a
sense in which Aeschylus is more tragic than Homer, and Sophocles more
tragic than Aeschylus, Euripides is indeed “the most tragic of the poets.”?

Nietzsche's point is clear but nonetheless mistaken:

“Socrates, the dialectical hero of the Platonic drama, reminds us of
the kindred nature of the Euripidean hero who must defend his actions
with arguments and counterarguments and in the process often risks the
loss of our tragic pity; for who could mistake the optimistic element
which, having once penectrated tragedy, must gradually overgrow its
Dionysian regions and impel it necessarily to self-destruction—to the
death-leap into the bourgeois drama. Consider the consequences of the
Socratic maxims: ‘Virtue is knowledge; man sins only from ignorance; he
who is virtuous is happy.” In these three basic forms of optimism lies
the death of tragedy. For now the virtuous hero must be a dialectician;

these are sm‘c:gl inferior to some of the other nine extant plays, which survived purely by
accident, as they were close to each other in an alpﬁ)abetical arrangement: Helen,
Electra, Heracleidae, Heracles, Ion, Suppliants, Iphigenia in Aulis, Iphigenia in Tauris,
and Cyclops, the only satyr play that has survived in its entirety,

For the history of these manuscripts sec Wilamowitz, Einleitung, ch. m; Norwood,
Greek Tragedy, 21; Snell, “Zwei Tépfe mit Euripides-Papyri” in Hermes, rxx (1935),
119 f, and Page's introduction to his edition of Medeq, xli ff.

2 Aristotle’s Poetics 13: 53a.
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now there must be a necessary, visible connection between virtue and
knowledge, faith and morality; now the transcendental justice of Aes-
chylus is degraded to the superficial and insolent principle of ‘poetic
justice’ with its customary deus ex maching” [Birth of Tragedy, sec.
14].

Here the relationship of Euripides to Socrates and Plato is inverted,
and both the poet’s historical significance and his philosophical dimen-
sion are totally misapprehended. There is no evidence that Euripides was
under the spell of Socrates, as Nietszche claimed, and there is every
evidence that he did not accept the three Socratic dicta of which Nietzsche
says: “In these three basic forms of optimism lies the death of tragedy.”

An intense interest in arguments and counterarguments is present
in Euripides, but there is not the slightest reason to attribute it to the
influence of Socrates, that of the Sophists wili do. It should also be re-
called how much of this is found in The Eumenides and, not quite to the
same extent, in Antigone. While the superabundance of dialectical fire-
works in some Euripidean tragedies dissipates our tragic emotions, it
usually illustrates the futility of reason, its inability to prevent tragedy.?
At this point, Aeschylus is infinitcly more optimistic than Euripides.

Aristotle says that Euripides was criticized for having more tragic
endings than the other poets [13:53a]. To have had more than Aes-
chylus cannot have been difficult, but evidently the surviving nineteen
plays give a misleading picture of the way most of his tragedies ended.
Of the seven that most critics would probably agree in calling his best,
four end in catastrophe; the two earliest, Alcestis and Medeq, are, how-
ever, no less relevant. The former ends happily, but was performed in
lieu of a satyr play. While it provides some laughs at the drunken Hera-
cles, it was, no doubt, incomparably more tragic than any satyr play, The
portrait of the king is anything but optimistic, the less so if we recognize
it as a cutting attack on the men of that, and not only that, time. His
wife, Alcestis, belongs with Antigone and Deianeira and foreshadows
Euripides’ later heroines who die for others—few critics question that
the Sophoclean Deianeira was profoundly influenced by her. Admetus needs
someone to die for him, or he will have to die; he eagerly accepts his wife’s

3 Cf. John H. Finley, Jr., “Euripides and Thucydides” in Harvard Studies in Classical
Philology, xLix (1938), 43: “Both Thucydides and Euripides lost faith in debate, al-
though both, it must be added, were molded intellectually by it.” Also E. R. Dodds’s

introduction to Bacchae: “There never was a writer who more conspicuously lacked the
propagandist’s faith in easy and complete solutions™ (xliii).
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self-sacrifice, and then feels that others should feel sorry for him because
he has lost his wife, Eventually, Heracles brings her back from the under-
world, but it is difficult to find any optimism in this play; rather is it a
bitter tragicomedy, perhaps the first one cver written, and quite pos-
sibly the best, It is doubtful whether anybody before Shakespeare wrote a
tragicomedy that merits comparison with Alcestis.

Medea, Euripides’ earliest surviving tragedy, ends with a machina,
but hardly with “poetic justice.” Having killed her husband’s new wife
and slain her own children, becaunse they were also his, the triumphant sor-
ceress flies off, unscathed. Where is virtue? Where happiness? Where
optimism? What makes the play great, apart from the poetry, is, once
again, the telling attack on the callousness of men, the poet’s subtle under-
standing of the feelings of a woman, his insistence that barbarian women
wronged suffer no less than other human beings, and his probably
unprecedented portrait of impassioned jealousy. The Women of Trachis
might well show the influence not only of Alcestis [438 p.c.] but also
of Medea [431 B.c.] and possibly cven of Hippolytus [428 B.c]. We
caunot be certain whether Sophocles meant to counter the younger poet’s
Phaedra and Medea, or whether Euripides felt provoked by the idealized
portrait of Detaneira and resolved to show the Athenians how a jealous
woman really feels. Either way, onc might say that Sophocles portrayed
people as they ought to be, Euripides as they really are.

