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Abstract
Somatic Landscapes: Affects, Percepts, and Materialities in Select Tragedies of Euripides
Maria Combatti
This study explores how in central plays of Euripides – namely, Alcestis, Hippolytus,
Helen, and Bacchae – bodies, landscapes, and objects (both seen on stage and described in
speeches, dialogues, and choral odes) serve as media for assessing affective states, materializing
the characters’ feelings and sensations and hence enabling the audience to vividly perceive them.
My focus is grounded in the ancient conceptions of bodies and the senses in material
from the Pre-Socratic and the Hippocratic writings, including theories about how the surrounding
environment influences bodily types. It is also underpinned by theoretical perspectives that have
come to prominence in recent research in ancient literature and culture. First, it draws on insights
from phenomenology, aesthetics, and affective theory that in ancient drama highlight
embodiment, synaesthesia, and the circulation of affects among characters and spectators.
Second, it engages with works inspired by the new materialisms, which have produced a new
attention to the mutual and symbiotic relationship between humans and nonhuman entities.
Finally, it is based on the “enactive” approach to cognition, which makes a compelling case for
visualization (e.g., spectators’ imagination of the things sung, spoken, or narrated) as grounded
in the active, embodied structure of experience.
Building on such theories, I posit that Euripides’ plays illustrate how the characters’
feelings and emotions combine with sensory indicators (sight, taste, smell, and touch), so that
they operate as visible marks of states usually conceived of as inner. These states are, I suggest,
exteriorized not only on bodies but also in their surroundings, such that landscapes as mapped
onto the dramatic stage and objects with which the characters interact function as supplements to

embodied affective manifestations. In addition to onstage action, I focus on how Euripides’
language triggers a strong resonance in the spectators’ imagination. In this regard, my argument
takes up the insights of ancient critics such as Longinus, who has praised Euripides’ ability to
generate “emotion” (τὸ παθητικόν) and “excitement” (τὸ συγκεκινημένον) in the audience
through “visualization” (φαντασία) and “vividness” (ἐνάργεια). Thus, I examine how references
to onstage performance and visualizing language interact, giving the spectators a full picture of
the dramatic action.
In Alcestis, I explore how embodiment, sensorial phenomena, and physical interactions
put the characters’ feelings of pain and grief on prominent display, eliciting the audience’s
sensory reaction. In Hippolytus, I examine how the characters’ emotions blend into the
surroundings, such that forms, colors, and textures of landscape and objects allow the spectators
to perceive inner states more forcefully. In Helen, I investigate how material and nonhuman
things, such as rivers, plants, costumes, weapons, statues, ships connect to the characters as parts
of an affective entanglement that heightens the experiential appeal of the characters’ feelings and
sensations. In the Bacchae, I regard Dionysus’ action as an affective force that spreads
throughout the world of the play, cracks, and mutates things, including human and animal
bodies, natural elements, and objects. This action creates an enmeshment between things, which
is embodied by the thyrsus topped with Pentheus’ head (mask) that gives the spectators a keen
sense of the multiple, productive, and transformative nature of Dionysus’ power.
In conclusion, this study argues that bodies, landscapes, and objects represent the
privileged sites for exploring the affective exchange between the characters and the audience,
refining our understanding of the intensity, impact, and reception of the Euripidean theater.
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Introduction
All my early memories are of forms and shapes and textures. Moving
through and over the West Riding landscape with my father in his car, the
hills were sculptures; the roads defined the form. Above all, there was the
sensation of moving physically over the contours of fulnesses and
concavities, through hollows and over peaks – feeling, touching, seeing,
through mind and hand and eye. This sensation has never left me. I, the
sculptor, am the landscape. I am the form and I am the hollow, the thrust
and the contour.
Barbara Hepworth, A Pictorial Autobiography
Barbara Hepworth’ s words are a suitable starting point for the present study which
explores how in central plays of Euripides – namely, Alcestis, Hippolytus, Helen, and Bacchae1 –
bodies, landscapes, and objects serve as media for assessing affective states, materializing the
characters’ feelings and sensations2 and hence enabling the audience to vividly perceive them.3
In this respect, the hills, peaks, and concavities of the West Riding landscape may be seen as
stage bodily postures, proxemics, and motions that stimulate affective responses in the audience,
by highlighting synesthetic phenomena, such as sight and touch.4 The passage also illustrates
how humans view and perceive the surrounding environment. Indeed, according to recent
cognitive and perceptive theories we don’t see the external world like a static picture. Rather, we
1

For a discussion about my focus on Euripides and the selection of the plays, see below.

2

The representation of characters or dramatis personae in Greek tragedy has prompted a long debate among
scholars. I agree with those scholars who consider tragic characters as constructs that are in a balance with the
worldview, conventions, and features of the genre. For an overview on the discussion about character and
characterization, see Goldhill (1986) 100-127; Pelling (1990); Worman (2002) 108-48; Thumiger (2007) 18-27;
Wiles (2007) 261-285; Rutherford (2012) 283-323.
3

For my consideration of the composition of the ancient audience and its involvement in the dramatic action, see
below.
4

Drawing on insights from ancient aesthetics, phenomenology, and affect theory, I consider the audience’s
involvement in the dramatic action in terms of an affective embodied engagement. As I will discuss especially in
Chapter One, bodily proximities and interactions evoke a strong sense of touch that allows the spectators to undergo
a perceptual experience of the characters’ dramatic experiences. On haptic aesthetics, see Paterson (2007) 79-102.

1

see surfaces, substances, colors, textures, and movements that structure our interactive,
multisensorial experience of the environment around us.5 In this sense, in the theater the
characters’ actions and interactions with other bodies, stage items, costumes, masks, and props as
well as the depictions of offstage settings and objects with their vivid forms and colors give the
spectators the sensation of moving physically, feeling, and touching through the mind and eye.6
Finally, the roads that make it possible for Hepworth’s car to move through the landscape and
that at the same time define the form of imaginary sculptures may be related to the roads and
paths (e.g., parodos, exodos) of the Greek theater that not only afford the actors and spectators
alike access to and exit from the theater, but also join the onstage and offstage space, exploring
and enforcing the interplay between reality and imaginative world, which extends to interior
spaces.7
Drawing on insights from phenomenology, new materialisms, and affective theory, this
study sheds new light on how tragic bodies, landscape elements, and objects allow for drawing
inferences about the affective exchange between characters and audience. Specifically, my
interpretation of Euripides’ plays illustrate how feelings and emotions combine with sensory
indicators, appearing on the characters’ bodies and circulating among them, so that they operate

5

See Gibson (1979), who developed an “ecological approach” to visual perception, emphasizing the direct
interaction between environmental affordances and human body. Rehm (2002) has applied this approach to the
ancient Athenian audience’s perception of the elements (bodies, stage items, props) offered by the theater of
Dionysus.
6

In the theater, the experiential appeal is further heightened by sound, as the music and songs (both choral and
monodic) arise sympathy in the audience. For a bibliography on the music and songs in tragedy, see Sifakis (2001)
and Rutherford (2012) 217-283.
7

On the “hodological” (hodos, “way”) space in Greek theater and its implications on visual perception, see Rehm
(2002) 18.

2

as visible marks of states usually conceived of as inner.8 These states, I suggest, are exteriorized
not only on bodies but also in their surroundings, such that landscapes as mapped onto the
dramatic stage and objects with which the characters interact function as supplements to
embodied affective manifestations. In these terms, this study offers a new approach to the tragic
“text,” highlighting Euripides’ distinctive way to put bodies, landscape elements, and objects on
prominent display in order that the spectators may perceive the characters’ feelings and emotions
more forcefully.9 In this light, I examine the spectators’ embodied involvement in the dramatic
action and their reception of dramatic language by engaging with recent studies of ancient
aesthetics that, in the words of Mark Paterson, have shown how ancient art and literature were
employed as “illustrative of embodied capacity for feelings (affects) as well as sensing
(percepts).”10
This argument immediately raises a question about what the ancient audience was seeing
in the architectural space of the theater.11 Much work has been done on performance space in
Greek tragedy.12 Many scholars agree that the elements comprising the fifth-century

8

I conceive of emotions in affective terms, as material intensities that circulate between performers and audience;
see below for further discussion. On the subject of Greek tragedy and emotions, see Stanford (1983); Cairns (2008)
and (2016); Konstan (2006).
9

I refer to textual indicators of bodies, landscapes, and objects with full awareness that the text is only one part of
the ancient theater, which, indeed, was committed to music, stage action and items, such as costumes, masks, and
props. As a matter of fact, the tragic script includes indications of stage directions, blocking, entrances, exits, and so
on. Moreover, as Worman (forthcoming) points out, unlike other ancient poetic genres, the dramatic “text” in its
fullest realization both puts bodies on view and itself plays directly on the body’s senses.
10

Paterson (2007) 81. See also Porter (2010); Gaifman and Platt (2018) 403-19.

11

Here I refer to the theater of Dionysus, which was located at the foot of the Athenian Acropolis and whose
backdrop was the Attic countryside, taking in the Piraeus and the sea. On the organization of space in the theater and
its implications on the spectators, see Roselli (2011) 63-86.
12

The common view is that the theatrical setting comprised the house, palace, tent or cave represented by the stagebuilding and physical objects (altars, shrines, rocks). For a bibliography on stage setting and spatial orientation in
Greek tragedy, see Wiles (1997); Rehm (2002); Taplin (2003); Wright (2005); Csapo (2007); Ley (2007b); Powers
(2014: 12-28).

3

performance space, as, for instance, the skēnographia (“scene painting”), were minimal, since
the playwrights’ primary concern was with action. Indeed, as Rush Rehm points out, the natural
background of the city and landscape made painting irrelevant; moreover, the bodily motions of
performers would rupture any illusionistic effects painted on the façade.13 Yet, images of a rich
landscape made of sea, mountains, woods, rivers, animals, plants, and objects existing far
beyond the confine of the theater and the city of Athens are an integral part of the dramatic
world. Thus, it has been argued that descriptions of landscapes were mainly achieved by the
words of the actors, especially in the lyric portions of the plays, including stasima or monodies,
where music renders the language even more vibrant, messengers’ speeches, which are
predominantly narrative, and often prologue-speeches, which set the places of action.14 This does
not entail reducing of the ancient performance into a text to be read. On the contrary, it points up
the exceptional nature of the dramatic text, which differently from other poetry encompasses
staging, enactment, music, and language altogether.15 From this perspective, I explore the way in
which language interacts with onstage action, reinforcing visual (forms, colors, and textures),
aural (metric, words), and kinesthetic (gestures, movements) effects and thus drawing the
spectators into dynamic modes of engagment. In the Bacchae, for example, I examine how
Euripides’ language highlights the chorus’ movements on stage to encourage the spectators to
experience the narrated scenes as active, dynamic participants.

13

Rehm (2002) 18.

14

See Rehm (2002) 18 and Wright (2005) 159-63.

15

As Rehm (2002) 7 observes, “the impact of the visual, vocal, and musical elements of tragedy depended on the
space in which they were performed, even as they transformed that space into fictional worlds of great imaginative
scope and compass.” On tragic enactment, language, and visual dimension, see Zeitlin (1994); Goldhill (2000: 16465); Worman (2001); Taplin (2003); Kraus et al. (2007).

4

In addition to embodied enactment, language, and sound, stage items, props, masks, and
costumes are also essential elements of the tragic performance.16 As Melissa Mueller has noted,
stage objects are vital to the tragic performance, taking on an “uncanny agency” that orients the
audience to the complexity of tragic themes and plotting.17 Objects not only appear on stage but
are also described in rich detail in the speeches, dialogues and choral odes, thereby having a
strong resonance in the spectators’ imagination.18 For instance, as I will show, the description of
the “purple garments” (πορφύρεα φάρεα, 125) that the chorus women wash in the Hippolytus’
parodos, when they receive the news of Phaedra’s illness, highlights feelings of color, wetness,
and touch that heighten the emotional and experiential appeal, letting the audience vividly
perceive the depicted scene.
Building up to the dynamic interaction between theatrical and imaginary space, I concern
myself with bodies, landscapes, and objects that figure prominently in the tragic script regardless
of whether they appear on stage or not. I am aware that things seen on stage and those described
have a different ontological status, vitality, and sensory allure. Things visibly present indeed
have a greater claim to perception and hence affective engagement19 However, as I will explain
below in detail, Euripides has been praised since ancient time for its capacity to appeal to the

16

On theatrical materials (stage items, costumes, masks, props) and tragic performance, see Worman (1999); Taplin
(2003) 56-74; Ley (2007a) 268-85; Wiles (2007); Chaston (2010); Wyles (2011); Powers (2014) 79-87; Mueller
(2016).
17

Mueller (2016).

18

Mueller (2016) 3, for instance, argues for “an intertextual spectatorship:” an ancient audience “highly sensitized”
to the material aspects of tragic performance (costumes, props, settings). As she puts it, “experienced spectators
would pick up on cues embedded within the artifactual design of a tragedy (i.e., costumes, props, and settings),
while also appreciating the subtleties of its verbal scripts, its choreography, and its musical score.” For an overview
on the function, representation, and communication of objects on the Athenian tragic scene, see Coppola et al.
(2016).
19

On the cognitive function of tragic props as elements that provide a “control” for examining the spectators’
perceptual experience of tragic drama, see Chaston (2010).

5

audience by means of vivid language. Furthermore, as scholars have pointed out, ancient
audiences were more attuned to visual effects and to “see” the things described in speeches in
their mind’s eye.20 Thus, I explore how onstage material environment and visualizing language
interact to give the spectators a full picture of the characters’ dramatic experiences, providing
additional details to envision. Specifically, I focus on references to enactment by considering the
characters’ bodies, postures, and movements both in their onstage action and offstage
representation. In the same way, I examine the landscape as it is mapped on the dramatic stage,
through textual mentions of stage settings or imaginary spaces. For example, in the Helen, I
examine the references both to the royal palace’s façade, which Menelaus sees as soon as he
enters the scene, and to the Nile’s waters, which Helen describes in her prologue-speech. I also
explore the objects that appear as stage items (e.g., the tombs on Helen’s stage), props (Phaedra’s
tablet in the Hippolytus, Teucer’s sword in the Helen, the thyrsus in the Bacchae), and costumes
(Menelaus’ rags, Pentheus’ bacchant dress) or as imaginary things (e.g., the altar in Alcestis’
house, Hippolytus’ chariot, the Sidonian ship in the Helen, the tree on which Pentheus is perched
in the Bacchae).
Before presenting the single chapters, it is essential to outline the theoretical framework
within which I situate my argument in more detail. My investigation is largely phenomenological
in its aims and methodology, as pertaining to the sensory, embodied experiences of the
characters and (by implication) spectators. Therefore, I regard the theatrical environment as a
physically and materially oriented field that appeals to the full range of sensations and
perceptions. In this light, bodies, landscape elements, and objects, which are at the heart of the
dramatic performance and in general define the human life experience, assert themselves as

20

See Webb (2009) 24-25. As she observes, visualization was valued and encouraged within ancient education as a
part of a larger attitude to literature as a force able to penetrate and shape the individual.

6

potent entities that stimulate affective responses in the characters as well as the spectators, who
are situated in the continuum of (phenomenological) space.
Phenomenology, as I approach it, refers to the theories and methods proposed by such
philosophers as Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Henri Bergson who have
emphasized the body as the primary site of knowing and engaging with the external world.21
According to Merleau-Ponty all human experience – sensory, intellectual, social, and cultural –
is anchored in our “bodily being in the world.”22 The existential engagement with the world
happens through bodily sensing and action with the result that “as a system of motor powers or
perceptual powers, our body is not an object for an I think: it is a totality of lived
significations.”23 Bergson also considers the body as the ground of all perception.24 He talks
about the “moving body” that engages with the world in the dual functions of “perception and
affection.” On the one hand, perception measures “our possible action upon things, and thereby,
inversely, the possible action of things upon us.” On the other hand, affection is “that part or
aspect of the inside of our body which we mix with the image of external bodies.” Thus, we
know the world “from within,” by sensations, which are “affective.”25 In these terms, I approach

21

The philosophy of embodiment has come to prominence also in the western feminist theories and with the
publication of The Second Sex by Simone De Beauvoir the theorizing about the relation between body and the self
has become a central aspect of investigation. Although De Beauvoir’s attitude to embodiment has been the object of
controversy for later feminists, who have criticized her account of bodily existence as lived differently by women
and men, her theory of the intertwining of the material and the cultural in the formation of the embodied self has
been recently revisited, providing a starting point for contemporary work. For an overview of the feminist theories
of embodiment to more recent years see Butler (2010) and Lennon (2014).
22

Merleau-Ponty (2012).

23

In opposition to the Cartesian cogito, Merleau-Ponty argues for a “cogito in action” that “eliminates all forms of
idealism” by revealing the subject as a “being in the world” (2012: xxvii). He compares the body to a work of art, a
novel, a poem, a painting, and a piece of music in its being “a knot of living significations” (2012) 152-155.
24

Bergson (2007).

25

Bergson (2007) 57-65.

7

the dramatic action from a perspective that enhances the characters’ embodied experiences and
interactions with the surroundings, thereby affecting the spectators in an embodied way.
The Bergsonian notion of affection has inspired Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s
conception of the being as immersed in “a world of intensity flows.”26 These flows are connected
to the notion of affect, which the philosophers regard as a visceral force that measures the self’s
intensity of living in the world.27 The Deleuzian conception of affect is one of those notions that
has contributed to the development of the so-called affective turn, which denotes areas of
interdisciplinary research that have investigated the ways in which ongoing political, economic,
and social transformations are related to pre-individual bodily forces and capacities to engage
with the environment.28 The field of Classics has also undergone an affective turn, as scholars
have started to focus on the way in which affective forces are implicated in the aesthetics (i.e.,
perception, sensation, and feeling) of ancient texts and objects. From this viewpoint, scholars of
ancient drama have interpreted ancient emotions as material intensities that circulate among the
characters’ bodies and extend to include the audience itself.29 My consideration of affects is
related to the capacities that tragic bodies, landscape elements, and objects have as entities that
exteriorize and materialize the characters’ feelings and sensations and hence render them vividly
perceptible to the audience.
In applying Deleuzian theories to my reading of the plays, I draw on three notions in
particular. One is the conception of art as “a bloc of sensations,” the second is the notion of

26

Deleuze and Guattari (1994, trans. Tomlison and Burchell).

27

Deleuze and Guattari (1987, trans. Massumi).

28

On the affective turn, see Clough and Halley (2010); Gregg and Seigworth (2010); Brinkema (2014).

29

See Telò and Mueller (2018). Indeed affect, in the words of Deleuze, is a “becoming” of bodies, what escapes,
emanates outward, and circulates among them.

8

“deterritorialization and reterritorialization, and the third is the “rhizome.” As Deleuze and
Guattari say in What is Philosophy:
The work of art (music, painting, literature) is a bloc of sensations, that is to
say, a compound of percepts and affects. Percepts are no longer perceptions;
they are independent of those [the listener, viewers, readers] who experience
them. Affects are no longer feelings or affections; they go beyond the
strength of those who undergo them … The work of art is a being of
sensation and nothing else: it exists in itself. 30
Drawing on such concepts, I regard tragic language, and especially Euripides’ vivid language, as
a bloc of sensations that contains percepts and affects existing as self-sufficient elements in the
text and thus allowing us contemporary readers to grasp the keen sense of the affective exchange
between characters and spectators.31
The other concept I will be using in this study is that of “deterritorialization.” In A
Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari define the term as “the movement by which one leaves
a territory,” where a territory can be a system of any kind: conceptual, linguistic, social, or
affective.32 By contrast, reterritorialization refers to the ways in which deterritorialized elements
recombine and enter into new relations, forming new “assemblages,” products of affects, created
through connectivity between different entities. This process characterizes a domain of
becomings – becoming animal, plant, molecular, becoming zero – through which different
species, human and non-human, enter into composition with each another. Such a transconnection is grounded in a “molecular proximity,” which marks a belonging of all things to the

30

Deleuze and Guattari (1994) 164. A helpful discussion about these concepts is offered by O’ Sullivan (2006) and
Bogue (2009).
31

This is close to the criticism of Telò and Mueller (2018), who conceive of tragedy as “material that feels” in the
sense that it “contains or archives the feelings of various human subjects (mythological personae; viewers or readers
past and present).”
32

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 508.

9

same molecules independently of their molar determined form, and occurs through what Deleuze
and Guattari call “haecceity,” which is the moment or event that creates impersonality,
imperceptibility, and indiscernibility among things.33 In order to explain what is haecceity, the
two philosophers refer to a sentence written by Virginia Woolf: “the thin dog is running in the
road, this dog is the road,” which denotes the forming of an assemblage in its individuate
aggregate by which one thing (the dog) enters into composition with the other (the road).34
Proximity and indiscernibility are central aspects of the “rhizome.”35 The word originates
in botany, referring to subterranean root-like stem emitting roots and usually producing leaves at
its apex. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari use the philosophical concept of rhizome
by way of analyzing the book, or any work of literature in general, which they associate to the
tree. The tree plainly represents a hierarchical model, which works with vertical and linear
connections. Unlike the tree, the rhizome grows horizontally; it is both heterogeneous and
multiple; it subverts hierarchies, and works with trans-species connections, functioning as an
assemblage for new concepts, new bodies, new thoughts. I use the notion of rhizome in the
Bacchae to explain the multiple, productive, and transformative nature of Dionysus’ action,
33

As Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 250 write: “each multiplicity is symbiotic; it ties together animals, plants,
microorganisms, particles, a whole galaxy.” They pair the adjective “molecular” with “molar,” considering the
existing things not as they seem to be before the naked eye but as dynamic masses of molecules. To explain the
notion of becoming and molecular proximity, Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 10 use the example of “the orchid and the
wasp.” As they say, “the orchid becomes-wasp in taking the shape of the insect in order to attract it, and the wasp
becomes-orchid in that it functions as a detached part of the flower’s reproductive apparatus.” The two do not
imitate one another so much they swap the same colors, shapes, movements, and intensities. See also Neamanis
(2007), who relates the concept of molecularity to Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the “lived.” As he puts it, “we can
come to understand human embodiment as comprised of molecular interactions with the world that are enacted
through the perceptual, motor, affective and visceral modalities of living that Merleau-Ponty has described for us”
(289).
34

See Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 263. See also Ryan (2013) 190 n. 83, who observes that the term haeccceity,
used in scholastic philosophy, refers to the individuating principle of “thisness” of being. Deleuze’s own distinct use
of the term is to designate “an individuation which is not that of an object, nor of a person, but rather of an event
(wind, river, day or even hour of a day).”
35

On the rhizome, see Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 3-25.

10

which brings humans, animals, plants, and material things in connection to each other against
Pentheus’ hierarchical scheme. Engaging with such notions, this study proposes new directions
for investigating how insights from affective theories can help us understand the centrality of
tragic performance (embodied enactment, space, and theatrical materials) and language (deixes,
imagery, metaphors, descriptions of colors) in shaping the affective exchange between characters
and audience.
The attention that phenomenological and affective theorizations have drawn to embodied
experiences has stimulated a great interest in the role of the body and the senses in ancient Greek
literature and culture.36 The ancient conceptions of bodies emerge in particular from the
Hippocratic writings.37 For this reason, for instance, I examine the ways in which in Alcestis
Euripides addresses and challenges medical notions to describe embodied sensations.38 However,
it is worth noting that the bodies of Greek tragedy are constructs specific to the genre and thus
not coincident with philosophical or medical values in a straightforward way.39 Indeed, tragic
bodies are strange bodies, we may say, that are alienated from the reality and blurred with the
natural and material world in forms that make boundaries between animals, plants, and objects
collapse. Thus, I consider bodily types within the tragic setting and its inherent distortions.40 In

36

The volumes in the series The Senses in Antiquity edited by Bradley and Butler (2014-2018) explore the
relationship between perception, knowledge and understanding in the literature, philosophy, history, language and
culture of ancient Greece and Rome. For a consideration of the ancient senses and their representation in art,
literature, and material culture, see Toner (2014).
37

On the Hippocratic texts, see Jouanna (2012); Porman (2018).

38

See Holmes (2008) and (2010), who has shown how medical texts contribute to exploring tragic representations,
especially Euripidean, of pain, disease, and symptoms.
39

As Holmes (2017) 4-7 puts it, the body is “a conceptual object” embedded in frameworks of interpretation and the
dynamics of history.
40

As Worman (forthcoming) says, “Greek tragedy encourages seeing the body as an aesthetic object or assemblage,
and a profoundly strange one at that.”

11

this regard, my interpretation of tragic bodies is grounded in theoretical perspectives of
embodiment that have come to prominence in studies of ancient drama and have shown how
characters are emphatically embodied on stage, such that their emotional experiences are
structured around their bodies, senses, and gender. Froma Zeitlin explains it well when she says
that Greek tragedy exhibits the body in the “unnatural state of pathos (suffering) from its ideal of
strength and integrity.”41 Also, Helene Foley, Nancy Rabinowitz, Victoria Wohl, Katrina
Cawthorn, and Nancy Worman have explored how tragic female bodies and male bodies in
compromised positions serve to challenge sociocultural expectations and characterize gender
tensions and contradictions.42
In ancient times, the human body was also considered in relation to its physical and
material environment. By interpreting the body as a microcosm in its being conceived from the
same elements as the rest of the universe, the Pre-Socratic and Hippocratic writers also
developed a physiological system based on a sympathy between body and environment.43
Drawing on such insights, I focus on how tragic bodies are embedded in the dynamics of the
natural world, highlighting how the characters’ feelings and sensations are described through
references to elements such as the sky, water, plants, mountains, rocks.44 Already in Homer
descriptions of the natural world often produce an “uncanny nature” that blurs the distinction
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between the human and the nonhuman.45 Greek tragedy extends representations of human bodies
into the realms of animals, plants, and even stones, continually throwing into question the
ontological status of animate and inanimate beings. In this respect, ancient Greek vase paintings
are also an important source to draw inferences about the merging of tragic bodies with their
surroundings.46 As Nikolaus Dietrich observes, in the Attic vase paintings, the represented
“figures’ capacity to expand beyond the limits of their physical body can go as far as to integrate
landscape into representations of themselves.”47 Furthermore, the ancient charged relationship
between bodies and external world ties in well with modern theorizations of embodiment. For
instance, Merleau-Ponty describes the bodily merging with the world through the notion of
“chiasm,” a crisscrossing or reciprocal tactile contact among existing things. In this way, the
perceiving body and the world come to be contiguous, as parts of the same “flesh.”48
My argument is also underpinned by recent theories of space across many disciplines
(archeology, geography, anthropology) that concentrate attention on what it means to be situated
in space. In the field of Classics, as Kate Gilhuly and Nancy Worman have written, “scholars
now conceive of the ancient world as comprised of spaces that are not just the backdrop for the
built environment but dynamic and multilayered social constructs.”49 This spatial conception,
which is opposite to conceptions of space based on structuralist readings, includes various
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meanings of space that in the specific case of the theater cover not only the objective space of
theater – what the spectators see and hear during theatrical performance – but also outdoor and
indoor spaces referred to during the performance. Furthermore, there is the body’s interior space,
which captures “deep” spaces like the mind, the memory, the psyche and bodily innards like the
mouth and the womb.50 These interpretations of space calls to mind the notion of “spatial body,”
which highlights the body as both influenced by social dynamics and involved in the constitution
of the self.51 In these terms, the anthropologist Tim Ingold has examined space as necessarily
connected to ideas of embodiment, suggesting that space is something felt and “incorporated in
our bodily experience.”52
Within this theoretical framework, I investigate how Euripides’ language emphasizes the
contiguity between human bodies and the physical environment, thereby allowing for the
exploration of how the characters’ feelings and sensations are exteriorized in the surroundings.
An example is Hippolytus, where the feelings of the protagonists emerge through their presence
in nature (e.g., Hippolytus in the untouched meadow) or their desires, as with Phaedra’s yearning
to go to the mountains, in the woods, among trees. Space also refers to the actions and
movements of the body in its surroundings. Indeed, “by moving”, as Merleau-Ponty says, “the
body experiences space and dilates its being into it.”53 That said, in my analysis I draw attention
to the way in which the characters’ movements in the dramatic space bring forth their embodied
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experiences. For instance, in the Bacchae I explore how the maenads’ leaping, running, and
hunting structure space in an erratic environment, highlighting a mutual and symbiotic
relationship between human bodies and space.
The physical environment includes not only animate things such as human bodies,
animals, and plants but also inanimate things like material objects. As I have already noted,
theatrical objects (both onstage and offstage) are essential to performance, which is deeply
committed to the interactions between human bodies and their surroundings. Recently, the field
of Classics has been inspired by theories of interdisciplinary research that are sometimes grouped
under the heading “new materialisms.”54 New materialists such as Jane Bennett, Bill Brown, and
Graham Harman have highlighted emergent, agentic capacities within existing matter (human
and animal bodies, plants, objects, food, trash) by eschewing the distinction between organic and
inorganic, or animate and inanimate, at the ontological level.55 Indeed, as Diana Coole and
Samantha Frost have observed, materiality is more than “mere” matter, it is “an excess, force,
vitality, relationality or difference that renders matter active, self-creative, productive,
unpredictable.”56 In this sense, the human species is being relocated within a natural environment
whose material forces themselves manifest certain agentic capacities. In particular, Ian Hodder
uses the word “entanglement,” which refers to “heterogeneous bundles” of interactions and
dependences between humans and things.57
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In line with the new materialisms, critics conceive of material things as no longer passive
or inert things that humans act upon, but as agents that interact with, substitute for, and/or
become parts or extensions of human bodies. Another important notion that has been formulated
by new materialists is that of Actor Network Theory (ANT), which explains how all things, both
animate and inanimate, in the social and natural worlds exist in constantly shifting networks of
relationships.58 Within this context, my consideration of the entanglement between humans and
things also draws on the insights of those scholars who have shown how in Greek culture
objects, especially artefacts, were implicated in charged relationships with humans, rather than
being objects of aesthetic contemplation. Milette Gaifman and Verity Platt have interpreted
ancient objects (e.g., statues, vases) as “embodied” – that is, “carefully wrought things which
assume, interact with, substitute for, and/or become parts or extensions of human bodies.”
Moreover, as they observe, in ritual contexts, objects also “uncover patterns of dynamic
continuity, equivalence, interactions or exchange between objects and beholders, thereby
challenging conventional distinctions between inert artefacts and their audiences.”59
New materialisms work very well for the interpretation of the pervasive blurring between
humans and objects that classical drama displays. For instance, as Worman has observed, “tragic
bodies on the ancient Athenian stage tend to pivot between subject and object, human and not,
and so they serve as vehicles for confronting the edges of the human.”60 Scholars of classical
drama have also demonstrated how objects participate in the emotional transaction between
characters. And indeed, as I have mentioned above, new materialisms have converged with the
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affective turn, distinguishing emotions as material forces, energies, and intensities that circulate
among bodies and that in the dramatic context foster interactions between performers (human
and objects) and audience.61 From this viewpoint, I examine how entanglements of human
bodies, landscape elements, and material objects prompt the spectators’ engagement with the
characters’ feelings and sensations. For example, in Helen I investigate how the image of the
“statue” (ἄγαλμα, 262), which Helen compares to her body and wishes to wipe clean to get uglier
features, arouses the audience’s perceptual awareness of her sense of guilty for her beauty and
hence for the suffering of the Trojan war.
The discussion above makes it evident that the theatrical setting invigorates a lively
sensorium that consists of a multimodal sensory, embodied, and emotional appeal to the
audience.62 In addition to the enlivening action on stage, I am especially interested in how
Euripides’ language reinforces the audience’s perceptual experience of the dramatic action. In
this regard, my focus is grounded in the ancient notion of enargeia (“vividness”), understood as a
special use of the language to bring the subject matter “before the eyes” of the audience. In the
rhetorical context, enargeia related to the visual qualities of descriptive speeches and their ability
to mentally transport the listener to the narrated world.63 As this latter definition suggests,
enargeia appeals to the cognitive, embodied, and emotional engagement of the audience, a trait
that ancient critics recognized as distinctive of Euripides’ language and his ability to present things
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vividly.64 In On the Sublime indeed Longinus examines Euripides’ language, by praising his skill
at verbal composition through the application of “visualization” (φαντασία) or “imageproduction” (εἰδωλοποιία), the aim of which is to generate emotion (τό παθητικὸν) and
excitement (τὸ συγκεκινημένον) in the audience by means of “vividness” (ἐνάργεια).65
The ancient notion of enargeia ties in well with recent cognitive theories, such as the socalled enactive approach to cognition, whose proponents suggest that when we see things “we do
not experience mental pictures, but instead visualize an object or scene by mentally enacting or
entertaining a possible perceptual experience of that object or scene.”66 Cognitive research also
allows us to better understand the multisensory inputs (visual, aural, tactile, and kinetic)
triggered by a theatrical performance.67 Thus, I offer close readings of passages, grounded in a
cognitive framework, to examine the way in which Euripides’ language highlights synesthetic
phenomena that elicit a strong resonance in the spectators’ imagination by stimulating their
sensory responses.
In ancient aesthetics, literary criticism, and rhetoric, the notion of enargeia was related to
the so-called mind’s eye. Gorgias was one of the first authors we know of to deploy the image of
the mind’s eye (τοῖς τῆς δόξης ὄμμασιν, Hel. 13).68 In the Encomium of Helen, he speaks of the
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soul being “impressed” or “molded” (τυποῦται) through sight with profound emotional and
motivational effects (15), because of the way sight “inscribes on the mind likeness of the things
seen” (oὕτως εἰκόνας τῶν ὁρωμένων πραγμάτων ἡ ὄψις ἐνέγραψεν ἐν τῷ φρονήματι, 17).69 He
anticipates by millennia the interest of modern theorists in the affective impact of poetry or
things heard on the audience. As he writes, 9:
τὴν ποίησιν πασαν καὶ νομίζω καὶ ὀνομάζω λόγον ἔχοντα μέτρον. ἧς τοὺς ἀκούντας
εἰσῆλθε καὶ φρίκη περίφοβος καὶ ἔλεος πολύδακρυς καὶ πόθος φιλοπενθής. ἐπ᾽ἀλλοτρίων
τε πραγμάτων καὶ σωμάτων εὐτυχίαις καὶ δυσπραγίαις ἴδιόν τι πάθημα διά τῶν λόγων
ἔπαθεν ἡ ψυχή.
All poetry I consider and call speech with meter. Into those who hear it comes fearful
fright and tearful pity and mournful longing, and the successes and failures of others’
affairs and persons the mind suffers, through speech, a suffering of its own.70
The notion of the affective resonance of sight goes back to Pre-Socratic theories of sight.
The Pre-Socratics considered sight in tactile terms as based on the contact of material effluences,
fine particles that flow through passages from the viewer’s body and the object that reached his
eyes.71 Democritus, for instance, talks about “simulacra” (eidōla), thin surface layers which are
continually shed by objects and more or less preserve their shape as they move through space, until
they enter the eye.72 In this context, color deserves comment. In the Pre-Socratic view the color
of an object is the material effluence that it emits; in fact, the color of a remote object can be
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assimilated and so be rendered to sight.73 In the past, scholars argued that the color system of
ancient Greeks was founded exclusively upon light and darkness and claimed that Greek visions of
color was defective. More recently, the question about the poverty of ancient color vocabulary has
been highly debated and some scholars have observed that rather than the hue the ancients were
sensitive primarily to such things as luminosity, saturation, and texture.74 In this sense, Mark
Bradley has investigated how in antiquity colors were connected to different sensory experiences,
crossing into the domains of touch, smell, taste, and even sound.75 By bringing the ancient
conceptualization of sight and color and phenomenological theories of painting into dialogue, I
regard tragic imagery as a “texture” – that is, a form of “haptic visuality,” through which, in the
words of Annamma Joy and John F. Sherry “viewers focus not so much on the narrative but on
the image itself, that is, on the physical configuration which, in turn, could elicit a sensuous
response.”76 More specifically, I explore how Euripides’ language highlights effects of colors
(e.g., colors of rivers’ waters, woods, plants, objects) to highlight sensorial phenomena that
propel the spectators’ dynamic involvement in the dramatic action.
In recent years, studies of human perception have revived attention to ancient aesthetics
(αἴσθησις) in its etymological meaning of perception, sensation and feeling. For example, James
Porter has explored aspects of Greek aesthetics by considering the role played by sensory

73

See Kalderon (2015) 6 on the perception of color in Empedocles.

