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    PREFACE

Almost half a century ago, Robert F. Kennedy, announcing to a crowd of followers the killing of Martin Luther King Jr., and speaking without a written text, recited words from a tragedy of Aeschylus (here quoted in Sarah Ruden’s translation):


In the heart is no sleep; there drips instead

pain that remembers wounds…


The fact that at such a moment of crisis his mind went out to verses spoken in Athens on an early spring day in 458 B.C. demonstrates the enduring power of Greek tragedy to move us, comfort our sorrows, and help us explore the deepest levels of human experience. In the modern age, when Greco-Roman antiquity is often asked to prove its relevance, the surviving plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides continue to speak with an urgent voice to readers, playgoers, and spectators of opera, dance, and film. In the U.S. educational curriculum, these plays are often the first works of premodern literature read by high school and college students, and their encounter with a mythic world millennia old, yet compellingly alive, is often a memorable one.

Readers of today who seek to understand these plays are faced with a paradox. Their themes are timeless and universal, yet they belong to a very precise and circumscribed historical context, the city of Athens in the fifth century B.C. In this volume we strive to retain an awareness of that context, while also acknowledging the ways in which the dramas transcend it.

To that end, the general introduction, the first two appendices, and many of the notes are designed to illuminate the original productions of these plays and the concerns (as far as can be judged from contemporary sources) of the Athenians who attended them. The short introductions that precede each play deal in part with these historical issues but also discuss the characters, themes, and poetic motifs in which the broader meanings of these works reside. Three further appendices treat the late- or postclassical reception of Greek tragedy, and many of the short introductions highlight important recent productions, adaptations, and responses to individual plays.

Our volume also includes several maps, as well as a time line showing how the life spans and careers of the playwrights correlate with the events of their times. These resources, too, are designed to allow, but not insist on, a historically contextualized reading of the plays, and to permit readers to familiarize themselves with the geography in which they are set. Orestes’ journey in the Oresteia, for example, which takes him from Phocis to Argos to Delphi and finally to Athens, will make better sense to those who can imagine the relative distance of these places and the ruggedness of the landscape in between. Likewise, the great expanse that separates Susa—the scene of Aeschylus’ Persians—from Athens can only be understood by way of a map of the entire Near East. An inset map of Athens is designed to show the location of the Theater of Dionysus, the site at which all these plays were originally performed, on the south slope of the Athenian Acropolis.

Of the thirty-three dramas that have survived into modern times, we have selected sixteen—approximately half—for this volume: five from the work of Aeschylus, four from Sophocles, and seven from Euripides. No collection of this kind will escape criticism that one work or another ought to have been included, but we have given priority to works that are most often taught in college classes (including our own) or are otherwise deemed most current or most resonant in the modern world.

Translations of Greek tragedy have proliferated in recent years, and many styles are available today, some of which depart far from the Greek originals in an effort to avoid foreignness or to capture the feel of modern poetry. Our translators, by contrast, have tried to preserve some of the foreignness of the original, without making the texts opaque or obscure. They avoid colloquialism, using instead a more formal style to give some impression of the elevated, non-natural feel of the Greek. As editors we have also tried to make this volume reflect the distinctions between the styles of the three tragedians, so far as English will allow us to do so. Thus each translator, including the two editors, has worked on only one ancient playwright.

To judge from the many lines in our surviving plays that are quoted by Greek or Roman authors, who had access to more definitive versions of the texts, it seems probable that our printed editions of these plays largely represent what was written, on perishable papyrus, by the original authors. But we do not want our readers to suppose that we can always be sure of this. Lines that, to judge by their content, are either garbled or inserted by later hands appear in all surviving manuscripts of any particular play, indicating that they must have been introduced quite early in the process of transmission. Other mistakes and additions, because they occurred further on in that process, survive only in certain “families” of manuscripts but not in others. In the footnotes to the plays we have let readers know why we have chosen among several possible readings in the various surviving manuscripts, or why on occasion we believe a line or lines to be inauthentic. Suspect lines have been included in the text, with or without brackets, or relegated to the footnotes, at the discretion of the translator, based on how likely it is that these are insertions by a later hand. Gaps in the text, where words or lines have evidently fallen out, are indicated by bracketed ellipses.

In addition to staying close to the diction of the original plays, we have tried, both visually and metrically, to give our readers some idea of their variations in rhythm, even though we can at best offer only an approximation. Lines that, in Greek, use the standard meter of speech and dialogue, iambic trimeter, are here rendered as iambic pentameter and run out to the farthest edge of the left-hand margin. The more complex lyric meters, typically used for choral odes and highly emotional “arias” by individual characters, are in this volume set off by an indent and rendered with various non-iambic rhythms. It has not been possible to correlate English meters with Greek ones, and the lack of such correlation is a serious loss to students of Greek tragedy, but in the footnotes the translators have tried to give some sense of metrical variations and the shifts in mood or changes of dance step they indicate. (The general introduction offers further insight into Greek poetic meter and its role in the tragic dramas.)

A word should be said about this volume’s use of an iambic pentameter line for most passages of speech and dialogue set in Greek iambic trimeter. Aristotle, in the Poetics, said that Athenian dramatists used iambic trimeter for dialogue because it was closest of all meters to natural speech. But it is poetry nonetheless, the mark of the elevation of mythic figures and the distance that separates their world from that of the audience. Similarly, Shakespeare and his contemporaries made noble, aristocratic characters speak in verse, in iambic pentameter (while sometimes giving prose lines to more ordinary people, such as commoners and clowns). We have adopted iambic pentameter wherever the Greek plays have iambic trimeter, in part because it has Aristotle’s “speechlike” feel, but also because the familiarity of English readers with Shakespearean verse makes this meter a natural way to evoke the grandeur and solemnity of mythic drama.

