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One Sister have I in our house –

And one a hedge away.

There’s only one recorded,

But both belong to me.

One came the way that I came –

And wore my past year’s gown –

The other, as a bird its nest,

Builded our hearts among.

She did not sing as we did –

It was a different tune –

Herself to her a Music

As Bumble-bee of June.

Emily Dickinson

(c. 1858)
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Introduction

Sophocles’ Antigone is arguably one of the most widely read and frequently performed of all Greek tragedies.1 Much of its enduring appeal stems from the powerful figure of its eponymous heroine – the young woman who defies a king’s edict and risks her own life to bury her brother. Antigone has been praised as ‘an inspirational defender of higher truths’ and ‘one of the most compelling characters in the history of Western drama’.2 But what of her sister, Ismene? While Antigone has, for centuries, captivated critics, playwrights, feminists, and philosophers as the supreme embodiment of moral conviction, quiet little Ismene has long been consigned to the shadows.

Hegel defined good tragedy as ‘the collision of different interests’, of which he considered the opposition between Antigone’s insistence on the claims of the family and Creon’s insistence on the claims of the polis the ‘supreme example’.3 Yet Hegel never mentions Ismene, and scholarship on Antigone has largely followed his lead, focusing almost exclusively on the central conflict between Antigone and Creon: centuries of critical debate devoted to the question of who was right and who was wrong – or whether in fact both were equally right and wrong – and who is most deserving of the title ‘tragic hero’.4

Creon, however, is not Antigone’s only antagonist; nor is he, necessarily, the most important one. Bernadete believes that ‘Ismene stands next to Antigone as the most important figure in the play’, and Mulroy that ‘the critical ethical conflict is not between Creon and Antigone but between Antigone and Ismene’.5 Neither scholar offers much in the way of an explanation for these provocative claims. Ismene has habitually been treated as little more than a foil – a pale reflection that exists only to throw her bolder and more celebrated sister into relief:


For the most part Ismene has garnered comparatively little attention and scant professions of admiration. Often staged as the pale, hollow counterpart to the dark and intense figure of Antigone, Ismene has been eclipsed, even forgotten … Even when attention has been paid to her, Ismene typically comes up short in comparison to her intrepid and valiant sister … To use the word most commonly associated with her, Ismene is weak.6



It is not simply that Ismene has received too little attention, but rather that the critical tradition itself has often obscured – and at times even precluded – a deeper and more nuanced appreciation of her character. Richard Jebb, whose commentaries have proved uniquely influential in the field of Classical scholarship, has played a decisive role in shaping the modern perception of Sophoclean drama.7 Blondell has shown that, of all Sophocles’ surviving works, it was the Antigone that most captured Jebb’s romantic and religious sensibilities, and that it was above all the figure of Antigone who earned his unwavering admiration – an admiration that ultimately coloured both his translation and his interpretation of the play.8

Given this conception of Antigone, it is hardly surprising that Jebb reserved little sympathy for Ismene. He is not overtly hostile towards her, yet his portrayal reveals a strikingly limited and prejudiced view of her character. In both his commentary and his translation, Jebb reduces Ismene’s role to that of a one-dimensional foil: in contrast to Antigone – ‘a true heroine … most courageous and steadfast’ – Ismene becomes ‘the average woman’: the false sister who ‘repulsed’ Antigone’s call for aid, who failed in both her domestic affection and her religious duty, and whose later attempt to share in her sister’s death is nothing but a ‘sentimental … after-impulse’.9

Jebb’s reading of Antigone reflects the moral imagination of the Victorian age – one that privileged purity, unwavering conviction, duty, and self-sacrifice over moral ambivalence. As the century drew to a close, the fiercely idealistic and romantic vision of Sophoclean drama advanced by scholars such as Jebb and Lewis Campbell10 gradually gave way to a more critical reassessment of the so-called ‘Sophoclean hero’.11 By the latter half of the twentieth century, Sophoclean scholarship revolved around a debate between the ‘hero-worshippers’ – those who celebrated the moral conviction of the self-willed protagonists – and the ‘pietists’, who saw such figures as deserving of pity yet ultimately misguided in their defiance of divine law.12 Although this shift allowed for a more nuanced appreciation of Antigone’s moral and psychological complexity, it did little to unsettle the enduring assumption that Ismene lacks ‘dramatic interest’.13 Sourvinou-Inwood warned against reading Antigone on the assumption that ‘Antigone is right’, yet even as scholarship stripped away Jebb’s ‘sentimental veneer’ from Antigone, Ismene was effectively denied the same critical attention.14

