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indigne adempti nobis


“All there is to thinking,” he said, “is seeing something noticeable which makes you see something you weren’t noticing which makes you see something that isn’t even visible.”

Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It
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Foreword

Gregory Nagy, General Editor

Building on the foundations of scholarship within the disciplines of philology, philosophy, history, and archaeology, this series spans the continuum of Greek traditions extending from the second millennium BCE to the present, not just the Archaic and Classical periods. The aim is to enhance perspectives by applying various disciplines to problems that have in the past been treated as the exclusive concern of a single given discipline. Besides the crossing-over of the older disciplines, as in the case of historical and literary studies, the series encourages the application of such newer ones as linguistics, sociology, anthropology, and comparative literature. It also encourages encounters with current trends in methodology, especially in the realm of literary theory.

Recapturing Sophocles’ Antigone, by Wm. Blake Tyrrell and Larry J. Bennett, approaches the Antigone of Sophocles by concentrating on the historical context of audience reception. From this point of view, they force a reassessment of what the play is about. According to Tyrrell and Bennett, the Antigone is not about burying a corpse, as has been the focus of much modern criticism. Rather, it is about the consequences of Creon’s exposure of Polyneices’ corpse. The play becomes the catalyst for the audience to ask itself: who should control the disposition of the corpse–the Demos or the family?

Sophocles’ Antigone makes the audience confront the tensions and emotions aroused by a public funeral that represents the intrusion of the Demos on the traditional rights of women to care for the dead of their families. The wording used by Sophocles evokes the conventions of the public funeral oration, delivered by statesmen over the bodies of those who died for the State. The dialogue between Antigone and Ismene and the kommos of Antigone and the Coryphaeus are especially pertinent. The rituals of funeral intersect with those of marriage, and these intersections deepen the tragedy. By corrupting funeral rites and exposing the corpse of Polyneices, Creon allows the pollution to spread. With the loss of ritual purity comes the loss of fertility. The deaths of the bride and groom lead to the destruction of the house. Furthermore, the Antigone reproduces for the tragic stage the myth of the Theban dead, which was not only part of the orator’s repertoire of myths but also belonged to an overall mythical armature that casts Thebes as an “anti-Athens” (in the words of Froma Zeitlin). In Athenian “state myth,” Thebes represents the opposite of Athens, as here highlighted by the roles of Creon, Ismene, and even Antigone. Creon as a Theban leader is impious for denying burial from the outset. Athenians, by opposition, are surely “civilized”: they bury their dead. As an anti-Athenian, Creon could only expose the corpse or give it its last rites improperly.

Tyrrell and Bennett contrast this perspective with modern critical views of tragedy and the tragic hero that feature Creon as the good man who tragically turns into a tyrant. Similarly, Ismene is not the foil for Antigone that modern readers have created. She refuses to oppose a painful decree of the State against tending her brother’s corpse, but she willingly offers herself to die for her near-and-dear ones, and she defends the marriage of Antigone and Haemon. All of these stances are desirable attributes in the women of the Athenians who are the audience. The headstrong Antigone who is bent on a single deed–to bury her brother and, on failing that, to perform over him a symbolic burial–is a modern invention, according to Tyrrell and Bennett. No Athenian audience would unambiguously admire a woman who competed with men for aretê and caused them such shame by not acting in accordance with their instructions.

This book places the Antigone in the context of fifth-century Athens, returning the play to the way it may have been received by an audience of contemporary Athenians. It allows the play to set its own agenda. It is not a commentary, nor do the authors engage the innumerable polemics occasioned by modern interpretations. Notably, the book views the events at Polyneices’ grave by referring primarily to the Homeric treatment of the theme of the exposed corpse, not to the question of a “double burial,” which derives from a formulation devised by Richard Jebb on line 423 of his commentary. The latter question–as well as other questions–will not go away because of this book, but the hope remains that still other questions, especially those that were demonstrably essential to fifth-century Athenians, will have their day in the sun. This book raises precisely those kinds of questions.


Preface

Sophocles’ Antigone was the most popular Greek tragedy among European poets, composers, and intellectuals during the nineteenth century, and although surpassed in popularity in the early twentieth century by Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, it is still widely studied, taught, and performed. An extensive body of critical opinion has therefore grown up around the play so that it now seems familiar and well understood. Yet, there are portions of the text that refuse to be integrated into the received interpretations. Often seen as vexing passages in an otherwise smooth voyage through the play’s thirteen hundred and fifty-two lines, they are rather buoys, as it were, that mark those places where the readers’ desires for the text to respond to their interests and expectations have been thwarted.