74

For the cognitive aspect of Greek experiences of color, mingling different domains like color, light, movement,
texture, see Clarke (2004). On Greek color theory and the use of color by Greek artists, see Benson (2000). For an
overview on color terms in Greek poetry, see Irwin (1974).
75

See Bradley (2013). Furthermore, he argues that early categories of color were tied to primary experiences and
associated with specific, distinct objects. For a discussion about the synesthetic value of Greek ancient senses, see
Butler and Purves (2013).
76

Joy and Sherry (2003) 271.

20

experiences (synesthesia) and the vivacity of sensations as opposed to the formalism and
idealism that were enshrined by Plato and Aristotle.77 Such interpretations of aesthetics shed
light on the functioning of visual imagery in tragedy. Zeitlin has already noticed the “pervasive
tendency” in Euripidean theatre to emphasize the conditions and details of visual experience,
whether to expand the imaginative field of vision far beyond the confines of the theater or to
register private emotional states.78 In my readings of the plays, I examine how descriptions of
bodies, landscapes, and objects conjure up aesthetic experiences that prompt the spectators’
perceptual immersion in the described world and hence their active, embodied engagement with
the experiences of the characters who inhabit that world.
This leads me to some clarifications about how I treat the issue of the ancient Athenian
audience. As I have already observed, I consider the theatrical performance as a
phenomenological experiencing that, by putting embodied and sensory aspects (physiological,
kinesthetic, sensory, emotional, affective) on prominent display, stimulates affective responses in
the audience. But who were the spectators who gathered in the fifth-century theater of Dionysus?
Scholars have pointed up the heterogeneous nature of the ancient audience, arguing for the
presence of women, foreigners, and slaves along with male citizens.79 Moreover, in addition to
the audience sitting in the theatron, we should also attend to the internal audience, which
includes the actors, the chorus, and the messengers when they act as spectators of the action.80
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This awareness of the heterogeneity of the audience is essential for nuancing my emphasis on
affects and percepts, highlighting the varied focalization on and reception of the dramatic
events.81
Scholars have also discussed the audience’s intellectual response to the theatrical
performance. As C.W. Marshall has noted, each spectator draws on his or her own experiences
and perceptions to make sense of the theatrical presentation.82 Therefore, while many spectators
possessed refined skills and education for decoding a dramatic performance, others only
possessed a bare minimum of skills to make sense of the plays. Moreover, it seems likely that
many also had some performance experience and thus some linguistic, visual, musical, and
metrical sophistication can be expected from many people in the audience.83 What is fairly
certain is that there was a reciprocal process of communication between performers and
spectators and that during a performance there was constant feedback on the part of the
spectators.84 Thus, in the words of David Kawalko Roselli, “in its attempt to engage the support
and meet the expectations of the spectators, tragedy to a certain degree did appeal to the audience
in terms of its immediate performance context.”85 In this light and from a perspective that
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emphasizes the multimodal sensory appeal of the theatrical performance and the receptive nature
(cognitive, physical, and emotional) of the audience, I consider the spectators as situated in the
phenomenological continuum of space where the circulation of affects elicits their sensory
reaction to the dramatic events.86 In these terms, the references to bodies, landscapes, and objects
as vehicles of affective manifestations represent a promising source of investigation for refining
our understanding of the exchange between characters and spectators.
Setting the parameters of the affective function of bodies, landscapes, and objects could
have been extended to the whole of extant tragedy. My focus on Euripides takes up the insights
of ancient critics such as Longinus, who, as I have observed above, has praised Euripides’ ability
to generate emotion and excitement in the audience through phantasia and enargeia. Also,
scholars of drama have demonstrated that Euripides’ plays show a high sensitivity to bodies,
perceptions, and sensations. As Zeitlin puts it, “Euripides goes further than his predecessors in
thematizing the implications both of vision and of the interplay between illusion and reality in
exploring and enforcing the properties of reciprocal viewing in a social world of human
relationship.”87 Finally, Euripides is considered a keen describer of landscape, such that his plays
are frequently compared with painting in scholarly literature. Indeed, Shirley Barlow has
analyzed Euripides’ “pictorial language” by emphasizing his technical preoccupation with
“textured surfaces and the effects of color.”88
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As I will show through the four chapters, Euripides’ central plays, which are across a
broad range of his career, offer fruitful case studies for exploring the way in which Euripides
gives shape to the affective exchange between characters and spectators. In particular, my
selection of the plays serves to illustrate Euripides’ unique way to exploit embodiment, sensorial
phenomena, and material entanglements of bodies, landscapes, and objects in order to allow the
spectators to sense the characters’ emotional experiences more forcefully. Indeed, in Alcestis,
which is the first extant Euripidean play, Alcestis’ body acts as a catalyst for affective
manifestations, triggering feelings and sensations among the characters and hence drawing the
audience into their circuit. In Hippolytus the strong interrelation between bodies, landscape
elements, and objects renders the characters’ emotional experiences palpable to the audience; in
Helen entanglements of bodies, landscape elements, and objects give shape to the characters’
feelings in form vividly perceptible to the spectators; finally, in the Bacchae, the enmeshment
between human and animal bodies, landscape, and objects gives the spectators a keen sense of
the multiple, productive and transformative nature of Dionysus’ power.
In Chapter One, “Alcestis: Embodiment and Tactile Sensations,” with the help of theories
on ancient senses and bodily types, I explore how embodiment, sensorial phenomena, and
physical interactions put the characters’ inner states on prominent display, triggering a strong
resonance in the audience. More specifically, I examine the different ways in which Euripides’
language depicts Alcestis’ body, like a corpse, statue, and figure, suggesting that it acts as a
catalyst for affective manifestations, stimulating affective responses in Admetus and (by
implication) the audience. Furthermore, drawing on Hippocratic conceptions and Pre-Socratic
notions of sight, I consider crying as a bodily manifestation that exteriorizes the two
protagonists’ feelings of grief and I explore touch as the sense that activates the circulation of
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affects and propels the spectators’ dynamic engagement with the characters’ affective
experience.
In Chapter Two, “Hippolytus: The Texture and Materiality of Landscape,” I investigate
how the characters’ emotions blend into the surroundings, such that the landscape as it is mapped
on the dramatic stage render inners states palpable to the audience. In this sense, for example, I
suggest that the “greenwood” where Hippolytus stays with Artemis (17; 1139) or the mountains
where Phaedra desires to join Hippolytus in his hunting materialize the characters’ feelings and
sensations, thereby allowing the audience to perceive them more acutely. Also, I concern myself
with theatrical objects, such as Artemis’ statue or Phaedra’s tablet, as potent stage properties that
aid the spectators’ understanding of the characters’ emotional experiences. Finally, by bringing
ancient conceptions of colors and paintings and the Deleuzian notion of art as “a bloc of
sensations” into dialogue, I analyze the colors, forms, and substances of landscape and objects,
such as the gleaming blond of Artemis’ and Phaedra’s hair, the purple of garments, the deep-blue
of the sea, as elements that signify and mediate the affective exchange between characters and
spectators. Therefore, I suggest that descriptions of landscape and objects constitute a vibrant
texture that renders affective manifestations vividly perceptible.
In Chapter Three, “Helen: The Entanglement between Humans and Things,” I examine
how in Helen Euripides makes extensive use of material and nonhuman things (both onstage and
offstage) to express the feelings of the characters. Drawing on insights from new materialisms
and affect theory, I suggest that things, including landscape elements and objects connect to the
characters as parts of an affective entanglement that creates heterogeneous bundles of
interactions between humans and things. Things interact with and/or substitute for the characters’
bodies and actively partake in the characters’ emotional experiences. Thus, for example, I
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examine the egg from which Helen hatched, the statue that she compares to her body, the clothes
she wears for Menelaus’ fake burial as elements coextensive with her body that materialize her
feelings and sensations. In the same way, I analyze Menelaus’ rags, his new armor, and the ship
that he obtains to return to Greece as deliverers of affects that allow the spectators to apprehend
the sense of his heroic identity more forcefully. Also, I suggest that Helen represents a fruitful
case study for exploring the relationship between humans and things because of its genre.
Indeed, the unusual features of the play, which incorporates elements typical of the comedy (e.g.,
happy end), justify the extensive use of material things, making them vital players in the tragic
performance.89
In Chapter Four, “The Bacchae: The Rhizomatic Molecularity of Dionysiac Experience,”
I examine Dionysus’ action upon the world of the play, analyzing how it spreads throughout the
dramatic space and embeds all things (both human and non-human) in its multiple, productive,
and transformative nature. More specifically, drawing on the Deleuzian notion of rhizome,
which, as I have noted above, is a philosophical concept that apprehends multiplicities,
variations, and expansions, I consider Dionysus’ action as an affective force that invades, cracks,
and mutates all things in contrast to Pentheus’ resistant, restrictive, and hierarchical scheme.
Thus, I explore the play’s central events – the royal palace’s destruction (434-518), the
sparagmos of the cattle (728-747), the dressing of Pentheus in bacchants’ clothing (810-960), the
maenads’ assault on the tree (1084-1113), and the sparagmos of Pentheus (1024-1152) – as
manifestations of Dionysus’ rhizomatic power that disrupts authority, difference, and hierarchy.
This action creates a “molecular proximity” between all things (humans, animals, plants, and
objects), such that they enter into composition with each other, producing new assemblages. The
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thyrsus, topped with Pentheus’ head, is the product of this proximity that embodies the material
enmeshment between human bodies and nonhuman entities, encouraging the spectators to
vividly perceive the sense of Dionysiac transport.
In these four chapters, I hope to demonstrate that Euripides’ references to bodies,
landscapes, and objects aid in the creation of somatic landscapes that allow the spectators to
experience the characters’ feelings and sensations not from a passive, distanced perspective, but
as active participants in the encompassing, embodied atmosphere of the dramatic performance.
This study also puts forward the central thesis that bodies, landscapes, and objects represent the
privileged sites for conceptualizing Euripides’ ability to represent the tragic world through a
mutual and symbiotic relationship between human and nonhuman entities. This focus provides
important insights into Euripides’ use of embodiment, materialities, and vivid language to draw
the spectators into dynamic modes of engagement with the dramatic action. Finally, the
exploration of material entanglements of human and animal bodies, natural elements, objects,
and environments points up Euripides’ distinctive way to give shape to the tragic being in the
world with a vividness that is highly expressive of affects and percepts and thus enables us
contemporary readers to apprehend the intensity, impact, and reception of the Euripidean theater.
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Chapter One
Alcestis: Embodiment and Tactile Sensations
Is my body a thing? Is it an idea? It is neither, being the measurant of the things. We will
therefore have to recognize an ideality that is not alien to the flesh, that gives it its axes,
its depth, its dimensions.
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible.

“O face and body of my dearest wife, I have you now beyond all hope” (ὦ φιλτάτης
γυναικὸς ὄμμα καὶ δέμας, / ἔχω σ᾿ ἀέλπτως, 1133-4). With these words Admetus addresses the
woman who stands on stage in the last scene of the Alcestis. Heracles has rescued her from the
underworld to repay his friend’s hospitality with a new marriage (νέοι γάμοι, 1087).
The woman is silent (ἄναυδος 1143) and resembles Alcestis in her “form” and “figure” (σὺ δ᾿, ὦ
γύναι, / ἥτις ποτ᾿ εἶ σύ, ταὔτ᾿ ἔχουσ᾿ Ἀλκήστιδι / μορφῆς μέτρ᾿ ἴσθι, καὶ προσήϊξαι δέμας, 106163). Scholars have widely discussed the significance of the last scene and some have suggested
that it resettles Alcestis into a passive role in order to restore Admetus’ reputation that has been
challenged throughout the play.1 This suggestion, however, seems to undermine the complexity
of the play, which instead offers a sophisticated view of gender relations, exploring, as Helene
Foley has suggested, the way that Admetus comes to share with his wife the symbolic experience
of death and loss of previous identity followed by a return to a renewed marriage and reputation.2

1

Alcestis heroically dies in place of her husband and Admetus indulges in practices (e.g., isolation from public life,
excessive mourning, and suicidal intentions) associated with women and indoors. For an overview on the play’s
gender-dynamic, see Visvardi (2017) 70-72. On gender in Euripides’ plays, see Mueller (2017).
2

Foley (2001) 305. She suggests that is the anodos (“return”) pattern of Persephone’s story that lies at the
background of the plot, providing the ground for the play with gender in a sphere carefully authorized by the
structures of myth and ritual (331). The final marriage is a typical comic element and attests to the particularity of
the play, which was performed at the Dionysia as a fourth play but differs from other extant satyr plays. On the
play’s genre, see Castellani (1979); Slater (2006); Buxton (2013) 217-8; Visvardi (2017) 62-5.
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The play’s last scene is a suitable starting point to this chapter’s inquiry, since the
question I shall be addressing is why Euripides’ language puts Alcestis’ body on prominent
display throughout the whole play. Scholars’ interpretations of the last scene are primely
concerned with Alcestis’ appearance without taking Admetus’ reaction into much consideration.
He overreacts to the sight of the woman, bursting into tears (1066-1069), and, when Heracles
offers him the woman’s hand (1115), he is afraid to touch her. Then, when Heracles asks him to
look at the woman (βλέψον πρὸς αὐτήν, 1121), he cannot believe to his eyes, thinking that she is
phantom from the depth (φάσμα νερτέρων τόδε, 1127). Finally, Admetus desists from his
resistance and asks if he can touch the woman (θίγω, 1131) and speak to her as his living wife
(προσείπω ζῶσαν ὡς δάμαρτ᾽ἐμήν, 1131).3 These words not only demonstrate that Alcestis has
returned alive from the underworld (ἔχω σ᾿ ἀέλπτως, 1134), but also shed light on the capacity of
her body to propel Admetus’ response. Thus, I argue that Alcestis’ “anatomization” into a face
and body (ὄμμα καὶ δέμας, 1133) in the last scene represents the ultimate instance of the power,
agency, and sensory allure of her body, qualities that are foregrounded throughout the entire
play.4 In this light, Admetus’ touch becomes a potent stage indicator that is central to the play’s
developing discourse of the affective exchange between the two protagonists and (by
implication) the audience.5

3

For a discussion about Admetus’ behavior, see below.

4

Bassi (2018) 47 has observed that the anatomization of Alcestis into a face and a body expresses ambiguity about
whether the audience is looking at a character who is dead or alive. Instead, my analysis focuses attention on
Alcestis’ body as a potent performative entity that provides the ground for the affective exchange (i.e., corporal and
mental energy) between the two protagonists.
5

I regard touch from an aesthetic (in its meaning of perception, sensation, and feeling) perspective as a sensorial
supplement of affective manifestations that encourages the spectators’ experience of the characters’ emotional states
in an embodied way. For further discussion, see below.
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The centrality of Alcestis’ body in determining the dramatic action is emphasized from
the beginning to the end of the play; in fact, although she dies in the first part of the play, yet her
body dominates the plotting until the end. Through different somatic dimensions – corpse, statue,
figure – Alcestis’ body acts as a catalyst for affective manifestations, eliciting Admetus’ feelings
and sensations. Charles Segal has noted that the female character in fifth-century tragedy permits
men to act out their own emotions such as fear, grief, and anxiety in a way that is not permitted
to them.6 Drawing on insights from affective theory, I conceive of emotions as material
intensities that circulate between bodies. Thus, I regard Admetus’ “womanized” emotions as
dependent on affective interactions that draw him into the circuit of Alcestis’ feelings.7
My consideration of the affective exchange between the two protagonists is underpinned
by theoretical perspectives of embodiment in ancient drama that have explored how characters
are emphatically embodied on dramatic stage, such that their emotional experiences are
structured around their bodies.8 Thus, I focus on the way in which Euripides describes Alcestis’
and Admetus’ embodied experiences of pain and grief in the face of death. From this viewpoint,
I suggest that the representation of Alcestis’ death, which is defined as a sickness (μαραίνεται
νόσῳ, 203, 236), and the description of Admetus’ sorrow, which wears him down like a disease
(νοσοῦντί μοι, 1047), may become clearer if we put the play in dialogue with ancient medical
conceptions.9 In particular, I draw attention to crying as the privileged symptom that

6

Segal (1993) 71.

7

In these terms, “emotion becomes an expansive, contagious process, a movement that diffuses feeling through
multiple levels of in-between-ness,” as Telò and Mueller (2018) 7 put it.
8

See Rabinowitz, (1993); Foley (1981) and (2001); Wohl (1998) and (2005); Cawthorn (2008); Worman (1999),
(2002), (2012), (2015a), and (2018).
9

On Alcestis’ death as a nosos, see Segal (1993) 57 and Visvardi (2017) 69 and 72. On the tragic representation of
pain and disease, see Biggs (1966); Padel (1985); Worman (2000); Holmes (2008) and (2010); Allan (2014).
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characterizes the two protagonists’ suffering as a pathology. Throughout the play, both Alcestis
(more privately) and Admetus (more publicly) cry excessively, such that Euripides’ language
often deploys metaphors of flood-tides (184), bilge water (354), and flowing streams (1068) to
describe their weeping.10 By examining how water imagery is used to describe crying and in
general states of distress, I argue that Euripides may be drawing upon medical ideas about the
balancing of bodily fluids (including tears) to give the spectators a keen sense of the characters’
embodied suffering.
My analysis also takes on recent studies on ancient senses, which explore the relationship
between perception, knowledge, and understanding in classical literature.11 The emphasis that the
play places on synesthetic phenomena including sight, taste, and touch allows us to examine
affective components (physiological, sensorial, and emotional) that ultimately refine our
understanding of the characters’ embodied experiences. Sensorial phenomena also illustrate an
active, ongoing interaction between the characters and their surroundings. Beyond the stage
space, Alcestis’ landscape is minimal, including descriptions of the offstage oikos and the
underworld space of Hades. Also, references to the light of the sun as opposed to the dark of
Hades are numerous. Using a phenomenological approach, I explore light and dark imagery not
as opposite elements within the basic antinomy of life and death but as combinatory elements
that reflect the complexity of the characters’ suffering and project it onto the dramatic stage,

10

The representation of tears as streams of water is a conventional way to express the characters’ (both female and
male) weeping in Greek tragedy. However, as also Segal (1993) 62-72 has observed, Alcestis suggests a more subtle
meaning of weeping, especially male weeping, through which Euripides investigates gender and socio-cultural
contradictions. As I show below, I am interested in the phenomenological aspect of crying as a bodily manifestation
of affective interactions.
11

See the volumes grouped under the series The Senses in Antiquity (Bradley and Butler eds. 2014-2018).
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thereby enhancing the spectators’ involvement in the dramatic action.12 Finally, I focus on the
interior space of the oikos, which I regard in phenomenological terms as the space that
exteriorizes the characters’ inner states, rendering them palpable to the audience. Bringing
insights from new materialisms into dialogue with affective theory, I mainly deal with the house
objects (i.e., furniture) by examining the way in which they partake in the characters’ emotional
experiences.13
This chapter falls into three parts in which I explore how Alcestis’ body triggers affective
interactions between the two protagonists and stimulates affective responses in the audience. In
the first part (The Embodied Experience of Death), I analyze Alcestis’ embodied experience of
death and the way in which Admetus partakes in it, by means of physical interactions. I also
focus on Alcestis’ bodily symptoms as visible indicators that aid the audience’s understanding of
her suffering. Then, I examine the heroine’s preparation for death, investigating how her bodily
adornment (κόσμος, 161) functions as supplement to her emotional experience. In the second
part (The Statue, Bilge Water, and the Bed), I analyze the depiction of Alcestis’ body as a statue
(κορεύματα, 178) and figure (δέμας, 348), elements that both Alcestis and Admetus use to
characterize their emotional experiences in the face of death. Here, I also concern myself with
the metaphor of “bailing out bilge water from the soul” (ψυχῆς ἀπαντλοίην, 353) that Admetus
uses to describe his feelings for Alcestis’ death. Then, I deal with Alcestis’ crying upon her bed
before her funeral, analyzing the way in which it exteriorizes her feelings and sensations, thereby

12

See Thumiger (2013) on how Euripides challenges the traditional dichotomy of light and darkness, which become
inseparable from the subject as viewer. Zeitlin (1994) 139-40 observes that skiagraphia (interpreted as chiaroscuro
effects of modelling through light and shade) can also be ascribed to the theatre in connection with the vasepaintings’ depiction of theatrical scenes and replication of the illusory qualities of stage conventions hinting at an
imagined interior space.
13

On the oikos as the element that helps us to understand gender tensions and civic matters in Athenian culture and
drama, see Foley (1981) 153-61; Blondell (1999) 52-60; Siropoulos (2000).
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stimulating affective responses in the audience. Furthermore, I focus on the bed as a vital player
that actively partakes in Alcestis’ emotional turmoil. Finally, I examine Admetus’ description of
the house furniture upon his return from her wife funeral, suggesting that objects such as the bed
and the chairs become vibrant presences that draw the spectators into the circuit of Admetus’
feelings. In the third and last part (The Living Body, Turbid Water, and Touch), I focus on
Admetus’ crying and his sensory reaction to the sight of the woman rescued by Heracles,
analyzing how synesthetic phenomena, including sight, taste, and touch shape his acceptance of
the woman as his wife.

1.1 The Embodied Experience of Death
The first part of the play until the arrival of Heracles (477) focuses attention on Alcestis’
body as a potent affective entity that gives shape to the heroine’s experience of death as well as
Admetus’ reaction to it.14 In the prologue, Apollo informs us that Alcestis is about to die:
Admetus “supports her wife through the house with his hands as she gasps out her life” (ἣν νῦν
κατ᾽οἴκους ἐν χεροῖν βαστάζεται / ψυχορραγοῦσα, 19-20). This description gives the spectators a
keen sense of Alcestis’ physical weakness. On the one hand, βαστάζεται emphasizes the inert
posture of Alcestis’ body, which resembles a corpse (νεκρόν, 14).15 On the other hand,
ψυχορραγοῦσα refers to convulsive and difficult breathing, enhancing Alcestis’ struggle in gasping
out her life.16 In this context, Admetus’ act of supporting Alcestis’ body displays a physical as well
as emotional proximity that becomes central to the depiction of the two protagonists’ relationship

14

As Holmes (2010) 232 has pointed out, Euripides is “one of our most valuable witnesses to the ways in which the
emergence of the physical body could transform conventional narrative about suffering.”
15

Admetus’ father uses the same verb when he images that he would have been carried out as a corpse (βαστάζων
νεκρόν, 724), had he agreed to die in his son’s place. On Alcestis’ corpse as “a persistent object of visible, verbal, and
affective attention,” see Bassi (2018).
16

On the word as descriptive of Alcestis’ nosology, see Segal (1993) 57 and Parker (2007) 56.
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throughout the whole play.
After the parodos in which the chorus laments Alcestis’ fate, the maid in response
describes her mistress’ physical condition and exhaustion: “you can speak of her,” she cries, as
both living and dead” (καὶ ζῶσαν εἰπεῖν καὶ θανοῦσαν ἔστι σοι, 141), while she “slumps forward”
(προνωπής, 143) and “gasps out her life” (ψυχορραγεῖ, 143).17 Then, when the chorus men ask
whether the “adornment” (κόσμος, 149) for Alcestis’ burial is ready, the maid describes her
mistress’ preparation for death in the house, 158-162:
ἐπεὶ γὰρ ᾔσθεθ᾿ ἡμέραν τὴν κυρίαν
ἥκουσαν, ὕδασι ποταμίοις λευκὸν χρόα
ἐλούσατ᾿, ἐκ δ᾿ ἑλοῦσα κεδρίνων δόμων
ἐσθῆτα κόσμον τ᾿ εὐπρεπῶς ἠσκήσατο,
καὶ στᾶσα πρόσθεν Ἑστίας κατηύξατο·18

160

When she understood that the appointed day
had come, she washed her fair skin with water
from the river, and having taken her clothes and adornment
from the cedar of her chambers she dressed herself becomingly.
And standing in front of Hestia’s altar she prayed.
In this passage, Alcestis treats her body as a corpse, by bathing and dressing herself for her own
funeral rite. This description constitutes a visual analog to the image of the Greek young bride,
who on the wedding day adorned herself to leave the paternal house for that of the husband.19
Foley has shown how the parallelism between the journey of the bride to the husband’s house
and that of Alcestis to Hades underlines a relationship between Alcestis and Korē/Persephone,

17

On Alcestis’ capacity to be a double between life and death, see Dellner (2000) and Bassi (2018).

18

I have used the text of Parker (2007). The translation is adapted from Kovacs (1994), Parker (2007), and Grene
and Lattimore (2013).
19

For a discussion about the conflation between wedding and funeral rituals in Alcestis, see Rehm (1994) 84-96. He
observes that Alcestis “visualizes her death in terms of a scene found on a white-ground lekythoi that shows a
woman being taken off to death like a bride being led by her husband” (86). On the similarities between marriage
and death, including sacrifice, see also Foley (1982) and (2001) 310-12.
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which ultimately allows for her heroicization.20 From this viewpoint, the word κόσμος
(“adornment, 161”) deserves comment. In tragedy it is often used for fine clothes in funeral rites
(e.g., Helen, 1280).21 However, it originally denotes an idea of order and arrangement, both in the
abstract meaning of world-order in the hands of the philosophers and in the concrete meaning of
physical arrangement of clothes, accessories, and armor.22 As Barbara Gold has pointed out, in
Homer, κοσμέω applies primarily to military order, and is often used of marshalling the army.
Then, in the tragedians of the fifth century, we find that κόσμος has retained its military
connotations in some instances, but has taken on “additional overtones of a moral, political, and
philosophical nature.”23 Bringing this interpretation and insights from new materialisms into
dialogue, I read κόσμος as a vibrant material that sharpens Alcestis’ capacity to face death, just as
the armor of a hero.24
This charged relationship between the heroine and her κόσμος also suggests that Alcestis’
physical mise en ordre stands for her capacity of self-control and mastery of the household
management. She, indeed, faces death with a heroic composure that is reflected upon her body:
she is “tearless” (ἄκλαυτος, 173) and her lovely complexion is not affected by the advancing
20

See Foley (2001), who discusses how the story of Persephone became paradigmatic in Greek art, literature, and in
some cults relating to marriage (298).
21

On the word’s associations with funeral rites and on its implications with Alcestis’ death, see Foley (2001) 301-2.
The word will be also used in the last scene to underline “the clothing and style” of the νέα γυνή introduced by
Heracles to Admetus (νέα γάρ, ὡς ἐσθῆτι καὶ κόσμῷ πρέπει, 1050).
22

As Gherchanoc (2012: 27) writes, kosmos is “une organization structurée de divers éléments assemblés sur le
corps. Cet assemblage crée une beauté ordonée qui se veut totale et immutable.” Cartledge and Millet (1998)
underline that kosmos is “un (bon) arrangement, un agencement, une mise en ordre qui, par l’ordre même qui est
ajouté à l’état naturel, deviant parure, mise en beauté” (99). For a discussion about the use of kosmos as “order” and
“adornment” and in general in Greek literature, see Diller (1956) and Casevitz (1989).
23

Gold (1977).