The persistence of this neglect was already remarked upon over a century ago. In 1911, Rouse commented: ‘No one took any notice of Ismene … In two thousand years no one has taken any interest in Ismene.’15 Very little has changed in the century since Rouse made this observation:


Antigone calls Ismene forth; and will dismiss her. And she remains a silenced, despised figure in the critical tradition … As merely a ‘woman’, Ismene is indeed scorned not merely by Creon, but also by Antigone and by critics. She becomes at best a foil for her sister … This silencing is all too often repeated, rather than analysed, by the critics.16



Whether Antigone is lauded as the embodiment of ‘natural love and common humanity’17 or condemned as ‘a “little fascist” hellbent on annihilating everything in her path’,18 the interpretive hierarchy that elevates the ‘other-worldly heroine’ above the ‘ordinary woman’ has become so firmly entrenched that it continues to dictate the limits of Ismene’s characterization. Her ‘failure’ to act is still almost invariably read through an Antigone-centric lens. As Neeser Hever phrases it: ‘Ismene is only definable as that which is not Antigone.’19 Antigone occupies the heroic plane; Ismene, the ordinary. Antigone is courageous and idealistic; Ismene, cautious and conformist.

This neglect is all the more striking because the tension between the two sisters cannot be separated from the broader concerns of the play itself. Their disagreement in the prologue is not merely a private quarrel between siblings, but a microcosm of the tragedy’s central themes: the competing claims of human and divine law, the tension between moral autonomy and tragic inevitability, and the struggle to balance uncompromising self-assertion with the wellbeing of the wider community. Antigone’s appeal to divine imperatives prefigures her later confrontation with Creon, while Ismene’s insistence on caution, obedience, and survival anticipates Haemon’s plea for moderation and Tiresias’ warning about the limits of human authority. Although both Haemon and Tiresias will ultimately offer some validation for Antigone’s actions, the devastation of the final scenes – and Creon’s belated recognition of his own fallibility – also lends a tragic weight to Ismene’s actions. In this sense, the sisters’ first exchange functions as a compressed version of the play’s central agon, refracting its ethical and political tensions through the intimacy of sisterhood.

Ismene’s position, too often dismissed as mere timidity, also anticipates the tragedy’s later recognition of human vulnerability and loss. Her intuition that life without loved ones is scarcely worth living resonates with Creon’s final despair, while her determination to preserve what remains of the family introduces a deliberate counterpoint to Antigone’s fatal idealism. The sisters’ disagreement thus establishes not only the emotional texture of the tragedy but also its philosophical breadth. Through their conflict, Sophocles frames the play’s central questions of devotion, duty, and mortality, and demonstrates that Antigone and Ismene represent not simply opposing temperaments but two ethically charged responses to the same catastrophic inheritance. To overlook Ismene is therefore to underestimate the structural and thematic significance of the prologue itself, and to miss how the tragedy’s broader concerns are first articulated through the dynamic between the two sisters.

Against this background, Bongie stands out as an early and largely isolated dissenting voice. He was the first scholar to explicitly challenge the pervasive dismissal of Ismene’s dramatic significance:


It is quite incorrect to accuse Ismene of timidity and cowardice; to do so is to imply that Antigone’s evaluation of the situation is the only possible one, and it is doubtful indeed that Sophocles meant to imply any such thing.20