In this reading, we have tried to return the Antigone to its setting among Athenians of fifth-century Athens. We do not claim, of course, to know how Athenians of Sophocles’ original audience reacted to and experienced his play, but the circumstances that conditioned and formed their opinions and Sophocles’ were social and can be known as well as anything can be known about fifth-century Greece. In contextualizing the play in the dynamics of fifth-century Athens, we have benefited from recent developments in the study of Greek antiquity and tragedy and have taken full advantage of the views and insights of others, but we have not attempted a summation of scholarly opinion on his play. Instead, we have followed the play’s progress from beginning to end in an effort to understand how it might have functioned in its contemporary setting and how the spectacle might have unfolded before its audience. This approach has brought new insights to the text, challenged the validity of long-standing critical problems, and we hope, resolved some difficulties in its interpretation. The effect has been not only to “defamiliarize” and enliven a well-known “classic of the canon” but also to reveal the mechanisms within and without the play that disallow modern accretions to its words. Since the Aristotelian action of the Antigone is exposure of the dead, Creon, who forbade burial of Polyneices’ body, became prominent in our reading of the play. Paradoxically, as Creon claimed more of our attention, the voices of the women, Ismene, Antigone, and Creon’s wife, Eurydice, demanded to be heard. In particular, Antigone’s lines 904ff., in which she renounces a husband’s or son’s rotting corpse, have moved from the margins, where most opinion on the play has banished them, to the center of our reading. Antigone speaks these lines as the representative of Athenian women whose traditional care for the dead had been usurped when the dêmos seized control over those killed in its wars. Women who once mourned and prepared their dead for burial within the confines of their own houses had to submit to the new rituals of the state funeral. By saying she would yield the corpses of husband and child to the citizens, Antigone confers upon their men a charter and their women’s blessings for the public funeral. A passage that has been an anathema in modern critics reemerges as the anathêma (ornament) we believe Sophocles intended it to be. For this reason, we have entitled our study of Sophocles’ play Recapturing Sophocles’ Antigone.

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are our own. For the Greek text, we have generally followed and drawn line numbers from H. Lloyd-Jones and N. G. Wilson’s Sophoclis Fabulae (Oxford 1990). We have often preferred the reading of the manuscripts over modern emendations. References to the Scholiast on Sophocles’ Antigone are cited from Richard François Brunk, Scholia Graeca in Sophoclem ex Editione Brunckiana, 2d ed. Oxonii: E Typographeo Clarendoniano, 1810. All ancient dates are B.C. except where noted. Abbreviations for ancient authors and texts follow those of Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, and Henry Stuart Jones, A Greek-Lexicon, 9th edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1940).

We would like to express our gratitude to our friend and colleague, Frieda S. Brown, Professor Emeritus of Romance Languages and Literature at Michigan State University, for her careful reading of our manuscript.

While we were working on this book, our children, like Antigone and Haemon, underwent their own rites of passage. They were much in our thoughts. Our common dedication reflects those times of concern and wonderment.


1. Introduction: Insight, Contexts, Methods

In the epigraph to this book, the speaker, Paul Maclean, is thinking about why his brother has not caught any fish. This thought leads him to see the absence of stone flies, something he had not noticed before, and to realize what cannot be seen, drowned flies: “Since I couldn’t see them dead in the water, I knew they had to be at least six or seven inches under the water where I couldn’t see them. So that’s where I fished.”1 There is more to Paul’s thinking than thinking. There is the background knowledge about rivers, fish, flies (real ones and camouflaged hooks); there is also the methodology that organizes background with present conditions to arrive at an interpretation, in this case, the whereabouts of fish.

Exposed amid the corpses of his fellow warriors, Polyneices is more than Antigone’s brother. He is one of the Seven slain before Thebes. Scholars have noted this, but its significance for reading Sophocles’ Antigone has not been fully explored. In attempting to bury Polyneices, Antigone is reprising a wondrous deed claimed for Athenians by their orators at public funerals since at least the 460s.2 During the violent decades that preceded the Antigone, Athenians were being educated in a revisionist version of the ancient tale of the Seven Against Thebes. The champions of aristocratic mythmaking were suppressed in favor of nameless Argive soldiers as the conflict was recast as occurring between poleis (city-states).3 Sophocles alludes to these “Theban Dead” whose
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