24

This recalls Purves’ (2015) discussion about the “distributive agency” between Ajax and his armor, as they are
linked together and enmeshed in a dense network of contingent relations; see Chapter Four for further discussion.
On the relationship between body, dress, and identity in ancient Greek, see Llewellyn-Jones (2002) and Lee (2015).
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doom (οὐδὲ τοὐπιὸν / κακὸν μεθίστη χρωτὸς εὐειδῆ φύσιν, 173-74). Furthermore, she spends her
time arranging all things in the house: she decks all altars with branches of myrtle (πάντας δὲ
βωμούς / προσῆλθε κἀξέστρεψε / πτόρθων ἀποσχίζουσα μυρσίνης φόβην, 170-72), then she greets
all her servants in turn, and finally comforts her children, gathering them into her arms and
kissing them, while they “hang upon her dress” (παῖδες δὲ πέπλων μητρὸς ἐξηρτημένοι, 189).25
The image of the children hanging upon their mother’s dress clearly points to the dress as a
central element of the scene that mediates affective manifestations, encouraging the spectators to
apprehend Alcestis’ connection to her children more forcefully. In marshalling her final
arrangements, Alcestis finally deals with Admetus, making him promise to not remarry and
hence give their children a stepmother who will not be so kind as her (304-6). In this way,
Alcestis extends her power of wife and mother into the afterlife, denying the substitutability of
her value as “best woman” (ἀρίστη γυνή).26
In describing Alcestis’ experience of death to the chorus, the maid also refers to
Admetus’ feelings, highlighting the affective relationship between the two protagonists in the
face of death, 201-207:
κλαίει γ᾽ἄκοιτιν ἐν χεροῖν φίλην ἔχων,
καὶ μὴ προδοῦναι λίσσεται, τἀμήχανα
ζητῶν. φθίνει γὰρ καὶ μαραίνεται νόσῳ.
παρειμένη δέ, χειρὸς ἄθλιον βάρος,
ὅμως δέ, καίπερ σμικρὸν ἐμπνέουσ᾿ ἔτι,
βλέψαι πρὸς αὐγὰρ βούλεται τὰς ἡλίου
ὡς οὔποτ᾿ αὖθις, ἀλλὰ νῦν πανύστατον

205

25

As Wohl (1998) 133 has observed, in her preparation for death, we see Alcestis not in intimate private reflection,
but in semipublic interaction, “her private bedchamber transformed into the administrative center of the oikos.” On
the ability of the materials that cover body to represent familial bonds as visible and performative, see Worman
(1999).
26

As Bassi (1987) 62 has noted, the term ἀρίστη in the play (83-4; 151; 323-4) emphatically and conspicuously
describes Alcestis’ female behavior in what seems to be the heroic ‘male’ sense, i.e., having to do with something
like valor or bravery. For a comparison between Alcestis and Homeric heroes based on the term ἀρίστη, see Garner
(1988) and Wohl (1998) 140.
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Yes, he is certainly weeping as he holds his dear wife in his arms
and begs her not to leave him, seeking
the impossible. For she is waning and wasting with her sickness.
She has gone slack, just an inert weight in his arms.
Still, though so little breath is left in her,
she wishes to look once more upon the light of the sun
since this will be the last time of all and never again.
In these lines, Admetus’ and Alcestis’ feelings and sensations erupt into visibility, as the maid
models for the chorus and (by implication) the audience how to read their embodiment as
telegraphing of affective manifestations. The sense of Admetus’ suffering is fully conveyed by
the reference to his weeping, which the maid depicts with much emphasis, as the use of the particle
γε confirms. Then, the attention is drawn to Alcestis’ body, which manifests the effects of the
disease. The expression μαραίνεται νόσῳ (“wasting with sickness”) is nosologically efficacious, as
it gives a keen sense of Alcestis’ symptomatology.27 It is also repeated in the first stasimon when
the chorus introduces Alcestis onstage by commenting on the feebleness of her body: “Look, look,
here she comes,” they say, “the best of women is wasting with sickness and doomed to Hades”
(μαραινομέναν νόςῳ / κατὰ γᾶς χθόνιον παρ᾽Ἅιδαν, 233-38).28 The vivid depiction of the two
protagonists’ emotional states through embodiment enables the spectators to undergo a perceptual

27

In Greek literature, the verb μαραίνομαι occurs to describe the symptoms of a sick body; for instance, Thucydides
2.49.6 uses it in relation to the effects of the plague on the victims’ body, which “is not wasted” (οὐκ ἐμαραίνετο)
but endures the torment of an inward burning, while the disease is at its height. This reference may be interpreted in
relation to the proliferating explanations for symptoms in the fifth century, which we also witness in the historians,
as Holmes (2010) 237 has observed.
28

It is worth noting that in the parodos the chorus attributes Alcestis’ death and impossibility of remaining alive to
the death of Asclepius, Apollo’s son, who was killed by Zeus in punishment for raising the dead (122-130). The
reference to Asclepius in the play owes to the tragic use of mythical thought for which Asclepius with Apollo
(Paean, 92) is considered the healer god. In this sense, the god’s death emphasizes the chorus’ despair for Alcestis’
death. Indeed, at 962-73, they lament the power of Necessity, who has condemned Alcestis to die and against which
“the remedies that Phoebus gave to the sons of Asclepius” (Φοῖβος Ἀσκληπιάδαις ἔδωκε φάρμακα) have no power.
Here the power of Necessity seems to have a physical connation. Indeed, as Rutherford (2012) 158-59 has observed, in
Euripides the term is used in the Presocratic and sophistic thought as well as in one Euripidean fragment (fr. 433) to
replace phusis as the antithesis of nomos.
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experience of their suffering. Indeed, as Nancy Worman has observed, “the orchestration of
viewing bodies in pain encourages the audience to regard the sensory impacts of these bodies by
highlighting internal reaction to them.”29 This is strikingly evident from lines 246-47, where
Admetus responds to Alcestis singing her farewell to life on stage:
ὁρᾷ σὲ κἀμέ, δύο κακῶς πεπραγότας,
οὐδὲν θεοὺς δράσαντας ἀνθ᾿ ὅτου θανῇ.
He (the sun) sees you and me, two (people) suffering,
who have done nothing to the gods to deserve your death.
The mention of the sun that “sees” both Alcestis and Admetus not only focuses attention on the
stage action, but also activates a rich perceptual surround by heightening the experiential appeal
of the performance, which the spectators were watching, probably in the sun. Within this sensory
framework, the sheer density of the pronouns (σὲ, κἀμέ, δύο) contained between the verb of
seeing (ὁρᾷ) and the phrase κακῶς πεπραγότας (from πράσσω, “pass through, endure”)
emphasizes the mutual and symbiotic nature of Alcestis’ and Admetus’ suffering, aiding the
spectators’ understanding of their affective relationship.
In line with this affective expansiveness, the depiction of Alcestis’ body that is held in
Admetus’ arms highlight tactile sensations that engage the spectators in dynamic modes of
engagement. Such a sensory involvement is also fostered by the stage action of Alcestis’ child,
393-402:
ἰώ μοι τύχας. μαῖα δὴ κάτω
βέβακεν, οὐκέτ᾿ ἔστιν, ὦ
πάτερ, ὑφ᾿ ἁλίῳ,
προλιποῦσα δ᾿ ἐμὸν βίον ὠρφάνισεν τλάμων.
ἴδε γὰρ ἴδε βλέφαρον καὶ παρατόνους χέρας.
ὑπάκουσον ἄκουσον, ὦ
μᾶτερ, ἀντιάζω.
†σ᾿ ἐγώ, μᾶτερ, ἐγώ, καλοῦμαι σ᾿ ὁ σὸς
29

Worman (2017) 39.
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395

400

ποτὶ † σοῖσι πίτνων στόμασιν νεοσσός.30
Alas for my fate! My mom has gone
below: no more, is she in the light of the sun,
father, and she has left me an orphan.
Look, look at her eyes and slackened arms.
Listen to me, mother, listen, I implore you,
it is I, mother, your little chick,
falling upon your lips!
This song displays characteristic motifs of Euripidean lamentation. M. Dyson has noted its
importance in highlighting the boy’s shock of the realization that his mother is actually dead.31 In
this respect, I would urge a greater recognition of the affective impact of the boy’s language on
the audience.32 First, the repetition of verbs such as ἴδε (“look”) and ἀκούω (“listen”), which may
have been reflected in the music, spurs the spectators to pay close attention to the immobility of
Alcestis’ body, including her “eyes” (βλέφαρον) and “slackened arms” (παρατόνους χέρας). Then,
the reference to kissing (σοῖσι πίτνων στόμασιν) stimulates tactile sensations that encourage the
spectators’ embodied experience of the boy’s despair. Within this sensorial framework, the
colloquialism μαῖα (“mom”) and the word νεοσσός (“little chick”) give a keen sense of the boy’s
emotional experience, further reinforcing the audience’s sympathy for his condition. From this
point of view, we may say that this scene places particular emphasis on the multisensory effects
(visual, aural, and tactile) that physical interactions on stage have on the audience.

1.2 The Statue, Bilge Water, and the Bed

30

For the textual problems, see Cronacher (1988) 172 and Parker (2007) 132-34.
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Dyson (1988).
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On the presence of children on stage in Euripides’ tragedy as a performative element of an “increasing
valorization of emotional expression,” see Zeitlin (2008).

39

The section above suggests that Alcestis’ body functions as a medium for assessing
affective states, allowing the circulation of feelings and sensations among the characters, so that
their emotional experiences become palpable to the audience. In what follows, I focus on the
depiction of Alcestis’ body as a statue (κορεύματα, 178) and figure (δέμας, 348), exploring how
this somatic dimension encourages affective manifestations. Mary Stieber has discussed the
statues’ multiple dramaturgical uses in Euripides’ plays, analyzing how they are incidental to the
plots and contribute to the plays’ poetics.33 Differently, from a perspective that emphasizes
imagery rather than plots or poetics, my discussion focuses attention on the affective capacities that
statues possess. For instance, in Hippolytus I explore how the statue of Artemis becomes a potent
stage property that gives shape to Hippolytus’ solipsistic devotion to the goddess, enabling the
spectators to fully understand it. Moreover, in Helen I examine how the ἄγαλμα (“statue” or
“painted image,” 262) that the heroine compares to herself takes on an affective role that leads
the spectators to apprehend her feelings more forcefully. In Alcestis, two moments focus
attention on the statue or human figure: first, when Alcestis talks about her marriage before
dying (177-82); second, when Admetus promises to have an image made of Alcestis’ body in his
bed as a consolation for his mourning life (348-54). In these two moments, the imaginary figure of
Alcestis’ body becomes a vibrant entity that renders the feelings of both Alcestis and Admetus
vividly perceptible to the spectators. More specifically, I argue that it conveys a concrete sense
of Alcestis’ feelings for her condition of spouse and of Admetus’ suffering for Alcestis’ death.
In examining Alcestis’ reference to the statue, I need to go back to the maid’s description
of her preparation for death. In addition to Alcestis’ dressing and household management, the maid
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Stieber (2011) 115-94. See also Steiner (2001) who in her broad study on the functions of statues and artworks in
archaic and classical Greek literature and thought has analyzed some prominent statuary references in Euripides’
plays.
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tells the chorus of the moment when her mistress alone in her chamber throws herself upon the
bed and says the following words, 177-82:
Ὦ λέκτρον, ἔνθα παρθένει᾿ ἔλυσ᾿ ἐγὼ
κορεύματ᾿ ἐκ τοῦδ᾿ ἀνδρός, οὗ θνῄσκω πάρος,
χαῖρ᾿· οὐ γὰρ ἐχθαίρω σ᾿· ἀπώλεσας δέ με
μόνον· προδοῦναι γάρ σ᾿ ὀκνοῦσα καὶ πόσιν
θνῄσκω. σὲ δ᾿ ἄλλη τις γυνὴ κεκτήσεται,
σώφρων μὲν οὐκ ἂν μᾶλλον, εὐτυχὴς δ᾿ ἴσως.

180

“O marriage bed, where I yielded up my virginity
to this husband for whose sake I die,
farewell! I do not hate you. But you alone have destroyed
me. It is because I shrank from betraying you and my husband
that I now die.” Some other woman will possess you,
She will not be better, but she might be more fortunate.
For the purpose of my discussion, I want to draw attention to the word κορεύματα. It is a hapax
derived from κόρη (“unmarried woman”) that recalls the figure of the archaic korē, a female votive
statue, sometimes funerary, of a maiden about to enter into matrimony.34 Milette Gaifman and
Verity Platt have observed that as depictions of beautiful, fertile young women korai figures evoke
“the status of real korai,” young women of marriageable age whose social value rested upon their
status as objects of exchange.35 In this sense, I argue that the pleonastic expression παρθένεια
κορεύματα (“virgin maidenhood”) serves to highlight both Alcestis’ loss of virginity and her
condition as an offering dedicated to her husband, for whose sake she now dies.36 In this context, it
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The Acropolis korai are an example of these statues that appear to represent “nubile young women on the verge of
marriage.” See Stieber (2004) 136, who investigates the relationship between the Acropolis korai and young
aristocratic women in Euripides’ (118-25). For the chronological issue about Euripides’ reference to the Acropolis
korai see Stieber (2011) 127-8 and Slater (2013) 57-61. The term korē also evokes Persephone, who, as Marshall
(2014) 117 observes, in the Athenian practice was referred to as Korē, “the Maiden,” as κόρη Δήμητρος (358) in
Alcestis itself confirms.
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Gaifman and Platt (2018) 412.
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The redundancy of the expression παρθένεια κορεύματα has led some scholars to consider line 178 an
interpolation from a gloss, see Hayley (1898). This interpretation however is not supported by the manuscripts,
which all have transmitted the line, see Torraca (1963). The word κορεύματα is not cited by Stieber (1998) who
analyzes the representation of Alcestis in relation to funerary monuments and suggests a “kore-like” image for the body
of the veiled figure of the last scene (85).
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is worth noting that the archaic category of korai is associated with agalmata (“delightful
objects”), which, as Ruth Scodel has noted, exploited an actual social function of virgin girls,
whose exposure and service as ornaments was related to their preparation for marriage and
sacrificial rituals.37 Bringing such insight into dialogue with phenomenology, I interpret Alcestis’
reference to the statue in light of Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the human experience of the
world through its objects. As he puts it, “our perception ends in objects, and the object, once
constituted, appears as the reason for all the experiences of it that we have had or that we could
have.”38 Thus, I posit that the implied image of Alcestis’ statue aids the spectators’
understanding of the heroine’s feelings towards her loss of virginity and, in general, her
condition of spouse. Indeed, the spectators, who had a direct experience of the korai figures
could have experienced Alcestis’ feelings more forcefully.
In addition to the korē, the representation of Alcestis’ bodily figure receives explicit
expression through Admetus’ vow to replace his wife with an image made of her body, 348-54:
σοφῇ δὲ χειρὶ τεκτόνων δέμας τὸ σὸν
εἰκασθὲν ἐν λέκτροισιν ἐκταθήσεται,
ᾧ προσπεσοῦμαι καὶ περιπτύσσων χέρας
ὄνομα καλῶν σὸν τὴν φίλην ἐν ἀγκάλαις
δόξω γυναῖκα καίπερ οὐκ ἔχων ἔχειν·
ψυχρὰν μέν, οἶμαι, τέρψιν, ἀλλ᾿ ὅμως βάρος
ψυχῆς ἀπαντλοίην ἄν.

350

Your bodily figure shaped by the skilled hand of
craftsmen shall be stretched out in my bed.
I shall fall and embrace it with my hands,
calling it by your name; I shall imagine that I hold my dear
wife in my arms, although I do not.
37

Scodel (1996). In this context, Alcestis’ kosmos, which I have analyzed above, is also remarkable, as it signifies the
“adornment” of the agalma; see Casevitz (1989) 105; Stieber (2011) 156; and Chapter Three, where Hippolytus uses
kosmos to refer to the adornment that a husband gives as gifts to his wife (κόσμον προστιθεὶς ἀγάλματι, 631). The
word agalma in relation to kosmos is also used by the chorus at 613 to indicates the gifts that Admetus’ father brings
for adorning Alcestis’ body in the underworld (κόσμον φέροντας, νερτέρων ἀγάλματα).
38

Merleau-Ponty (2012) 69.

42

I think this would be a cold consolation, but still
I shall lighten my soul’s heaviness.
The term δέμας (“bodily figure”) foregrounds a notion of equivalence between Alcestis’ real body
and her manufactured figure that gives Admetus access to an absent reality, thereby granting him
the impression of holding his dear wife (δόξω γυναῖκα ἔχειν).39 Karen Bassi has pointed out that
while Admetus says that Alcestis’ body’s likeness is to be fashioned by craftsmen, he does not
explicitly refers to it as a statue or ἄγαλμα. Rather, as she observes, this likeness is rendered
ambiguous by the fact that δέμας can refer both to living and dead bodies, thereby emphasizing
the double nature of Alcestis as both alive and dead.40 I think that the reference to the craftsmen
is powerful at a cognitive level, in that it reinforces the spectators’ imagination of a materially
vivid figure.41 In this light, the word δέμας is effective as it adds vitality to the imagined figure,
giving a keen sense of Admetus’ desire of having his wife alive.42 Therefore, I argue that the
δέμας represents a potent material image that heightens the appeal of Admetus᾽ emotional
experience.43
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Steiner (2001) 3 observes that a manufactured object as a replacement “belongs together with the many statues in
Greek myth and history that serve as re-presentations of the absent and dead, standing in for the lost party and
maintaining communication between those separated.”
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Bassi (2018) 46-47.
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Scholars have compared Admetus’ experience to that of Laodamia who had a bronze image made of her husband
Protesilaus and placed it in her bed. As this proved to be poor comfort, Laodamia asked the god to let Protesilaus
visit her, inhabiting the statue. This episode constitutes the theme of the Euripidean Protesilaus, where Laodamia is
caught with the statue of her dead husband in her bed. See especially fr. 655 N2: οὐκ ἂν προδοίην καίπερ ἄψυχον
φίλον (“I shall not forsake a loved one, even though he is lifeless”). On the date and the relations between the two
plays, also see Oranje (1980) and Heath (1994) 172-74.
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On demas as a modality of being indicating a person’s “form” that is visible to others, see Holmes (2017) 30.
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Pointing out that Admetus, presumably, applies his hands (χέρας, 350) to the imagined statue, Stieber (1999) 15657 has underlined the “sexual innuendo” of Admetus’ vision. I focus on the multimodal sensory, cognitive, and
emotional appeal of Admetus’ imagination to the audience.

43

In examining the affective impact of Alcestis’ δέμας, it is worth focusing on Admetus’
purpose of having an image of his wife – that is, as he cries, to “lighten the heaviness of his soul”
(βάρος / ψυχῆς ἀπαντλοίην ἄν, 353-4). The expression βάρος … ἀπαντλοίην ἄν is a nautical
metaphor indicating “the bailing out of the bilge water to lighten a ship and keep it afloat.”44 This
water imagery conveys a full sense of Admetus’ affliction; in fact, in tragic contexts words derived
from or connected with ἄντλος are often used to express adversity and misfortune (e.g., Aesch.
Cho. 748; Eur. Hipp. 767, 899, 1049 and Ion 927). For instance, in Hippolytus 767 the word
ὑπέραντλος describes Phaedra’s death, as she is “waterlogged with grievous misfortune” (χαλεπᾷ
δ᾿ ὑπέραντολος οὖσα συμφορᾷ). This is underscored in Alcestis itself when the chorus’ men
implores Paean, god of healing, to appear “among the waves of disaster” (μετακύμιος ἄτας, 91)
and save Admetus’ house from despair. However, the nautical metaphor resonates with another
poetic description. Indeed, the verb ἀπαντλοίην (from ἀντλέω “bail out bilge water”) recalls
Alcaeus’ depiction of his crew’s efforts to bail out water from a ship swamped by waves and save
it from disaster (παρέξει δ᾿ ἄμμι πόνον πόλυν / ἄντλην, fr. 6 P. Oxy. 1789).45 The implied image of
the ship overwhelmed by water would have a strong resonance in the spectators’ imagination, who
had firsthand experience of bilge water and thus would have given an embodied sense of Admetus’
suffering, by evoking the feeling of a shipwreck’s peril.
Although the theme of bilge water and shipwreck is a conventional trope in Greek tragedy
to describe states of distress, in Alcestis, I think, it has a more subtle significance in relation to the
play’s water imagery, which Euripides often deploys to highlight the protagonists’ emotional
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See Parker (2007) 123.
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In Alceus the ship stands for the state which is at the risk of a political storm. Bilge-water (ἄντλος) also defines the
danger of a shipwreck in Alcaeus fr. 208 P. Oxy 2297, where the poet describes a ship/state amidst a storm with waves
rolling in from every side. On Alcaeus’ cited fragments, see MacLachlan (1997) 144-7.
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experiences. This is clear again from the maid’s description of Alcestis crying on the marital bed
at 183-8:
κυνεῖ δὲ προσπίτνουσα, πᾶν δὲ δέμνιον
ὀφθαλμοτέγκτῳ δεύεται πλημμυρίδι.
ἐπεὶ δὲ πολλῶν δακρύων εἶχεν κόρον,
στείχει προνωπὴς ἐκπεσοῦσα δεμνίων,
καὶ πολλὰ θαλάμων ἐξιοῦσ᾿ ἐπεστράφη
κἄρριψεν αὑτὴν αὖθις ἐς κοίτην πάλιν.

185

She fell on the bed and kissed it and drenched the
whole bed with a flood of tears.
When she had had enough of much crying,
she tore herself from the bed and went bent with weakness
and many times, as she was leaving the chamber, she turned back
and threw herself upon the bed again.
In this passage, the outpouring of tears is captured through a close-up of the organ of the eye,
which is soaked with a flood of tears. The hapax ὀφθαλμοτέγκτῳ (“soaked eye”) underlines a
close scrutiny of the lacrimation that calls to mind the ancient medical explanation of crying as a
phenomenon linked to the patients’ behavior of the eye and to the excess of internal fluids.46
Although the representation of Alcestis’ crying is not offered as a medical condition, the vivid
depiction of the eye soaked with tears evokes a strong sensation of wetness. In this respect, the use
of τεγκτός (“capable of being softened in water”) is interesting. The verb τέγγω (“wet, moisten”)
has few occurrences in Greek tragedy (e.g., Soph. Phil. 1456; Eur. Hipp. 128; Eur. Supp. 979). In
Hippolytus, it describes the purples garments that one of the chorus women soaks in the water
river (πορφύρεα φάρεα / ποταμίᾳ δρόσῳ / τέγγουσα, 126-28). As Froma Zeitlin has observed,
“like the clothing they soften in the water, women are expected to be pliant and permeable
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On the relationship between Greek topical literary representations and ancient medical descriptions of the eye, see
Thumiger (2017) 79-97. She observes that in medical texts eyes’ diseases (e.g., blood in the eye) are linked to an
excess of liquid linked to an overflowing of fluid in the head (92). On tears and crying in the Hippocratic texts, see
Lutz (1999) 72-3. For an overview on tears in the Greek-Roman world, see Fögen (2009). On the Hippocratic
vocabulary in Euripides, see Ferrini (1978).
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themselves.”47 From this embodied perspective, the soak of Alcestis’ eye as well as the
drenching of the bedcovers48 may be related to the medical conception of the female flesh as
porous and soft. In the Hippocratic Diseases of Women 1.1., indeed, the flesh of the female body
is compared to a piece of wool or cloth, thickly woven, that put over a wide-mouthed jar soaks
up all the water. In our passage, the sensorial effect of wetness and its emotional implications are
further reinforced by the hyperbolic word πλημμυρίδι (“flood-tide”), which Aeschylus uses in the
Choephori to describe the tears (σταγόνες πλημμυρίδος, “drops of a stormy flood,” 186) that
Electra pours down at the sight of Orestes᾽ lock on their father’s tomb.
More generally, the description of Alcestis’ crying may be put into dialogue with ancient
medical conceptions about the balancing of bodily fluids. The medical writers generally believed
that the flesh of the female body is more porous and moister than the flesh of the male body. For
instance, in Regimen 1. 27 female bodies are considered “more inclined to water” (πρὸς ὕδατος
μᾶλλον) than the male bodies which are “more inclined to fire” (πρὸς πυρὸς μᾶλλον). However, it
should be noticed that water and fire were related to regimen as the basic elements by which all
living beings were sustained.49 Their balance gives health to the body, which for its own humoral
nature is threatened by a disequilibrium for the preponderance of one element upon the other.50
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Zeitlin (1996) 242. See Chapter Two for further discussion.
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The word δέμνιον (“bedstead”) is used in Hom. Il. 24.644 and Od. 4.297 to describe the bedstead on which
“beautiful purple blankets” (ῥήγεα καλὰ πορφύρεα) are laid with “coverlets” (τάπητας) and “wholly cloaks”
(χλαίνας οὔλας) on top.
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On the concept of regimen in the Hippocratic corpus and its occurrences in Greek literature, see Jouanna (2016)
209-241. He observes how the term δίατα (“regimen”) from its earliest appearances also extends to fields other than
the medical; in Pindar, for example, it has the sense of “rule” or “direct” a city and its people and in general always
underscores “regularity” against what is excessive. Also, wetness is not exclusively a negative aspect since it was
the condition for women’s fertility. On women in the Hippocratics, see Fantham et al. (1994) 184-90.
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The female watery nature was considered a potential danger for the body’ humoral balance. On illness resulted
from an imbalance among body’s fluids, see King (2013) 30. On women’s wetness and its cultural implications in
Ancient Greek literature, see Carson (1990) 135-169.
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As Helen King has noted, in addition to the four humors (black bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and
blood) there were other fluids that played a very important role in the fluids’ balancing, including
sweat, milk, and tears.51 Thus, we may conclude that in describing Alcestis’ profuse crying
Euripides may be drawing on medical ideas that considered lacrimation as an outlet for the
excess of internal fluids. This interpretation would apply also to Admetus’ need to “bail out the
bilge water” from his soul, which may be related to the medical notion of the evacuation of
excessive moisture in the body.52 From this viewpoint, the vivid descriptions of lacrimation as
well as sensations of wetness engage and stimulate the spectators’ sensory apparatus,
encouraging their embodied knowledge of the characters’ suffering.
The analysis of the above passage makes it clear that Euripides’ language highlights
embodied sensations to convey a full sense of Alcestis’ feelings. Within this context, it is worth
saying something about Alcestis’ bodily actions as the other focal point of the maid’s description
that propels the audience’s participation in Alcestis’ suffering. The maid’s description, we may
say, is cinematic: she first directs her gaze to Alcestis’ flinging her body about the bed, then she
zooms in on Alcestis’ kissing and drenching the bed with her tears, finally she enlarges the focus
to her mistress’ going back and forth from the bed.53 In this way, the maid creates a graphic
reconstruction of the offstage action, highlighting proprioceptive and kinesthetic effects that
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See King (2013) 30. For a reconstruction of the Hippocratic fluid or humoral theory, see Balzer and Eleftheriadis
(1991); DeHart (1999) 368; King (2013); Holmes (2018) 75.
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According to the Hippocratic analysis, because female bodies absorb more moisture, they come to require regular
evacuation, which is the very purpose of menstruation (Disease of Women 1.1). However, whereas men have a less
porous flesh, their glands (e.g., lacrimal glands) are as porous and spongy as those of the women (Glands 1.1 and
16). Thus, I consider Admetus’ need to lighten his soul in relation to his excessive weeping for Alcestis’ death,
which he tries to contain, as he himself say (ἄδακρυς εἶναι, 1047).
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This type of narration recalls the features of the messenger speech. On the art and visual clarity of Euripidean
messenger speech, see Barlow (1971) 61-78; De Jong (1991); Markantonatos (2013) 44-50, specifically on this
speech of Alcestis. For an overview on the narrative techniques in Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, see Goward
(2004).
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allow the spectators to grasp the vivid sense of Alcestis’ suffering, by means of her bodily
postures and movements.54 First, the word προνωπὴς (“slumping forward, with head inclined,”
186), which the maid has used before to describe Alcestis’ bodily exhaustion and which is found
first in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon 234 to describe Iphigenia’ position, presumably face-down, over
the sacrificial altar,55 gives a keen sense of Alcestis’ affliction. Second, the detailed depiction of
Alcestis’ movements about the bed (ἐκπεσοῦσα, 186; ἐξιοῦσ᾿ ἐπεστράφη, 187; κἄρριψεν, 188)
makes her agitation even more poignant and palpable to the audience.
In order to better comprehend the quality and affective impact of Alcestis’ feelings in the
weeping scene it is worth comparing it with a similar tragic scene – namely that of Deianira in
Sophocles’ Trachiniae. Much has been said about the resemblance between the two scenes.56
However, a further parallel may be suggestive for my analysis. Relevant for my purpose are lines
912-22, in which the nurse narrates the moment when Deianira reaches her chamber and cries
over the bed:
ἐπεὶ δὲ τῶνδ᾿ ἔληξεν, ἐξαίφνης σφ᾿ ὁρῶ
τὸν Ἡράκλειον θάλαμον εἰσορμωμένην.
κἀγὼ λαθραῖον ὄμμ᾿ ἐπεσκιασμένη
φρούρουν· ὁρῶ δὲ τὴν γυναῖκα δεμνίοις
τοῖς Ἡρακλείοις στρωτὰ βάλλουσαν φάρη.
ὅπως δ᾿ ἐτέλεσε τοῦτ᾿, ἐπενθοροῦσ᾿ ἄνω
καθέζετ᾿ ἐν μέσοισιν εὐνατηρίοις,
καὶ δακρύων ῥήξασα θερμὰ νάματα
ἔλεξεν, “ὦ λέχη τε καὶ νυμφεῖ᾿ ἐμά,
τὸ λοιπὸν ἤδη χαίρεθ᾿, ὡς ἔμ᾿ οὔποτε
δέξεσθ᾿ ἔτ᾿ ἐν κοίταισι ταῖσδ᾿ εὐνάτριαν.”

915

920
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As Christopher Tilley and Wayne Bennett (2008) 21-22 write: “that we perceive is intimately linked to the
manner in which we encounter the world through movement in it.”
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See Parker (2007) 83.
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For a bibliography see Rowland (2017); on the date of the Trachiniae antecedent Alcestis, see Rowland (2017) n.
52. Susanetti (2001) 184 cites other two similar tragic scenes: that of Jocasta who tears her hair upon the bed where
she has conceived her children with her son (Soph. OT 1249-50) and that of Andromache who addresses her bed
lamenting her misfortune (Eur. Tro.745-47).
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And when she had ceased from that, suddenly I saw her
rush into the bedchamber of Heracles.
And watched her, hiding my face to keep my observation secret;
and I saw the woman casting blankets on the bed of Heracles.
When she had finished that, she leapt up
and sat in the middle of the bed,
and, bursting into torrents of hot tears,
she said: “O my bed and bridal chamber,
farewell now and forever, for never again will
you take me in these blankets as a wife.”57
I read this passage from a phenomenological and materialistic perspective, exploring the nurse’s
depiction of her mistress’ emotional experience in relation to her interaction with the bed.
Deianira, unlike Alcestis, is described as she comes to a sudden decision: after moving this way
and that way in the house and lamenting for her fate (907-9), she “rushes” (εἰσορμωμένην) into
the bedchamber and here, while the nurse spies on her, she “casts” (βάλλουσαν) blankets, “leaps
up” (ἐπενθοροῦσ᾿ ἄνω), and “sits in the middle of the bed” (καθέζετ᾿ ἐν μέσοισιν εὐνατηρίοις).
The abruptness of these actions extends to crying, as Deianira “bursts” (ῥήξασα) into “torrents of
hot tears” (δακρύων θερμὰ νάματα), which become palpable elements of her fervent passion.58
Deianira’s interaction with the bed is also different from that of Alcestis. As Victoria Wohl has
observed, whereas Deianira dies on the bed and sees marriage and troubles as synonymous,
Alcestis rejects this topos, taking upon herself the sacrifice for her marriage.59 In this light, I
would urge a greater recognition of the affective relationship between Alcestis and the bed
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The text is by Lloyd-Jones (1994). The translation is adapted by Lloyd-Jones (1994) and Grene and Lattimore
(2013b).
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Deianira’s behavior depends on her distraught and shame, since she feels responsible for Heracles’ death.
However, her actions to the nurse’s eye appear displaying a passionate intensity. It is worth noting that the term
νᾶμα (“flowing, running stream”) is used by Euripides in Med. 1187 to describe “the stream of consuming fire”
(νᾶμα παμφάγου πυρός) that the golden band around the princess’ head shoots forth. For an analysis of the character
and behavior of Deianira in the Trachiniae, see Houghton (1962) and Rowland (2017).
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itself.60 Alcestis falls upon the bed, kisses it, turns back to it, and throws herself on it again and
again, being unable to leave it. As with Deianira, these actions are certainly a surrogate for her
feelings towards her marriage and husband. Nonetheless, they also highlight the vital presence of
the bed; in fact, Alcestis kisses it, showing a strong intimacy with it. Furthermore, if we shift the
focus from Alcestis to the bed, we see that it takes on an active role in Alcestis’ experience of
death: it “alone,” as she cries, “has killed her and she dies for it and her husband” (179-81).
The bed plays an active part also in Admetus’ experience of grief, emphasizing his
sharing of Alcestis’ suffering. Indeed, the parallelism between Alcestis’ inability to let the bed go
and Admetus’ insistence that he will have a statue of Alcestis in his bed to which he will cling
for the rest of his life expresses their attachment to each other and the pain of their separation by
death through the real grasping of material things. The capacity of material things (i.e., oikos’
objects) to operate as supplements of affective manifestations is also foregrounded in another
scene involving Admetus. Returning from his wife’s funeral, the man laments the “hateful sights
of his widowed house” (στυγναὶ δ᾽ὄψεις / χήρων μελάυρων, 861-62). Then, as he enters the
house, he commiserates himself in its emptiness, 944-49:
ἡ μὲν γὰρ ἔνδον ἐξελᾷ μ᾿ ἐρημία,
γυναικὸς εὐνὰς εὖτ᾿ ἂν εἰσίδω κενὰς
θρόνους τ᾿ ἐν οἷσιν ἷζε καὶ κατὰ στέγας
αὐχμηρὸν οὖδας, τέκνα δ᾿ ἀμφὶ γούνασιν
πίπτοντα κλαίῃ μητέρ᾿, οἱ δὲ δεσπότιν
στένωσιν οἵαν ἐκ δόμων ἀπώλεσαν.