We have previously discussed Hippolytus and The Bacchae [sec. 421:
neither they nor The Trojan Women fit Nictzsche’s account of Euripides’
untragic optimism. The point is not that Nietzsche was devoid of insight;
he scarcely ever wrote on any subject without noting something interest-
ing. The few exceptions are comprised by cases in which he repeated the
prejudices of earlier writers, for example, about women. The opinion,

4 Aristotle ascribes this remark to Sophocles himself (Poetics 25: 6ob).

The date of The Women of Trachis is utterly uncertain. Whitman, 1951, stresses its
“unmistakably Euripidean flavor” (48) and the influence of Alcestis, but dates it rather
carly, between 437 and 432 (55). His argument that “The immense technical superiority
of the Oedipus | Tyrannus], however, seems to demand that we allow a few more years
to clapse between the two™ (257, n. 40) carries little weight, as Sophocles” last two plays
do not approximate its perfection either. Kirkwood, 1958, devotes a whole appendix
to the question; he concludes that “The evidence for early dating is not really strong,”
but favors “a date after Ajax and before Antig.” In the end he acknowledges that Kitto,
1939, placed the play “about 420" and Gennaro Perrotta, 1935, “at the end of
Sophocles” carcer” (293 f). Wilamowitz argued at Yreat length in his 162-page intro-
ductory essay in his edition of Euripides’ Herakles {2d rev. ed., 18¢ i that the influence

)
of Heracles (after 425 n.c.) was writ large in The Women of Trachis (1, 152-57), and
Gilbert Murray was of the same opinion (The Literature of Ancient Greece, 246).
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widespread at one time, that in The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche vilified
Socrates cannot be sustained, and it is odd how regularly those who
have made this charge have simply ignored the vehemently anti-tragic
outlook of Socrates” most famous pupil, Plato. But Nietzsche was exceed-
ingly unfair to Euripides, falling in with an old prejudice against that
poet, which Goethe already had attacked. The most relevant passage from
Goethe’s conversations with Eckermann has been quoted at the end of
Chapter VI; here is another:

After noting that classical philologists have long ranked Aeschylus
and Sophocles far above Euripides, Goethe said: “I have no objection
to the view that Euripides has his flaws” But he felt outraged by
Angust Wilhelm Schlegel's treatment of Euripides: “If a modern man like
Schlegel should have to censure flaws in such a grand old poet, decency
demands that he should do it on his knees” [March 28, 1827].

A passage in Goethe's diaries [Tagebiicher, November 22, 1831]
is more extreme, Exactly four months before his death, he jotted down
these words: “I rercad the Ion of Euripides to be edified and instructed
again, It does seem odd to me that the aristocracy of the philologists
fails to grasp his merits and, putting on traditional airs, subordinates him
to his predecessors, feeling justified by the buffoon Aristophanes. . . .
Have all the nations since his day produced a dramatist who was even
fit to hand him his slippers?”

The fact that Jon—a magnificent tragicomedy—is gnite generally
considered Euripides’ most anti-clerical play throws a good deal of light
on the old Goethe who had just finished his Faust (writing Act 1v after
Act v), Goethe’s implicit slur on Shakespeare is surely unintentional; his
many references to Shakespeare testify to that. But even if one considered
Furipides as merely the fourth greatest tragic poet of all time, it would be
utterly absurd to suppose that this was grounds for censure.

We will resist the temptation to consider his plays, one by one, con-
ceding weaknesses but showing again and again how, “even though
Euripides manages his plays badly in other respects, he is obviously the
most tragic of the poets.”s

& Gilbert Murray says very neatly: “There is not one play of Euripides in which a
critic cannot find serions flaws or offences; though it is true, peshaps, that the worse

the critic, the more he will find” c;The Literature of Ancient Greece, 273). Murray and
Wilamowitz did not rank Euripides below his predecessors.
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The Furipidean tragedy it will be most instructive for us to consider here
at length is not by any means his best: Electra. Those who want to judge
the poet’s powers must also consider the other six plays mentioned earlier,
The surpassing interest of Electra is due to the fact that we still have
Homer’s, Aeschylus’, and Sophocles’ treatments of the same theme, and
thus have a unique opportunity to compare the divergent attitudes of
the four greatest Greek poets. Moreover, Jean-Paul Sartre has based one
of his most successful plays on the same story, and it is worth while to
compare the untimely and all-too-modermn Euripides, who was the first
great poet engagé, with one of the most fascinating playwrights of the mid-
twentieth century,

Homer’s and Aeschylus’ treatments of the Orestes story have been
considered at length in Chapter VI, Sophocles’ in Chapter VII. Let us
now concentrate on Euripides’ Electra, Sartre’s The Flies—and Nietz-
sche’s immense influence on the latter. It is a common error to assume
that Nietzsche's relevance to tragedy is confined to The Birth of Tragedy.
‘While his influence on existentialism is a commonplace, and books on
existentialism that include a chapter on him are numerous, these books
are generally satisfied to state that he was one of the precursors, before
they give a brief, usually poor outline of his philosophy. Nietzsche’s in-
fluence on Jaspers and Heidegger, each of whom has devoted two volumes
and several essays to him, has never been given adequate attention, and
Sartre’s debt to him is still terra incognita.