The translators have used various approaches to solve one of the most intractable of all translation problems: the inarticulate sounds, groans, and cries found in the original texts of the tragedies. We can usually tell from context what these exclamations meant. The cry oimoi (literally “oh me”) expresses sorrow and despair on the part of the speaker, or sometimes outraged anger; it can represent a protracted wail, or an exclamation that fits into the metrical pattern of the line that is being spoken, like “alas” in Shakespeare. Pheu (pronounced “feh-ooh” but in one syllable) seems to represent a sigh or expression of regret not quite as powerful as oimoi. Then there are strings of vowels or vowel-consonant combinations such as aiai, popoi, or a repeated eā and ē (pronounced “eh-ah” and “ay” as in hay) for emotions so intense that they could not be expressed in words or gestures. There are no equivalents for these exclamations in modern English; in this volume our translators have in some cases simply transliterated them, in others they have used stage directions or linguistic emphasis to convey their tone.

Finally, we have given our translators, and ourselves, the stern task of keeping to the lineation of the Greek texts in these English versions, rather than expanding them as most recent editions have done. It is always our hope that those who connect to Greek drama will feel inspired to learn Greek, or that those who already know some Greek will use it to better understand these plays. We want such readers to be able to easily find their way to a corresponding Greek passage when using this volume, or, better still, to find the corresponding English while reading the Greek. Readers not familiar with the conventions of Greek texts should note that the line numberings their editors have added are not always regular; in places where lines have been deleted from or added to the text, or (especially) where the lineation of choral passages has been revised, there may be more than ten lines, or fewer, between line numbers spaced ten digits apart. Line numbers in our translations follow those of the Greek and therefore preserve these occasional irregularities.

We would like to thank Glen Hartley of Writers’ Representatives, our agent, as well as our editors at Random House, Sam Nicholson, Vincent La Scala, and Emily DeHuff. Among the friends, family, and colleagues who have lent their help and advice, we want to especially acknowledge Steve Coates, Lauren Curtis, Wyatt Mason, and Eve Romm.


GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Human beings have always sought to be something other than themselves, informally when they are young, in formal rituals as adults. But it was the ancient Athenians who gave to posterity the idea of role playing before a large audience, with trained actors reciting and singing written texts to musical accompaniment. Their words for such performances have become part of our ordinary vocabulary; tragedy, drama, theater. Tragōidia originally meant a song (ōidē) performed in a singing competition in which the winner took home a goat (tragos)—a significant prize in an agricultural society. Drama meant “something done,” an action. A theater (theatron) was a place where one viewed a drama or a tragōidia. Those words have a wide range of meanings today, but in the fifth century B.C. they were connected to an annual festival in one particular place: the City, or Great, Dionysia in Athens. The festival was sacred to the god Dionysus and filled with processions and feasts, but its most distinctive features were the dramatic competitions held in the Theater of Dionysus on the south slope of the Acropolis. The winners took home prizes that were much more substantial than the goat that originally gave the dramatic performances their name. The Athenians regarded the tragedies as something more than entertainments. The dramas were staged and actors and choruses trained at considerable public expense, along with private contributions from the wealthiest citizens. The festival took place at the beginning of the sailing season, when the ships were launched that helped to bring Athens her wealth and enforce her military power. The citizens appear to have thought that the performances were essential for the welfare of everyone who saw them, and for the life of the city itself.

Even after Athens had been defeated by Sparta in the Peloponnesian War at the end of the fifth century B.C., dramas continued to be performed in the Theater of Dionysus. Some were revivals of the plays by the fifth-century dramatists whose works survive to this day; others were newly composed. Starting in the fourth century, theaters were constructed and dramas were staged throughout the Mediterranean world, wherever Greek was spoken. Some plays were even written by authors for whom Greek was a second language. The Romans translated Greek dramas into Latin and used them as models for new dramas of their own, and those works in turn influenced and inspired dramas throughout Europe and the European diaspora.

What made Athenian fifth-century drama so powerful a medium that neither time nor change of language has managed to render it obsolete? The fundamental reason, certainly, is that the dramas deal with the most intractable aspects of human existence: uncertainty about the future, fear of injury, deprivation, suffering, and death. In the ancient world, war, instability, and untimely death were constants of everyday existence; it was necessary always to be on guard, against either military attack, sudden outbursts of anger or insanity, or diseases and infirmities for which there were no cures. No terrifying possibility is omitted: sudden death, suicide, terminal illness, betrayal, loss of a loved one or of many loved ones. The tragedies helped their ancient audiences to see how it might be possible to face and survive such challenges, and there is still much that modern readers can learn from them. They not only speak to the causes of human despair; they also provide the words that can bring at least a partial remedy. And they still can help us understand how to endure many of the burdens that modern medicine cannot cure, not least the isolation imposed by loss and defeat. The tragedies provide illustrations of the solace that can be offered by friends and even strangers. Alongside humanity’s greatest weaknesses, the tragedies also allow us to see its most remarkable strengths: empathy, compassion, and the ability to endure even in the face of physical suffering and deprivation.

But ancient audiences were able to learn more from the tragedies than we can today, because of their connection to traditional Greek religion. Rituals held in honor of Dionysus could require worshippers to wear disguises and play roles, to abandon routines, to leave the safety of their homes to go out into the wilderness, to expect the unexpected. It was Dionysus in particular who could make mortals see what was not there, or prevent them from seeing what was right before their eyes. Tragedies, like other Dionysiac rituals, are by nature illusory and unreal, fictive representations of actions in the past. But the illusions that they created helped to remind the audience of the insufficiency of human knowledge, and of the contrast between human understanding and that of the immortal gods. Athenians liked to believe that their city was dear to the gods, and that the gods would protect them from their enemies. But the dramas warned them not to count on retaining the gods’ favor, and not to suppose that they could understand what might be done by forces beyond their control in order to change the courses of their lives. The mortals who fared best in such a hostile world were those who sought the advice of seers in order to determine what the gods might wish them to do, and who were scrupulously pious in honoring them. But the dramas demonstrated that even such proper actions did not always produce the results that the petitioners sought to obtain.