945

For the desolation within will drive me out of doors
when I see my wife’s bed and the chairs
in which she sat now empty, the floor
unwashed throughout the house and the children falling
about my knees weeping for their mother, while the slaves
lament that they have lost so good a mistress from the house.
60

Markantonatos (2013) 49 notes that in Alcestis “the bed becomes the focus for the crisis-feelings, as well as the
trigger for murky flashbacks and sad projections.” I am more interested in the bed as a vital material presence that
elicits affective responses.
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This passage focuses attention on the house interior space, where “the bed” (εὐνὰς), “the chairs”
(θρόνους), and “the floor” (οὖδας) lie in a complete desolation (ἔνδον ἐρημία). The dismal status
of these things overlaps with the people’s sorrow, such that the grief for mourning extends to the
whole house. C.A.E. Luschnig has observed that in this passage Admetus is seeing the house
from Alcestis’ point of view.61 But this interpretation seems to underestimate the complexity of
Admetus’ feelings. As Emmanulea Bakola has pointed out, in Greek theater interior spaces
function as “symbolic interiors” capturing “deep” spaces like the mind, the memory, and the
psyche.62 From this point of view, I think that in the passage above Euripides’ language
highlights the internal desolation of the house as a foil to Admetus’ inner emptiness, thereby
providing the audience with a palpable sense of his emotional experience.

1.3 The Living Body, Turbid Water, and Touch
As the two sections above make it clear, Alcestis’ death has a strong poignancy for
Admetus, who openly manifests his sorrow and affliction for his loss. Admetus’ behavior has
been interpreted in different ways. 63 Some scholars take Admetus’ grief as sincere; others see a
fluctuation in his behavior that leads him from the initial acceptance of Alcestis’ death in his
place to a profound regret for it. The last part of the play, where Heracles brings a veiled woman
on stage, complicates the scholarly view of Admetus. Some scholars read Admetus’ resistance to
the woman as a sign of his fidelity to Alcestis; others see his final acceptance of the woman as a
form of betrayal; others understand Admetus’ behavior through the themes of philia and xenia-
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relationship with Heracles. Whereas scholars have mainly concentrated on Admetus’
characterization, the emphasis of my discussion is on the way in which he reacts to the sight of
the woman, from the moment he sees her to the recognition and final reunion. Thus, I examine
how Alcestis’ body stimulates affective responses in Admetus by focusing on bodily
manifestations and synesthetic phenomena, including sight, taste, and touch as visible indicators
of his feelings that allow the audience to comprehend his emotional experience more forcefully.
Admetus’ sensory reaction ultimately confirms the capacity of Alcestis’ body to dominate the
dramatic action from the beginning to the end of the play.
Throughout the play, Admetus’ intense experience of grief echoes that of Alcestis. As I
have already observed, crying is pivotal to the affective interrelation between the two
protagonists. At 201, the maid has already pointed up Admetus’ crying (κλαίει γε) to describe his
feelings to the audience; then at 598 the chorus tells the spectators of Admetus’ receiving
Heracles in the house with “wet eyes” (νοτερῷ βλεφάρῳ). Heracles himself understands
Admetus’ grief from his “tearful eyes” (ὄμμα ἰδὼν δακρυρροῦν, 826) and thus decides to go into
Hades to bring Alcestis back and repay his friend for his hospitality (841).64 The hero finally
arrives on stage with a woman he has won as a “prize” (νικητήρια, 1028) in an underworld
athletic contest and whom now he offers to Admetus as a wife. At first, Admetus refuses her: he
could not stand to see her in the house and have the strength to be “tearless” (ἄδακρυς, 1047). The
woman’s physical resemblance to Alcestis – her “clothing and ornaments” (ἐσθῆτι καὶ κόσμῳ,
1050), “form” (μορφῆς μέτρον, 1063), and “figure” (δέμας, 1063) are like that of Alcestis – has a
strong impact on Admetus, 1064-68:
οἴμοι. κόμιζε πρὸς θεῶν ἐξ ὀμμάτων
γυναῖκα τήνδε, μή μ᾿ ἕλῃς ᾑρημένον.
64
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δοκῶ γὰρ αὐτὴν εἰσορῶν γυναῖχ᾿ ὁρᾶν
ἐμήν· θολοῖ δὲ καρδίαν, ἐκ δ᾿ ὀμμάτων
πηγαὶ κατερρώγασιν· ὦ τλήμων ἐγώ,
ὡς ἄρτι πένθους τοῦδε γεύομαι πικροῦ.
What agony! Take this woman out of my sight,
by the gods, do not slay me when I am already dead!
For when I see her, I think I see my wife.
She makes my heart dark and troubled, and tears
break streaming from my eyes. Oh, luckless me!
How, only now, do I taste the full bitterness of this sorrow!
As with Alcestis, Euripides’ language depicts Admetus’ tears with vividness. The metaphor of
the streams breaking out from the eyes (ἐκ δ᾿ ὀμμάτων πηγαὶ κατερρώγασιν) highlights the
observable impetus of the bursting tears – κατερρώγασιν indicating the rushing down of water.
Segal has observed that through Admetus’ prolonged display of weeping Euripides explores the
places where the rigid dichotomies of male and female behavior collapse and there is an
overlapping of their roles.65 In contrast, Ann Suter has stressed how the communis opinio on “the
gendering of tears (tears are typically female)” in Greek tragedy has to be re-examined in light of
the fact that tears are used to characterize both female and male actors and to offer “a wide and
realistic range of styles and attitudes towards tears.”66 Engaging with this debate, I would focus
on embodied sensations rather than gender contradictions. Thus, I conceive of tears not simply as
a sign of emotionality but as an “energetic corporeal state,” external and observable.67
Consequently, Admetus’ weeping is legible as a bodily manifestation depending on his affective
engagement with the woman.
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Admetus’ sensory reaction is also highlighted by the verb θολόω (“to make turbid”). The
verb, which is used in the Hippocratic Airs, Waters, and Places 7 to describe the water made
“turbid through the snow and frost” (τεθολώμενα ὑπό τε χιόνος καὶ παγετῶν) that causes disease
to those who drink it,68 nicely captures the sense of Admetus’ embodied distress.69 As polluted
water damages the individual if it enters her/his body, so the sight of the woman hurts Admetus
both physically and emotionally. This sensation finds a synesthetic correspondence with the sense
of taste; in fact, Admetus says that he “tastes the full bitterness of his sorrow” (πένθους τοῦδε
γεύομαι πικροῦ). Such a sensorial reference augments the spectators’ awareness of Admetus’
feelings by soliciting their perception of the sense of bitterness.70
In line with these synesthetic dynamics, the intensity of Admetus’ sensory experience is
conveyed by visual and tactile phenomena, around which Euripides orchestrates the entire last
scene (1110 - 1131). At 1117 Heracles encourages Admetus to “reach out the woman’s hand and
touch the stranger” (τόλμα προτεῖναι χεῖρα καὶ θιγεῖν ξένης), but the man is reluctant and holds the
woman’s hand with his face turned away, feeling as if he were cutting off the Gorgon’s head
(1118). Here Euripides refers to the risk of petrification, which, as Deborah Steiner has pointed out,
was a condition related to acts of faithlessness.71 Nevertheless, the reference to the Gorgon also
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attests to the sensory allure of the woman’s body and affective transaction between the two
protagonists. The Gorgon has the power of objectification through her gaze, so that, we may say,
Admetus becomes an object of gaze, just as the woman herself.72 The result of this visual
relationship is not a petrification, but an exchange of gazes; in fact, Heracles asks Admetus to
“look at” the woman (βλέψον πρὸς αὐτήν, 1121), initiating the woman’s anakalupteria
(“unveiling”) that allows the bride and the groom to look at each other.73 But, Admetus is still
confused, fearing that the woman is a “phantom from the depths” (μή τι φάσμα νερτέρων τόδ᾽ ᾖ,
1127). The word φάσμα is interesting. It is worth noting that it is used in Helen at 569, when
Menelaus meets the “real” Helen and unexpectedly recognizes the resemblance of the woman to
his Helen. In Helen, as Pietro Pucci has noted, φάσμα relates to the confusion between illusion
(i.e., eidōlon) and reality.74 Likewise, in Alcestis the use of the word expresses ambiguity about
whether Admetus and the audience is looking at the real Alcestis or at an apparition from the
underworld. The tension, with some ironic nuances, generated by the confusion once again
highlights the capacity of Alcestis’ body to draw Admetus into dynamic modes of engagement.
After much resistance, Admetus finally touches (θίγω, 1131) the woman and speaks to her
as his living wife (προσείπω ζῶσαν ὡς δάρματ᾽ἐμην, 1131).75 Admetus’ touch not only allows him
to feel out the truth about Alcestis’ identity, but also enables him to feel the contact with her on the
inside of his body.76 In the play other uses of θίγω speak to a form of touch that is sensed on the
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inside of the body (e.g., within internal organs). For instance, at 108 one of the chorus’ members
claims that his “heart and mind are touched” by the news of Alcestis’ death (ἔθιγες ψυχᾶς, ἔθιγες
δὲ φρενῶν), using words such as ψυχή and φρένες that identify the key receptors involved in the
embodied process of sensing.77 As Alex Purves has noted, touch is more varied than other senses;
it does not just reside in the fingers and palms, but it is sensed on the inside of the body, allowing
us to feel simultaneously the experiences of touching and being touched.78 Thus, we may say that
with touching the woman Admetus is touched back by her. From this viewpoint, the tactile
encounter between Admetus and the woman represents the play’s climactic moment, through
which the affective exchange between the two protagonists reaches its strongest point. The final
touch exteriorizes a proximity between Alcestis and Admetus that echoes their affective experience
throughout the play and ultimately exteriorizes their renewed union in an embodied way.79
Touch determines the play’s resolution: Admetus has his wife back, 1133-4:
ὦ φιλτάτης γυναικὸς ὄμμα καὶ δέμας,
ἔχω σ᾿ ἀέλπτως, οὔποτ᾿ ὄψεσθαι δοκῶν.
O face and body of my dearest wife, I have you back
against all expectation. I never thought I’d see you again.
The addressing of the woman by her bodily parts – ὄμμα καὶ δέμας – has led scholars to argue
about the identity of Alcestis. Among others, Wohl has suggested that the woman of the last
scene combines “all the other Alcestises of the play – living, dead, real, and fantasied – but fails
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to reconcile them.” Thus, as she puts it, “the original subject Alcestis is never truly recaptured,
and this new Alcestis is a silent body that represents the reduction of the woman from subject to
object, in favor of an Oedipal homosociality all too familiar to readers of tragedy.”80 Stieber has
argued that Heracles returns with the effigy from Alcestis’ tomb, as the use of the same word that
Admetus uses for Alcestis’ figure (δέμας) at 350 and the numerous references to funerary
elements throughout the play would confirm.81 More recently, Bassi, has observed that the
reanimated Alcestis is “a figure for the ontological indeterminacies” that define the relationship
between a tragic actor and his masked character and challenge the audience’s ability to
distinguish a likeness from a living being.82
I would argue that the attention drawn to Alcestis’ face and body attests to the emphasis
that the play places on the affective power of Alcestis’ body. It may appear that in the final scene
Alcestis acts passively, since she stands silent.83 However, I think that the two words ὄμμα and
δέμας underscore a more complex meaning. They indeed point up the vitality of Alcestis’ body –
ὄμμα indicating attractiveness and δέμας demarketing liveliness – and demarcate its strong
impact on Admetus, who realizes that his dream has come true.84 From this perspective,
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Admetus’ touch also acquires a deeper significance. Indeed, if we consider it in aesthetic (sensory
and perceptive) terms, we are reminded of its nature as a sense of reciprocity and reversibility that
blurs the distinction between toucher and touched. In this light, the tactile contact between
Admetus’ and Alcestis’ bodies becomes permeable, mutual, and imperceptible.85 The sensory
allure of Alcestis’ body coupled with Admetus’ touch creates a rich perceptual surround that
draws the spectators into the circuit of the protagonists’ feelings and sensations.86
In this affective atmosphere, touch stimulates the audience’s sensory reaction by means of
a visually tactile engagement.87 As I have noted in the Introduction, ancient theories regard sight
in tactile terms as based on the contact of material effluences, fine particles that flow through
passages from the viewer’s body and the object that reaches her/his eyes. Jacques Derrida talks
about “haptic visuality.” As he says, “when vision tends no longer to distinguish itself from the
seen or the visible, it is as if the eye touched the thing itself – or better yet, in the event of this
encounter, as if the eye let itself be touched by it.”88 Thus, both touch and sight in the last scene
deeply affect the spectators, prompting them to experience Alcestis’ and Admetus’ reunion in an
embodied way.

Conclusion
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In this chapter, I have attempted to demonstrate that Alcestis’ body is brought to the fore
of the play as a vibrant presence that triggers the affective exchange between the characters and
the audience. Specifically, I have argued that Alcestis’ body determines the dramatic action and
defines the complexity of the play, where affective experiences are highlighted through
embodiment, such that embodied sensations and interactions between bodies and with objects
become highly expressive of emotional states. Throughout the play Alcestis’ experience of death is
foregrounded by different somatic dimensions (corpse, statue, figure) that have a strong impact on
Admetus, spurring him to publicly manifest his own emotions. The stunning effect of this affective
engagement is vividly rendered by synesthetic phenomena, including sight, taste, and touch, which
have the power to draw the audience into the circuit of the characters’ feelings and sensations. As
Eugenie Brinkema writes, “interiority is brought to the surface, made exterior to constitute a new
topography of the subject, the body, and knowledge in the process.”89
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Chapter Two
Hippolytus: The Texture and Materiality of Landscape
Whether through words, colors, sounds, or stone, art is the language of sensations.
Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?

The relationship between Hippolytus’ imagery and human passions has received
scholarly attention for a long time.1 Whereas previous studies have concentrated on the
characters’ personal emotions, the emphasis of my discussion will be on how the characters’
emotions are mediated by the play’s material environment. Specifically, I explore how in
Hippolytus the characters’ feelings and sensations blend into the surroundings, such that forms,
colors, surfaces, and substances of bodies, landscape, and objects constitute a visual texture that
materializes inner states, rendering them palpable to the spectators.
This chapter particularly focuses on the interactions between characters and landscape.
As I noted in the Introduction, Euripides was a keen describer of landscape, such that his plays
are frequently compared with painting in scholarly literature.2 In the Hippolytus, painting, maybe
in the form of portrayals of gods’ activities in vase depictions, is directly mentioned when
Hippolytus claims that he knows nothing about sex except from what he has “seen in painting”
(γραφῇ τε λεύσσων,1005). Moreover, vivid descriptions of landscape are deployed in the entire
play; in fact, the spectators are given rich visualized information from the beginning to the end of
the play. Although the “pictorialist” model has made important contributions to the interpretation
of Euripidean imagery, it has been criticized for relying too much on the picture-like mental
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representation and thus for underestimating the more interactive, multisensory experience that the
spectators undergo in response to verbal and visual narratives.3 As a matter of fact, classical Greek
painting itself seems to have been concerned with the exploration of the depicted characters and
above all with the relation between seeing and sensory experience.4
I have already discussed the theories of sight in Greek culture, according to which the act
of seeing was dependent on a sort of inner visual organ, “the mind’s eye,” which endowed one
with the capacity to form mental images (phantasia). This capacity was heightened by enargeia
(“vividness”) and ekphrasis, the vivid description of a scene, person, animal, or object that enabled
the audience to perceive the narrated events more forcefully. Ancient theories also emphasized the
dynamic and mutually implicative nature of seeing, showing how it was “deeply sensitive to
synesthetic verges.” 5 In this context, the Greek conception of colors was related to several
different sensory experiences, crossing into the domains of touch, smell, taste, and even sound.6
Therefore, my reading of the play concentrates attention on the way in which Euripides’
language highlights synesthetic phenomena (visual, kinesthetic, tactile) and effects of colors
(e.g., the greenwood where Hippolytus stays with Artemis; the gleaming color of Phaedra’s,
Artemis’ and Hippolytus’ hair; the purple of garments; the gold-gleaming wings of Eros) to fully
convey the sense of the characters’ feelings and stimulate affective responses in the audience.7
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For an overview on the conceptualization of vision and viewing in Greek art and literature, see Blundell et al.
(2013).
4

See Tanner (2016) 107.

5

See Squire (2016) 8.

6

See Bradley (2013).

7

In the Introduction I also have observed how vivid descriptions of colors, senses, and bodily motions can be read
through the recent “enactive approach to cognition,” which shows how the perceptual experience stimulates
embodied responses in the recipients (e.g., spectators), giving them a sense of direct access to the described world.

61

I examine both the landscape described in the speeches, dialogues, and choral songs and
the landscape seen by the spectators in the architectural space of the theater, as it emerges from
textual indicators and referential language (e.g., deixes, topographical references, metaphors, and
similitudes). In addition to natural elements, I also focus on objects, including stage items, props,
and costumes (e.g., Artemis’ statue, Phaedra’s tablet and clothes) as parts of the landscape
inhabited by the characters. I approach landscape from a phenomenological perspective,
emphasizing references to interactions between human and animal bodies, natural elements,
objects, and environments. In these terms, I conceive of landscape as what “merges with the very
being of the body,” in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s words.8 This interpretation also recalls the
relationship between body and space in the Attic vase painting, where the represented figures
integrate landscape into representations of themselves.”9 Furthermore, it is grounded in the
ancient theory of the human body as a microcosmos, being conceived from the same elements as
the rest of the universe, which explains why in Greek literature natural forces, such as the wind,
water, and sun are often used to describe the self.10 In Hippolytus, the bodies of the characters are
wasted by the destructive power of love, which takes on the characteristics of natural forces,
especially the sea water and the sun.11 Aphrodite acts as a wave, streaming upon mortals in full
flood (πολλὴ ῥυῇ, 443) and the gold-gleaming color of Eros’ wings (πτανὸς ἐφορμάσῃ
χρυσοφαὴς, 1274) is connected to the “blazing sun” (αἰθόμενος ἅλιος, 1279) that looks upon the
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earth. Phaedra’s death is described through the metaphor of her “being waterlogged” with
misfortune (χαλεπᾷ δ᾿ ὑπέραντλος οὖσα συμφορᾷ, 767) and Hippolytus’ body is wounded by the
sea wave, which puts forth “a monstrous, savage bull” (ταῦρον, ἄγριον τέρας, 1214).
My conception of the landscape also draws on the spatial-philosophical notions of
“deterritorialization” and “reterritorialization” that Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari use to
explain how things (both human and nonhuman) leave their own territory to become something
else.12 Drawing on these notions, I argue that Hippolytus displays a series of becomings, like, for
example, the becoming-sea of Aphrodite or Hippolytus’ coalescence with the untouched meadow
(73-74) and the brightest star of Greece (1121), through which characters and gods enter into
composition with the landscape. As the two philosophers write in What Is Philosophy? in
relation to the writer André Dhôtel:
He knew how to place his characters in strange plant-becomings, becoming tree
or aster: this is not transformation of one into the other, he says, but something
passing from one to the other. This something can be specified only as sensation.
It is a zone of indetermination, of indiscernibility, as if things, beasts, and persons
(Ahab and Moby Dick, Penthesilea and the bitch) endlessly reach that point that
immediately precedes their natural differentiation.13
In these terms, I conceive of landscape as a “zone of indiscernibility” where “haecceities” occur
– namely, the events that lead to the blurring between humans and landscape elements in
affective assemblages. Specifically, I interpret Phaedra’s imaginary hunting in the mountain
landscape as an haecceity, an event formed of aggregates between body, things, and space and
consisting of the affective intensities that they swap in their entering into contact.
Finally, my consideration of the charged relationship between characters and landscape
extends to include the spectators, who are situated in the phenomenological continuum of space
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and are drawn into dynamic modes of engagement with the dramatic action through the
depictions of the interactions between bodies, things, and spaces. From this viewpoint, I suggest
that Hippolytus’ landscape functions as a “bloc of sensations.” As mentioned in the Introduction,
according to Deleuze and Guattari, art in all its forms (music, painting, literature) preserves
sensations, which exist as self-sufficient elements independently from those (e.g., authors,
characters, readers) who experienced them.14 In line with this conception, I posit that in
Hippolytus landscape contains and preserves the feelings and sensations of both the characters
and spectators. This clearly emerge from the choral odes. For example, in the parodos Euripides
describes the moment in which the chorus receives the news of Phaedra’s illness. The language
depicts the countryside landscape where a woman of the chorus washes purple clothes in the
river water (πορφύρεα φάρεα, ποταμίᾳ δρόςῳ / τέγγουσα, 126-8) and spread them on a rock in
the sunbeams (θερμᾶς δ᾿ ἐπὶ νῶτα πέτρας / εὐαλίου κατέβαλλε, 128-29). Then, in the second
stasimon the chorus images to become a seabird and fly over the terrestrial world, where they see
the “amber radiance” (ἠλεκτροφαεῖς αὐγάς, 741) of Phaethon’ sisters’ tears dropping in the
purple sea (πορφύρεον / ἐς οἶδμα, 738-39). These choral descriptions highlight visual, kinesthetic,
and embodied sensations that enable the spectators to undergo a perceptual experience of the
described scenes. These sensations, I suggest, are preserved in the rich imagery, which is
deployed in such a vivid way that we readers are sensorially captured no less than the ancient
spectators. Within the landscape as it is mapped on the dramatic stage, I also consider theatrical
materials, as for example Artemis’ statue and the tablet with which Phaedra accuses Hippolytus,
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as vibrant elements that aid the spectators’ understanding of the characters’ dramatic
experiences. Offstage objects, including, for instance, Phaedra’s bed and Hippolytus’ chariot,
also play an important role, actively partaking in the dramatic action.
This chapter falls into five parts. In the first part (Aphrodite’s Cosmological Power and
the Place of Action), I analyze the prologue. In the second part (Phaedra: The Robes, the
Mountain Space, and Water), first, I examine the parodos, in which the chorus draws attention to
the illness of Phaedra, who lies sick within the palace. Then, the first episode, in which Phaedra
tries to overcome her suffering by dreaming of escaping from the palace to reach the woods.
Finally, the second stasimon, in which I analyze Phaedra’s death. In the third part (Theseus: The
Tablet and the Curse), I discuss Theseus’ reaction to Phaedra’s death and his curse upon
Hippolytus. In the fourth part (Hippolytus: The Statue, the Star, and the Sea), I first analyze
Hippolytus’ interaction with Artemis’ statue and his tirade against women; then I examine his
reaction to Theseus’ accusation; and lastly, I go through the third stasimon and the messenger’s
speech, which describe Hippolytus’ punishment. Finally, in the fifth part (Artemis’ Epiphany and
Hippolytus’ Death: Smell, Tears, and Darkness), I analyze the epilogue, where Hippolytus dies
in the presence of the goddess Artemis, who appears ex machina.

2.1 Aphrodite’s Cosmological Power and the Place of Action
The play opens with a prologue in form of a speech in which Aphrodite sets the scene of
action and introduces the characters and their relationship.15 First, she addresses the spectators,
1-9:
Πολλὴ μὲν ἐν βροτοῖσι κοὐκ ἀνώνυμος
θεὰ κέκλημαι Κύπρις οὐρανοῦ τ᾿ ἔσω·
15

As Rabinowitz (2003) 173-4 observes, Aphrodite’s speech heightens the awareness that we are watching a
performance. Ashe puts it, the goddess here “functions like the storyteller in a Brecht’s play; a figure for the poet,
she describes the plot she has set in motion.”
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ὅσοι τε Πόντου τερμόνων τ᾿ Ἀτλαντικῶν
ναίουσιν εἴσω, φῶς ὁρῶντες ἡλίου,
τοὺς μὲν σέβοντας τἀμὰ πρεσβεύω κράτη,
σφάλλω δ᾿ ὅσοι φρονοῦσιν εἰς ἡμᾶς μέγα.
ἔνεστι γὰρ δὴ κἀν θεῶν γένει τόδε·
τιμώμενοι χαίρουσιν ἀνθρώπων ὕπο.
δείξω δὲ μύθων τῶνδ᾿ ἀλήθειαν τάχα.

5

Mighty and not nameless, among mortals
and in heaven alike, I am called the goddess Cypris.
Of all who dwell between the
tide of Pontus and the Pillars of Atlas
and look on the light of the sun,
I honor those who worship my power,
but I lay low all those whose thoughts toward me are proud.
For in the gods as well one finds this trait:
they enjoy receiving honor from mortals.
The truth of these words I shall shortly demonstrate.16
In this passage landscape images are essential for encouraging the audience’s involvement in the
dramatic event. The references to the “tide of Pontus,” “the pillars of Atlas,” and “the light of the
sun” give the spectators a keen sense of Aphrodite’s power and encourages them to fully
perceive its universality, by means of vast geographic coordinates that include the entire cosmos.
This initial attention to landscape illuminates a patterning of imagery throughout the play that
brings the spectators to follow the dramatic action by envisioning a mutual relationship between
gods, characters, and natural world. In the prologue indeed Aphrodite is presented as a “universal
force of nature” and, likewise, in the rest of the play her destructive power is enacted through
elements of nature, notably the sea, as I have noted above.17
After addressing the audience, the goddess immediately introduces the characters.
Hippolytus, son of Theseus, “alone among the people of Troezen” (μόνος πολιτῶν τῆσδε γῆς

16

The text is from Kovacs (1995) with adaptation by Barrett (1964). Translation is slightly adapted from Grene and
Lattimore (2013) and Kovacs (1995).
17

On Euripides’ prologue gods and in particular Aphrodite in this prologue, see Mastronarde (2010) 174-81.
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Τροζηνίας, 12), blasphemes Aphrodite and honors Artemis, staying continually with her in the
greenwood (χλωρὰν δ᾽ ἀν᾽ ὕλην παρθένῳ ξυνὼν ἀεὶ, 17). Once, he went to Attica for the
celebration of the Mysteries. Here Phaedra, his father’s wife, saw him and falling in love with
him dedicated a temple to Cypris “close to the rock of Pallas that looks across the land of
Troezen” (πέτραν παρ᾽αὐτὴν Παλλάδος, κατόψιον / γῆς τῆσδε, 30). After some years, Phaedra
sailed with Theseus, who was “in exile from the land of Cecrops” (Θησεὺς Κεκροπίαν λείπει
χθόνα, 34), to Troezen, where now she lies sick within the palace and means to die in silence
(39-40). As these lines suggest, the characters’ identity and situations are intertwined with
landscape images, such that “the greenwood,” “the rock of Pallas,” and “the land of Troezen”
map onto the dramatic stage the experiences that the characters live or lived once.18 In particular,
the greenwood becomes an analogue of Hippolytus’ interior space that puts his solipsistic
devotion to Artemis on prominent display.19 The color “green” plays an important part in this
display. As Eleanor Irwin has pointed out, χλωρός, commonly translated as “green” evoked
primarily fecundity, freshness, and vitality in the Greek culture.20 Indeed, as Michael Clarke puts
it, “the factor that makes the meadow green is also what fills it with vibrant life.”21 In this light, I
suggest that in the Hippolytus’ passage χλωρός mediates and signifies the vitality of the young
hero and his exuberant involvement with Artemis parthenos, which implicates sexual inferences.

18

On experiential aspects of remembering as triggered by visual and verbal phenomena in the Ancient Greek and
Roman world, see Mackay (2008). In this sense, it is worth noting that Troezen could have had a very special
significance for an Athenian audience in 428 BCE, given the role played by the location in 480 BCE during the
city’s evacuation. On the evacuation of Attica, see Garland (2017) 33-60.
19

On spaces as analogue of inner spaces or extensions of “deep spaces” like the mind, the memory, and the psyche,
see Zeitlin (1996) and Bakola (2018).
20

See Irwin (1974) 31-78 and also Clements (2016). As Barrett (1964) 157 παρθένῳ ξυνὼν (17) is ordinarily used in
a sexual sense, which is not ignored here, where seems to stress Hippolytus’ unnatural asceticism.
21

Clarke (2004) 13.
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Moreover, the verdant color of the wood would recall the real landscape of woods seen from the
hills of the Acropolis, where the theater of Dionysus was located and thus would have solicited
an immediate response in the audience.
The overlapping between the imaginary landscape and the landscape seen in the time and
space of the theatrical performance is also foregrounded by the mention of the rock of Pallas (i.e.
Athenian Acropolis), which enhances attention to the surroundings of the theater of Dionysus.
Second, the mention of the sun at the beginning (4) and especially end of the prologue (51-57)
heightens the spectators’ awareness of their presence in the theater. Indeed, Aphrodite’s
introduction of Hippolytus on stage, by pointing to the young man’s “looking on the sun for the
last time” (φάος δὲ λοίσθιον βλέπων τόδε), focuses attention on the space of the theater, where
the spectators were sitting to watch the performance, probably in the sun, as the deictic τόδε
seems to confirm. Thus, we may conclude that in the prologue landscape images blend the
descriptive space with the space of the theater, both orienting the spectators’ understanding of
the dramatic action through specific topographical references and triggering their sensory
reaction to the characters’ experiences.

2.2 Phaedra: Robes, the Mountain Space, and Water
Once Hippolytus has exited into the house, the chorus of women of Troezen enters to
hear about Phaedra’s sickness. In the first strophe of the parodos, they encourage the spectators
to visualize the countryside landscape, 121-28:
Ὠκεανοῦ τις ὕδωρ στάζουσα πέτρα λέγεται,
βαπτὰν κάλπισι παγὰν
ῥυτὰν προιεῖσα κρημνῶν·
τόθι μοί τις ἦν φίλα
πορφύρεα φάρεα ποταμίᾳ δρόσῳ
τέγγουσα, θερμᾶς δ᾿ ἐπὶ νῶτα πέτρας
εὐαλίου κατέβαλλ᾿· ὅθεν
μοι πρώτα φάτις ἦλθε δεσποίνας
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125

There is a rock streaming water whose source, men say, is Oceanus
it pours forth over its edges a flowing stream
into which pitchers are dipped.
It was there that I found a friend
soaking purple robes in the river water
and spreading them on the warm rock’s broad back
in the sun. From there
I first had news of my queen.
In this passage, the description of the countryside has a striking resonance in the audience’s
imagination, allowing for a perceptual experience of the place.22 The water stream flowing from
the rock, the pitchers dipped into the water, the clothes soaked with water and then spread in the
sunbeams evoke visual, acoustic, and tactile sensations that give the spectators the feeling of
being on the spot, such that they experience the shock for the news of Phaedra’s illness as active
participants.
The sensorial involvement of the audience is also propelled by feelings of color, as the
reference to the “purple robes” (πορφύρεα φάρεα, 125) suggests. In the ancient world purple was
not definitively chromatic but described the shining and iridescent appearance of purple-dyed
objects. In fact, a proper translation of πορφύρεος would be “bright colored” more than purple.
In Greek literature, indeed, the word is used to describe the color of different things, from a seawave, to lips or cheeks of young people, to the rainbow.23 Thus, the perceptual experience
induced by this color was multifaceted, at a meeting point of several sensorial domains, such as
light, moisture, taste, and touch.24 From this viewpoint, the verb τέγγουσα (“soaking”) is
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On the imagery of places in Euripides’ choral odes, see Barlow (1971) 17-42.
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See Irwin (1974) 18-28 and Bradley (2013) 135-38.
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Bradley (2013) 13 notes that the experience of the colors also had olfactory properties that made the clothes on
which they were used part of “a versatile multisensory experience.” In particular, purple was one of the “most
odorous of ancient costume-colors,” produced by the sea-purple dye (135). Purple also underlined social meanings,
conveying high status, since it was particularly expensive to produce; see Lee (2015) 93. Here, indeed, the robes
washed seem to belong to the royal family.
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remarkable. As I already mentioned in Chapter One, Froma Zeitlin has pointed out that it is used
in relation to the grief of the chorus’ women over Phaedra’s misfortune: “women are expected to
mourn for the sorrow of the others and, like the clothing they soften in the water, to be pliant and
permeable themselves.”25 Despite such insightful reading, I would urge a greater attention to the
sensorial impact of the verb τέγγω; in fact, the image of the robes soaked with water enhances
chromatic nuances that render the color more vividly perceptible. It is interesting to note that in
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon πορφύρεος is the color of the tapestry which the hero steps on to enter
the palace (πορφυρόστρωτος πόρος, Ag. 910), before he is killed by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.
Mellissa Mueller has shown how the more immediate causes of Agamemnon’s capitulation are
to be found in the tapestry’s “overpowering visual and sensory output, qualities that it possesses
by virtues of its elaborate pattern-weave and distinctive purple dye.”26 Moreover, as Oliver
Taplin has pointed out, “the color of the cloth in Agamemnon was surely uncomfortably like that
of blood.”27 In that case the sight of the cloth will inevitably have stirred thoughts of pathway of
blood leading up to the house or of a stream of blood flowing out of it. In agreement with such
interpretations, I suggest that the reference to the soaking of the robes highlights traits of color
and texture, accentuated by sensations of wetness and/or blood, that encourage the spectators to
grasp the sinister meaning behind the idyllic scene. The sensory appeal of the soaked robes is
also heightened by effects of sound, as the uncontracted spelling of πορφύρεα φάρεα should have
been heard by the spectators.28
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Zeitlin (1996) 242.
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Mueller (2016) 42.
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Taplin (2007) 59.
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On the spelling of πορφύρεα φάρεα, see Barrett (1964) 186.
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In the first antistrophe, the description of Phaedra’s symptomatology keeps the affective
involvement of the audience at high level, 131-40:
τειρομέναν νοσερᾷ κοίτᾳ δέμας ἐντὸς ἔχειν
οἴκων λεπτὰ δὲ φάρη ξανθὰν κεφαλὰν σκιάζειν
τριτάταν δέ νιν κλύω
τάνδ᾿ ἑκὰς ἀβρώτου στόματος ἁμέραν
Δάματρος ἀκτᾶς δέμας ἁγνὸν ἴσχειν
κρυπτῷ πένθει θανάτου θέλουσαν κέλσαι ποτὶ τέρμα δύστανον.