Euripides’ Electra was first performed in 413 B.c, and scholars
do not agree whether Sophocles’ Electra was written earlier or later, There
is agreement that in the scenc in which Electra recognizes Orestes, Eurip-
ides lampoons Aeschylus’ version of the recognition in The Libation
Bearers. The two Electra plays are much more similar to each other than
either is to The Libation Bearers; but the differences crystallize the two
poets’ very different experiences of life, This contrast is much more
important than the dates; but there are reasons for believing that Sopho-
cles’ treatment was prompted by Euripides’.?

6 “Most scholars think Sophocles’ play the earlier, and I agree, but if proof were to
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Considering that Euripides lampooned Aeschylus, it seems implausible
that he should have refrained from also criticizing specific passages in
Sophocles’ Electra, if Sophocles’ play had been known to him. In particular,
it seems unlikely that he would have ridiculed Aeschylus’ recognition
scene the way he did had he known Sophocles’ variation on the lock
of hair motif. But if Sophocles’ Electra was written after Euripides’, the
whole progression makes good sense. In Aeschylus’ version, Electra found
a lock of hair and immediately felt certain that it was Orestes’ because
it exactly matched her own locks. Euripides considered this ridiculous.
Then Sophocles picked up the old theme of the lock, taking care to add
that there was other evidence besides—but still had his Electra refuse
to believe that it proved anything and that Orestes was alive. In a moment
we will compare two other passages that suggest the same historical
sequence, Finally, and above all, it is not at all difficult to imagine that
Sophocles, knowing Euripides’ play, should have felt the urge to present
Electra as he did, with all-too-human traits, but nevertheless of im-
mense nobility.

Our primary concern will be with the philosophical dimension of
these plays. A point that has escaped most readers of Oedipus Tyrannus
is here quite unmistakable: the difference between the myth and the plot,
the freedom each poet enjoyed in handling traditional stories, and the way
in which departures from earlier treatments of the same material are
important clnes to the poet’s experience of life.

Euripides’ Aegisthus has forced Electra to wed a peasant, to prevent
her from bearing a hero who might avenge Agamemnon; and the peasant
in his rags is brought upon the stage—a shocking innovation in 413 B.c,
which influenced Sophocles’ Philoctetes. Both poets mention, as Aeschy-
lus did not, that Clytemnestra slew Agamemnon with an ax;? but this de-
tail does not function the same way in the two plays. Euripides’ intent is
evidently to add to the horror; in Sophocles it appears as an archaic touch
—his Agamemnon was slain at a banquet [193 ff], as in the Odyssey.

In Euripides, the Chorus tells Electra that soon there will be a festival
when the maidens are to dance (a point picked up by Sartre), but Electra
refuses to join the dance. Her complaint that “my mother dwells united
to another in a bed stained with murder”® picks up the Oedipus theme,

tum up that Furipides wiote first, no one would have the right to feel much surprise”
(D. W. Lucas, The Greek Tragic Poets [2d ed., 1959], 257, 1. 9).

7 Euripides: 160, 279, 1160; Sophocles: 86 ff, 193 ff, 482 f.

8211 f, tr. by Moges Hadas and John McLean in Ten Plays by Euripides. This
prosy but literal translation is far preferable to Arthur S. Way’s attempts at poetry in
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like Sophocles [585ff], and reminds us of Hamlet. It is interesting to
juxtapose the two passages. In the fust, Electra is arguing with her
mother, reproaching her for the murder of Agamemnon. He had no
choice, she says, but to kill Iphigenia, his daughter and Clytemnestra’s,
and it was not for the sake of Menelaus that he did it.

But if—I will plead in your own words—he had done so
for his brother's sake, is that any reason

why he should die at your hands? By what law?

If this is the law you lay down for men, take heed
you do not lay down for yourself ruin and repentance.
If we shall kill one in another’s requital,

you would be the first to die, if you met with justice.
No, think if the whole is not a mere excuse,

Please tell me for what cause you now commit

the ugliest of acts—in sleeping with him,

the murderer with whom you first conspired

to kill my father, and breed children to him, and
your former honorable children born

of honorable wedlock you drive out.

What grounds for praise shall I find in this? Will you say
that this, too, is retribution for your daughter?

If you say it, still your act is scandalous.

And here is the other poct. Again, Electra is speaking, but this time to
the Chorus:

Gods? Not one god has heard

my helpless cry or watched of old
over my murdered father.

Mourn again for the wasted dead,
mourn for the living outlaw

somewhere prisoned in foreign lands
moving through empty days,

passing from one slave hearth to the next
though born of « glorious sire.