The dramas were exciting to watch, even though many members of the audience would already have known how the stories they depicted would end. Most of the plots were based on material from the Iliad, the Odyssey, and other epics now surviving only in fragments. The dramatists did not seek to change the outcomes of the traditional myths, because these stories were for them a kind of history; but they were free to refashion the old narratives in any way they chose, and the ingenuity with which they devised new plots brought excitement even to familiar narratives. We still possess four dramas that offer different versions of a story outlined in the Odyssey, about how Orestes, returning home from exile to avenge the death of his father, Agamemnon, killed his mother, Clytemnestra, and her lover, Aegisthus. Each of the dramatists puts a different emphasis on this narrative, adds new characters, and comes up with a distinctive ending. Aeschylus in his drama Libation Bearers and Sophocles in his drama Electra characterize Orestes as a dutiful son who follows the orders of the god Apollo and returns home to Argos to avenge the death of his father. But in Euripides’ Electra, Orestes is as keen to recover his patrimony as he is to avenge his father’s death. In Euripides’ Orestes (not included in this volume), Orestes believes he has been abandoned by Apollo and so is prepared to kill Helen and her daughter, Hermione, until Apollo himself intervenes to stop him.

The four dramas about Orestes’ revenge, as does virtually every other surviving Greek drama, describe a crisis that affects the family of a royal house. The dramatists appear to have been particularly interested in the plots and murders that plagued the house of Atreus in Argos: Atreus; his brother, Thyestes; their sons, Agamemnon, Menelaus, and Aegisthus; and Agamemnon’s children, Orestes and Electra. Another favorite narrative (mentioned only briefly in the Odyssey) concerns the house of Laius in Thebes: Laius’ wife, Jocasta; her son/husband, Oedipus; and Oedipus’ children by Jocasta, Antigone, Ismene, Eteocles, and Polynices. Aeschylus’ drama Persians, although based on recent history rather than myth, describes the suffering of the family of Xerxes, king of Persia, whose great army was defeated by the Greeks in the battle of Salamis. Perhaps the Athenians believed that the autocratic power wielded by royal families was more likely to bring about disaster than was their own democracy, in which officials were elected instead of obtaining their office by inheritance, and authority was shared among the male citizens. But it also would have been easier for audiences to understand the effects of disaster on individuals within a family than on an undifferentiated group, if only because each of them was a member of a family and so potentially able to understand the conflicts and rivalries that arise among close relatives.

Most dramas involve a reversal of expectations and of fortune, a shift either from prosperity to disaster or from misery to happiness, as Aristotle saw (see appendix D). More often than not, good fortune is the result of divine rather than human action. But humans bear some measure of responsibility in the case of changes for the worse, usually because of a misjudgment on the part of some individual. Aristotle called such errors in judgment hamartia. That word is often mistranslated as “tragic flaw,” which suggests that the mistake arises from a character fault on the part of the hero of the tragedy. A person with a calm temperament might not have struck the old man who roughly pushed him off the road, but Oedipus’ quick temper led him to strike back and kill the old man who (unknown to him) was his own father. Oedipus’ hamartia, however, was not his violent response, but his assumption that he could avoid the prophecy that he had just heard at Delphi, that he would kill his father and marry his mother. In the process of evasion, he made the prophecy come true by taking the road to Thebes, encountering the old man who was his father, and marrying the old man’s widow after he arrived in Thebes. Greek tragedy teaches that human error is inevitable, and even though a person’s character can make him or her more likely to err in judgment, the gods either ensure that mortals will make mistakes or fail to prevent them from doing so.

Like Oedipus, the mortal characters in the dramas at first believe that they know what they are doing and presume that they have some control over their destinies. But soon they learn that their plans will not succeed, or begin to suspect that their present prosperity will be replaced by suffering or even death. Oedipus, whose courage and intelligence allowed him to solve the riddle of the Sphinx, supposes that he can also determine who murdered his predecessor, King Laius, only to discover that the culprit is himself. In other cases the principal characters think that there is no way for them to escape from their present predicament but suddenly discover that there is a solution, often provided by the intervention of a god, as in the case of Helen and Menelaus in Euripides’ Helen, in which Helen’s brothers, the twin gods Castor and Polydeuces (Pollux), arrive just in time to guarantee them a safe voyage from Egypt to Sparta. Gods appear suddenly at the ends of some dramas to explain what the characters could not know about the past or the future. Such information can also be conveyed by a seer who can interpret the omens, dramas, and other signs that the gods have sent to him, a role often played in dramas set in Thebes by Tiresias, the seer who was said to have lived through seven generations of men.

Even when the gods choose not to send direct signals, there are clear indications that they are present, although the characters often do not seem to be aware of them. Perfect timing is often a sign of divine intervention. In Euripides’ Medea, for example, Aegeus, the king of Athens, shows up and offers Medea a place of refuge, just when she most needs it. The heroes and heroines of the dramas in which the gods do not intervene are in particular need of compassion, like Hecuba in the Trojan Women, since no one comes to tell her whether she will be able to find any release from her suffering in the future.

In surviving dramas, the gods who intervene are almost always the children of Zeus, most often his daughter Athena, but never Zeus himself. Invariably the gods arrive without warning, adding to the excitement. But with the possible exception of Athena, as characters, the gods seem cold and distant. When they come to help or to punish, their interactions with mortals are brief, even when the people they have come to advise are close relatives, like Helen, or special friends, like Hippolytus—in Euripides’ drama, the goddess Artemis speaks to him as he is dying but leaves in time not to be polluted by his actual death. In this way the dramatists remind the audience that mortals cannot expect much sympathy from the gods, or anything more than an intermittent and evanescent happiness. Only a few extraordinary individuals (who also happen to be children of gods, such as Heracles, a son of Zeus) could attain immortality, and then only after extraordinary loss and hardship. The best that anyone else can expect is some kind of lasting memorial, some remembrance in the form of ritual and song.

But the brief interactions between gods and mortals portrayed in Greek drama are always set in the remote past. In the fifth century, few Athenians would have supposed that a god had any reason to take the kind of direct interest in their lives that he or she showed for the royal families of the past, many of whom were the gods’ close relatives. Nonetheless, by setting the dramas in the past, the dramatists could allow their audiences to step briefly outside themselves and away from the particular problems of their own lives. That remoteness has the advantage of making the dramas relevant to any time or place, including the times and places that we live in now.