135

140

Lying afflicted, they say, on a bed of sickness she keeps her body
indoors, and fine-spun robes shade her blonde head.
I hear that for three days now,
her mouth has taken no food,
she has kept her body in purity from Demeter’s grain,
wishing because of some secret grief
to bring her life to anchor in the unhappy journey’s-end of death.
In these lines, Euripides describes Phaedra’s sickness by highlighting a dynamic interdependence
between her body and material objects. Specifically, the “bed of sickness” (νοσερὰ κοίτα) in
which Phaedra lies and the “fine robes” (λεπτὰ φάρη) covering her “blonde head” (ξανθὰ κεφαλὰ)
convey a full sense of Phaedra’s sickness. This is confirmed by the meaning of the words itself.
As W.S. Barrett has observed, κοίτη (“bed”) is a nomen actionis of κεῖμαι that firstly is “a lying”
and only secondarily the “place where one lies.”29 Thus, both the noun κοίτη and the adjective
νοσερὰ (“sick”) point up a strong entanglement between Phaedra and the bed, which actively
partakes in her malady. The charged relationship between embodiment and materiality is also
highlighted by the word λεπτός (“fine”). Indeed, in addition to describing fine robes, in Greek it
was used of the human figure as “thin” and “lean.”30 The robes thus become coextensive with
Phaedra’s body, demarcating her physical thinness, which is caused by the abstinence from

29
30

Barrett (1964) 187.
See LSJ.
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food.31 From this perspective, δέμας (“body”) is worth mentioning too. Barrett has pointed out
that in Euripides the word is often an elegant substitute for the reflexive pronoun.32 However, as
I have observed in Chapter One in relation to Alcestis’ body, it also signifies the bodily figure,
both living and dead, and, in this sense, it would suggest the cogent appearance of Phaedra’s
sickness, which compromises her whole body.33 The use of color to stimulate affective response
in the audience is also deployed in this strophe; in fact, the word ξανθός for Phaedra’s hair
indicates a gleaming color that covers different shades from yellow to green and red. It is often
used for the shiny color of the Homeric heroes’ hair and, as I show below, for gods’ hair.34 Here,
the mention of this brilliant color as shaded by the robes has a great impact on the spectators’
visualization, conveying a palpable sense of Phaedra’s distress.
In the second strophe and antistrophe, the chorus wonders whether Phaedra’ sickness
may depend on madness, 141-160:
ἦ γὰρ ἔνθεος, ὦ κούρα,
εἴτ᾿ ἐκ Πανὸς εἴθ᾿ Ἑκάτας
ἢ σεμνῶν Κορυβάντων
φοιτᾷς ἢ ματρὸς ὀρείας;
ἆρ᾿ ἀμφὶ τὰν πολύθηρον Δίκτυνναν ἀμπλακίαις
ἀνίερος ἀθύτων πελανῶν τρύχῃ;
φοιτᾷ γὰρ καὶ διὰ Λίμνας χέρσον θ᾿ ὑπὲρ πελάγους
δίναις ἐν νοτίαις ἅλμας.

145

150

31

See Zeitlin (1996) 243, who has compared the abstinence from food to the secret repressed inside Phaedra that
blocks all her forms of domestic exchange and those of her body itself: “food cannot enter in and secret cannot issue
forth.”
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Barrett (1964) 187.
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For a discussion about Phaedra’s physiological sickness as underpinning references to Hippocratic medicine, see
Holmes (2010) 252-59 and Jouanna (2012) 76.
34

On the perception of color yellow and the meaning of its brilliance among ancient Greeks, see Busatta (2014)
319-321).
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ἢ πόσιν, τὸν Ἐρεχθειδᾶν
ἀρχαγόν, τὸν εὐπατρίδαν,
ποιμαίνει τις ἐν οἴκοις κρυπτᾷ κοίτᾳ λεχέων σῶν;
ἢ ναυβάτας τις ἔπλευσεν Κρήτας ἔξορμος ἀνὴρ
λιμένα τὸν εὐξεινότατον ναύταις
φήμαν πέμπων βασιλείᾳ, λύπᾳ δ᾿ ὑπὲρ παθέων
εὐναία δέδεται ψυχά;

155

160

Are you wandering, dear girl, possessed by some god
by Pan or Hekate
or the holy Korybantes or the mountain mother?
Are you wasted in suffering for some sin
against Dictynna of the wild beasts?
Are you unhallowed, having offered no sacrifice?
For she also goes through the waters of Limnae and
passes over the dry land beyond the sea,
in the eddies of the salt sea.
Has some other woman,
someone in the palace, making love to him apart from your bed
beguiled your husband,
the nobly born king of
Erechtheus’ people?
Or has some sailor from Crete
put in at that harbor most hospitable to sailors
bearing news to the queen, so that her soul
is bound bedfast in grief over her misfortunes?
The strophe focuses attention on spatial settings (mountains, lands, sea) and bodily motions
(φοιτάω) that encourage the audience to entertain an embodied experience of Phaedra’s distress.
The spectators’ embodied reaction is also elicited, although in the opposite way, in the second
antistrophe (151-60), where Phaedra’s suffering is described through the image of her soul
“bound bedfast in grief” (ὑπὲρ παθέων / εὐναία δέδεται). This metaphor vividly captures
Phaedra’s physical and emotional distress, which ultimately finds a correspondence with the
feelings of the chorus’ women. Indeed, in their incapacity to understand the reason of their
queen’s malady, in the epode (161-69) they reflect on how madness and helplessness are two
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elements that characterize the very nature of women, who are bodily subjugated to the insane pain
of “birth pangs” (ἀμηχανία / ὠδίνων τε καὶ ἀφροσύνας, 163-64).
The parodos ends with the entrance on stage of the nurse bringing Phaedra on her couch
outside the palace, 170-75.
ἀλλ᾿ ἥδε τροφὸς γεραιὰ πρὸ θυρῶν
τήνδε κομίζουσ᾿ ἔξω μελάθρων.
στυγνὸν δ᾿ ὀφρύων νέφος αὐξάνεται.
τί ποτ᾿ ἐστὶ μαθεῖν ἔραται ψυχή,
τί δεδήληται δέμας ἀλλόχροον βασιλείας.

170

175

But here is her aged nurse before the door,
bringing her out of the palace.
A gloomy cloud is growing on her brow.
My heart longs to know what it is,
why the queen’s body is so wasted, her color so changed.
Here the spectators are invited, with deictic words, to contemplate Phaedra’s body. It is “wasted”
(δεδήληται, 174) and its “color changed” (ἀλλόχροον, 175). The word ἀλλόχροον is interesting.
As Ashley Clements has observed, the etymology of the Greek chrōma implies that Greek
conceptions of color were closely related to skin, bodily complexion (chrōs, chroia), and to the
surface of the body as an index of what is subjectively felt or lies within.35 In this sense, I posit
that Phaedra’s skin becomes a screen which displays her emotional vulnerability and onto which
the chorus’ women projects their sorrow for the queen’s suffering, which, in this way, becomes
vividly perceptible to the audience.36 The dismal status of Phaedra’s complexion is described
through the reference to a “gloomy cloud” (στυγνὸν νέφος) upon her brow. This expression shows
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Clements (2016). See also Worman (forthcoming), who has noted that in Greek tragedy “close-up viewing”
draws attention to the “vulnerabilities of the skin” (Gr. chrôs), which becomes “a surface, palette, membrane or
container” for emotions and sensations.
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This is a type of experience that recalls that of cinema, which, as Sobchack (2004) 51 notes, has the capacity of
provoking “carnal thoughts” that ground and mediate experience and language, subjective vision and objective
image.
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how the chorus reads Phaedra’s condition through the landscape, whose features merge with
Phaedra’s suffering, thereby becoming elements for a close inspection of her symptomatology.37
While Phaedra lies on her couch, the nurse tries to alleviate her suffering. “Here is your
sunlight, your bright open air” (τόδε σοι φέγγος, λαμπρὸς ὅδ᾿ αἰθήρ, 178-80), cries the old
woman. As Barrett has observed, φέγγος is the direct sunlight as opposite to the dimmer light of
Phaedra’s room indoors and λαμπρὸς indicates the open air of the sky when irradiated by the
sunlight.38 Charles Segal also has underlined the movement from the house, where Phaedra keeps
her disease “hidden” from the “bright light.”39 I think that the reference to light not only signs the
passage from one space to another, but also represents a powerful way to elicit the spectators’
sensory reaction, as it has already happened in the prologue. Here, by pointing up the impact of
the light on Phaedra, the nurse invites the spectators to an exploration of the queen’s physical and
emotional status, encouraging them to sense her agitation more forcefully. The queen finds
pleasure in nothing (184); she desires to be lifted up from her couch (αἴρετε μου δέμας, 197); she
wants her heavy headdress to be removed (βαρύ μοι κεφαλῆς ἐπίκρανον ἔχειν, 201) and her hair
spread on her shoulders (ἄφελ᾽, ἀμπέτασον βόστρυχον ὤμοις, 202). She violently “shifts her
body” (μετάβαλλε δέμας, 204) and hallucinates. She dreams that she is drawing “a draught of
fresh pure water from a dewy spring” (δροσερᾶς ἀπὸ κρηνῖδος / καθαρῶν ὑδάτων πῶμ᾿, 209-10),
lying “beneath the poplars in the grassy meadow” (ὑπό τ᾿ αἰγείροις ἔν τε κομήτῃ / λειμῶνι, 21011) and finding her rest there. She wants to be brought “to the mountain” (πέμπετέ μ᾿ εἰς ὄρος,
215) and go “to the woods” (εἶμι πρὸς ὕλαν, 215) “among the pine trees” (παρὰ πεύκας, 216).
37
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She longs to shout to the hounds (ἔραμαι κυσὶ θωύξαι, 219), letting “the Thessalian javelin”
(Θεσσαλὸν ὅρπακα, 221) fly “past her golden hair” (παρὰ χαίταν ξανθὰν, 220), while holding “a
spear with a steel point” (ἐπίλογχον βέλος, 222). Finally, she wishes to find herself in the plains
of Artemis, galloping Venetian colts (εἴθε γενοίμαν ἐν σοῖς δαπέδοις πώλους Ἐνετὰς
δαμαλιζομένα, 230-31).
J.M. Bremer has observed that the physical sensations described in these lines (e.g., the
satisfaction of fresh water in a thirsty mouth, the relief found in shadow, the relaxation of the
body in the grass) must be understood as “indications of sexual delight.”40 This is true and in fact
Phaedra desires to be with Hippolytus. However, for the purpose of my discussion I would call
greater attention to the way in which the description of Phaedra’s hallucination involves the
audience in dynamic modes of engagements. The reference to Phaedra’s shifting her body on the
couch propels the spectators’ embodied knowledge of her feelings. This involvement is further
reinforced by the description of Phaedra’s physical actions, including lying under the trees,
shouting to the hounds, holding the spear, letting the javelin fly, and galloping horses that enable
the audience to sense her desire to being in the mountains in an embodied way.41 The
representation of Phaedra’s actions in the mountain landscape may be put into dialogue with
Deleuze’s and Guattari’s concept of haecceity, which, as I have observed above, signifies the
moment in which the individual enters into composition with the world that she/he experiences.
In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari define haecceity using Virginia Woolf’s writings
and in What is Philosophy? they say:
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This is closely related to the vividness of the enactivist accounts, which generates the “quasi-presence” of the
described world, giving the recipients the feeling of being on the spot of the action; see Grethlein and Huitink
(2017).
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Characters can only exist, and the author can only create them, because they do
not perceive but have passed into the landscape and are themselves part of the
compound of sensations. [...] It is Mrs. Dalloway who perceives the town – but
because she has passed into the town like ‘a knife through everything’ and
becomes imperceptible herself. [...] We are not in the world, we become with the
world.42
This passage is illustrative of the symbiotic relationship between Phaedra and the landscape. As
Mrs. Dalloway has passed into the town and becomes imperceptible herself, so Phaedra through
her actions merges with the landscape and (by implication) with Hippolytus. As a result,
Phaedra’s desire to find herself in the plains of Artemis (εἴθε γενοίμαν ἐν σοῖς δαπέδοις)
transforms the described landscape in an intensive space of affects, through which the spectators
vividly perceive her passion for Hippolytus.
Alarmed by Phaedra’s frenzy, in the following stichomythia (267-283) the chorus’
women and the nurse interrogate each other on the possible causes of Phaedra’s excitement.
They draw attention to her symptoms, which erupt into visibility: “her body is weak and wasted”
(ὡς ἀσθενεῖ τε καὶ κατέξανται δέμας, 274) after having been without food for days.43
Nevertheless, the women of the chorus are unable to interpret the signs of Phaedra’s malady
(ἄσημα δ᾽ἥμιν ἥτις ἐστὶν ἡ νόσος, 269). She is mute (πάντα γὰρ σιγᾶι τάδε, 273) and denies her
disease (κρύπτει γὰρ ἥδε πῆμα κοὔ φησιν νοσεῖν, 279), being “more obstinate than the sea”
(αὐθαδεστέρα / γίγνου θαλάσσης, 304-305). Only after the nurse has implored her (325-326),
Phaedra decides to speak about the reason for her illness, revealing her passion for her stepson
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Hippolytus (373-430). In her compassion for Phaedra’s suffering the nurse addresses the
universal power of love – namely Cypris, 443-50:
Κύπρις γὰρ οὐ φορητὸν ἢν πολλὴ ῥυῇ,
ἣ τὸν μὲν εἴκονθ᾿ ἡσυχῇ μετέρχεται,
ὃν δ᾿ ἂν περισσὸν καὶ φρονοῦνθ᾿ εὕρῃ μέγα,
τοῦτον λαβοῦσα πῶς δοκεῖς καθύβρισεν.
φοιτᾷ δ᾿ ἀν᾿ αἰθέρ᾿, ἔστι δ᾿ ἐν θαλασσίῳ
κλύδωνι Κύπρις, πάντα δ᾿ ἐκ ταύτης ἔφυ·
ἥδ᾿ ἐστὶν ἡ σπείρουσα καὶ διδοῦσ᾿ ἔρον,
οὗ πάντες ἐσμὲν οἱ κατὰ χθόν᾿ ἔκγονοι.

445

450

Cypris, if she streams upon us in full flood, cannot be withstood.
Upon those who yield to her demands she comes in mildness,
but the one whom she finds arrogant and superior,
such a one she seizes and mistreats ever so badly.
Cypris moves through the air, she is in the sea
wave, and all things come from her.
She it is that gives and implants love,
of which all we who live on earth are begotten.
As Segal has noted, the imagery of the sea, in its vastness, power, and inscrutability, helps
expand Aphrodite’s invincible and irresistible power.44 I think that the mutual relationship
between Aphrodite’s power and the natural force of the sea may be better understood as a form
of deterritorializazion and reterritorialization, which explains the goddess’ becoming-sea.45 This
becoming clearly emerges from the first line of the passage above, where Cypris is described as
“streaming in full flood” (πολλὴ ῥυῇ). She “is in the sea wave” (ἔστι δ᾿ ἐν θαλασσίῳ κλύδωνι),
enmeshed in it, such that she has the power of the sea herself. This representation of Cypris is
“enactively” powerful, exerting particular force on the spectators’ imagination.46 Indeed, the
vivid description of the flood and sea wave allows the spectators to perceive the threat of love
44

See Segal (1965).
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As Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 238 write: becoming “is in the domain of symbioses that bring into play beings of
totally different scales and kingdoms.”
46

Enactivist accounts, as Grethlein and Huithink (2017) 80 put it, “present the action in flux to transport the
recipient right to the scene.”
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through the sensation of an inundation. This perceptual experience is further reinforced by the
reference to the condition of Phaedra, who, as the nurse says, has fallen into misfortunes so great
that is difficult to “swim” out of them (ἐς δὲ τὴν τύχην / πεσοῦσ᾿ ὅσην σύ, πῶς ἂν ἐκνεῦσαι
δοκεῖς; 469-70).
In lamenting Phaedra’s misfortune, in the first stasimon the chorus sings about the
destructive power of love (525-65). Here, by reversing the usual kletic “be with me” hymn to a
god, the chorus’ women pray that Eros not show up (μή μοι ποτὲ σὺν κακῷ φανείης, 528) and
then go on to describe the “territory” covered by Eros and Aphrodite, whose power acts upon the
natural world and the humanity. This power is exercised both externally on the body and
internally on the soul of mortals; in fact, love “distills desires upon eyes and brings sweet delight
into the hearts” (ὃ κατ᾽ὀμμάτων / στάζει πόθον, εἰσάγων γλυκεῖαν / ψυχᾷ χάριν, 525-27). The
ode’s language evokes the physical experience of being overwhelmed by love, such that the
second strophic pair emphasizes the experiences of Iole, who flew from Heracles as a nymph or
a bacchant running wild on the hills (545-54), and of Semele, who was abducted by Zeus and
destroyed by his lightning (555-65).
At 565 Phaedra silences the chorus to listen at the skene-doors to the offstage
conversation between the nurse and Hippolytus; she understands that the nurse has revealed her
secret to Hippolytus (597-98).47 She is devasted and, fearing the consequences, decides to enter
the palace to commit suicide. Now the chorus sings the second stasimon, 732-775:
ἠλιβάτοις ὑπὸ κευθμῶσι γενοίμαν,
ἵνα με πτεροῦσσαν ὄρνιν θεὸς
ἐν ποταναῖς
ἀγέλαις θείη·
ἀρθείην δ᾿ ἐπὶ πόντιον
κῦμ᾿ τὰς Ἀδριηνὰς
ἀκτὰς Ἠριδανοῦ θ᾿ ὕδωρ,
47
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On Phaedra’s presence and location on stage, see Parker (2001) and Willink (2006) 14-15.
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ἔνθα πορφύρεον σταλάσσουσ᾿ ἐς οἶδμα τάλαιναι
κόραι Φαέθοντος οἴκτῳ δακρύων
τὰς ἠλεκτροφαεῖς αὐγάς.

740

Ἑσπερίδων δ᾿ ἐπὶ μηλόσπορον ἀκτὰν
ἀνύσαιμι τᾶν ἀοιδῶν,
ἵν᾿ ὁ πορφυρέας ποντομέδων λίμνας
ναύταις οὐκέθ᾿ ὁδὸν νέμει,
σεμνὸν τέρμονα κυρῶν
οὐρανοῦ, τὸν Ἄτλας ἔχει·
κρῆναί τ᾿ ἀμβρόσιαι χέονται Ζηνὸς παρὰ κοίταις,
ἵν᾿ ὀλβιόδωρος αὔξει ζαθέα
χθὼν εὐδαιμονίαν θεοῖς.

745

750

ὦ λευκόπτερε Κρησία
πορθμίς, ἃ διὰ πόντιον
κῦμ᾿ ἁλικτύπον ἅλμας
ἐπόρευσας ἐμὰν ἄνασσαν ὀλβίων ἀπ᾿ οἴκων
κακονυμφοτάταν ὄνασιν·
ἦ γὰρ ἀπ᾿ ἀμφοτέρων οἱ
Κρησίας <τ᾿> ἐκ γᾶς δύσορνις
ἔπτατο κλεινὰς Ἀθήνας Μουνίχου τ᾿ ἀκταῖσιν ἐκδήσαντο πλεκτὰς πεισμάτων ἀρχὰς ἐπ᾿ ἀπείρου τε γᾶς ἔβασαν.
ἀνθ᾿ ὧν οὐχ ὁσίων ἐρώτων δεινᾷ φρένας Ἀφροδίτας νόσῳ κατεκλάσθη·
χαλεπᾷ δ᾿ ὑπέραντλος οὖσα συμφορᾷ τεράμνων
ἀπὸ νυμφιδίων κρεμαστὸν
ἅψεται ἀμφὶ βρόχον λευκᾷ
καθαρμόζουσα δειρᾷ,
δαίμονα στυγνὸν καταιδεσθεῖσα, τάν τ᾿ εὔδοξον ἀνθαιρουμένα φήμαν ἀπαλλάσσουσά τ᾿ ἀλγεινὸν φρενῶν ἔρωτα.

755

760

765

770
775

O that I could be under the secret cliffs of the mountains,
and that there a god might make me a winged bird
amid the flying flocks!
O that I could soar aloft over the sea
wave to the Adriatic
coast and to the waters of Eridanus,
where into the deep blue
80

swell the unhappy girls,
in grief for Phaethon, drop
the amber radiance of their tears!
To the apple-bearing coast
of the melodious Hesperides would I go my way,
there where the lord of the sea
in the deep-blue eddies,
denies sailors further passage
and fixes the sacred boundary
of heaven, which Atlas upholds.
There the streams flow with ambrosia
by Zeus’ bed of love
and holy Earth the giver of life
yields to the gods blessedness
O Cretan white-winged,
ship that over the loud-sounding sea wave
ferried my mistress from her happy home,
to bless her with a marriage unblessed:
black was the omen that sped her here
for both her lands
for Crete and glorious Athens, where to Munichia’s beach
they tied the plaited ends of the mooring cable
and stepped ashore on the continent.
Her mind is wrenched
by the terrible sickness of impious passion
sent from Aphrodite;
and sinking under her cruel misfortune
from the roof of her bridal chamber
she will tie the twisted noose
fitting it to her white neck!
She felt shame at her bitter fate,
choosing good name rather than life,
and easing her heart of her painful desire.
In this ode, Euripides’ language highlights visual and kinesthetic phenomena. The chorus
women’s becoming birds ties spatial references to bodily motions: flying to different places and
soaring aloft over the sea enable the spectators to visualize a wide landscape that includes
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celestial, terrestrial, and marine territories.48 The visual appeal of the aerial descriptions is
conveyed by references to colors: the “blue-purple” (πορφύρεος, 738 and 743) of the sea, the
“amber radiance” (ἠλεκτροφαεῖς αὐγαί) of the Phaethon’s sisters’ tears, and the “white” (λευκός)
of the Cretan ship’s sails and of Phaedra’s neck. This vivid representation forms a vibrant
texture, including landscape images, corporeal elements, and material objects that creates a high
degree of imageability, thereby encouraging the audience to undergo a perceptual experience of the
described world.
In the second strophic pair, from distant places the visualization is restricted to Greek
places. By focusing attention on the Cretan ship, Euripides’ language guides the spectators’ mind’s
eye to Crete and Athens. This shifting, heightened by effects of colors, which change from shining
to white, suggests a movement away from picturesque imaginings toward reality, as Ruth Padel
has noted.49 Within this context, the description of Phaedra’s death has a strongly visual and
embodied impact on the spectators. Euripides deploys the image of Phaedra’s “sinking under
cruel misfortune” (χαλεπᾷ δ᾿ ὑπέραντλος οὖσα συμφορᾷ). Here, the word ὑπέραντλος, which
literally means “waterlogged” – ἄντλος indicating the bilge water that collects inside the ship –
nicely captures the sense of Phaedra’s oppression, both at physical and emotional levels.50 The
experience of being saturated with water recalls that evoked by the image of the purple robes
soaked with water in the parodos (πορφύρεα φάρεα / ποταμίᾳ δρόσῳ / τέγγουσα, 126-28). This
correspondence is also fostered by references to color, if we consider that in this ode the color of
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These kinds of sentiments (“I wish I could fly”) have parallels with choral songs in other tragedies; see Barrett
(1964) for a list. In Chapter Three, I shall analyze the correspondence of this ode with Helen’s third stasimon (14511511), where the chorus women wish that they might become winged cranes and follow Helene back to Greece.
49

See Padel (1974) 231.
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On bilge water as expressing affective states (βάρος / ψυχῆς ἀπαντλοίην ἄν, 353-54), see Chapter One, where it is
used in relation to Admetus’ grief for Alcestis’ death.
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the sea (πορφύρεον) is the same as that of the robes in the parodos.51 Τhus, we may say that the
description of Phaedra’s death has a strong sensory allure that prompts the spectators to feel her
agony in an embodied way, by eliciting the sensation of being saturated with water. This
representation not only confirms the connection between the power of love and the force of water,
but also enhances attention to Euripides’ capacity to depict the power of love with a vividness that
involves a multimodal sensory, cognitive, and emotional appeal to the audience.

2.3 Theseus: The Sea, the Tablet, and the Curse
In the mythical tradition, Theseus is associated with the sea and represented as the hero
who has crossed the farthest reaches of the sea in his quest for paternal recognition and political
leadership. In Hippolytus, Euripides presents Theseus as an exile from Athens who sails with his
wife Phaedra to Troezen (34-50).52 He enters the scene at 790, being back from abroad, where he
went to visit an oracle, as the fact that he wears a garland would confirm (807).53 As soon as he
enters, Theseus hears a “shout in the house” (ἐν δόμιος βοὴ, 790), then he sees the “doors shut”
(οὐ… πύλας ἀνοίξας, 793), and finally, when the servants open the doors, he gets the “bitter
sight” (πικρὰν θέαν, 809) of Phaedra’s corpse. The affective intensity of this scene is remarked
by Theseus himself, who says he “sees the grief in the house” (οἷον εἶδον ἄλγος δόμων, 845). He
thus starts wailing at his luckless fate, claiming to “look upon a sea of troubles” (κακῶν δ᾽, ὧ
τάλας, πέλαγος εἰσορῶ, 822) so great that he cannot “swim out of them” (μήποτ᾽ἐκνεῦσαι πάλιν,
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In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon the tapestry which the hero steps on are ἁλουργεῖς (“worked in the sea” or “dyed with
a substance derived from the sea,” 946). Morrell (1997) 153 points out that Clytemnestra presents the “inextricable
wrapping” (ἄπειρον ἀμφίβληστρον) to the husband as “a sea to traverse for entering in the oikos.” On textile
symbolism in the Agamemnon’s tapestry scene, see Bakola (2016).
52

On Theseus’ connection with the sea, see Beaulieu (2016) 59-89, with particular reference to Bacchylides’ Ode
17. On his association to Athens, see Rehm (2002) 58. For a discussion about Theseus’ cult and his position in the
extant Hippolytus, see Barrett (1964) 2.
53

See Barrett (1964) 313.
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823) or “cross the flood of his misfortune” (μηδ᾽ἐκπερᾶσαι κῦμα τῆσδε συμφορᾶς, 824).54 This
imagery links Theseus to Phaedra, as he undergoes the embodied sensation of being
overwhelmed by water. The impact of this imagery is displayed by the reaction of the chorus’
women, whose “eyes are drenched with tears and melt at Theseus’ misfortune” (δάκρυσί μου
βλέφαρα / καταχυθέντα τέγγεται σᾶι τύχαι, 854). Here, again, the verb τέγγω underlines the
feelings of the chorus’ women by highlighting their embodied sensations through the imagery of
being soaked with water. The experiential appeal of Theseus’ feelings is also heightened by
effects of color. The hero wishes to dwell in “the gloom under the earth” (τὸ γᾶς κνέφας, 836)
and “die in darkness” (σκότῳ θανὼν, 837). In this gloomy atmosphere, the “brightness of the
sun” (φέγγος θ᾿ ἁλίοιο, 850) and the “starry gleam of the night” (νυκτὸς ἀστερωπὸν σέλας, 850)
are there only to let him “look upon” his dead wife (γυναικῶν ἀρίστα θ᾿ ὁπόσας ὁρᾷ, 849).
The audience’s involvement in Theseus’ emotional experience is also elicited through
descriptions of objects – namely, the “tablet” (ἥδε δέλτος, 857) that the hero finds hanging from
Phaedra’s hand, in which she accuses Hippolytus of an attempted rape. Euripides describes it in
detail, pointing out that “the impress of the gold-chased seal charms Theseus’ eyes” (καὶ μὴν
τύποι γε σφενδόνης χρυσηλάτου τῆς οὐκέτ᾽οὔσης οἵδε προσσαίνουσί με, 861-62). The words
τύποι and προσσαίνουσι are remarkable, in that they refer to the visual, perceptive, and
emotional resonance that the gold seal has in Theseus.55 After reading the content silently, the
hero states: “what a song I have seen, voiced in writing!” (οἷον οἷον εἶδον γραφαῖς μέλος /
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The image of the sea of trouble may be a cliché in Greek tragedy. However, such images, as Rutherford (2012)
126 has observed, still be given a great power, by integration in a wider system of metaphors from the same field.
55

It is worth noting that the correspondent verb of τύπος is τυπόω (to form by impress) that is used by Gorgias to
underline the perceptive impact of the persuasive discourse on the soul, as I have observed in the Introduction. Also,
προσσαίνουσι is used (chiefly in tragedy) of a person or thing that rouses a person’s favorable emotion, as Barret
(1964) 328 notes.
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φθεγγόμενον, 879-80).56 Isabelle Torrance has interpreted these words as “remarkably suggestive
of the process of producing dramatic poetry itself,” which is “a song performed in a script.”57 In
line with my argument about the audience’s sensory, emotional, and cognitive involvement in
the dramatic action, I am interested in the synesthetic value of Theseus’ words – that is, the act of
“seeing” (εἶδον) the “voiced song” (μέλος / φθεγγόμενον). As I have observed above, in Greek
culture seeing was interpreted at cognitive level; in fact, the connection between sight and
understanding is embedded in the Greek words of “seeing” (εἶδον) and “knowing” (οἶδα), which
share a common etymological stem (ἰδ-).58 In this respect, the scene of the tablet reflects the
cognitive perception of dramatic language, as the spectators “see” or visualize the described
world and narrated events through the words uttered by the actors.59 More specifically, I argue
that Theseus’ words mirror the general mode of the play, in which vivid language (forms, colors,
and textures) influences the audience’s perceptual experience of the characters’ feelings and
sensations.
After Theseus has realized that Phaedra killed herself because of Hippolytus, he utters a
curse against his son. He invokes Poseidon to send Hippolytus into Hades and condemns him to
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Knox (1968) 433 considers Theseus’ words a proof of the Greek silent reading practice. On the other hand,
Svenbro (1993) 177 observes that the tablet not only “speaks,” but also “shouts,” and indeed its content, intended for
a silent reading, is read by a singing actor. Segal (1992) 425 suggests that the tablet is a σῆμα (“sign”) that
substitutes speech – a tablet that “wishes to speak,” particularly for the deceptiveness of speech, and thus an element
that explicates the more general tension between surface appearance and hidden reality.
57

Torrance (2013) 148-149. See also Mueller (2016) 163-178, who has argued that Phaedra’s tablet resembles a
defixio (“a curse table”) used by the heroine “to silence Hippolytus” and preserve her own honor. In this sense, as
she puts it, the tablet “enacts a key dimension of Hippolytus’ plot: the goddess’ punishment of Hippolytus with
death.”
58

See Squire (2016) 13.
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On the spectators’ way of seeing, see Zeitlin (1994) 140-41, who observes that ancient theater requires “an
attentive gaze which engages their cognitive skills in learning how to recognize, evaluate, and interpret the visual
codes of what they see.”
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a life of exile during which “he will wander over foreign soil” (ἀλώμενος / ξένην ἐπ᾽αἶαν, 897)
and “drain to the dregs a life of misery” (λυπρὸν ἀντλήσει βίον, 898).60 The descriptive vividness
of these lines encourages the audience’s embodied experience of the curse. In particular, the
comparison of the life-long suffering to “draining the dregs of a cup,” in Grene’s and Lattimore’s
translation, is a compelling example of the sensory allure of Theseus’ words. Although the
metaphor is conventional, the verb ἀντλέω (“bail out bilge water”) underscores a subtle meaning.
Indeed, it has a strong resonance in the spectators’ imagination, recalling, albeit in opposition, the
experience of Phaedra’s death (ὑπέραντλος οὖσα συμφορᾷ 767). This oxymoronic correspondence
anticipates Hippolytus’ tragic fate in a vibrant context of intra-textual allusions.