And I I in a peasant’s hut

waste my life like wax in the sun,

the Loeb edition. Emily Vermeule's version, in The Complete Greek Tragedias, is
incomparably more satistactory from a literary point of view but less literal than Hadas',



250 VIII Euripides, Nietzsche, and Sartre

thrust and barred from my father's home
to a scarred mountain exile

while my mother rolls in her bloody bed
and plays at love with a stranger.

Many readers will surely feel certain that the first passage is Eurip-
ides’—the style is so prosy, the thoughts are so unpoetic, the dialectical
interest in argument and counterargument is so pronounced—while the
second, with its poetic power and tragic feeling, does not fit the popular
pratile about Euripides. Even the reference to the “peasant’s hut” may
not be enough to balance this impression. Yet the fact is that the first
quotation is from Sophocles [577—94], the second from Euripides [1g9g-
212]; in fairness, both passages are offered in the so-called Chicago
translations, edited by David Grene and Richmond Lattimore, and the
version of Sophocles’ Electra is by David Grene, that of Euripides’
Electra by Emily Vermeule.

Quite apart from literary quality, the Hamlet motif functions quite
differently in the two plays. Euripides uses it to indict the gods whom
the Chorus has told Electra to love and pray to, and this indictment is
one of the central themes of his play. Sophaocles uses the same motif
to place Clytemmestra wholly in the wrong, Electra in the right, so that
the matricide will be felt to be unproblematic. Indeed, the Sophoclean
passage approximates a parody of the younger poet, and its intent may
well be polemical: a motif first sounded by Euripides is here turned
against him, with the help of an argument whose whole structure and
tone immediately brings him to mind. For in the recognition scene, in
which Euripides lampoons Aeschylus, the tone is extremely prosy, and
Euripides’ Electra is frequently downright didactic.

When the Old Man, in Euripides’ play, tells Orestes that success
“depends altogether on yourself—and chance” [610],° we actually seem
closer to Sartre than to Aeschylus, The attack on the gods does not so
much rely on poetry as it represents an attempt to make the audience
reflect critically on Apollo’s commandment of matricide.

9 This js Hadas’ translation. Emily Vermeule has the Old Man say, “In your own
hand and the grace of god you hold all poised”; Philip Vellacott (Penguin Books),
“success lies in your luck and your strong arm”; Arthur S, Way (Loeb), “In thine own
hand and fortune is thine all”; and Eunpides himself, en cherri téi séi pant echeis kai
téi tychei, There is no reference at all to an{: god in the original, and both Vellacott and

Way miss a point that Hadas brings out: the very exeressive word order. And while the
meaning of tyché is ambiguous and debatable, “chance” does seem best here:

Rt is all up to you—and chance.
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Even so, Euripides remains far from writing a Socratic dialogue.
He is an inspired dramatist who makes us see the double murder of the
mother and Aegisthus in all its unmitigated horror, As in Aeschylus, but
not in Sophocles, Aegisthus is killed first, and a messenger describes the
slaying in more than eighty lines before concluding that Orestes is even
now on his way to Electra, carrying the dead king's head. When Orestes
and Pylades—who has not a single line—arrive, Electra reviles the head
(or possibly the corpse) at great length,

Eventually, Orestes asks: “Our mother—shall we murder her?”
[967]; and when Electra has no doubts, he replies: “O Phoebus, a great
folly did your oracle command” [g71]. And finally he protests to Electra:
“Was it not some fiend commanded it, assuming the god’s likeness?”
[976]. It sounds like a question a modern reader might ask about Kierke-
gaard's Fear and Trembling. But is it not a question that a poet of the
Greek enlightenment, a contemporary of Socrates, the Sophists, and
Thucydides, had to ask when once more treating Aeschylus’ old story of
Orestes? In the end, of course, the hero consents to “do a dreadful thing”
because “the gods will have it so” [985 fi].

Clytemnestra is not killed without a hearing in which she can plead
her case against Electra. Euripides liked to write such trial scenes.
The Trojan Women, for example, written two years earlier, ofters a close
parallel in Helen’s attempt to defend herself. But though such scenes do
not have any great emotional appeal, Nietzsche's comment, quoted
earlier, quite misses their purport. “Now the virtuous hero must be a
dialectician.” What virtuous hero? Surely not Helen. Clytemnestra? Ob-
viously not. Electra? She, too, is anything but a virtuous hero. “Now
there must be a necessary, visible connection between virtuc and knowl-
edge, faith and morality.” Where is virtue? Where knowledge? What
faith? What morality?

Least of all can we find a shred of optimism in either tragedy. If
anything, these dialectical scenes suggest the impossibility of communica-
tion and the irrclevance of argument to action. What was resolved before
is done afterward.