Not only do the settings of the dramas seem unfamiliar and even strange; in the dramas, women in the royal families are often the central figures in the action, displaying great heroism and speaking eloquently about political and moral issues. When they are wronged (like Medea or Electra), the dramatists showed how these women could find ways to punish their enemies, or devise clever plots to escape from them, like Helen in the Euripides drama that is named for her. They could display the greatest courage, like Alcestis, who volunteers to die so her husband can live, or like Hecuba and Andromache, who manage to endure the loss of all their loved ones. Women’s prominence and eloquence onstage contrast notably with the more limited roles played in real life by women in Athens, who could not own property, had no training in rhetoric, and played no role in public life. We do not even know whether they were allowed to watch the performances of the dramas in the Theater of Dionysus.

The conventions of Greek drama also helped to emphasize the distance between the action onstage and the daily existence of the members of the audience. The architecture of the theater, with its circular orchestra, separated the actors and chorus from the spectators. No one could see the actors’ faces because they wore masks. Heavy costumes and specially elevated shoes kept the actors from moving easily around the stage. All the roles in any drama were played by two or three male actors, who indicated who they were by changing masks that marked them as young or old, male or female. Since there were no program notes, all the characters (including the Chorus) needed to identify themselves or be identified when they first came onstage. Violent action never took place in view of the audience. Instead, the audience learned of such events from messengers who described in animated detail what had happened offstage. The static nature of this type of presentation meant that the actors needed to generate excitement by words and gestures.

In many dramas the action occurs in one place on a single day; in others, there are longer lapses of time, which are not precisely indicated. The actors stood on a raised platform in front of the stage building, the skēnē, which is where the modern word “scene” comes from. The skēnē represented a palace or other building, with doors that could open and reveal what was inside. By the end of the fifth century B.C. a rotating device known as the ekkyklēma made quick scene changes possible (see appendix B). The actors who played the role of a god were placed on a different plane of action, out of reach of mortals. They were brought into view by a crane, which the Athenians simply called a device (mēchanē), that lifted them to the top of the stage building. The Latin term for such sudden and miraculous appearances of gods was deus ex machina, “the god from the device.”

In addition to the actors, all dramas had a Chorus that sang, danced, observed the plight of the characters, and from time to time conversed with them. These choruses, composed of male actors, always represented a group of people who were not related by blood to the principal characters and who therefore could comment on their actions with some objectivity. They were also members of a group that did not have the power to intervene in the action, such as old men or women, and who sometimes shared the fortune, good or bad, of the principal characters in the play. Their role was to reflect, observe, advise, or sympathize, with whatever authority their assigned character might be thought to possess. They sang songs that reflected on the action of the drama, comparing it to other myths or events in the past. In Aeschylus’ day the Chorus had twelve members; Sophocles apparently increased the number to fifteen (we do not know why or to what effect).

Dialogue and action took place between the choral songs, in long intervals known as episōdia, “additions,” which were the precursors of what we now call scenes. The idea of alternation between the Chorus and a speaker may originally have come from ritual songs in honor of Dionysus known as dithyrambs, in which a soloist and a chorus would sing in alternate stanzas. The important roles assigned to individual speakers in drama may have been inspired by a long-standing tradition in Athenian politics in which speakers assumed roles to arouse the interest and support of their audience. Some of Solon’s famous speeches were written in iambic verse, which was the principal metrical pattern used in speeches and dialogue in the episodes between choral songs.

The diction of the dramas was formal, almost never colloquial, and always in verse. Both actors and Chorus delivered their lines to the accompaniment of an aulos (pipe). Most of the dialogue and speeches were composed of three double iambic feet (indicated by the notation ˘ ¯ ˘ ¯ , where the ˘ denotes a metrically short syllable and ¯ a long one, with the long syllables held twice as long as the shorts). When heightened intensity was required, both actors and Chorus could speak in anapests (˘ ˘ ¯ ˘ ˘ ¯) or in a longer line of four double trochaic feet ( ¯ ˘ ¯ ˘ ). Along with the dactylic ( ¯ ˘ ˘ ) hexameter used in Greek epic poetry, these metrical patterns were later used for poems in Latin. Eventually the same patterns were adapted for use in European languages, but instead with stress on what originally had been the long syllables. Roughly speaking, the iambic meters of Greek verse became the ancestors of the iambic pentameter familiar to us from Shakespeare’s sonnets and plays.

But European poets never succeeded in imitating the metrical patterns of the choral songs in the Greek. These songs were composed in more complex metrical patterns and were set out in stanzas that followed a repeating pattern; hence the terms strophē (“turn”) and antistrophē (“counterturn”), denoting two metrically identical stanzas. Sometimes the pairs of strophe and antistrophe were followed by a closing third stanza or epode (epōidos) in a related metrical pattern. On occasion the actors might also sing, either solo or in conjunction with the Chorus. Most unfortunately, only one specimen of the music that accompanied choral song has come down to us, a few lines from a choral song in Euripides’ Orestes (a play not included in this volume). This fragment, despite its brevity, indicates that the music would have heightened the emotional effect of the mournful words that it accompanied. It is written in syncopated iambics called “slanting” (dochmiac), which were often used to express sorrow.

Even without the music we can recognize some significant rhythmic patterns in other dramas. The old men who form the Chorus of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon begin their long narrative about the sacrifice of Iphigenia with several lines in dactylic ( ¯ ˘ ˘ ) hexameter, the meter of the Iliad and other epic poems. Their references to vengeance are often expressed in an iambic meter in which two short syllables replace one long syllable ( ˘ ˘ ˘ ¯ instead of ˘ ¯ ˘ ¯ ), a distinctive metrical pattern that surfaces again in the last play of the trilogy, the Eumenides, in the terrifying song of the Erinyes who have come to punish Orestes for killing his mother, Clytemnestra. The metrical pattern behind the phrase ite Bakchai (“come, Bacchants,” ˘ ˘ ¯ ¯ ˘ ˘ ¯ ¯ ) is frequently repeated in the choral songs of Euripides’ exciting drama the Bacchae.