2.4 Hippolytus: The Statue, the Star, and the Sea
Descriptions of landscape and objects as elements that trigger the affective exchange
between characters and audience are pivotal to the representation of Hippolytus’ dramatic
experience. At 58 Hippolytus enters the scene, attended by the chorus of his huntsmen; they all
sing of Artemis while Hippolytus lays a garland on the statue of the goddess, 73-87:61
σοὶ τόνδε πλεκτὸν στέφανον ἐξ ἀκηράτου
λειμῶνος, ὦ δέσποινα, κοσμήσας φέρω,
ἔνθ᾿ οὔτε ποιμὴν ἀξιοῖ φέρβειν βοτὰ
οὔτ᾿ ἦλθέ πω σίδηρος, ἀλλ᾿ ἀκήρατον
μέλισσα λειμῶν᾿ ἠρινὴ διέρχεται,
Αἰδὼς δὲ ποταμίαισι κηπεύει δρόσοις,
ὅσοις διδακτὸν μηδὲν ἀλλ᾿ ἐν τῇ φύσει
τὸ σωφρονεῖν εἴληχεν ἐς τὰ πάνθ᾿ ὁμῶς,
τούτοις δρέπεσθαι, τοῖς κακοῖσι δ᾿ οὐ θέμις.
ἀλλ᾿, ὦ φίλη δέσποινα, χρυσέας κόμης
ἀνάδημα δέξαι χειρὸς εὐσεβοῦς ἄπο.
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On the curse, see Gregory (2009). She argues that Theseus’ appeal to Poseidon and the sentence of exile are
feature of the second version of the play, designed to lay the groundwork for the climactic messenger speech and
reinforce the structural symmetry of the play.
61

Here I refer to Barrett’s (1964) reconstruction of the scene, according to which on stage in view of the audience
were two statues, one of Aphrodite, the other of Artemis (154).
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μόνῳ γάρ ἐστι τοῦτ᾿ ἐμοὶ γέρας βροτῶν·
σοὶ καὶ ξύνειμι καὶ λόγοις ἀμείβομαι,
κλύων μὲν αὐδῆς, ὄμμα δ᾿ οὐχ ὁρῶν τὸ σόν.
τέλος δὲ κάμψαιμ᾿ ὥσπερ ἠρξάμην βίου.
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For you, lady, I bring this woven garland
that I have plucked from an untouched meadow,
where no shepherd dares to pasture his flocks,
nor iron scythe has never come, but, inviolate as it is,
in the springtime the bee makes its way through it.
Aidôs tends it with streams of river water,
for those who have no share in anything taught but in their nature
sôphrosynê has its place toward in all things alike:
they alone may pluck from it, the others, the impure may not.
So, dear lady, take this coronal for your golden hair
from a worshipful hand.
I alone of mortals have this privilege:
For I keep company with you and speak with you,
hearing your voice, though I never see your face.
May I end my life as I have begun it!62
Scholars have proposed different interpretations of this speech.63 Zeitlin has interpreted the
untouched meadow as “the spatial analogue of Hippolytus,” who in identifying himself with the
meadow and its immortal mistress defines himself as an unworked territory.64 The untouched
meadow recalls Phaedra’s desire to be with Hippolytus in the grassy meadow (ἔν τε κομήτῃ /
λειμῶνι, 210-11), once again underscoring a sense of sexual delight, which is activated by the
implicit fresh and blooming nature of the meadow. Christopher Gill has noted that this “selfexpressive” speech contributes towards the articulation of the issue of sōphrosynē, which is a
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I have adapted my translation from that of Hunter (2009) 19.
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For a bibliography, see Segal (1965) 122 and (1988) 267-68; Bremer (1975); Zeitlin (1996) 232-33; Cairns
(1997); Roisman (1999) 27-48; Gill (1990). Hunter (2009) puts the speech in relation to Greek lyric poetry’s
metaphors: the poet as a bee, the garland of song, and the meadow of the Muses (19-23). He also underlines the
speech’s relation to the language of poetic inspiration and mystical religious devotion, pointing out that the
metaphorical mode of representation prepares us for Hippolytus’ terrible fate. For a discussion about the gardens of
love and meadows and their ritual significance in Ancient Greece, see Calame (2002) 43-54.
64

Zeitlin (1996) 232-33.
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central theme for the understanding of Hippolytus’ selfhood and sexuality.65 I explore this issue
by focusing on Artemis’ statue, which, I argue, allows the spectators to vividly perceive the
sense of Hippolytus’ devotion or attraction for Artemis. It is worth noting that we have no
explicit evidence of a statue of Artemis on stage; we merely know that there was something (a
statue or an altar) on which Hippolytus places the garland.66 However, the reference to the
statue’s body’s parts (hair, face), as well as Hippolytus’ behavior would lead to think that he
interacts with a statue, which he nonetheless treats as a living person.67
My discussion focuses attention on the visual allure and vibrant materiality of the statue
as elements that help us understand Hippolytus’ emotional experience and the audience reaction
to it. First, the gold color of Artemis’ hair (χρυσέας κόμης, 82), has a stunning visual effect that
draws the spectators into the circuit of Hippolytus’ feelings. Resonating with the gleaming color
of Phaedra’s hair (ξανθὰν κεφαλὰν, 134), it renders the statue almost alive, enhancing the
appealing of the goddess’ figure to Hippolytus. The statue’s vitality is also highlighted by
Hippolytus’ behavior: he speaks (λόγοις ἀμείβομαι, 85) to the goddess and hears her voice
(κλύων μὲν αὐδῆς, 85). Nevertheless, he never sees her “face” (ὄμμα, 86). From the perspective
of the sensuous impact of the statue on Hippolytus, the word ὄμμα is remarkable.68 As Rush
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Gill (1990) 76. Following Hunter, I prefer to maintain the Greek word sōphrosynē, since other translations like
“purity,” “self-control,” “temperance” seem to not convey the full sense of the word, which in this context is also
used in relation to sexual desire.
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See Barrett (1964) 154 and Stieber (2011) 133.
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As a matter of fact, Hippolytus never uses the word statue for Artemis, whom he addresses with the personal
pronoun (σοὶ) or calls “lady” (δέσποινα). However, later in the play, Hippolytus tells Artemis that is the guardian of
her image, using the term ἄγαλμα (ἀγαλμάτων φύλαξ, 1399). In the prologue, Aphrodite uses the word parthenos for
Artemis.
68

As I have pointed out in Chapter One, Admetus uses ὄμμα to refer to the face of Alcestis rescued by Heracles
from Hades. Thus, we may say that in Hippolytus the word ὄμμα conveys a full sense of the interplay between statue
and living body, pointing up the sensory impact that Artemis has on Hippolytus.
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Rehm has pointed out, in Sophocles’ Trachiniae 527, ὄμμα indicates both “the bride herself” and
“the bride as perceived by the groom” (i.e., attractive, alluring).69 Also, Deborah Steiner has
observed that “the erōmenos of black-and red-figure vase painting often inclines his head and
eyes to the ground, observing the dictates regulating the bodily posture and conduct of the
young.”70 In this sense, I would argue that Hippolytus’ not looking at Artemis represents an
embodied projection of his sōphrosynē: he is attracted by the goddess, but he maintains his
devotion pure.71 This mode of engagement is also confirmed by the young man’s behavior
toward Aphrodite’s statue, which he worships from a long way off, in order to preserve the
purity (πρόσωθεν αὐτὴν ἁγνὸς ὢν ἀσπάζομαι, 102) of his solipsistic devotion to Artemis.72
The analysis above suggests that Hippolytus’ somatosensory engagement with the statue
allows for the intuition of his inner state. This is also evident in his tirade against women (61667), which he utters in response to the nurse, who informs him about Phaedra’s passion for him.
In the first part of his speech, Hippolytus accuses women of ruining men by constraining them to
spend a lot of money. First, he claims, fathers send their daughters off with a “dowry” (φερνάς,
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Rehm (2002) 4. Adorning the bride was a favorite motif in literature and vase-painting and the garland especially
was a wedding gift, as the description of Pandora’s adornment confirms. See Sebesta (2002), who writes: “crowned
with a diadem fashioned like a chaplet of leaves, the bride was commodified as an object of desire” (135). Stieber
(2011) 133 has pointed out how Hippolytus seems more in love with the goddess’ statue than with the divinity
behind it.
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Steiner (2001) 84 and 206. Hippolytus’ interaction with the statue may also be seen in line with the interpretation
of Hippolytus’ feminine behavior. Zeitlin (1996) 234 observes that Hippolytus’ identity as a parthenos figure
suggests that he may be “the potential bride as well as the bridegroom,” and that this status leads him into the “wider
sphere of feminine experience exemplified by his secret double, Phaedra.”
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Platt (2011) 50 notes that Greek viewer-worshippers were fully aware of the materiality of cult statues, in “a
continual shuttling between ritual and aesthetic modes of viewing” that was integral to both religious practice and
broader cultural trends concerned with the visualization and perception of the divine. On the Greek aesthetics of the
embodied engagement with sensuous matter, see Gaifman and Platt (2018). They observe that “formal and material
qualities of ancient artifacts could have drawn the bodies of their beholders into dynamic modes of engagements.”
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This mention of Aphrodite’ statue challenges the audience’s expectations, being, in Bremer’s words (1975) 276 “a
παράδοξον, a kind of shock-effect since despite the usual connection of Aphrodite with λειμῶνες and κῆποι, she has
no part in Hippolytus’ meadow.”
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629); then, husbands add “finery to the statue” (κόσμον προστιθεὶς ἀγάλματι, 631) and “buy
clothing” (πέπλοσιν ἐκπονεῖ, 632) for them, wasting all the house’s wealth (ὄλβον δωμάτων,
633). The reference to the adornment of the agalma recalls that of Artemis’ statue, adding a
remarkable insight into Hippolytus’ “pathology of desire,” which takes on a misogynist
character.73 He considers women as animated pieces of craftsmanship, just like Pandora, who has
been sent by Zeus to afflict men (616-17).74 Hippolytus’ rage against women finds its climax
when, referring to Phaedra as the woman who dares to seduce him in the “untouched bed”
(λέκτρων ἀθίκτων, 652) of his father, he wishes that men could offer “bronze, iron, and mass of
gold to buy offspring” (ἢ χαλκὸν ἢ σίδηρον ἢ χρυσοῦ βάρος / παίδων πρίασθαι, 621) rather than
relying on women for propagating the human race. As Euripides’ language foregrounds imagery
such as finery, garments, and precious metals, the spectators are encouraged to understand
Hippolytus’ contempt for women by means of material things, which reduce marriage to the
sphere of the household’s costs.
Materiality is a central element for probing affective states also in the scene in which
Hippolytus is accused by his father of having seduced Phaedra (902-100). At 902 Hippolytus
attracted by Theseus’ laments joins him on stage. Here over Phaedra’s “corpse” (νεκρόν, 906),
displayed on the ekklyklēma, Theseus blames his son for being senseless (οἷσιν οὐκ ἔνεστι νοῦς,
920), encouraging the spectators to look upon him, 943-54:
σκέψασθε δ᾿ ἐς τόνδ᾿, ὅστις ἐξ ἐμοῦ γεγὼς
ᾔσχυνε τἀμὰ λέκτρα κἀξελέγχεται
73

In Chapter One, I have discussed the depiction of Alcestis as a statue, korē or agalma, which, in Greek culture,
exploited an actual social function of virgin girls, whose exposure and service as ornaments was related to their
preparation for marriage and sacrificial rituals. See Chapter Three for a further discussion.
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On the nature of Pandora as an agalma whose “artificial, fabricated character determines her nature and function,”
see Steiner (2001) 188. She has also noted that Pandora is an exemplary instance of that brilliant mixture of colors,
materials, and textures that the Greeks termed poikilia and prized so highly in their works of art. Stieber (2011) 136
draws attention to the verb ἵδρυται (“set up,” 639), suggesting that Hippolytus uses it in order to solidify the
objectification of women, describing a certain kind of wife as “set up like a statue” in the oikos.
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πρὸς τῆς θανούσης ἐμφανῶς κάκιστος ὤν.
δεῖξον δ᾿, ἐπειδή γ᾿ ἐς μίασμ᾿ ἐλήλυθα,
τὸ σὸν πρόσωπον δεῦρ᾿ ἐναντίον πατρί.
σὺ δὴ θεοῖσιν ὡς περισσὸς ὢν ἀνὴρ
ξύνει; σὺ σώφρων καὶ κακῶν ἀκήρατος;
οὐκ ἂν πιθοίμην τοῖσι σοῖς κόμποις ἐγὼ
θεοῖσι προσθεὶς ἀμαθίαν φρονεῖν κακῶς.
ἤδη νυν αὔχει καὶ δι᾿ ἀψύχου βορᾶς
σίτοις καπήλευ᾿ Ὀρφέα τ᾿ ἄνακτ᾿ ἔχων
βάκχευε πολλῶν γραμμάτων τιμῶν καπνούς·

945

950

Look at this man! He was born from my loins,
and yet he disgraced my bed and is clearly convicted
of utter baseness by the dead woman here!
Come, show your face to your father, eye to eye,
since in any case I have already involved myself in pollution.
Are you, then, the companion of the gods, as an extraordinary man?
Are you the chaste one, untouched by evil?
Your vaunting will never persuade me
to be so wrongheaded as to impute folly to the gods.
Continue then your confident boasting,
adopt a meatless diet and play the showman with your food,
make Orpheus your lord and engage in mystic rites,
holding the smokes of many books in honor!
First, the reference to the bed disgraced by Hippolytus (λέκτρα ᾔσχυνε) gives a keen sense of the
harm felt by Theseus, pointing up the affective value of the object symbol of marriage. Then,
Theseus’ contempt for his son’ action is expressed through a denunciation of Hippolytus’ Orphic
practices. Here, he invites Hippolytus to show his “face” or “mask” (πρόσωπον). In this manner,
Hippolytus puts himself “before the gaze” (the literal meaning of πρόσωπον) of the spectators,
inviting them to reflect on the significance of his tragic role and dramatic experience.75 In this
regard, the word ἀκήρατος (949) that Theseus uses to mock Hippolytus’ religious devotion is also
interesting, being the same word that Hippolytus himself has used for the “untouched meadow”
(73). Hippolytus’ sōphrosynē (σώφρων καὶ κακῶν ἀκήρατος) is associated with materialities
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On the dramatic poignancy of the stage mask in its capacities to evoke ritual contexts but also self-reflexively to
conjure awareness of its own theatricality, see Foley (1985); Hall (2006); Wiles (2007); Mueller (2016b) 68.
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itself: his “meatless diet” (δι᾿ ἀψύχου βορᾶς / σίτοις καπήλευε) and the “smokes of Orphean
books” (πολλῶν γραμμάτων τιμῶν καπνούς) turn his religious devotion to a mere extremism,
whose full sense is conveyed by the material things with which Hippolytus engage.76
To his father’s accusation Hippolytus opposes his own image of the “purest man on
earth” (σωφρονέστερος γεγώς, 995): he is “untouched” (ἄθικτος, 1002) and with a “pure body”
(ἁγνὸν δέμας, 1003) and has never experienced sex except for “seeing it in pictures” (γραφῇ τε
λεύσσων, 1004-5). The expression ἁγνὸν δέμας is the same used by the chorus for Phaedra’s
body that is kept pure and fasting (137). This intra-textual allusion not only plces emphasis on
embodiment as a potent property for conveying feelings, but also enhances attention to language
as a vehicle for assessing affective states. Within this context, the expression γραφῇ τε λεύσσων
is also intriguing. Segal relates it to the definition of painting given by Socrates in Xenophon’s
Memorabilia 3.10, in which γραφική (“art painting”) forms “an analogy for seeing the invisible
nature of the human soul” (τῆς ψυχῆς ἦθος).”77 I think that, as in the case of Phaedra’s tablet, this
expression may refer to the visible allure of the play’s words through which Euripides
encourages the spectators to visualize Hippolytus’ feelings through vivid depictions and material
imagery.
Hippolytus’ words do not convince Theseus, who, in the grip of his rage, banishes his son
from the land of Troezen and condemns him to a life of perpetual exile beyond the world’s
borders (πέραν γε Πόντον καὶ τόπων Ἀτλαντικῶν, 1053). This landscape image, which recalls
Aphrodite’s words in the prologue, enables the audience to vividly perceive the toughness of
Hippolytus’ punishment and prepare them for his tragic fate (“the sentence is fixed, it seems. O
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On Hippolytus’ Orphic practices as related to purity, see Edmonds (2011).
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Segal (1993)100-101.

92

how luckless I am,” ἄραρεν, ὡς ἔοικεν· ὦ τάλας ἐγώ, 1090). At this point, the chorus sings the
third stasimon, lamenting the young man’s departure, 1120-1141:
οὐκέτι γὰρ καθαρὰν φρέν᾿ ἔχω, παρὰ δ᾿ ἐλπίδ᾿ ἃ λεύσσω,
ἐπεὶ τὸν Ἑλλανίας φανερώτατον ἀστέρα γαίας
εἴδομεν εἴδομεν ἐκ πατρὸς ὀργᾶς
ἄλλαν ἐπ᾿ αἶαν ἱέμενον.
1125
ὦ ψάμαθοι πολιήτιδος ἀκτᾶς,
ὦ δρυμὸς ὄρεος ὅθι κυνῶν
ὠκυπόδων μέτα θῆρας ἔναιρεν
Δίκτυνναν ἀμφὶ σεμνάν.
1130
οὐκέτι συζυγίαν πώλων Ἐνετᾶν ἐπιβάσῃ
τὸν ἀμφὶ Λίμνας τρόχον κατέχων ποδὶ γυμνάδος ἵππου·
μοῦσα δ᾿ ἄυπνος ὑπ᾿ ἄντυγι χορδᾶν
λήξει πατρῷον ἀνὰ δόμον·
ἀστέφανοι δὲ κόρας ἀνάπαυλαι
Λατοῦς βαθεῖαν ἀνὰ χλόαν·
νυμφιδία δ᾿ ἀπόλωλε φυγᾷ σᾷ
λέκτρων ἅμιλλα κούραις.

1135

1140

For my mind is no longer clear: beyond all expectation are the things I behold.
We have seen Greece’s brightest star,
have seen him go forth sped by his father’s wrath
to another land.
O sands of our city’s shore,
O mountain thickets where with his swift hounds
he slew the wild beasts in company with holy Dictynna!
No more shall you mount behind a pair of Venetian horses
and tread the racecourse about the Mere with the feet of your racing steeds.
The music that never slept beneath the frame of the lyre strings
shall cease in your father’s house.
Bare of garlands will be the resting places
of Leto’s daughter in the deep greenwood.
The rivalry of maidens to be your bride
has been brought to an end by your exile.
The comparison of Hippolytus with the “the brightest star of Greece” (τὸν Ἑλλανίας
φανερώτατον ἀστέρα γαίας) and his speeding to another land (ἄλλαν ἐπ᾿ αἶαν ἱέμενον) activate a
sensory surround of body-in-landscape that allows the spectators to sense the young man’s
departure in an embodied way. By highlighting landscape coordinates, the chorus opens up
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memories and feelings about Hippolytus’ past life. They invoke “the sand of the city’s shore”
(ψάμαθοι πολιήτιδος ἀκτᾶς), “the mountain thickets” (δρυμὸς ὄρειος) where the young man used
to hunt wild beasts, and “the resting places” (ἀνάπαυλαι) that now are “bared of garlands”
(ἀστέφανοι) “in the deep greenwood” (βαθεῖαν ἀνὰ χλόαν). In these lines, Hippolytus is “absent
from but entirely within the landscape,” as Deleuze and Guattari would say.78 The adjective
βαθεῖαν is remarkable in this regard, denoting not only the deep growth of the wood, but also an
emotional depth, as it incorporates Hippolytus’ lived experience.79 The landscape, we may say,
becomes tick with sensations, materializing both Hippolytus’ and the chorus’ feelings and thus
rendering them palpable to the audience.
The charged relationship between landscape, embodiment, and feelings finds its most
explicit expression in the messenger speech (1153-1281), which describes Hippolytus’
punishment. The speech highlights a perspective that expands the young’s man suffering beyond
the limits of his body to encompass landscape elements themselves. Hippolytus’ death happens
by the seashore (ἐπ᾽ἀκτάς, 1179) from where his companions hear a great “noise in the earth”
(ἠχὼ χθόνιος, 1201-02) and see an “unearthly wave” (ἱερὸν … κῦμα, 1206-7) that “seethes up
much foam all about” (πέριξ ἀφρὸν / πολὺν καχλάζον, 1210-11) and “puts forth a monstrous,
savage bull” (ἐξέθηκε ταῦρον, ἄγριον τέρας, 1214), who attacks Hippolytus’ chariot. The young
man tried to steer the horses’ reins, but “all was in confusion” (σύμφυρτα δ᾽ἦν ἅπαντα, 1234):
“the wheels’ naves” (σύριγγες, 1234) and “the axle pins” (ἐνήλατα, 1235) flew up into the air and
the poor man himself, entangled in the reins, was dragged along in an inextricable knot (δεσμὸν
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Deleuze and Guattari (1994) 169.
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As Zeitlin (1996) 249 has pointed out, the adjective βαθεῖαν represents the “corresponding shift from surface to
depth that has taken place in Hippolytus’ himself.”
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δυσεξέλικτον ἕλκεται δεθείς, 1237). His head smashed against the rocks (σποδόυμενος μὲν πρὸς
πέτραις φίλον κάρα, 1238) and his flesh torn to pieces” (θραύων τε σάρκας, 1239).
The description of Hippolytus’ body reduced to shattered flesh links his punishment to a
sacrificial event, thereby involving the spectators in dynamic modes of engagement. As Deleuze
writes about the feelings of a person before an execution described by the novelist K. P. Moritz:
The horror of sacrifice he feels when he witnesses the execution of four men,
“exterminated and torn to pieces,” and when he sees the remains of these men
“thrown on the wheel” or over the balustrade; his certainty that in some strange
way this event concerns all of us, that this discarded meat is we ourselves, and
that the spectator is already in the spectacle, a “mass of ambulating flesh.”80
The horrifying spectacle of Hippolytus’ body conveys the full sense of the divine destructive
power:81 “all was confusion” (σύμφυρτα δ᾽ἦν ἅπαντα, 1234), the messenger says, pointing up a
clutter made of corporeal matter (head, flesh), landscape elements (wave), and objects (reins,
wheels, pins). Over this terrestrial mess, the chorus laments Hippolytus’ tragic fate, 1268-81:
σὺ τὰν θεῶν ἄκαμπτον φρένα καὶ βροτῶν
ἄγεις, Κύπρι, σὺν
δ᾿ ὁ ποικιλόπτερος ἀμφιβαλὼν
ὠκυτάτῳ πτερῷ.
ποτᾶται δὲ γαῖαν εὐάχητόν θ᾿
ἁλμυρὸν ἐπὶ πόντον,
θέλγει δ᾿ Ἔρως ᾧ μαινομένᾳ κραδίᾳ
πτανὸς ἐφορμάσῃ χρυσοφαὴς,
φύσιν ὀρεσκόων σκύμνων πελαγίων θ᾿
ὅσα τε γᾶ τρέφει
τά τ᾿ αἰθόμενος ἅλιος δέρκεται
ἄνδρας τε· συμπάντων βασιληίδα τιμάν,
Κύπρι, τῶνδε μόνα κρατύνεις.

1270

1275

1280

Cypris, you lead captive the unyielding hearts of
gods and of men, and with you,
comes the bright winged one, surrounding them
with the swiftest of wings.
80

Deleuze (2003) 22.
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See Foley (1985) 22 who observes that “Greek poets use the sacrifice metaphor to confront and explore the divine
and human violence.”
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Eros flies over the earth and
the loud-roaring salt sea,
winged and gold-gleaming he bewitches those
on whose frenzied heart he darts;
he bewitches the whelps of the mountain and those of the sea,
all that the earth brings forth and all that the blazing sun looks upon,
and men too. Over all these things, Cypris,
you alone hold royal sway.
In these lines, the bright (ποικιλόπτερος), golden (χρυσοφαὴς) color of Eros’ wings has a stunning
visual effect, strongly resonating in the spectators’ imagination, as it recalls the gleaming color of
Phaedra’s and Artemis’ hair. With his swift wings Eros surrounds (ἀμφιβαλὼν) men and flies over
(ποτᾶται) the earth, bewitching all creatures. The description of Eros’ motion and action activates a
rich perceptual surround that at the end of the play consolidates the spectators’ understanding of
the power of Aphrodite, who reigns over the whole earth, which “the blazing sun” (αἰθόμενος
ἅλιος) looks upon. This dazzling image recalls the prologue, where Aphrodite herself has warned
the audience of her cosmic power by pointing to the sunlight (φῶς,4; 57), thereby aiding in the
creation of an embodied atmosphere that encompasses the spectators as active participants in the
dramatic action.

2.5. Artemis’ Epiphany and Hippolytus’ Death: Smell, Tears, and Darkness
After the messenger speech, the goddess Artemis appears ex machina and reveals the
truth to Theseus: he has murdered his son, drawing a wrong conclusion from the false words of
his wife (1282-89). At 1342, the servants bring Hippolytus’ body on stage: “his young flesh and
blonde head are mangled” (σάρκας νεαρὰς ξανθόν τε κάρα / διαλυμανθείς, 1342-43); “pains dart
trough his head and spams leap in his brain” (διά μου κεφαλῆς ἄισσους᾽ὀδύναι / κατά
τ᾽ἐγκέφαλον πηδᾶι σφάκελος, 1351-52); his “body is exhausted” (ἀπειρηκὸς σῶμα, 1353) and
his “skin is bruised” (χροὸς ἑλκώδους, 1359). Like Phaedra’s marred body, Hippolytus’
wounded body becomes the privileged site for conceptualizing his tragic fate: it has lost his
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unity, stripped down to the bare essentials of flesh, bones, and skin (σάρκας, κάρα, κεφαλῆ,
χροὸς). It thus materializes the disintegration Hippolytus’ of heroic identity, putting his corporeal
anguish on prominent display. In this context, the flaming color of Hippolytus’ head (ξανθόν
κάρα) resonates with the color of Phaedra’s and Artemis’ hair and Eros’ wings, opening up
memories that arouse sympathy in the audience.
At this point Artemis intervenes to reassure Hippolytus, promising to avenge his death:
he will be remembered in rituals practiced by unmarried girls, who will cut their hair for him and
will forever sing of him and of Phaedra’s passion for him (1425-30). Artemis’ promise signs
Hippolytus’ passage into a cultic domain, such that he becomes the object of a religious event.82
However, I am interested in sensorial phenomena and embodied sensations rather than in
religious aspects. The goddess’ presence on stage is marked by her smell (ὦ θεῖον ὀσμῆς πνεῦμα,
1392); she emanates a fragrance that brings Hippolytus to forget about his pain and feel his body
lighter (κανεκουφίσθην δέμας, 1393). But this embodied sensation is fading as much as the smell
that he senses.83 Artemis indeed, although she sympathizes with Hippolytus’ suffering and is
“aware” (ὁρῶ, 1396) of his pain, is unable to manifest her feelings for him: “it is not permitted”
to gods to “shed tears” (οὐ θέμις βαλεῖν δάκρυ, 1396). Donald Mastronarde has observed that in
the Euripidean epilogues gods are an “index of the gulf between the nature of the gods and the
condition of mortals,” since the power, the ease, and the immortality of the gods render them
“unsuited to the appreciation of the complexity of the human condition.84 I read Artemis’
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As Kristeva (1982) 74 points out, the hierarchy (sacrifice/sacrifice/God; subject/thing/meaning) replaces the
violence of sacrifice with the ritual of purification.
83

On divine scents and presence, see Clements (2015) 46-59, who following Jean-Pierre Vernant notes that in its
capacity to bring together and draw apart the corporeal and incorporeal, “the olfactory enacts an ontological
ambivalence that is intrinsic to the very notion of divine corporeality.”
84

See Mastronarde (2010) 195.
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inability to shed tears as a form of embodied detachment that materializes the impossibility of an
affective exchange between Hippolytus and the goddess – which Hippolytus instead has
attempted through his stage interaction with Artemis’ statue (73-86).85
His body lying on stage, Hippolytus finally dies. Darkness falls upon his eyes (αἰαῖ,
κατ᾽ὄσσων κιγχάνει μ᾽ἤδη σκότος, 1444) while he covers his face/mask with his own garments
(κρύψον δέ μου πρόσωπον ὡς τάχος πέπλοις, 1458). This final scene, which recalls the
shadowing of Phaedra’s blonde head by her garments (λεπτὰ δὲ φάρη ξανθὰν κεφαλὰν σκιάζειν,
134), augments the kernel of Hippolytus’ tragic experience: Hippolytus’ “mask” (πρόσωπον), his
ambitions, and his life are all enveloped in a dark coloring that dims his heroic vitality, drawing
the audience into his unseen, interior space.86

Conclusion
In this chapter, I hope to have shown that in Hippolytus the characters’ emotions blend
into the surroundings, such that landscape and objects become potent dramatic elements that help
us explore the affective exchange between the characters and spectators. As the task of painting
is, in Deleuze’s and Guattari’s words, to render visible forces (affects and percepts) that are not
themselves visible, so, I have suggested that natural elements (sea, rivers, and plants) and
material things (stage items, costumes, props) put the characters’ feelings and sensations on
prominent display, thereby rendering them palpable to the audience.87
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The embodied detachment was materialized on stage by the physical distance of Artemis, who would have been
played by an actor on the palace roof or stage crane (mēchanē). See Clements (2014) 57. Furthermore, Artemis’
answer to Hippolytus underlines the mistake that has characterized Hippolytus throughout the play, that is, the error
of conflating the anthropomorphic with the human.
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This act also challenges the audience’s reaction reminding them of the Euripidean “first Hippolytus,” in which he
appeared to have reacted to Phaedra’s confession of love by veiling his head in horror (καλύψασθαι; hence the title
Καλυπτόμενος); see Barrett (1964) 11. In Wiles’ (2007) body-centered approach to Greek theater, mask is a sacred
object through which the spectators access the divine world of gods and heroes.
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Deleuze and Guattari (2003) 56.
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Euripides’ pictorial language by placing emphasis on forms, colors, and textured surfaces
highlight synesthetic phenomena that give the spectators a keen sense of the characters’ inner
states. Also, I have attempted to demonstrate that the characters’ physical interactions with their
surroundings point up assemblages of human bodies, sensations, and spaces that spur the
spectators to partake in the dramatic action in an embodied way. Thus, I conclude that
Hippolytus’ language displays a texture and materiality that render the characters’ emotional
experiences and the spectators’ reaction vibrantly perceptible to us contemporary readers.
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Chapter Three
Helen: The Entanglement between Humans and Things
“It is only in the world of objects that we have time and space and selves.”
T.S. Eliot

In On the Sublime, Longinus praises Euripides’ skill at verbal composition by quoting the
playwright’s verses from the lost Antiope. Speaking of Dirce being torn apart by the bull,
Euripides says that the bull drags all together “woman, rock, and oak, juggling with them”
(γυναῖκα πέτραν δρῦν μεταλλάσσων ἀεί).1 In Longinus’ opinion these lines represent an example
of the realism of Euripides’ language, which is cluttered with words that “prop one another up”
(ἀλλὰ στηριγμούς τε ἔχειν πρὸς ἄλληλα τὰ ὀνόματα) for the sake of “solid grandeur”
(ἑδραῖον μέγεθος).2 The verses from the Antiope are also exemplary of Euripides’ extensive use
of material and nonhuman entities (e.g., human and animal bodies, plants, objects) that, as I aim
to show in this chapter, represents a leitmotif in Helen.3
The play has been studied extensively, but I think that a focus on materialities reveals
important aspects of the play that have not been appreciated.4 Helen, I posit, represents a fruitful
case study for exploring the relationship between humans and things because of its plot, genre,

1

Longinus, Subime 40.4. On the Antiope as a case of “Euripidean paracomedy,” which is also relevant for the
engagement of comedy in the Helen, see Scharffenberger (1996).
2

On Longinus’ quotation of the Antiope’s verses as an example of “material sublime,” see Porter (2016) 404-405.