“The loss of our tragic pity,” of which Nietzsche spoke, is palpable.
But Euripides was not only concemed with the emotions of his audience;
he was engagé in Sartre’s sense, and at this point even comparisons with
Sartre or Shaw may be less helpful than recalling Brecht, whose debt to
Euripides was immense,
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Euripides could evoke tragic emotions as well as any poet. But this
talent did not satisfy him; had his audience had a good cry and felt deeply
moved before going home unchanged, as uncritical, unthinking, and cal-
lous as before, he would have felt that he had failed, Hence he deliber-
ately suspended all emotion in occasional interludes that were designed
to make the audience think—not merely for a moment while they sat
out there and contemplated the spectacle, but, if possible, afterward, too.

Plainly, Euripides did not believe that his audience would leave
the theatre more sensitive, more thoughtful, better. His plays suggest
that he had as little hope as Sophocles” Antigone; but, like her, he felt he
owed it to himself to do what he considered right, even if success was
out of the picture. To reap applause for flattering, entertaining, and
pleasing people he despised would have been ignoble. Better lose the
prize to his inferiors and retain his self-respect.

The Chorus in Electra no longer has the function of that in Agamem-
non, which has almost four hundred lines out of the first five hundred.
Euripides’ chorus sings four odes and says relatively little. It cries out:
“Children, by the gods, don’t kill your mother!” But Orestes, without
replying, slays her. Then the Chorus applauds the dead as righteous
[1180], but soon condemns it as horrible.

Orestes, too, stresses its utter horror, and Electra strikes a note of
ambivalence: “We cast these mantles over her we hated—her we love”
[1230ff]. In the end, Castor, the dead queen’s brother, now in the
heavens, appears as deus ex maching; but there is no trace of what
Nietzsche called “the insolent principle of ‘poetic justice’ with its cus-
tomary deus ex machina.”*® Castor says: “ . . she has received justice,
but what you have done is not just. And Phoebus—but he is my king, and
so I am dumb. Clever he is, but what he required of you was not clever.”
Orestes must now be hunted by the Furies, but eventually the Areopagus
will clear him by equal votes (1265: This is compatible with Aeschylus’
Eumenides; although almost all interpreters assume that Aeschylus’
Athene breaks a tie, she may well be meant to function as one of the
twelve judges). Helen, according to Castor, was really in Egypt, and
Zeus sent her phantom to Troy to incite a great slaughter—an odd
touch, elaborated in Euripides’ Helen the following year [412 B.c.]. Eurip-
ides does not find fault with men in order to extol the love and justice

10 Incidentally, Aeschylus made far more use of machines and flamboyant arrivals and

departures than Euripides did. For a brief summary of Aeschylus’ “theatrical devices,” see
Page's introduction to Agamemnon, 1957, xxxf and xxii n.



so Was Euripides an “irrationalist”? 253

of the gods; he even manages to suggest clearly in a few lines that all
the horrors of the Trojan War were utterly pointless.

Pylades, Orestes’ friend, is to marry Electra. That was part of the
tradition, but it means no joy in Euripides’ tragedy. His heroine asks if
Castor has no word for her, and is told: “Upon Phoebus I lay the bloody
deed.” She does not accept this: Apollo did not tell her to slay her own
mother, Like Sartre’s Electra, she regrets her deed in the end. Feeling
broken by the ancestral curse, she bids a heartbreaking farewell to her
brother and her native city. Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides all treated
this story, but Euripides was the only one who gave it a tragic ending.

50

Aeschylus had been more concerned with moral issues than with charac-
ter drawing; Sophocles was not so explicitly interested in moral ques-
tions—except in the Antigone, which is by far his most Aeschylean
effort and antedates his competition with Euripides. Sophocles excelled
in sketching characters, and Euripides fused the concerns of his great
predecessors and became a dedicated moralist as well as a master
psychologist.

If this neat scheme has one fault, it fails to take sufficiently into
account how Sophocles’ genius was formed to some cxtent by the example
of Luripides. The older playwright did not imitate his rival’s psycholog-
ical analyses but tried to counter them by showing how a human being,
though of flesh and blood and not of mythical proportions like the char-
acters of Aeschylus, could be heroic. Even here it is casy to exaggerate the
contrast, After all, Euripides, too, brought heroic figures on the stage—
almost without exception, women. Still, the effect is very different:
Euripides’ noble martyrs are living—and dying—reproaches to the men
surrounding them and to the audience; his intent is critical; he is in-
dicting cruelty and callousness. Sophocles’ heroic figures are inspiring;
his perfection comforts. Euripides makes his audience squirm; what is
more natural than that they should have. reciprocated his disapprobation?