Nevertheless, the view that Sophocles might be using Ismene to present an alternative ethical perspective – one that values prudence and survival over reckless defiance – has been obscured by the oversimplified dichotomy between the two sisters. This interpretive tendency has persisted throughout the twentieth and into the twenty-first century, imposing a simplicity on Ismene’s character that stands in marked contrast to the wealth of detailed scholarly investigation devoted to every facet of Antigone’s psychology. Tycho Wilamowitz, for example, claimed that Ismene barely classifies as a ‘character’ at all; Bowra that ‘Ismene is moved not by principles but by timidity’; Whitman that she is ‘as passive and obedient as a world of men could wish her to be’; Griffith that her only role is ‘to articulate “normal”, conventional female attitudes and expectations’; and Tyrrell and Bennett that she is ‘a paragon of obedience to male authority’.21

Such reductive attitudes have extended well beyond the traditional bounds of classical scholarship. As Steiner observes: ‘Iconography and staging have not been kind to Ismene. She is the blonde, hollow one.’22 In Jean Anouilh’s Antigone (1958), Ismene becomes the conventionally beautiful and docile older sister who defines herself as ‘an awful coward’ and ultimately sides with Creon.23 In many modern adaptations, Ismene is reduced further or disappears altogether, omitted from works such as Alfieri’s Antigone (1782), Hasenclever’s Antigone (1917), Fugard, Kani, and Ntshona’s The Island (1973), Bemba’s Black Wedding Candles for Blessed Antigone (Noces Posthumes de Santigone, 1988/1990), Macintyre’s Irangani (2009), and numerous other reworkings.24 Across centuries and genres, the pattern repeats: Antigone is elevated as the figure who demands our attention, while Ismene is diminished, silenced, and consigned to the margins.

Scholars in the fields of political and feminist philosophy, for whom Antigone has become a symbol of resistance to patriarchal and political authority, have likewise tended to dismiss Ismene as a model of compliance and submission. Across a range of influential readings, she is cast as the embodiment of ‘traditional womanhood’ (Elshtain), the ‘normal’ Greek girl who accepts the limits of the polis (Johnson), or little more than a ‘passive caricature’ defined by fear and obedience (Diprose; Irigaray).25 Such characterizations, though framed within different intellectual traditions, converge in their view of Ismene as the antithesis of defiance – the sister who conforms, yields, and vanishes into convention.

And yet it is precisely from those outside the discipline of Classics, as Coo notes, that a ‘consciously rehabilitative impulse’ has more recently been directed towards her character.26 Writers such as Emma Goldman-Sherman (Antigone’s Sister, 1995) and Colm Tóibín (Pale Sister, 2019) reimagine the play from Ismene’s perspective, while José Watanabe’s Antígona (2000) marks an early and influential attempt to disrupt the traditional hierarchy between the sisters. Developed in the aftermath of Peru’s civil violence, Watanabe’s play reframes Ismene’s ‘silence’ not as timidity but as endurance, granting her the role of witness and interpreter in a landscape shaped by trauma and loss.27 Subsequent adaptations, including Nancy Keystone’s Antigone Project (2001) and monologic reworkings by Jeremy Menekseoglu (Ismene, 2004) and Lot Vekemans (Zus van, 2005), extend this impulse by reframing Ismene as the central protagonist to explore themes of survival, resistance, gender inequality, and mental health.28

Alongside these creative reimaginings, an emerging interdisciplinary scholarship has also begun to re-evaluate Ismene’s role, drawing on legal, political, and philosophical frameworks to reconsider her identity and choices. Legal theorists such as Aurelio de Prada García (2018) examine the shifting status of Antigone and Ismene as ‘sisters’ versus ‘individuals’ within the conflict between ‘natural’ and ‘positive’ law, while political theorists Jennet Kirkpatrick (2011) and Bonnie Honig (2011) argue that Ismene represents an ‘archetype of undaring defiance’, even proposing that she performed the first burial.29 Other scholars focus more explicitly on sisterhood and reception: Goldhill (2006), Moro (2021), and Coo (2013b, 2020, 2021) explore the evolving construct of sisterhood in Sophocles’ Antigone, Electra, and Tereus; Pounds-Williams (2017) examines the dramatic function and reception of Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa; and Neeser Hever (2024) traces Ismene’s shifting literary reception in contemporary fiction.