3

As I have also observed in the Introduction about the recent studies on new materialisms, my consideration of
materialities includes both organic and inorganic matter in relation to Spinoza’s conception of conatus (“effort”), the
“active impulsion” or intrinsic vitality that makes each “thing” (res) able to persevere in its own being and persists
in existing with that same force, so that, in this respect “all things existing are equal.” See Bennett (2010) 2.
4

For a bibliography and an overview of the play’s interpretations, see Segal (1971); Bassi (1987); Austin (1994);
Burian (2007); Allan (2008); Burian and Shapiro (2011); Marshall (2014); Boedecker (2017).
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and historical context. It tells the story of Helen, who, having been brought to Egypt by Hermes,
feels responsible for the events of the Trojan war, which has been caused by her eidōlon, an
“image” of hers that went to Troy with Paris. Within this storyline, material things, such as stage
items, props, masks, and costumes are central to the play’s discourse of the relationship between
Helen’s real identity and the falsehood of the eidōlon, contributing to confirming her version of
the war and thus to demonstrating her moral integrity. Furthermore, as I have noted in the
Introduction, the unusual features of the play, which incorporates elements typical of the comedy
(e.g., happy end), justify the extensive use of material things, making them vital players in the
tragic performance.5 Finally, the recent destruction of the Athenian fleet in the Sicilian
expedition suggests that the recurrent and detailed references to ships (e.g., Menelaus’ ship
shattered into pieces and the Sidonian ship that escorts Helen and Menelaus home) would have
carried a special emotional weight for the contemporary audience.6

5

Many unusual features of the play have troubled the interpretations of Helen. Wright (2005) 228-35 has argued that
the play cannot be considered a comedy, although irony plays an important role in the play. Allan (2008) 71 has
pointed out that the play reflects the changes in late fifth-century tragedy, whose tendency towards a “more intense
emotionalism” is in accordance with the developments in dithyramb and New Music. Marshall (2014) 55 has
observed that most if not all of Helen’s unusual features of tone can be attributed to its intertextual relationship with
the satyr play Proteus by Aeschylus. For an overview on Helen’s genre between “romance” and “tragicomedy, see
Dunn (1996); Allan (2008) 66-72 Jansen (2012) 328. As Zuckerberg (2016) 209 has recently pointed out, the
general scholarly consensus seems to be that of a mixture and interplay of tragedy and comedy that allowed
Euripides to experiment in some way, “pushing the boundaries of what tragedy could do by incorporating the
elements of a completely different genre.” On the use and complex spectacle of costumes, props, and stage
machinery as central features of the comic genre, see Revermann (2006).
6

The Sicilian expedition took place from 415-13 B.C.E during the Peloponnesian war. Helen was performed in the
Athenian theater of Dionysus in 412 B.C.E. For an account of the devastating Sicilian expedition, see Thucydides 67. Scholars have abundantly commented on the relationship of Helen with the Peloponnesian war and especially the
expedition in Sicily. See Allan (2008) 4-9. He contradicts the positions of those critics who have argued that Helen
reflects the disillusionment of “a war-wearied generation,” observing that they are misguiding and anachronistic. I
understand the focus on ships as a potent trait that helps us interpret the play’s relationship with the war and thus the
spectators’ emotional involvement in the dramatic action. On historical and cultural contexts and performance, see
Winkler and Zeitlin (1990); Csapo and Slater (1995); Goldhill and Osborne (1999). The references to the ships
would also have resonance in relation to the architectonical space of the Acropolis and in particular to the Odeon,
which was built next to the theater of Dionysus between 446 and 442 BCE to celebrate the defeat of the Persian fleet
in the battle of Salamis. Its shape, and in particular its roof, was said to have been modelled to recall the war tent of
Xerses, while the pillars and beams within it incorporated the masts of the ships of the Persian fleet; see Beacham
(2007) 208.
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Drawing on insights from affect theory and new materialisms, in this chapter, I consider
material things as the privileged site for conceptualizing the affective exchange between
characters and spectators. In the previous chapters, I have attempted to demonstrate that
embodiment in Alcestis and landscape imagery in Hippolytus exteriorize and expand the
characters’ feelings and sensations, operating as supplements to affective manifestations and thus
propelling the spectators’ active involvement in the dramatic action. In what follows, I examine
how in Helen material and nonhuman entities (rivers, plants, bodies, weapons, costumes, masks,
statues, and ships) connect to the characters as parts of an “entanglement” that, in the words of
Ian Hodder, creates “heterogeneous bundles” of interactions and dependences between humans
and things.7 Thus, I aim to explore how Euripides’ language gives shape to a network of
contingent interrelations between humans and things, which ultimately stimulates affective
responses in the audience.
Scholars have drawn attention to the use of theatrical materials in the play. Whereas they
have mainly concentrated on staging sets, costumes, and props, I deal with material things both
visible on stage and described in the characters’ speeches, choral odes, and messenger’s
narrative.8 By referring to the centrality of props in comedy, Sarah Powers has interpreted
Helen’s distinctive use of theatrical materials as a feature that pushes the play towards the comic
genre.9 C.W. Marshall has pointed out that stage elements (costume, mask, posture, proxemics,

7

See Hodder (2012) 97. As he puts it, “these bundles make up strings or cables in which both humans and things are
enabled and constrained. It is these multiple, co-dependent strands that create the webs in which societies are
formed, endure and fall apart.”
8

On staging sets and props in Helen, see Chaston (2010) and Powers (2010). For a discussion about the vividness of
language in the dramatic genre, see the Introduction and Chapter Two.
9

See Powers (2010) 24. As she points out, “through Helen’s remarkable use of stage items, costumes, and props the
play reveals the power of theatre to effect transformations, most directly of characters and stories, but ultimately of
theatre itself and its own generic conventions” (24).
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props) all combine to add to the experience of the words of the script, influencing the audience’ s
intellectual processing of the performance.10 I think that material things bear a more complex
significance, in that they employ a range of capacities that determines an ongoing, affective
exchange between the characters and the audience. In particular, I consider material and
nonhuman entities as partaking in the emotional experiences of and affective transactions
between the characters, such that they become “coextensive” with human bodies, putting feelings
and sensations on prominent display and thus giving the spectators direct access to inner states.11
The “statue or painted image” (ἄγαλμα, 262) that Helen wishes to wipe clean to get an “uglier
form” (αἴσχιον εἶδος, 263) and the ship’s “cast-offs” (ναὸς ἔκβολα, 422) that serve as Menelaus’
rags chart the range of types of material things (both imaginary and visible on stage) that I
examine and that I explore as affective elements that exteriorize the characters’ feelings and
sensations in material forms vividly perceptible to the audience. As a matter of fact, the
spectators, who had a direct experience of statues, paintings, and ships, could have experienced
Helen’s and Menelaus’ feelings more forcefully.12 Also, I investigate the way in which material
things take on an active role in the dramatic action, sharpening the characters’ bodily capacities
and guaranteeing the successful outcome of the dramatic events. In this regard, for example, my
discussion focuses attention on Helen’s mask as an element that helps her move Theoclymenus
to pity, so that he offers the things necessary for the Greeks’ departure from Egypt, and on the

10

Marshall (2014) 1-2.

11

I borrow the word “coextensive” from Bruno Latour (2004) 207, who uses it for external objects (i.e. a smelling
kit) that by sharpening the human body’s sensory capacities become part of it. I understand this co-extensiveness in
affective terms, focusing on how material things are implicated in the affective embodied experiences of the
characters.
12

From this viewpoint, my examination of the audience’s involvement in the dramatic action is inspired by classical
scholarship on aesthetic experience, such as Porter (2010) which analyzes aspects of Greek aesthetics (i.e. the
experience of art) at the level of perception and sensation.
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Sidonian ship as a potent object that interacts with and/or substitute for Helen’s and Menelaus’
bodies and actions, contributing to their return home.
The play stages a great variety of material things as part of an active, emergent, material
world that the characters inhabit. The whole cosmological space as mapped on the dramatic stage
is filled up with several different things: stars, clouds, streams of waters, rocks, plants, ships, and
oars. This cluster of imagined materials overlaps with staged objects, including Proteus’ tomb,
the royal palace, costumes, weapons, and other set items.13 The characters’ action is also defined
by multiple things: Helen confines herself to the onstage tomb; Teucer’s encounter with Helen is
marked by references to weapons; Menelaus’ action is determined by the clothes he wears;
Helen’s deception of Theoclymenus is structured around her clothing and mask; and, finally,
Theoclymenus’ interaction with Helen and Menelaus is mediated by the stuff that he offers for
Menelaus’ fake burial and the Greeks’ return to the their homeland. Moreover, the messenger
speech depicts a marine landscape cluttered with every sort of things, such as ship, clothes,
offerings, human and animal bodies, and weapons. Finally, in the exodos the ship with all its
cargo of humans and things is escorted by the Dioscuri towards Greece.
In this network of relationships between humans and things, Euripides’ language also
highlights the characters’ (in particular Helen’s) corporeality. As I have already noted for
Alcestis, different somatic dimensions define Helen’s dramatic experience. The εἴδωλον
(“phantom or image”) is linked to Troy, the suffering of war, and Helen’s shameful reputation.
Helen’s σῶμα (“body”), which also corresponds to the body of the actor on stage, displays her
suffering and despair for her current situation (τὸ σῶμ᾽ἐστὶν πικρόν, 297). Finally, δέμας

13

This overlapping is true of plays more generally, but Helen’s plot and tragicomic nature makes it a special case for
the play, as I have observed above. For a reconstruction of the setting and staging, see Allan (2008) 29-34 and
Burian and Shapiro (2011) 238-41.
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(“bodily figure”) is associated to Helen’s bodily representation and to the way in which other
characters see her (383, 548-59, 1670).14 Through these varied references, Helen’s body becomes
a sort of “assemblage”– that is, in the words of Deleuze and Guattari, a product of affects,
physically created through connectivity with other entities.15 Hera fashioned her eidōlon from air
(οὐρανοῦ ξυνθεῖσα᾽ἄπο, 34); Menelaus describes her eidōlon as an “image made of cloud”
(νεφέλης ἄγαλμα, 705); and, Helen herself compares her body to an ἄγαλμα (“statue” or
“painting” 262), as mentioned above.16 Moreover, Helen’s bodily form (μορφή) is represented by
features that extend to include animal forms: at 379 she compares her misfortune with that of
Callisto, who took the “form of a shaggy-limbed beast;” at 618 she is depicted with wings
(ὑπόπτερον δέμας); and at 256 she considers herself a “monstrosity” (τέρας), as she was born
from an egg (τεῦχος νεοσσῶν λευκόν, 258).
The sense of the charged relationship between characters’ bodies and material things is
also conveyed by references to costumes (e.g., mask, clothes, armor). As I have pointed out
above, clothes are an integral part of the dramatic action and orchestrate the plot progression.17
Menelaus’ experience, for instance, is demarcated by his change of clothes (from rags to armor),
14

I return to these words as significant elements of Helen’s characterization and interaction with other characters
later in the chapter. For a discussion about the fifth century embodiment and conceptualization of body in relation to
aspects of the self, see the Introduction.
15

On the meaning of assemblage, see the Introduction and Chapter Two.

16

Assemblage or “material cluster,” as Bennett (2010) 24 observes, includes “humans and their (social, legal,
linguistic) constructions” and also “some very active and powerful nonhumans.” The materialization of Helen’s
body has been observed by scholars. Zeitlin (2010) 274 and (1981) 324, for example, has noted that Helen senses
herself as an objet d’art, “a source of aesthetic wonder that counters the uncanny quality of the supernatural eidōlon
in the archaic sense with the technical properties of an artist’s mimetic skill.” Worman (1997) 158-60 has observed
that Helen’s body represents “the exemplary object of male desire” that, for instance, in book three of the Iliad is
measured against possessions, such as an ornate tapestry, a golden suit for arms, or a bronze bowl, which are objects
often given in gift exchange, or snatched in the plundering of cities. However, as she remarks, unlike other “female
cathexes of male desire” such as Pandora, Helen is “the narrator of her own and the warriors’ stories, which she
structures around her own body.”
17

On costumes in Greek tragedy, see Worman (1999) and Wyles (2011).
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which enables him to fight against Theoclymenus’ men and hence assure the play’s resolution.
This dynamic interaction between the characters and their costumes represents a form of
affective entanglement that displays a network of co-dependent agency between humans and
things that ultimately illustrates the nature of material things not as pieces of an inert matter that
the characters act upon, but as something active and vital with which they engage and interact.18
In the context of this material vitality, landscape also deserves comment. Matthew Wright
has observed that in the “escape-tragedies” (Helen, Andromeda and Iphigenia among Taurians)
Euripides creates a “sense of place” by using an idealized “imaginary landscape” that reflects the
characters’ own identity and situations.19 Engaging with such insight, I explore how landscape
imagery bears affective charges. Thus, I investigate how the characters’ selves blend into the
landscape, such that elements like water, animal, and plants give the spectators a keen sense of
their feelings and sensations.20 A remarkable example of this charged relationship between
characters and landscape is offered by the depictions of the Nile’s waters, whose features are
intertwined with Helen’s physical and moral characteristics. Another example of the symbiotic
relationship between Helen and landscape occurs in the last scene of the play (1673-74), where
Castor ex machina claims that at end of her life Helen will reach the island where she was
kidnapped by Hermes. The island will be called Helen and will host a cult of her as a goddess.

18

In this sense, things exhibit an “intrinsic vitality,” which, in the words of Bennett (2010) 3, refers to a “not-quitehuman capaciousness (vibrant matter).”
19

Wright (2005) 158-224.

20

I am especially interested in the imaginary landscape as it is mapped on the dramatic stage (e.g., Egyptian
landscape, including the Nile, the sea, the shore, and the countryside). In these terms, I draw on recent research in
Classics that converge with ancient and recent spatial theories and with Deleuze’ s and Guattari’s theory of
sensations. See Introduction and Chapter Two for a further discussion.
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As I shall demonstrate, the aition of the island concludes the motif of the entanglement between
humans and things as the play’s dominant trope.
My reading of Helen also suggests that the complex node of vitality, agency, and sensory
allure of material things signify and mediate the intellectual intricacy and irony that scholars
ascribe to the play. In this regard, I concern myself with one of the play’s most discussed themes
– that is, the relationship between appearance and reality.21 Pietro Pucci has noted that in Helen
the relationship between being and appearance is paradoxical, for “we face an original or being
that is determined in its attributes by the other, namely by the copy or appearance.”22 Matthew
Gumpert has pointed out that the tension between appearance and reality is constitutive of all
representations of Helen, who is always “a graft of the real and the illusory, always a supplement
of herself.”23 I suggest that the mutual relationship between Helen and her eidōlon is most
obviously demonstrated by material things. As a matter of fact, ἄγαλμα (262), which, as I have
been repeating, Helen uses for her own body, also refers to the eidōlon, which is an “image made
of cloud” (νεφέλης ἄγαλμα, 705). Moreover, the “air” (αἰθήρ or οὐρανός) from which the
eidōlon was fashioned (οὐρανοῦ ξυνθεῖσα᾽ἄπο, 34) and to which it returns (πρὸς αἰθέρος πτυχὰς,
605) is also the medium of Hermes’ abduction of Helen, who has been transported to Egypt
“concealed in a cloud in the recesses of the sky” (ἐν πτυχαῖσιν αἰθέρος / νεφέλῃ καλύψας, 4445).24 This close relationship between the real and phantasmic Helen is again clear in the closing
scene, when Castor states that Helen will sail back home with a “favoring wind” (πνεῦμα δ᾽ἕξετ᾽

21

For a bibliography on this issue, see Segal (1971); Pucci (1997); Gumpert (2001); Wright (2005) 269-70; Allan
(2008); Zeitlin (2010); Boedecker (2017).
22

Pucci (1997) 44.

23

Gumpert (2001) 55.

24

On the complex figure of the aether which Euripides uses as synonymous for ouranos, see below.
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οὔριον, 1663). This sentence recalls in Ringkomposition the prologue, where Helen tells the
audience that Hera “blew her marriage with Paris to the wind” (ἐξηνέμωσε τἄμ᾽ Ἀλεξάνδρῳ
λέχη, 33), giving the hero her eidōlon, “a breathing image fashioned from the air” (εἴδωλον
ἔμπνουν οὐρανοῦ ξυνθεῖσ᾽ἄπο, 34). In these terms, I posit that things like clouds, air, and wind
aid the spectators’ understanding of the interplay between reality and appearance by means of
their material (in)consistency – clouds, air, and wind being evanescent, rarefied, and
insubstantial par excellence.25
This chapter falls in four parts. In the first part (Helen and Teucer: the Nile, the Tomb, and
the Arms), I analyze the prologue. Here, I explore how landscape elements (e.g., Nile’s streams)
and stage items (e.g., tomb) map Helen’s emotional experience onto the dramatic stage, drawing
the audience into its circuit. Then, I examine Helen’s encounter with Teucer, the Greek warrior
who has returned from Troy, by investigating the references to his arrow and Achilles’ arms as
elements that exteriorize his feelings towards the Trojan war. In the second part (Helen and
Menelaus: The Sirens, the Reeds, the Egg, the Statue, the Rags, the Palace, and the Tomb), first,
I go through the parodos and part of the first episode in which Helen interacts with the chorus. I
examine how Helen’s and the chorus women’s grief combines with material and nonhuman
entities (the Sirens, the reeds, the agalma, the egg) that become powerful generators of affects,
enabling the spectators to vividly perceive the characters’ feelings. Second, I focus on Menelaus’
appearance on stage (395-527) and I deal with the part of the second episode about Helen’s and
Menelaus’ reunion, analyzing the complex relationship between material things (rags and the

25

This charged, material relationship between Helen and her eidōlon shows that Helen is not only engaged with
material things in any typical ways, but rather that hers are rarefied, even by conventions, as Homeric imagery of
mists and clouds for the concealment of the gods indicates. As Turkeltaub (2007) has observed, this mist
underscores the limitation and inability of mortals to perceive the gods, an issue that ties in well with Euripides’
exploration of the relationship between appearance and reality in Helen.
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tomb) and human bodies, as they affectively expand the protagonists’ feelings and sensations,
triggering the audience’s response. In the third section (Helen, Theoclymenus, and Menelaus:
The Mask, the Shrouds, the Armor, the Ship, and the Discus), I focus on the exchange between
the three characters, going through parts of the third episode and analyzing the third stasimon.
Here, I explore how material things aid the spectators’ understanding of the dramatic action and
the characters’ confrontation. In the fourth and last part (The Exodos: The Ship and Helen
Island), I concern myself with the exodos (1512-1692). First, I deal with the messenger speech
that describes Helen’s and Menelaus’ embarkation on the ship and escape. Then, I examine the
speech ex machina of Castor, who introduces the aition of Helen island at the end of the play.

3.1. Helen and Teucer: The Nile, the Tomb, and the Arms
The play starts with a prologue that comprises two parts: Helen’s monologue (1-67) and
her encounter with Teucer (68-163). In the first part, Helen informs the audience that she has been
in Egypt during the duration of the war and that her eidōlon went to Troy with Paris. In the second
part, she meets Teucer and asks him about the outcome of the war and the fate of her husband
Menelaus and her family. In both parts, landscape images, stage items, and props play a pivotal
role, becoming central elements of affective manifestations and hence allowing the spectators to
undergo a dynamic experience of characters’ feelings.
In the first three lines of the prologue, the image of the Nile, which is fed by “melting
white snow” (λευκῆς τακείσης χιόνος, 3) and “drenches the Egyptian fields” (Αἰγύπτου …
ὑγραίνει γύας, 3) with its “lovely virgin streams” (αἵδε καλλιπάρθενοι ῥοαί, 1) sets the scene,
mentally transporting the spectators sitting in the theater of Dionysus to the land of Egypt. The
vivid description of the Nile’s waters arouses the spectators’ perceptual awareness of the
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described place.26 The language itself puts the place in view: first, the deictic αἵδε (“here”)
highlights the cogent presence of the setting place to the spectators’ mind’s eye. Then, the
mention of melting snow evokes sensorial phenomena that encourage the audience’s embodied
involvement. It is worth noting that, in Greek literature τήκω (“melt”) is often used to highlight
embodied manifestations in relation to emotional states.27 Furthermore, in Helen itself, ὑγραίνω
(“drench”) is used for tears (κατεδάκρυσα καὶ βλέφαρον ὑγραίνω / δάκρυσιν, 673-74), when Helen
tells Menelaus of how Hermes abducted her and brought her to the Nile. Thus, through a language
that is metaphorically used of human emotions, Helen’s words aid the audience’s understanding
of her suffering, which is mediated by the material environment. Within this context, the
depiction of the Nile’s streams also allows for an interpretation of Helen’s characterization.
Indeed, the adjective καλλιπάρθενοι (“lovely virgin”), which is perhaps an Euripidean coinage,28
foregrounds two features of Helen that are pointed up throughout the whole play: her traditional
“beauty” (κάλλος) and her involvement in marriage rites of the “maidens” (πάρθενοι).29

26

Allan (2008) 144 has observed that these opening words conjure up an exotic and intriguing location, prompting
the audience’s curiosity as to how Helen came to Egypt. Wright (2005) 167-202 has pointed out that the Greek
characters’ “ignorance” of Egyptian geography is amply stressed in the play. Even if it is not clear how familiar
Greek travelers would have been with Egyptian geography, there was considerable commercial interaction between
Hellenic poleis and the trading cities of the Nile delta that also led to trace a mytho-ethnic connection through Io.
Thus, I believe that the spectators had an experience or at least idea of the Nile’s waters.
27

The instances of this use of τήκω are numerous in Greek literature from epic, to lyric, to drama. Among these, an
example is remarkable. In the Odyssey, indeed, Penelope’s lovely cheeks which melt as she weeps for Odysseus
(τήκετο καλὰ παρήια δάκρυ χεούσης) are compared to the melting snow that fills the streams of the rivers
(τηκομένης δ᾽ἄρα τῆς ποταμοὶ πλήθουσι ῥέοντες), Hom. Οd. 19. 205-9.
28

See Allan (2008) 144. As Vasunia (2001) 61 observes, the lovely virgin streams of the Nile are opposite to the
Scamander’s waters, where many Greek warriors gave their lives. Indeed, the life-sustaining, purificatory, and
rejuvenating qualities of the Nile offer an alternative to the bloody world of Troy, tarnished by death and war.
29

On the relationship between the Nile’s streams and Helen, see Downing (1990); Zweig (1999). Also, Worman
(2015) 15 has pointed out that flowing water, especially in early poetry, is sensual and related to female rites of
passages. On the ritual meaning of καλλιπάρθενοι, see Swift (2010) 222. On Helen’s involvement in marriage rites,
see also Foley (2001). She observes that in the cults dedicated to initiating marriageable Spartan girls, Helen
eternally preserves a liminal position between the sphere of the virgins Artemis and Athena and that of the
goddesses of sexuality and marriage, Aphrodite and Hera (308).
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Therefore, I suggest that the depiction of the Nile’s waters possesses a striking affective power,
in that at the beginning of the play it illuminates a patterning of imagery that denotes Helen’s
suffering as embedded in a mutual and symbiotic relationship with landscape elements.
After this preamble, Helen tells the spectators about the family of Proteus, who hosted
her in Egypt and to whose tomb she has confined herself as a suppliant to avoid the marriage
with Theoclymenus. Proteus married Psamathe, “one of the maidens of the sea” (τῶν κατ᾿ οἶδμα
παρθένων μίαν, 6). The mention of Psamathe as a water maiden who married Proteus after she
left Aeacus (6-7) reinforces the association between water, beauty, maidenhood, and marriage,
recalling Helen’s dramatic experience.30 The word οἶδμα (“sea-swell”) in fact calls to mind
Aphrodite who, born from the sea-swell, offered Helen’s beauty (κάλλος, 27) to Paris in order to
win the beauty contest (μορφῆς κρίσιν, 26) over Hera and Athena. The word’s charged
relationship with Helen’ dramatic experience is also evident from its occurrences in other places
of the play. At 368, οἶδμα refers to “the swirling flood” of the Scamander beside which Trojan
mothers and virgin sisters mourned their sons and brothers; at 440 and 528 it indicates “the
rolling and swelling sea” over which Menelaus wandered after the Troy’s war; lastly, at 1266 it
describes “the sea swell” that supports the ship that will escort Helen and Menelaus home.
Psamathe bore two children: Theoclymenus and Theonoe/Eido (“Beauty,” 11), who is
“her mother’s delight” (τὸ μητρὸς ἀγλάισμα, 11).31 The term ἀγλάισμα underlines a material
connotation of the delight. This is confirmed at 282 where Helen uses ἀγλάισμα for her daughter
Hermione, “the house’s delight” (ἀγλάισμα δωμάτων), and is further reinforced by the word’s
30

As Blondell (2013) 29 notes, according to an obscure tradition Helen was the daughter of a sea nymph, just as
Psamathe.
31

In the same manner as Helen, Theonoe’ s beautiful appearance is central to her life. Indeed, as Segal (1971) 58788 has noted, “the maiden par excellence, Theonoe embodies the essence of Egypt’s maiden-lovely streams which
introduce the play.”
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close association with ἄγαλμα, which demarcates a precious object or material ornament. As Ruth
Scodel has observed, in Greek tragedy the agalma imagery exploits an actual social function of
virgin girls, whose comparison to ornaments was related to their preparation for marriage.32 This
use seems to be underscored in Helen’s prologue, focusing attention on the relationship between
Helen’s and (in general) virgins’ beauty and materiality. Indeed, as I shall show below, Helen’s
comparison of her body to the agalma works exactly in these terms. Finally, Helen tells the
audience about her birth from her mother’s union with Zeus disguised as a swan. This reference
highlights another central aspect of the play, that is rape, marking embodiment and transformation
as typical elements of Helen’s character and hence tracing a pattern of extra-human entanglement,
downright weird, that reaches its affective peak with the mention of the egg (τεῦχος νεοσσῶν
λευκόν, 258), from which Helen hatched and that embodies Helen’ sense of “monstrosity” (τέρας,
256).
The prologue offers a complex image of Helen’s character, who merges with different
elements of the natural and material worlds. More recently, Froma Zeitlin has noted that Helen’s
“mode of being in the world is predicated on multiplicity and proliferation.”33 By building up to
this notion, I posit that the multiform nature of Helen is caught up in a series of embodied,
material entanglements that blur the distinction between humans, things, and environment. In the
play Helen is first confounded with the eidōlon, 32-37:
Ἥρα δὲ μεμφθεῖσ᾿ οὕνεκ᾿ οὐ νικᾷ θεὰς
ἐξηνέμωσε τἄμ᾿ Ἀλεξάνδρῳ λέχη,
δίδωσι δ᾿ οὐκ ἔμ᾿ ἀλλ᾿ ὁμοιώσασ᾿ ἐμοὶ
εἴδωλον ἔμπνουν οὐρανοῦ ξυνθεῖσ᾿ ἄπο
32

35

Scodel (1996). On the relationship between ἀγλάισμα and ἄγαλμα, see Downing (1990) 4.

33

Zeitlin (2010) 263. She is especially interested in the play’s obsessive geminations and repetitions of scenes,
motifs, and figures in relation to Euripides’ preoccupation with “the dilemmas of a divided (and alienated) self”
(271).
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Πριάμου τυράννου παιδί· καὶ δοκεῖ μ᾿ ἔχειν,
κενὴν δόκησιν, οὐκ ἔχων.
But Hera, offended that she did not defeat the goddesses,
turned Alexandros’ union with me to thin air,
and gave to king Priam’s son not me but
a breathing image she fashioned from the heavens to resemble me.
He imagines – vain imagination – that he holds me,
though he does not.34
Among the varied interpretations of the eidōlon, I concern myself with the criticism that
emphasizes its material quality.35 I have already mentioned that Euripides refers to the eidōlon as
an agalma or object d’art, just as Helen does later in the play.36 For Marshall Helen’s eidōlon is
not a man-made object like Alcestis’ statue nor a product of the imagination, but, crafted by the
gods, it possesses a physical substance, though its composition is “sky-stuff” (οὐρανοῦ ξυνθεῖσ᾿
ἄπο ).37 I go still further toward highlighting the materiality of the eidōlon, by focusing on its
constituent – that is, the οὐρανός (“thin air”), which Euripides uses as a synonym of αἰθήρ
(“aether,” 584).38 More specifically, I suggest that the use of the word οὐρανός is particularly
effective and at the same time paradoxical, in that it gives the spectators a keen sense of the
rarefied quality of the eidōlon.39 In this respect, the verb ἐξηνέμωσε (“blew to the wind”) is
34

Text is adapted from Allan (2008). Translation is adapted from Kovacs (2002); Burian and Shapiro (2011).

35

For a more recent bibliography, see Bardel (2000); Zeitlin (2010); Blondell (2013); Marshall (2014); Boedecker
(2017).
36

See also Steiner (2001) 54, who has suggested that Helen’s eidōlon takes its cue from “the imagistic and plastic
character of the living protagonist.”
37

Marshall (2014) 59.

38

On the interchangeable meaning of the words in Euripides and their occurrences in the play, see Burian and
Shapiro (2011) 250-51. They have noted that “aether” is a particularly Euripidean word, which in Helen alludes to
theological (Hera’s strategy, Hermes’ abduction) and ethical (Theonoe’s purity, deception of the phantom) issues.
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The affective charge of the eidōlon’s materiality is in the meaning of the word itself, which recalls the PreSocratic or Democritean conception of the eidōla as thin layers of atoms carried through the air that were considered
responsible of the perceptive experience of the world. See Caston (2015) 34. Later, Aristotle in De Anima II also
counts air as the medium of perception that influences the sense-organ or faculty with which persons perceives.
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significant, since it nicely captures the evanescent nature of the Paris’ union with Helen, thereby
heightening the sensory appeal of the narration. As a matter of fact, Euripides ironically
elaborates upon the tactile affordances of the eidōlon, by describing Paris’ “delusional
imagination” (κενὴν δόκησιν) of holding Helen, whose immediate impact on the audience is
underscored by the use of the present tense (δοκεῖ μ᾿ ἔχειν).40
This first part of the prologue also focuses attention on Proteus’ tomb as a potent stage
item that orchestrates the audience’s perceptual experience of Helen’s feelings.41 At line 49
Helen directs the spectators’ gaze upon her body on stage – “here I am” (κἀγὼ μὲν ἐνθάδ᾿ εἴμ᾿),
as she says. Then, filling out the setting in which her body is lodged, she talks about the suffering
she has been enduring since she was transported to Egypt, 60-67:
ἕως μὲν οὖν φῶς ἡλίου τόδ᾿ ἔβλεπεν
Πρωτεύς, ἄσυλος ἦ γάμων· ἐπεὶ δὲ γῆς
σκότῳ κέκρυπται, παῖς ὁ τοῦ τεθνηκότος
θηρᾷ γαμεῖν με. τὸν πάλαι δ᾿ ἐγὼ πόσιν
τιμῶσα Πρωτέως μνῆμα προσπίτνω τόδε
ἱκέτις, ἵν᾿ ἀνδρὶ τἀμὰ διασώσῃ λέχη,
ὡς, εἰ καθ᾿ Ἑλλάδ᾿ ὄνομα δυσκλεὲς φέρω,
μή μοι τὸ σῶμά γ᾿ ἐνθάδ᾿ αἰσχύνην ὄφλῃ.