The Greeks had felt as comfortable with their Agamemnon, Clytem-
nestra, and Orestes as Christians later felt with Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob. These names were familiar from childhood, one knew the stories,
one felt at home with them. Aeschylus’ retelling had brought out the
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terror that had been implicit in the murders, but all ended well, and one
felt better after such a sublime spectacle,

Now Euripides deliberately tore down Clytemnestra and her son and
daughter from the pedestals of myth, much as Kierkegaard, in Fear and
Trembling, asked his readers to strip Abraham and Isaac of their aura
of legend and to see the father’s readiness to kill his son as a deeply
disturbing moral problem, But unlike Kierkegaard, for whom Abraham
remains a hero, greater than ever—making it safe after all for the churches
to clasp the writer to their bosom—Euripides suggests that the hal-
lowed figures do not deserve our admiration and that the unexamined
myths may be pernicious,

If Apallo did command a matricide, so much the warse for him.
Does the poet believe in Apollo? No more than Aeschylus, who fought
at Marathon although the god’s great oracle at Delphi favared submission
to the Persians. Indeed, Cassandra’s account of Apollo is close to Eurip-
ides, and even the god’s inning on the stage, in The Eumenides, is
not designed to win our admiration for him. Athene, the spirit of Athens
and the embodiment of wisdom, is far superior to the old god. But in
Aeschylus, whose faith in reason is usually underestimated, we do not
find the same express desire to indict the social effects of religion that
animates the younger poet. It is casy to exaggerate the differences be-
tween these men; there is nothing in Furipides that surpasses the blas-
phemies of Prometheus. But Aeschylus’ unequalled majesty dulls critical
reflection and inspires awe and wonder, and after colossal upheavals we
reach the present and a joyous conclusion.

The matter of the recognition scene is trifling, but what is at stake
for Euripides is that Aeschylean tragedy puts the audience in a trance.
What is suspended is not merely disbelief but critical reflection. Clytem-
nestra had a case, even apart from Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia;
we should not overlook Agamemnon’s affront in bringing home Cas-
sandra. Instead of seceing her as a mythical prophetess whose speeches
scale heights of poetry never surpassed, we should see her as a woman
whose presence outraged the queen. Put yourself in the place of the
various characters: their motivation was all-too-human. As for Electra,
she loved her father, not her mother; a typical case.

E. R. Dodds argued in an early article, long before he succeeded to
Gilbert Murray’s chair at Oxford, that Furipides, though, of course, a
“rationalist” in the sense that he was anti-clerical, was more importantly
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an “irrationalist.”1! By this Dodds meant two things. His first point, to
which most of “Euripides the Irrationalist” is devoted, is grist to my
mill. Euripides steadfastly opposed the three claims “that reason (what
the Greeks called rational discourse, logos) is the sole and sufficient in-
strument of truth”; “that the structure of Reality must be in itself in
somc scnse rational”; and “that moral, like intellectual, error can arise
only from a failure to use the rcason we possess; and that when it does
aris¢ it must, like intellectual crror, be curable by an intellectnal process”
[97].

Dodds shows this in some detail, calling attention, for example, to
Medea’s words “in vv. 1078 ff. ‘I recognise,” she says, ‘what evil I am
about to do, but my thymos (my passion) is stronger than my counsels:
thymos is the cause of Man'’s worst crimes.’” Her reason can judge her action,
which she frankly describes as a ‘foul murder,’ [1383] but it cannot
influcnce it: the springs of action are in the thymos, beyond the reach
of rcason” [98].

Dodds’s second point, on the other hand, seems dated. He ap-
plauds what he has spelled out in the above three claims and calls ra-
tionalism. “The philosophy thus summed up in its most generalised
traits was the decisive contribution of thc Grecks to human thought”
[97]. “Socrates affirmed the supremacy of reason in the governance of
the universe and in the life of man; in both these spheres Euripides
denied it, . . . Some of the passages about the relation between knowl-
edge and conduct do at any rate look like a conscious rcaction against
the opinion of Socrates, or of other persons who thought like Socrates”
[103].

It is surely uncertain whether Socrates really affirrmed that reason
governed the universe, and Dodds himself goes on to admit that “Some
of the characteristic featurces of this [Euripidean] outlook appear already
in the Alcestis, produced in 438 n.c.; and it is very doubtful if Socrates
had emerged as an mdepcendent thinker at so early a date” f103]. But in
that case Dodds might be almost as wrong as Nietzsche, who thought
that Kuripides got lhis ideas from Socrates. The truth of the matter
might be that Socrates, of whom ancient tradition rclates that he attended
only the plays of Euripides, was stimulated by this poet—to devclop coun-
tertheses.? This hypothesis goes well with what Socrates says in the

11 “Buripides the Trrationalist” in CR, ximt (1929), 97-104.

12T find corroboration for this summise in Bruno Sncll, “Das friihste Zeugnis iiber
Sokrates” in Phiologus, xcvu (1948), 125-34. He argnes that Medes 1077  may
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Apology [22] about the poets: “upon the strength of their poetry they
believed themselves to be the wisest of men in other things in which they
were not wise.” And Plato’s attitude toward the tragic poets supports
my reconstruction far better than either Nietzsche's or Dodds’s.

Philosophers have rarely had any great influence on poets, and that
a young philosopher should have decisively influenced a mature poet
in whose oeuvre we can find no break at all is so improbable that we
can safely discount it, The philosophers who did influence important
poets did it posthumously; for example, Aquinas, Kant, and Nietzsche.
That a mature poet whose work obviously has strong philosophical rele-
vance should influence younger philosophers, even some of his contempo-
raries, is much more likely; Goethe’s strong influence on Schelling, Hegel,
and Schopenhauer provides a striking example. Even so, Euripides’ influ-
ence on Socrates remains only probable; but his decisive inflnence on Plato
appears mdisputable.