These approaches demonstrate a growing willingness to reconsider Ismene beyond the narrow confines of the traditional Antigone-centric reading. Their very diversity, however, also highlights the need for a sustained, philologically grounded re-examination of her role within Sophocles’ text itself. Many scholars working within these interdisciplinary frameworks, with little or no engagement with Ancient Greek, are necessarily dependent on translations of the play, and their interpretations are therefore shaped in significant ways by the translator’s own reading. Honig (2011), Kirkpatrick (2011), Pounds-Williams (2017), García (2018), Moro (2021), and Neeser Hever (2024), for instance, all rely on English translations; Moro and Neeser Hever both use Jebb, whose commentaries and translations still dominate the Perseus Digital Library. Yet there is no such thing as a neutral translation. The absence of direct English equivalents for grammatical features such as the dual, μὲν-δέ constructions, personal endings, particles of tone and modality, and the charged opposition between terms like philos (‘friend’) and echthros (‘enemy’) ensures that interpretative assumptions are not merely possible but unavoidable. In a language as compressed and ambiguous as Sophoclean Greek, such assumptions become decisive.30

Within the traditional field of Greek literary studies, the character of Ismene has yet to receive the same degree of reassessment grounded in a sustained and systematic engagement with the original Greek. Ismene may indeed be a minor figure,31 and Sophocles does make use of her as a foil to Antigone, but Sophoclean characterization is far from schematic. Even in antiquity, Sophocles was recognized as a master of character portrayal: the anonymous author of the Life of Sophocles observes that he could ‘create an entire character out of a mere half-line or a single phrase’,32 and Sophocles himself claimed to have refined his dramatic style into one ‘most expressive of character and best’.33 Although less elaborately developed than the protagonists of the modern novel, Sophoclean figures nonetheless display vivid personalities shaped by internal conflict.34 As Kirkwood has shown, the tragic action in Sophocles relies on the interplay between characters – far more so than in Aeschylus or Euripides – and our interpretation of Sophoclean tragedy therefore rests not only on our understanding of individual characters but, more importantly, on the relationships that bind them.35 The scholarly tradition’s preoccupation with central protagonists, and its persistent assumption that the contrast between the heroic and the ordinary is the sole measure of critical significance,36 has consequently obscured both the complexity of Ismene’s character and the multifaceted relationship she shares with Antigone.

Zimmermann, echoing Aristotle, argues that the decisive measure of a character’s importance is their proximity to the play’s central ‘tragic theme’.37 Even if we set aside the possibility that any given tragedy may contain more than one such central concern, the centuries of debate over the meaning of the Antigone should alone caution us against dismissing Ismene’s significance too quickly. Yet, as Honig points out, ‘no element of the play’s reception history is more settled than the belief that Antigone’s sister, Ismene … lacks the courage or imagination to act when called upon to do so’.38 Even scholars who concede that she is more than a mere foil frequently deny her any real depth or autonomy. Kitto concedes that ‘[w]e have scratched the surface, not much more, when we call Ismene a nicely calculated foil to Antigone’, but nevertheless classes her among the ‘insignificant majority’. Kamerbeek similarly affirms that she is ‘a personality in her own right’, yet still evaluates her through an Antigone-centric lens, remarking that Ismene would have joined in with the burial had her ‘character [been] of the same stuff as her sister’s’. Griffith, too, acknowledges the coherence and immediacy of Sophoclean characterization, yet ultimately reduces Ismene to an ‘embodiment of conformity and subservience to male authority’.39

These Ismene-dismissive readings have led to an inadequate appreciation of Sophocles’ characterization of Ismene and the dramatic significance of her character in several key areas. Most obviously, Sophocles’ use of contrast has too often been treated as schematic rather than dramatic: Antigone is cast as the typical Sophoclean hero; Ismene as her timid, hollow, life-loving counterpart. This approach not only restricts our understanding of the complex dynamic between the two sisters but also obscures how much they ultimately share. Although it is widely acknowledged that the intensity of Antigone’s reaction to Creon’s edict stems, at least in
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