—

In fifth-century Athens, three poets were chosen to compete against one another each year at the City Dionysia; we do not know on what grounds or by whom the selection was made. Each of the three who were chosen presented a series of three tragedies, followed by a satyr play, a lighter entertainment that usually featured a chorus of half-man, half-goat followers of Dionysus. The prizes seem to have been awarded on the basis of the best production rather than the best script. As far as we know, Aeschylus was the only playwright to base the plots of his three tragedies on the same myth; the one surviving example of such a connected trilogy is Aeschylus’ Oresteia. The first drama in the trilogy, the Agamemnon, tells the story of Agamemnon’s return and his murder by his wife, Clytemnestra, and her lover, Aegisthus; the second drama, Libation Bearers, depicts Orestes’ revenge against his father’s murderers; the third drama, Eumenides, describes Orestes’ acquittal in Athens for the murder of his mother. Dramas by Sophocles and Euripides, however, all seem to have been included in sets of three in which each drama was based on a different myth. We have no way of knowing if there were other connections—thematic or tonal, for example—among the different dramas in these sets of three, because we now have only one complete play from any of them.

We know the names of more than sixty dramatists who were active in the fifth century, though in most cases, only fragments of their work survive. Aeschylus’ Persians (472) is the earliest drama that has come down to us. Sophocles won his first tragic competition in 469; Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy was produced in 458. Euripides had his first success in 441, three years before he produced the Alcestis (see time line). By the end of the fifth century it became clear that most people considered Aeschylus (c.525–456 B.C.), Sophocles (497/6–405/4), and Euripides (485/4–406/5) to have been the greatest playwrights. In his comedy the Frogs, which was first performed in 405, the poet Aristophanes imagines that those three poets are the only dramatists the god Hades had considered eligible to hold the chair of tragic poetry in the Underworld.

Euripides appears as a character in three of Aristophanes’ surviving comedies (the Acharnians, Women at the Thesmophoria, and Frogs). Aristophanes knew Euripides’ plays well, and he made fun of him by making him espouse and embody the most radical statements in his dramas, all expertly taken out of context for maximum comic effect. In the Frogs, which was first performed just after Euripides’ death in 405 B.C., Aristophanes portrays the god Dionysus as a great admirer of Euripides’ trendiness. Dionysus goes to the Underworld with the intention of bringing Euripides back from the dead. After he gets there, he is asked to judge whether Euripides should be allowed to take over the chair of tragedy, which Aeschylus had held until Euripides arrived. Aristophanes has Euripides with great insouciance and facility pray to absurdly different gods and question traditional morality. But Aristophanes’ Aeschylus respects traditional religious practices, and he speaks in ponderous and sententious phrases, using cumbrous compound words, like the Choruses in some of his dramas. He boasts that he wrote plays about weighty issues like war and justice and accuses Euripides of being interested in ordinary life and trivial household affairs. After witnessing the competition between the two poets, Dionysus decides to bring Aeschylus back from the world of the dead, on the grounds that his presence would do more to help save Athens from being defeated by Sparta than would that of Euripides, who (as Aristophanes suggests) is responsible for the moral deterioration that has led to their military failures.

Because Aristophanes was a contemporary of Euripides, his portraits of the two poets have often been regarded as essentially accurate, even if exaggerated for comic purposes. But in his comedy the Clouds, Aristophanes turns Socrates into a pedantic sophist, suspended in a basket, claiming he is walking in the air and contemplating the sky—a caricature that didn’t resemble him in the least (or so Plato has Socrates say in his Apology). There seem to have been few limits to what a comic poet could say about his contemporaries, and portrayals even of living persons were not expected to be fair-minded or accurate. Nonetheless, that caricature appears to have encouraged many of Socrates’ contemporaries to believe that he had a corrupting influence on his young male followers. Why should we suppose that he was inclined to treat Euripides with greater respect? In reality we do not know what Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, or any other ancient poet intended his dramas to convey to his audiences, and virtually nothing about how or why they became poets or how or by whom they were taught to write verses and the music that accompanied it. At best we can suppose that most poets came from propertied families, if only because they had been taught to read and write and had the time to compose verses and music.

It is almost miraculous, and a testament to their continuing cultural importance, that some of the works of these great dramatists have survived to the present day. At first the poets probably used a stylus to write down drafts of their work on wood tablets coated with wax. The finished works then were copied by hand onto papyrus scrolls, a medium on which longer texts could be written down with pen and ink. But because papyrus eventually deteriorates in variable climates, the texts of the dramas needed to be copied and recopied over the centuries. Inevitably in the course of transmission, mistakes and omissions were introduced; also, actors and editors altered the texts and added new lines of their own. In the fourth and third centuries B.C., texts of the dramas were stored in the library of the Greek city of Alexandria in Egypt, where the dry climate helped to preserve the papyrus rolls on which the dramas had been copied. But that library was destroyed at the end of the fourth century A.D., and still more copies of the dramas were lost after the fifth century, when Christianity had become the official religion of the Roman Empire. In the end, copies continued to be made of only a relatively small number of texts, most likely because they were judged suitable for reading and study of rhetoric.

As a result of the process of attrition and selection, we now have only a small fraction of what the three great poets produced. Roughly speaking, in the case of Aeschylus, we have six complete dramas (not counting the Prometheus Bound, which was probably by another poet) out of as many as 90, seven out of as many as 123 for Sophocles, and eighteen out of as many as 92 for Euripides (not counting the Rhesus, which was almost certainly by another poet). These totals, however, are not exact, because the same play could be known by different titles. Of the nineteen surviving plays attributed to Euripides, ten (including the Rhesus) were preserved in multiple copies because they were selected for reading in schools of rhetoric. The other nine were preserved in a single manuscript that, in addition to the ten plays selected for school use, also contained nine other complete plays whose names begin with the letters epsilon, eta, iota, and kappa; the dramas Electra and Helen in this volume come from that manuscript. We also have some fragmentary texts of dramas on papyrus that were preserved in Egypt, but the texts of the complete plays come from parchment codices, or books, starting around the fifth century A.D.