We have noted earlier that Aeschylus stands halfway between Homer
and Plato, and Euripides halfway between Aeschylus and Plato. The
dialogue between Electra and her mother and other such scenes in
Euripides are not great poetry or theatre but point toward a new genre:
the Platonic dialogue. To try writing better tragedies than Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and Euripides was not an inviting prospect, and Plato, who had
tried, destroyed these early efforts when he met Socrates. To try writing
better philosophic dialogues than Euripides, wedding the poet’s talent to
the legacy of Socrates, was the challenge Plato tried to meet.

Dodds’s conclusion is utterly unfair to Euripides: “The disease of
which Greek culture eventually died is known by many names. To
some it appears as a virulent form of scepticism; to others, as a virulent
form of mysticism. Professor Murray has called it the Failure of Nerve.

have led Socrates to formulate his counterthesis, and that Hippolytus 380 ff may be
Euripides’ reply to Socrates. That Plate’s polemic against the view of the multitude
(Protagoras 352) represents his reply to the Hippolytus passage has long been noted, as
Snell himgelf emphasizes (129 n.f; e.g. by Wilamowitz at the end of a long footnote
thaft)documents the ways in which Plato was stimulated by Euripides (Einleitung, 1907,
24 ).

In the 2d rev. ed. of Die griechische Tragédie, 11 (1954), 112 f, Max Pohlenz  =pts
Snell’s demonstration that Phaedra’s words in Hippolptus constitute a direct p...mic
against Socrates, but not his claim that Meded, 137880 (sicl), led Socrates to formulate
his counterthesis. Pohlenz’s brief note bears the signs of haste (he also refers Snell's ar-
?Cleﬁ tl; thlc wrong year) and is unconvincing. See also Snell’s Scenes from Greek Drama

1964), ch. 3.

The first to adduce Hippolytus 374 against Nietzsche’s claim that Euripides shared
Socrates’ outlook was Wilamowitz in %ukunftsphilolagie! 1872), 28. Rohde’s defense
of Nietzsche on this point lacks all force (Afterphilologie §187z}, 39 f).
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My own name for it is systematic irratiomalism, . . . To my mind, the
case of Euripides proves that an acute attack of it was already threatening
the Greek world in the fifth century. . . . He shows all the characteristic
symptoms: the peculiar blend of a destructive scepticism with a no less
destructive mysticism; the assertion that emotion, not reason, determines
human conduct; despair of the state, resulting in quietism; despair of
rational theology, resulting in a craving for a religion of the orgiastic
type. For the time being the attack was averted—in part by the develop-
ment of the Socratic-Platonic philosophy. . . . Greek rationalism died
slowly . . .” [103 f].

Nietzsche thought that rationalism put an end to the great age of
Grecce, and found rationalism in Socrates, Plato—and Euripides. Dodds
blames irrationalism and considers Socrates and Plato the culmination of
the Greek genius—but Euripides is again on the losing side. As Goethe
remarked long ago, the classical philologists—and when Nietzsche wrote
The Birth of Tragedy, he was one—are hard on Euripides.

Suppose we ask for a moment, not of what Greek culture “died”
—a rather questionable and misleading metaphor, when you come to
think of it—but rather whether the three claims that comprise “rationalism”
happen to be true. If, as I think, none of them is, Euripides was wiser
than the rationalistic philosophers, What philosophers nowadays would
consider reason “sufficient” for the discovery of all truth, particularly
when reason is expressly juxtaposed with sense-perception [Dodds, ¢3]?
And who would hold that all moral errors are curable by a purely “in-
tellectual process”? And why speak of “despair of rational theology”?
If rational theology is not sound, why not give our poet credit for renounc-
ing it?

Since my outlook is close to that with which Euripides is charged by
Dodds, I might be considered partisan; and this is not the place for de-
tailed arguments against the kind of rationalism Dodds extols. But we
should at least note that a double standard is implicit in this criticism of
Euripides: like Hegel and Nietzsche, he is fair game, while Sophocles
is not. Surely, Sophocles was not a rationalist in Dodds’s sense; he did not
believe the three crucial claims, nor did he credit rational theology. But
it would never do to use language so negatively charged when speaking
about Sophocles,

Dodds’s later book on The Greeks and the Irrationdl is not only far
more judicious than his early article but an outstanding contribution to
our understanding of Greek culture. His early article on Euripides, of
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which he made some use in the chapter on “Rationalisim and Reaction in
the Classical Age,” is no more representative of Dodds at his best than
is The Birth of Tragedy of Nietzsche in his prime, And Dodds’s edition,
with introduction and commentary, of The Bacchae is a masterpiece,
But it should be plain that we do Euripides a monstrous injustice if
we associate him with “the Failure of Nerve.,” Without any optimistic
faith that he could stem the tide of superstition that, seven years after
the poet’s death, claimed Socrates as one of its victims—and during Eurip-
ides’ lifetime, it had driven into exile, probably Aeschylus and, without
a doubt, Anaxagoras and Protagoras—Euripides fought his public his
life long, and died in voluntary exile.