But even though the texts of the dramas that we still have contain some textual gaps, later additions, and other imperfections, and even though we have only partial information about the paraphernalia and music that accompanied the original performances, Greek dramas continue to be discussed, revived, restaged, and quoted, as they have been for generations. Even in modern languages with different sound patterns and forms of versification, reading the dramas is a transformative experience, disturbing, inspiring, puzzling, never irrelevant or boring. They have survived because they portray essential truths about the real nature of human life, our ultimate powerlessness, and the limits of our understanding.

It is said that after the Athenians were defeated by the Syracusans in Sicily in 414 B.C., wandering Athenian soldiers were given food and drink in return for reciting lyric passages from Euripides’ dramas, and that some Athenian slaves working in the mines in Syracuse were freed because they could recite passages from his plays to their captors. For those soldiers and the captors it was not the props, costuming, sound effects, or staging that mattered most; for them, as for us, it was what the poets thought and wrote that they wanted to hear again and again, and, however imperfectly, to remember.
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    AESCHYLUS

    Aeschylus (c.525–456 B.C.) came from a propertied family in Eleusis. His first tragedies were performed in the early 490s, but it was not until 484 that he won his first victory in the competition at the City Dionysia. He fought against the Persians at Marathon in 490 and probably also at Salamis in 480. In 472 he described the battle at Salamis in his Persians, the earliest of his surviving tragedies. In 470, Hieron, the tyrant of the Greek city of Syracuse, invited Aeschylus to Sicily to stage a performance of his Women of Aetna (now lost). After returning to Athens, Aeschylus won first prize at the Great Dionysia with five of his other extant tragedies, the Seven Against Thebes (467), the Suppliants (463), and the trilogy, translated in this volume, known as the Oresteia (458), consisting of the Agamemnon, Libation Bearers, and Eumenides.

Although Aristophanes, in his comedy the Frogs (405 B.C.), satirizes Aeschylus’ style as pompous, bombastic, and sententious, in his extant dramas Aeschylus writes in a variety of modes, ranging from straightforward exposition to densely poetic language characterized by distinctive combinations of words and metaphors. The old men in the choruses of Persians and the Agamemnon use sonorous words and speak in complex rhythms that bring profundity and emotional depth to their reflections on the human condition and the inscrutability of the gods. Metrical motifs carried over from the Agamemnon reappear in the terrifying songs of the Furies in the final play of the Oresteia trilogy, the Eumenides.

In 456, Aeschylus was invited back to Sicily, and he died there. But the Athenians did not forget about him. Half a century later his dramas were so well remembered that even while making fun of his writing style, Aristophanes endorsed his work for its ethical and patriotic values, wishing that Aeschylus could be brought back to life.


INTRODUCTION TO AESCHYLUS’ PERSIANS

So far as we know, only three Greek tragedies dealt with recent history rather than age-old myths, and all three portrayed episodes from what we now call the Persian Wars: the twenty-year stretch of armed conflict (499–479 B.C.) that pitted various coalitions of Greek cities against the vast, wealthy, monarchic Persian Empire. The first two of these dramatic experiments were the work of Phrynichus, but both are now lost; Aeschylus’ Persians came third, in 472 B.C. It follows by only eight years the event at its core, the surprising, seemingly miraculous Greek victory over the Persian navy at the island of Salamis, off the west coast of Attica. That victory, achieved despite long odds, had saved most of Greece, and especially Athens, from a fearsome choice between annihilation and subjection to the might of imperial Persia.

It’s no accident that the Persian Wars provided the subject matter for all three of these known Greek historical dramas. The magnitude and scope of this conflict, which appeared to the Greeks to pit the manpower and wealth of all Asia against a much poorer and less populous Europe, gave it mythic dimensions even as it took place, and these only became amplified with the passage of time. Herodotus, writing about the same struggle perhaps half a century after it ended, saw it as the culmination of a millennium-long contest for supremacy between two great ethnopolitical blocs, and therefore as a major turning point in human history.

In dramatizing the naval battle off Salamis—an event he himself, and many members of his audience, had taken part in—Aeschylus closed the chronological gap that gives most Greek plays their sense of otherworldliness, but opened up a gulf of cultural distance instead. The play takes place before the palace at Susa, one of the capitals of the Persian Empire, in what is today western Iran—a place Athenians could neither visit nor visualize, a city they imagined as replete with fantastic wealth and ruled by immensely powerful monarchs. The exotic robes and soft slippers worn by the actors helped convey this distance to the original audience, perhaps along with musical phrases and choral dance steps suggesting the Far East. It has even been suggested by a modern scholar* that the backdrop for the play’s production was the ornate tent-cloth beneath which the Persian king, Xerxes, camped during his invasion of Greece—one of the proudest spoils of Athenian victory. If true, this story explains how the word skēnē, originally meaning “tent,” came to denote the stage on which the dramas were played, eventually coming into English in a Latinate spelling, “scene.”

But though the play is ostensibly set at a far remove from Athens, the moral and religious ideas around which it revolves are unmistakably those central to archaic and early classical Greece. Aeschylus uses the plight of Xerxes, a defeated king stripped of both his army and his royal robes, to explore the role of hybris and atē, unsanctioned overreach and the blindness that leads to it, in the rises and falls of individuals and of nations. The Chorus of Persian elders confide their fears about atē in the play’s unique opening ode:


Kindly and wheedling at first comes reckless Atē,

but then she leads men into nets and snares;

no mortal man can jump over, or hope to escape. (96–100)


If the placement of these lines by modern editors is correct (they have been moved from their position as found in the manuscripts), they follow directly after a proud recitation of Persia’s long string of military victories, capped by the recent creation of a Persian navy. That navy, as the Chorus does not yet know but Aeschylus’ audience does, has already been smashed by the Athenian-led Greek fleet at Salamis. The “fine-stranded [ships’] cables” of which the Chorus boast have become the woven “nets” in which the gods trap those hungry for conquest.

“Cables” in the context of this play has a wider resonance than mere ships’ riggings. As Herodotus’ account of Xerxes’ invasion makes clear, the Persian land army marched into Europe by way of an enormous pontoon bridge stretched across the Straits of Hellespont (the modern Dardanelles), the place at which a mile-wide stream of salt water separated Europe from Asia. Enormous flax ropes, stretched between anchored ships, held this bridge together and effectively joined the continents. Aeschylus uses the double meaning of zeugma and related Greek words—both a “link” between two things and a “yoke” thrust upon a team of animals to subdue them—to connect this bridge to notions of enslavement and subjugation. A chariot that Atossa has dreamed of, and that she describes to the Chorus in her opening speech, is pulled by another kind of zeugma—the forcible “yoking” of two enslaved sisters, dressed to represent the peoples of Asia and Europe respectively (the European one, significantly, throws off her yoke, while the Asian one accepts it). A typically dense Aeschylean mesh of motifs begins to form around these zeug- words. Ropes, nets, ships, bridges, and yokes are woven together in this poetic tapestry, all evoking the expansionism of imperial Persia, the nation that sought (in Herodotus’ words) “to make all lands one land” (Histories 7.8ɣ).

The long stretch of time over which these themes are traced is also typically Aeschylean, reminiscent of the panhistorical scope of the Oresteia. Two generations are represented onstage, an older one to which the Chorus and queen belong, and a younger one represented by Xerxes. But Xerxes’ father, Darius, who rises spectacularly from the Underworld in ghost form at the play’s climax, seems to transcend time with his omniscience about both the past and the future. He looks back over five generations of rule that preceded his own, describing Persia’s gradual conquest of Asia as a mandate handed down from Zeus. Xerxes, in his view, has rashly exceeded that mandate by entering Europe, offending not only Zeus but Poseidon—here virtually a personification of the straits that Xerxes had bridged, the Hellespont. Aeschylus obscures the fact (or perhaps did not know) that Darius, too, in reality had built an intercontinental bridge (across the Bosporus, according to Herodotus) and campaigned in Europe, against the Scythians north of the Black Sea. The dead king is not a historical portrait so much as an incarnation of all of Persia’s past, a past that Xerxes has, in the view of the play, betrayed and partly undone.

Though Darius rages at his son’s arrogance, he also speaks of oracles that foretold the present catastrophe. Xerxes’ downfall, like that of Agamemnon and other Aeschylean heroes, is the result of both error and fate. On the whole, the Persians suggests that Xerxes is more deserving of pity than blame. The Chorus only rarely express anger toward him, and the solemn, dirgelike procession they share with him in the play’s last scene is a moving evocation of shared sorrow. Atossa’s anxiety for her child allows us to see Xerxes as a frail and vulnerable creature, a mother’s son as well as an army’s chief. The queen exits the stage (at line 851) on a touchingly domestic mission, seeking to bring her son a new robe to replace the rags he now wears. When Xerxes enters shortly thereafter, we see that her mission remains incomplete. The tattered glory of the Persian royal house cannot be restored easily, if at all.

At the heart of the play (from lines 302 to 514) stand the reports of the first Persian soldier to return from Greece, grim catalogs of horror that rank among the finest of surviving Greek messenger speeches. Aeschylus, who had himself fought at Salamis on board an Athenian ship, here demonstrates a remarkable ability to see the battle through the eyes of the enemy. Though the gods are clearly on the side of the Greeks (as signaled by the supernatural voice bidding them to charge and win their freedom), the sufferings of the Persians, both during the battle and in the retreat afterward, are presented with deep compassion and superb artistry. Here and throughout the play, Aeschylus uses sonorous roll calls of Persian casualties, their names resonant with exotic Iranian phonemes, to construct a kind of verbal memorial to the valiant dead. Though he wrote for Athenians, whose city had been razed by the Persians and who had reasons to celebrate the outcome of Salamis, Aeschylus did not indulge in triumphalism or vainglory. There is no irony in the Chorus’s final wails of woe.

The date at which the Persians was produced, 472 B.C., makes it the earliest play in this volume and, quite possibly, the earliest play among all surviving Greek tragedies. Despite this antiquity, the Persians has had great resonance in recent decades, especially as Western military engagement with the Middle East has become a more central issue. Important productions were mounted in Edinburgh in 1993 and New York in 2003, in response to the first and second Gulf Wars.




*  Oscar Broneer, The Tent of Xerxes and the Greek Theater (Berkeley: University of California Publications in Classical Archaeology, vol. 1. no. 12, 1944).


    PERSIANS

Translated by James Romm

This translation is based on the text of A. F. Garvie’s edition, Aeschylus: Persae (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).


CAST OF CHARACTERS (IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)


CHORUS of Persian elders

ATOSSA, queen of the Persians; mother of Xerxes; widow of Darius

MESSENGER from the retreating Persian army

GHOST OF DARIUS, former king of the Persians; father of Xerxes

XERXES, king of Persia





Setting: The play takes place somewhere in the city of Susa, one of the royal seats of the Persian Empire. In the background is a council chamber. A group of old men enter, marching to the anapestic rhythm of their opening lines.

CHORUS: Here are we, the trusted ones *1

of the Persians gone to the land of Greece;

we, guards of the wealthy, gold-decked places,

chosen, as fits our age and rank,

by Xerxes himself, our lord and king,

the son of Darius,

to steward this land.

But my heart, a prophet of evil, is troubled

over the homeward return of the king

 10
and of the army bright with gold.

All of the might that Asia has spawned

has departed. Howling for a young husband,

[…]*2

No messengers—riders nor runners—

have come to the Persian city.