That Sophocles always remained a popular favorite, even at such a
time, might raise questions about him. But he led his own chorus in
mourning for Euripides when the news of his death reached Athens;
and in our reading of Qedipus Tyrannus—and, of course, of The Women
of Trachis—we found how far he was both from popular superstition and
from “rationalism.”

51

To consider Sartre’s Flies (Les Mouches) alongside Euripides’ Electra
may seem to involve a big jump, not only in time. It is customary to
underestimate Sartre as a playwright, and The Flies is often discounted
as if it were merely another of those all too numerous modern plays
that involve adaptations of Greek tragedies, While most such dramas
do not brook comparison with their ancient models, the mere fact
that a dramatist has chosen a theme previously handled by great tragic
poets does not necessarily reduce his work to a mere pastiche. Euripides
did this time and again, and so did Sophocles and even Aeschylus. In
some such cases, the plot and the characters assume the added signifi-
cance of deliberate innovations and eloguent disagreements,

In The Flies, Sartre resembles Euripides in leaving his characters no
mythical stature and also in his interest in psychology. Like Euripides,
he is a social critic, engagé, and, according to some critics, an irration-
alist, according to others a rationalist.’® (By now it should be apparent

13 The usual view is that existentialism is a form of irrationalism, but Iris Murdoch
cntitled an early study of Sartre, which is very perceptive: Sartre; Romantic Rationalist

(1953).
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that such labels are as unhelpful as optimism and pessimism.) Sartre is
infinitely more irreverent than Euripides, and humorous throughout.
While he shares Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ strong philosophic interest,
he agrees with Sophocles that the double slaying of the mother and
Acgisthus was clearly justified, that Orestes brought back freedom, and
that he (though not Electra, who tepents in the end) was a hero.

Like Euripides, Sartre attacks religion—but unlike Euripides, he finds it
on the side of tyranny. Sartre brings Zeus upon the stage and attacks Chris-
tianity and the doctrine of original sin.

Everybody has all-too-human motives, which are of interest; only
Orestes is all but unmotivated: his two murders are almost what André
Gide called actes gratuits. Tired of detachment, Orestes seeks a com-
mitment, and accepts one that will, at least for a moment, restore the
freedom and dignity of his people, though we have every reason to doubt
that they will make the most of these gifts.

We have come close to the central difference between The Flies
and all the Greek versions of the story, from Homer to Euripides. Sartre’s
Orestes is not motivated by the desire or duty to avenge his father. If
we want to understand this crucial innovation, we find less help in Sartre’s
philosophy than—in Nietzsche’s. Indeed, Nietzsche’s influence on The
Flies was immense. A few passages from Sartre’s play may show this, Near
the end of Act 11, picture 1, scene 4, Orestes says:

“There is another way—my way. ... I must descend—do you
understand?—descend among you. . . .”

“Suppose I took upon myself all their crimes. Suppose T wanted to
earn the name of ‘guilt-stealer, and heap on myself all their
remorse, . . %

Here we find echoes of three different passages from Nietzsche:18

“‘This is my way; where is yours?’—thus [ answered those who asked
me ‘the way.” For the way—that does not exist.”

“I must descend to the depths, as you do in the evening when you
go behind the sea and still bring light to the underworld, you overrich

14 In Stuart Gilbert’s English version, Tableau I becomes scene 1, and the Seéne num-
bers are omitted, The above translations are mine,

15 All Nietzsche translations are from The Portable Nietzsche, tr. Walter Kaufmann.
Italics in the original. The first two come from Zarathustra, Part 111, ch. 11, and Pro-
logue, sec. 1; the last from Ecce Homo, ch. 1, 5. Interesting parallels to the final quota-
tion may be found in the chapter “On the Adder’s Bite” in Zarathustra 1,
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star. Like you I must go under—go down, as is said by man, to whom I
want to descend.”

“Were a god to come down upon earth, he should do nothing but
wrong: to take upon oneself guilt and not punishment, that alone would
be godlike.”

The last quotation, from Ecce Homo, is nothing less than the quin-
tessence of Sartre’s Flies. The dig at Christianity is expanded in the play,
and Orcstes becornes a great anti-Christian savior figure—a truly Nietz-
schean hero. Even “the buzzing of the poisonous flies” is to be found in
Zarathustra, Part I, in the chapter “On the Flies of the Market Place.”

Next consider a passage from Act 1t, picture 2, scene 5. Zeus is speak-
ing to Aegisthus:

“Do you know what would have happened to Agamemnon if you
had not killed him? Three months later he'd have died of apoplexy on
the breast of a pretty slave-girtl. But your crime served my ends. . . .
You have looked back on your deed with horror and disowned it. Yet
what a profit I have made on it! For one dead man, twenty thousand others
plunged into repentance.”

Compare Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idol, chapter I, 10: “Not to
perpetuate cowardice against one’s own acts! Not to leave them in the
lurch afterward! The bite of conscience is indecent.” And The Will to
Power [234]: “The bite of conscience: a sign that the character is no
match for the deed.” But no two epigrams