The men of Susa and Ecbatana,

and of the ancient Kissian stronghold,*3

have set forth and left, some on horseback,

others on shipboard, and others, foot-soldiers,

 20
forming the tight array of war;

Men like Amistres, Artaphrenes,

Megabates and Astaspes,

chieftains of Persia,

under-kings of the one Great King;

they are sped, heads of a mighty army,

horsemen and conquerors with the bow,

fearsome to look on, awesome in battle,

with steadfast resolve in their souls;

Artembares, stirred by the chariot’s onrush,

 30
and Masistres, and the bow-master,

noble Imaeus; and Pharandaces,

and Sosthanes, the driver of horses.

Others have gone, sent forth by the Nile,*4

that great and much-nurturing stream: Sousicanes,

Pegastagon, the scion of Egypt,

and lofty Arsames, who governs

in holy Memphis; Ariomardus,

overseer of ancient Thebes;

and treaders of marshes,*5 now rowers of ships,

 40
fearsome, numberless in their throng.

Following these went the host of the Lydians,

soft-living men, who control those who dwell

on a continent’s shores;*6 these Mitragathes

and noble Arcteus, royal commanders,

and the gold-covered city of Sardis sent out,

riding on chariots, some pulled by two teams,

others by three, dread weapons of war,

a fearsome sight to behold.

Dwellers on sacred Tmolus,*7 they hasten

 50
to throw a slavish yoke upon Greece;

Mardon, Tharubis—anvils to spearheads—*8

and javelin-hurling Mysians.

Babylon, too,

the gold-covered city, sends forth a mixed throng

in a straggling line; these are stationed on ships,

stalwart with strength that draws back the bow.

From all of Asia there follows the race

that wields the dagger,*9

heeding the awesome call of the king.

Such is the flower of men now gone

 60
from Persian land,

for whom every corner of Asia, their nursemaid,

groans and laments with terrible longing.

Parents and wives are trembling in fear

at the long stretch of time, the accounting of days.*10

strophe

By now the royal, city-sacking host

has crossed the straits and gone to lands adjacent,

 70
linking with hemp-bound raft the gap that Helle swam,*11

throwing a many-bolted yoke on the neck of the sea, a new roadway.

antistrophe

Bold in assault, the leader of much-peopled Asia*12

drives his divine flock over the entire earth

in double advance, on foot and by sea,*13 trusting commanders

 80
who stay firm and true—a godlike man from a race of gold.

strophe

He casts with his eyes the dark-blue glance of a murderous serpent;

he has great throngs of men and of ships, and he drives a Syrian chariot;

onto spear-famed men he hurls the bow-wielding war-god, Ares.*14

antistrophe

No one, we think, will stand up against the vast human river,

 90
or keep out invincible waves of the sea by using stout bulwarks;

the host of the Persians cannot be attacked; strong of heart is our race.

strophe

Our god-sent Fate, from long ago,

sends victory; it charges the Persians 

with tower-toppling wars,

 105
with whirling swarms of horsemen, and with smashings of cities.

antistrophe

And they have learned to look upon

 110
the briny grove of the far-faring sea

as the raging storm-wind whips it white,

 114
relying on fine-stranded cables, and inventions for carrying troops.*15

epode*16

 93
What mortal man can dodge the trick-filled deceptions of god?

Who thus has mastered the easy leap with a nimble foot?

Kindly and wheedling at first comes reckless Atē,*17

but then she leads men into nets and snares;

 100
no mortal man can jump over, or hope to escape.

strophe

Thus is my heart robed in black and torn by terror.

 117
“Oā!*18 for the Persian army”—

I dread that the city may hear this and learn

that Susa’s great fortress is emptied,

antistrophe

and the Kissians’ city will sing in reply

 122
“Oā!”

while throngings of women hear this word

 125
and the rending of linen clothes begins.

strophe

All the horse-borne host and all the foot-borne host

went out like a swarm of bees, following the army’s chieftain,

 130
passing the headland that juts in the sea, land shared by two lands,

a double yoke bridging them both.*19

antistrophe

Beds that once held husbands now hold longing and tears;

the women of Persia, soft in their grief, are left alone,

each bidding farewell to her bedmate, the charging spear-man, with longing.

They’re yoke-mates alone in the yoke.

 140
Persians!*20 Dwellers beneath

this ancient roof,*21

let us take thought, careful and deep;

the need has arrived:

How will he fare, Xerxes our king,

the son of Darius?

Is it the twang of the bow that has won,

or the might of the blade

that tips the spear?*22

 150
But look! A light like the eyes of the gods,

the mother of our king, is coming,

my queen; I kneel before her.

We all must address her

with words of greeting.

(Atossa enters, on a chariot, finely arrayed.)

Hail, majesty, loftiest of deep-girt Persian women,

ancient mother of Xerxes, wife of Darius that was.

You are the spouse of one Persian god,*23 and a second one’s mother—

unless the divinity’s gone that has always guided the army.

ATOSSA: That’s it—That’s why I’ve left my gold-decked palace and come here,

 160
left the bedroom of Darius, the room he and I once shared.

For worries are tearing my heart. I’ll confide it in you, my friends.

I can’t escape the warnings, the growing sense of fear—the fear that

our great wealth, with a cloud of dust, may upset with a kick

the success my husband, Darius, brought us—he, and one of the gods.

I cannot express this double concern that troubles my mind:

a great store of wealth, without men to guard it, has no place of honor,

yet the light does not shine on men who lack wealth to match their power.

We have wealth enough, no fault there. Yet fear sits before my eyes.

The master’s presence, to my mind, is like the eye of the house.

 170
Therefore, since this is the state of things, take counsel with me

on what I’m about to say, you Persians, my old, trusted friends.

All my plans are in your hands; help make them wise.

CHORUS: Know this well, my country’s queen: you only need ask once

for any word or deed that lies within my power to grant.

The counselors you call in this matter are well-disposed to help you.

ATOSSA:*24 I’ve often been beset by dreams at night,

ever since the day my son dispatched the army

to the land of the Ionians,*25 hoping to take it.

But never yet did I see one so vivid

 180
as the dream I had last night. Let me describe it.

Two women appeared to me, both finely dressed,

one in the robes that Persian women wear,

the other in Doric dress.
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