65

As long as Proteus saw the light of sun,
I was safe from marriage, but now that
he lies buried in earth’s darkness, his son
has been setting traps to marry me. But
honoring the husband, I have flung myself
as a suppliant upon this tomb, so that it
may keep my marriage inviolate.
Even if my name is reviled in Greece,
my body here will win me no shame.
40

Bardel (2000) 151 compares the issue of the sensory perception (visual and tactile) epitomized in the eidōlon of
Helen to that raised by Odysseus, who is unable to embrace her mother’s ghost (Od. 11: 206-14). Also, this scene
resonates with Pindar’s description of Ixion, who in his effort to rape Hera was deceived by Zeus, who fashioned a
cloud that looked like Hera (Pythian 2. 25-41).
41

On the staging and location of the tomb in Helen, see Rehm (1988); Marshall (1995); Ley (2007b) 57-62. For a
general reconstruction of the play’s setting and staging, see Allan (2008) 29-34 and Burian and Shapiro (2011) 23841.
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The verb προσπίτνω (“I have flung myself”) conveys a full sense of Helen’s physical prostration
on the tomb. From this perspective, the tomb becomes an extension of Helen’s body, forming a
material protection that defends her from Theoclymenus’ attacks. The hunting metaphor, which
parlays Theoclymenus’ attempt to marry Helen into setting traps (θηρᾷ γαμεῖν με), conveys a full
sense of Helen’s embodied experience.42 Within this context, the word σῶμα is also significant.
As Brooke Holmes has observed, in the fifth century, especially in the Hippocratic treatises,
sōma (the physical body enveloped by skin and articulated by bones) acquires new connotations
due to inquiries into the nature of people as both “biological beings and social and ethical
agents.” 43 In this sense, I believe that the use of sōma in the Euripidean passage serves not only
to point up Helen’s corporeal entanglement with the tomb but also to give shape to her “real” (in
flesh and bones) effort to save her marriage (ἵν᾿ ἀνδρὶ τἀμὰ διασώσῃ λέχη) and thus to not incur
shame (αἰσχύνην).44
Helen’s sōma as an element that foregrounds her physical and ethical agency plays a role
also in the second part of the prologue, where the heroine meets the Greek hero Teucer, who, at
first shocked by the view of Helen (ἔα· / ὦ θεοί, τίν᾿ εἶδον ὄψιν; 70-71), finally acknowledges her
different personality from the Helen he thinks is the real one (Ἑλένῃ δ᾿ ὅμοιον σῶμ᾿ ἔχουσ᾿ οὐ
τὰς φρένας / ἔχεις ὁμοίας, 160-61). 45 I return to the function of Helen’s embodied enactment in
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On Theoclymenus as a barbarian suitor in relation to Paris and Greek men’s aggressive behavior toward women,
see Vasunia (2001) 60-63.
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See Holmes (2017) and (2018).
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For further discussion about the tomb’s centrality in Helen’s and Menelaus’ recognition and reunion, see below.
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The word σῶμα here challenges the audience’s expectations, highlighting the cogent similarity between the
eidōlon (image that Teucer has in his own mind) and Helen’s body on stage and thus pointing up the indeterminacies
between Helen’s actor, character, and image and the way in which these different entities affect the spectator’s
perception.
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the scene of Helen’s and Menelaus’ reunion. In this part of the prologue, instead, I aim to explore
how references to arms affectively draws the audience into modes of dynamic engagement with
the dramatic action.
At 68, Teucer enters the scene, armed with a bow and wearing a quiver, which represent
both symbolically and materially his skill in war.46As soon as he meets Helen, the warrior says
that, if he were not on a stranger soil, she would have died by his “unerring arrow” (τῷδ᾿ ἂν
εὐστόχῳ πτερῷ, 76) for looking like the daughter of Zeus (i.e., the Helen whom the hero thinks is
the real one). The deictic τόδε puts the arrow on prominent display, indicating its presence as a
stage prop.47 This indication leads to appreciate the entanglement between Teucer and the arrow.
The adjective εὔστοχος (“well-aimed” or “making good shots”) in particular highlights the
mutual and symbiotic relationship between Teucer and his arrow, which operates as prosthetic
extension of the hero’s hand.
Teucer’s affective entanglement with his arrow and hence arms clearly emerges from his
conversation with Helen. In fact, when Helen questions the warrior about the outcome of the
Trojan war, he recounts the events by focusing attention on Achilles’ arms. First, the hero
describes the death of his brother Ajax, who “throwing himself on his own sword killed himself”
(οἰκεῖον αὐτὸν ὤλεσ᾿ ἅλμ᾿ ἐπὶ ξίφος, 96). Then, he refers to Achilles, whose death caused a
“quarrel over his armor among his comrades” (θανὼν ὅδ᾿ ὅπλων ἔριν ἔθηκε συμμάχοις, 100).
Finally, he mentions Odysseus as the hero who got Achilles’ armor, leading Ajax to kill himself
(ἄλλου λαβόντος ὅπλ᾿ ἀπηλλάχθη βίου, 102). As Erika Weiberg has noted, like modern veterans,
46

In Greek culture and literature Teucer is compared to Philoctetes for his skills as an archer. On the affective
relationship between Philoctetes and his bow, see Telò and Mueller (2018) 3-7.
47

As Mueller (2016) 7 has noted, the only way to ascertain when a prop first become visible is through
“demonstrative verbal markers, or deictics.” She cites an example from Sophocles’ Ajax, where the hero uses the
“proximal deictic” τόδε for his sword that he places “before spectators’ eyes consciously for the first time” (Aj. 658).
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tragic heroes have a complex relationship with their weapons, just as Ajax, who “is embedded in
an assemblage of forces – social, material, and affective – with the arms.”48 In this light, I argue
that Teucer’s detailed description of Achilles’ arms not only represents a focal point of his
narration but also exteriorizes his despair about war, rendering it vividly perceptible to the
audience.49 Like the Nile’s waters, the arms also illuminate a pathway of affective nature,
demarcating a charged relationship between heroic identity and arms that will be further
emphasized later in the play in relation to Menelaus’ dramatic experience.

3.2 Helen and Menelaus: The Sirens, the Reeds, the Egg, the Statue, the Rags, the Palace,
and the Tomb
The dynamic network linking bodies, landscape, and objects defines the characters’
dramatic experiences also in the parodos and first episode. In this section, I first focus on Helen
by drawing attention to her lament for the news received by Teucer about the deaths of her
mother, brothers, and husband. Then, I deal with Menelaus’ appearance on stage and his
recounting of his shipwreck. Finally, I analyze Helen’s and Menelaus’ reunion and the ensuing
scene about their plan of escape.
After Teucer exits the scene, Helen alone on stage opens the parodos with a brief
prelude, in which she asks what kind of lament she should utter and what muse she should
invoke for her mournful song (164-66). Then, she starts singing the first strophe of the ode. In
their examination of the parodos, scholars have mainly concentrated on matters of poetic
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Weiberg (2018) 12.
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Galeotti Papi (1987) 30 has pointed out that the way in which Teucer mentions the war’s events serves to express
Euripides’ criticism of the lack of acknowledgement of heroic glory, which led to Ajax’s suicide and to the
subsequent banishment of Teucer from Salamis (90-92). Bassi (1987) 136 too has observed that what Teucer relates
and what himself stands for is the fragmentation and loss of the heroic world. On stage weapons as powerful
generators of meaning (i.e. friendship in Sophocles’ Philoctetes and Ajax), see Fletcher (2013).

117

conventions and structural design, dealing with the mimetic function of the ode.50 My analysis
instead aims to show how material things (landscape elements, bodily matter, and objects)
become focal points of the choral ode, rendering Helen’s and the chorus women’s grief palpable
to the spectators.
In the first strophe (167-78) Helen invites the Sirens, “winged maidens, virgin daughters
of Earth” (πτεροφόροι νεάνιδες / παρθένοι Χθονὸς κόραι, 167-68) to come from the underworld
and accompany her song with “the Libyan flute or the syrinxes” (Λίβυν λωτὸν ἢ σύριγγας, 17172).51 Naomi Weiss has discussed the musical relationship between the Sirens and Helen,
suggesting that the invocation of the Sirens as neanides, parthenoi, and korai alludes to
parthenaic performance and in doing so establishes Helen as a (musically) hybrid figure.52
Instead of focusing on musical characteristics, I again draw attention to embodiment. More
specifically, I suggest that the invocation of the Sirens evokes a potent embodied image of the
mythological creatures that materializes Helen’s feelings about her avian nature and hence rape,
as she was born from her mother’s union (i.e., rape) with Zeus in the guise of a swan.53 As a
matter of fact, in this strophe the Sirens figure as companions of Persephone, the paradigmatic
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See Kannicht (1969) 59-94; Willink (1990); Ford (2010); Swift (2010) 222-26; Marshall (2014) 102-06; Weiss
(2017).
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Willink (1990) 78 n. 6, citing Dale, observes that Sirens with instruments may have been a new theme in tragedy.
This reflects the anomaly of the parodos, with which, as Weiss (2017) 146 has noted, Euripides highlights the
novelty of his work, as he revolutionizes the standard structure of Athenian drama by having an actor begin the
opening choral song. On Helen as a chorus’ leader, see Calame (1997) 191–202; Martin (2008) 119–26; Murnaghan
(2013) 172-73. As Ford (2010) 288 has written, the Sirens are to bring pipes instead of the lyres they usually bear in
iconography, for lyres often accompanied happy song and thus are not suitable to Helen’s lament (ἄλυρον ἔλεγον,
185).
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Weiss (2017) 150.
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The avian heritage is a leitmotif in the play, as Helen merges with a succession of singing and dancing birds:
Sirens, nightingale (first stasimon), and crane (third stasimon). The visual allure of the image of the Sirens could
have been enhanced by a real depiction of the Sirens (birds with girls’ faces) on the tomb of Proteus, as Dale has
observed; see Allan (2008) 171-72 in this respect.
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victim of rape who was seized by Hades while picking flowers, just as Helen was doing when
Hermes snatched her body away.54 As Sheila Murnaghan has observed, the Sirens, for whom the
chorus women substitute in the next strophe, are positioned as the group of companions from
which a chosen woman is typically snatched away.55 Therefore, the mention of the Sirens serves
to establish the theme of rape as a central motif of the ode, linking through mythological
exempla the tragic experience of Helen to that of the chorus women – Greek slaves who have
been kidnapped by pirates and brought to Egypt.
In the first antistrophe, the chorus women enter in response to Helen’s cry, 179-90:
κυανοειδὲς ἀμφ᾿ ὕδωρ
ἔτυχον ἕλικά τ᾿ ἀνὰ χλόαν
φοίνικας ἁλίῳ
πέπλους χρυσέαισίν
<τ᾿ ἐν> αὐγαῖσι θάλπουσ᾿
ἀμφὶ δόνακος ἔρνεσιν·
ἔνθεν οἰκτρὸν ὅμαδον ἔκλυον
ἄλυρον ἔλεγον, ὅ τι ποτ᾿ ἔλακεν
<λαμπροῖσιν> αἰάγμασι στένουσα νύμφα τις,
οἷα Ναῒς ὄρεσι φύγδα
νόμον ἱεῖσα γοερόν, ὑπὸ δὲ
πέτρινα γύαλα κλαγγαῖσι
Πανὸς ἀναβοᾷ γάμους.

180

185

190

Near dark blue water
and along the twisted grass I happened
to be drying crimson robes in the sun
<and> its golden rays
on young reed shoots.
There I heard a piteous wail
a lyreless lament, which she uttered
in <loud> complaint
a nymph groaning,
54

As I discuss below, the episode of Helen’s abduction by Hermes is recounted in the parodos’ last strophe (24551). Marshall (2014) 103 has pointed out that the mention of Persephone, who here is the receiver of Helen’s
offerings and paean, anticipates Helen’s eventual fate in the play. On Helen’s provocative paean, see Ford (2010)
290-94 and Weiss (2017) 148.
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Murnaghan (2013).
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just as a Naiad as she flees in the mountains
sends a woeful strain in some rocky hollows,
she cries out that she is being ravished by Pan.
Here, vivid language affects the audience’s perceptual experience of the scene by highlighting
sensorial phenomena. In particular, colors have a strong resonance in the spectators’ perception.
The “crimson” color (φοῖνιξ) of the robes denotes a dark hue inclining to purple that is
associated in its tonality to the “dark blue” color (κυανοειδής) of the river water. It is worth
noting that Aristotle uses the two words φοῖνιξ and κυανοειδής together to explain the order of
appearance of colors from red to black. As he says in On Color 796a10-18:
Τὰ δὲ χρώματα ἐν τῇ γενέσει προτερεῖ τὰ φοινικιᾶ τῶν μελάνων. δηλοῖ δέ· καὶ γὰρ
τὰ ὑπὸ τοὺς σταλαγμοὺς ἐδάφη, καὶ ὅλως ὅπου συμβαίνει γίνεσθαι μετρία ὑδάτων
ἔκρυσις ἐν τόποις σκιεροῖς, ἅπαντα μεταβάλλει πρῶτον ἐκ τοῦ ποώδους εἰς τὸ
φοινικιοῦν χρῶμα, καὶ γίνεται τὸ ἔδαφος ὡς ἂν αἵματος ἀρτίως ἐπεσφαγμένου κατὰ
τὸν τόπον τοῦτον, καθ᾿ ὃν ἂν λάβῃ τὸ ποῶδες τῶν χρωμάτων τὴν πέψιν· τὸ δὲ
τελευταῖον καὶ τοῦτο μέλαν ἰσχυρῶς γίνεται καὶ κυανοειδές.
But in their order of origin the red comes before the black. This is obvious; for the
ground upon which the drops fall and speaking generally any spot at which there is a
moderate fall of water in dark places all change first from a greenish color to red, and
the ground becomes as though blood had been recently spilled on the spot in which
the green takes on the ripening; at the end this becomes very black and blueish.
In this passage, the word κυανοειδής, literary “like (εἶδος) dark blue (κύανος),” denotes the
surface of the color red (τὸ φοινικιοῦν χρῶμα), which tends to black. Likewise, Euripides uses
κυανοειδής to refer to the dark shade of the color of water, thereby rendering it vividly
perceptible.56 Τhe change of color of the Nile from the initial white to this dark blue has a special
poignancy for the audience, aiding their understanding of the chorus women’s grief. In line with
this affective appeal, the metrical position of the word at the beginning of the strophe could have
made it clearly audible in singing, thereby heightening the audience’ perceptual involvement.

56

At 1502 Euripides uses the word κυανόχροα (“dark blue”) for the sea waves combining it with γλαυκόν, the
gleaming color of the sea swell.
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These visual and aural effects foreground synesthetic phenomena. The word χλόη (“the first shoot
of plants”) is exemplary in this respect. As I observed in Chapter Two, χλόη or χλωρός both
highlights the light shade of the color green of plants and evokes fecundity, freshness, and vibrant
life.57 In this sense, I posit that in our passage χλόη alludes to the youthful vitality of the parthenoi,
as Helen and the chorus women depict themselves in this ode.58 In the final part of the strophe, the
mention of the nymph Naiad, who flees Pan’s clutches, further reinforces the allusion to
maidenhood and by implication to rape. Furthermore, the representation of the Naiad highlights
effects of sounds, as the chorus women compare her “woeful strain” (νόμον γοερόν, 188) that
resounds “in the rocky hollows” (ὑπὸ δὲπέτρινα γύαλα, 189) to the cry that they hear from
distance. I think that the articulated description of the Naiad’s cry represents a form of “reasoning
through imagery” – that is, in the words of Colleen Chaston, a way to invite the spectators to make
a perceptual comparison between the imagery and the real world.59 Thus, I suggest that the word
νόμος, which here specifies a type of lament, serves both to identify the woeful quality of Helen’s
onstage cry and to render the Naiad’s imagined cry vibrantly perceptible, as it were a real echo to
Helen’s voice.60
Another vivid image that arouses the spectators’ perceptual experience of the described
scene is that of the river’s reeds, on which the crimson robes are placed (182-83). The expression
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See Clarke (2004) 15, who underlines that χλωρός signifies the moist fecund vitality of living flesh. Also, Bradley
(2013) 131-140 has observed that χλωρός refers not to abstract green, but essentially means “verdant” or “plantcolored” according to the Greek color experience for which colors were associated with specific, distinct objects. In
Hippolytus, the word χλόη is used for the “deep meadow” (βαθεῖαν ἁνὰ χλόαν, 1139) in relation to Hippolytus’
youthful vitality and his affective involvement with Artemis parthenos.
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On self-referentiality in Greek tragedy’ choruses, see Henrichs (1996).
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Chaston (2010) 5.
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Ford (2010) 295, by reading the rocks as the subject and seeing them as those who shout out in accompaniment to
the Naiad, interprets them as a kind of chorus in the wild who echoes the nymph’s cry.
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used for the reeds is δόνακος ἔρνη (“young shoots of reeds,” 183), which again are tender plants
and thus mirror the youthfulness of the parthenoi’s young bodies .61 Indeed, the image of the
reeds sustaining robes may be put in relation to that of the young parthenoi wearing robes. As
Laura Swift has noted, the extant partheneia show a systematic focus on visual effects,
encouraging the audience to notice the physical aspect of the performers and especially the
details of the maidens’ costumes, such as purple peploi, colorful flowers placed in their hair, or
garlands made with woven reeds, (e.g., Bacchylides 13 ταὶ δὲ στεφανωσάμε[ναι φοιν]ικ̣έων /
ἀνθέων δόνακός, 91–92).62 The use of the words φοινικέων and δόνακός is striking, as both
occur in the Euripidean strophe. In this light, it is worth referring to the mention of the river
Eurotas, which at 493 is called καλλιδόναξ (“with beautiful reeds”) recalling the Nile’s “lovely
virgin streams” (καλλιπάρθενοι ῥοαί, 1), which, as previously mentioned, relate to Helen’s
beauty and her involvement in parthenaic performance. Finally, it is important to note that in the
strophe above the grass and the reeds (180, 183) are within the same musical phrase as the flute
and the syrinxes in the first strophe (171-72).63 This metrical correspondence allows for an
interpretation of the charged relationship between onstage performance and descriptive space.
Therefore, the Lybian flute and the syrinxes, which were reed instruments probably used on stage,
become potent stage elements that involve the spectators in the chorus’ descriptions more
forcefully.
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See Ragusa (2019) who notes that ἔρνος in tragedy suggest young men and women just at the cusp of maturity.
For varied examples of the use of ἔρνος in Greek literature, see Ragusa (2019) n. 31-32
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See Swift (2016) 270. She also shows that the dramatists stress visual aspects as a way of evoking partheneia,
assuming that a mass Athenian audience not only knew about parthenaic choral song, but also that they were
familiar with its distinctive features (270-71). On partheneia and their influence on tragic songs, see Calame (1994)
197; Murnaghan (2013) 165-75; Swift (2010) 2016.
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See Marshall (2014) 103.
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In the second strophe (191-210), Euripides’ language again calls attention to material
things, in order to express Helen’s suffering with vividness. The heroine informs the chorus that
all her family’s members are dead, and thus she laments her terrible fate. She first addresses the
women of the chorus by reminding them their abduction on foreign ships: ὦ θήραμα βαρβάρου
πλάτας (191). The word θήραμα (“spoil”) in particular bears affective charges; in fact, by
representing the women as a booty, places emphasis on their wretched status. The word πλάτας,
which by synecdoche indicates the ships’ oars, focuses attention on the parts of the ships,
illuminating a patterning of material imagery through which depictions of ships and their parts, as I
shall demonstrate below, become pivotal to the characters’ dramatic experience and the audience’
affective engagement. Having informed the chorus that all her family’s members are dead, Helen
finally refers to the disappearance of her young brothers, Castor and Pollux, 205-10:
Κάστορός τε συγγόνου τε
διδυμογενὲς ἄγαλμα πατρίδος
ἀφανὲς ἀφανὲς ἱππόκροτα λέλοιπε δάπεδα γυμνάσιά τε
δονακόεντος Εὐρώτα, νεανιᾶν πόνον.

205

210

and Castor and his brother,
twin glories of their country,
have vanished, vanished, leaving behind
the hoof-clattered plains and the wrestling
by the reedy Eurotas,
where young men train.
The mention of the Eurotas’ reeds again alludes to stage performance by highlights a strong
entanglement between embodiment and materiality. Specifically, by referring to athletic
activities (γυμνάσια, 207), this imagery reminds the spectators of the role of the aulētēs, the
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musician who played the reed-flute (aulos) during the dramatic spectacles or gymnastic
trainings.64
At 211-29, the women respond to Helen’s suffering by remarking on the suffering
generated by rape. Here, the image of Zeus “flashing through the upper air with snowy swan’s
wing” (χιονόχρῳ κύκνου πτερῷ / Ζεὺς πρέπων δι᾿ αἰθέρος, 215-16) is particularly efficient in its
affective conquest of the audience. In fact, through its vibrant materiality it grasps the vivid
sense of the rape, hinting allusions to Helen’s dramatic experience, who, as she tells in the next
strophe, has been snatched up through the air (ἀναρπάσας δι᾿ αἰθέρος, 247). The white color of
Zeus’ wing is also alluring; in fact, the hapax χιονόχρως (“snow-white”) denotes the vivid color
of the wing’s feathers – the word χρώς being associated to the surface or skin of the body, as I
have observed in Chapter Two. Furthermore, the color association with the snow recalls the Nile’s
waters fed by “melted white snow” (λευκῆς τακείσης χιόνος, 3), thereby having a strong impact on
the audience’s imagination.
In the epode (230-52), Helen’s lament reaches its climax, while she recounts her double
rape – her own and her eidōlon’s. In her description, Helen’s grief is vividly expressed through
mentions of material things, which become vital players of the narration, activating a rich
perceptual surround for the audience. First, the eidōlon’s rape: with a long periphrasis Helen
addresses the person who cut the “tearful pine” (τὰν δακρυόεσσαν πεύκαν, 230-31) from which
the son of Priam fashioned the “ruinous ship” (ὀλόμενον σκάφος, 232) that brought her eidōlon
to Troy. Although this is a conventional aetion, it carries a weirdly turned affective impact by
means of the adjectives. Both δακρυόεσσα and ὀλόμενος highlight the humanized nature of the
materials – the pine tree that weeps and the ship that is doomed – which actively participate in
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On the auletes’ performances during training, see Osborne (2018) 53-86.
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Helen’s suffering. Then, Helen tells about her own rape: Hermes snatched her up (ἀναρπάσας δι᾿
αἰθέρος, 247) while she was “gathering fresh petals of roses within the folds of her robes”
(χλοερὰ δρεπομέναν ἔσω πέπλων / ῥόδεα πέταλα, 244-45). The word χλοερὰ gives shape to a
sensory appeal, as it stresses the freshness of the flowers that is moisture instead of dryness.65
Within this context, Helen’s act of gathering roses highlight tactile sensations, enhancing
attention to her graceful touch in opposition to Hermes’ seizure (ἀναρπάσας, 247) of her body.
As the analysis above suggests, the parodos shows a dense clustering of materialities that
propel the affective exchange between characters and spectators. The entanglement between
humans and things as a property that stimulates affective responses in the audience is also
highlighted in the first episode. Here, Helen’s lament is expressed through references to her
embodied sensations. This is immediately clear in the first lines of the first episode, 255-66:
φίλαι γυναῖκες, τίνι πότμῳ συνεζύγην;
ἆρ᾿ ἡ τεκοῦσά μ᾿ ἔτεκεν ἀνθρώποις τέρας;
γυνὴ γὰρ οὔθ᾿ Ἑλληνὶς οὔτε βάρβαρος
τεῦχος νεοσσῶν λευκὸν ἐκλοχεύεται,
ἐν ᾧ με Λήδαν φασὶν ἐκ Διὸς τεκεῖν.
τέρας γὰρ ὁ βίος καὶ τὰ πράγματ᾿ ἐστί μου,
τὰ μὲν δι᾿ Ἥραν, τὰ δὲ τὸ κάλλος αἴτιον.
εἴθ᾿ ἐξαλειφθεῖσ᾿ ὡς ἄγαλμ᾿ αὖθις πάλιν
αἴσχιον εἶδος ἔλαβον ἀντὶ τοῦ καλοῦ,
καὶ τὰς τύχας μὲν τὰς κακὰς ἃς νῦν ἔχω
Ἕλληνες ἐπελάθοντο, τὰς δὲ μὴ κακὰς
ἔσῳζον ὥσπερ τὰς κακὰς σῴζουσί μου.
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260
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Dear women, to what fate have I been yoked?
Did my mother bear me as a monstrosity in men’s eyes?
No woman, either Greek or barbarian,
ever gave birth to a white-shelled birds’ egg,
yet it was in this, men say, that Leda bore me to Zeus.
My life and fortunes are a monstrosity,
partly because of Hera, partly because of my beauty.
I wish I had been wiped clean like a statue
and remade in an uglier form instead of beautiful,
and that the Greeks had forgotten the bad things that I have now
65
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and recall the good things, just as they now remember the bad about me!
In this speech, Helen’s feelings of being harnessed in her “monstrosity” (τέρας) is vividly
conveyed by the image of the egg (τεῦχος νεοσσῶν λευκὸν). The word τεῦχος denotes the
eggshell, marking the function of the egg as a vessel. In Greek tragedy in fact τεῦχος is mainly
used for a vessel of any kind, from the bathing tub in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (1128), to Orestes’
cinerary urn in Sophocles’ Electra (1114), to the cup full of poisoned wine in Euripides’ Ion
(1184). In her interpretation of tragic embodiment and its material extensions Nancy Worman
considers vessels (e.g., Electra’s urn) as “strange containers settled on an existential edge,” such
that tragic bodies are commensurate with or transform into them.66 My notion of the egg brings
Worman’s interpretation of tragic vessels into dialogue with Milette Gaifman’s and Verity Platt’s
conception of ancient artefacts as “embodied objects,”67 suggesting that the egg embeds Helen’s
suffering for her genetic monstrosity or weirdness. As a matter of fact, Helen was so inextricably
linked to the egg that it is with it that she was worshipped in cults and often represented in vase
paintings.68 Thus, I argue that the jarring image of the egg conjures up a perceptive experience
that allows the spectators to apprehend Helen’s suffering more forcefully. The mention of the
nestlings (νεοσσοί, literary “little chicks”) further arouses sympathy in the audience, refining their
understanding of Helen’s estranging nature and thus spurring them to take pity on her situation.69
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On the association between Helen and the egg in cults and vase paintings, see Blondell (2013) 28-47. An example
of “embodied” artefact is the terracotta oon (“egg”) with the painting of youth abducting woman (probably Helen
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The word νεοσσός is used in Alcestis for the heroine’s child, who cries upon her corpse (403). However, in this
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The theme of the symbiotic entanglement between Helen’s body and material things is also
taken up in the next lines. At 262 Helen bewails her beauty, wishing that she had been “wiped
clean like a statue or painted image” (εἴθ᾿ ἐξαλειφθεῖσ᾿ ὡς ἄγαλμα), so that she can be painted
“once again” (αὖθις πάλιν, 262) to get a “uglier form” (αἴσχιον εἶδος, 263). William Allan has
observed that it is hard to choose between the two senses of ἄγαλμα because paint was applied to
statues too and they too, like pictures, could be “wiped clean.”70 I agree, however, with Deborah
Steiner who has insisted upon the statue, noting that the formula of the painted agalma
presupposes a painted figure in the round, whose surface could be changed while the underlying
person remained the same.71 Furthermore, as Gaifman and Platt note, agalmata (“delightful
objects”) are associated with the archaic category of korai, which displayed bright colors.72 In
this regard, the verb ἐξαλείφω (“wipe clean”) would mean to wipe clean a polychromed statue,
which, as a result, would be less beautiful, more ugly or just plain, as Mary Stieber puts it.73
Numerous interpretations hinges on the meaning of the verb.74 Beyond the technical connotations
of the verb, it is worth noting that it also means “wiping out something from one’s mind,” as in

70

Allan (2008) 180.
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See Gaifman and Platt (2018) 412.
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See Stieber (2011) 176. She observes that a fifth-century audience thoroughly familiar with the practice of
polychromy would retain a mental picture of the “before and after” appearance of the typical white marble statue,
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For a discussion and overview on the different interpretations of the verb’s meaning, see Stieber (2011) 173-174.
The process of wiping may be put in relation with the ancient technical process called ganōsis – that is, the process
of applying plaster or wax to tone down the glare of marble, especially of statues, that then was rubbed down with
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See Richer (1928) for an examination of these passages. As Stieber (2004) 56 has pointed out, ganōsis has
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Euripides’ Hecuba 590, where the heroine says that she is “unable to efface from her mind” (οὐκ
ἂν δυναίμην ἐξαλείψασθαι φρενός) the memory of her daughter Polyxena’s suffering, about to be
sacrificed.75 As I have observed above about the ἀγλάισμα in relation to Theonoe and Hermione
and I have already discussed in Chapter One about Alcestis’ reference to the figure of korē,
Euripides often uses statues as media for expressing female characters’ emotions and drawing
inferences about their social condition. Therefore, I argue that in Helen the wiped cleaned agalma
is a potent image that carries cognitive and affective connotations, in that it enables the spectators
to fully apprehend Helen’s desire to rid herself of her beauty and thus her wish that they could
erase from their mind the suffering that her beauty has caused to the Greeks.76
In the ensuing lyric dialogue with the chorus (330-385), Helen again laments the
disgraces that befell her family’s members: her mother is gone, her daughter is still unmarried,
and her brothers have vanished. Thus, she is condemned to marry a hateful husband and
succumb to her misfortune. In response to Helen’s lament, the chorus’ leader suggests her to go
and consult Theonoe about Menelaus’s supposed death. Helen accepts the advice, but, before
leaving the stage, she gives full expression to her suffering in two monodies. First, by invoking
the “Eurotas green with water reeds” (τὸν ὑδρόεντι δόνακι χλωρὸν / Εὐρώταν, 349-50), she
swears that if her husband is dead, she will “fast a strangling noose about her neck or thrust the
sword of bloody death with self-slaughtering force into her flesh” (φόνιον αἰώρημα / διὰ δέρης
ὀρέξομαι, / ἢ ξιφοκτόνον διωγμὸν / αἱμορρύτου σφαγᾶς / αὐτοσίδαρον ἔσω πελάσω διὰ σαρκὸς
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It is interesting that Hecuba uses the verb, few lines after the episode in which Polyxena exposes her breasts and
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It may also be relevant that Plato uses this verb (ἐξαλείψομεν ἄρα) in Republic 386c to refer to the kind of poetry
that should be “wiped out” in Kallipolis. Thus, it is possible that in Helen the verb ἐξαλείφω may refer to the
obliteration of the traditional Iliadic narrative, in which Helen is responsible for the Trojan war.
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ἅμιλλαν, 353-56). Then, she addresses Troy, showing her sorrow for the pain that she caused to
the Trojan mothers and “maidens who sheared off their hair” beside the Scamander’s streams
(ἀπὸ δὲ παρθένοι κόμας / ἔθεντο … Σκαμάνδριον / ἀμφὶ Φρύγιον οἶδμα, 368-70) and to Greece
(i.e., women of Hellas) who “struck her head with her hands” (ἐπὶ δὲ κρατὶ χέρας ἔθηκεν, 372),
and “with strokes of fingernails drenched her tender cheeks with blood” (ὄνυχι δ᾿ ἁπαλόχροα
γένυν / ἔδευσεν φοινίαισι πλαγαῖς, 373-74). Finally, she compares her misfortune to that of
Callisto who left Zeus’ bed on four paws (τετραβάμοσι γυίοις, 376) in the form of a “shaggylimbed beast” (μορφᾷ θηρῶν λαχνογυίων, 378) and to that of Merops’ daughter whom Artemis
chased as “a golden horned stag” (χρυσοκέρατ᾿ ἔλαφον, 382). In these lines, Helen’s suffering is
visually exteriorized by a dense imagery made up of entanglements of human and animal bodies’
parts (neck, flesh, head, hands, fingernails, cheeks, paws, horns) that stimulates affective
responses in the audience. Like the egg, these are jarring images that move the spectators to pity;
in fact, as Helen herself says, her body (δέμας, 383) bears a more unfortunate fate, since she has
destroyed the towers of Troy (πέργαμα Δαρδανίας, 384).
After Helen and the chorus exit the scene, Menelaus arrives on stage. While looking
around in search of hospitality, he informs the spectators about his shipwreck.77 He has been
wandering on the sea for a long time until he has been cast up on the Libyan land: his “ship was
smashed against a rock into countless bits of wreckage” (ναῦς δὲ πρὸς πέτραις / πολλοὺς
ἀριθμοὺς ἄγνυται ναυαγίων, 409-10) and “of all its intricate parts, only the keel remained”
(τρόπις δ᾿ ἐλείφθη / ποικίλων ἁρμοσμάτων, 411), allowing him to reach land safely along with
Helen (i.e., the eidōlon), who is now hidden in a cave. He has neither food nor proper “clothes
about his body” (ἀμφὶ χρῶτ᾿ ἐσθῆτες, 421); in fact, he wears “cast-offs” (e.g, tattered sails) of the
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As Bassi (1987) 144 has pointed out, Menelaus’ words constitute a second prologue-monologue, which is a kind
of mirror image of the Helen’s monologue.
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ship (ναὸς ἔκβολ᾿ οἷς ἀμπίσχομαι, 422), having had his “previous luxurious cloaks and splendid
garments snatched away by the sea” (πέπλους δὲ τοὺς πρὶν λαμπρά τ᾿ ἀμφιβλήματα / χλιδάς τε
πόντος ἥρπασ᾿, 423-24). In these lines, the description of the shipwreck shows how far Menelaus
is from his glorious past, when in his splendid armor he guided the world’s “greatest army on his
fitted ship” (πλεῖστον … στράτευμα κώπῃ, 393-94).
In their examination of Menelaus’ appearance on stage, scholars have drawn attention to
his rags, interpreting their social and dramatic function. Bassi has suggested that the rags both
indicate Menelaus’ ill-fortune and demonstrate his failure to live up to his epic analogue.78
Wright has pointed out that the rags serve to draw inferences in terms of social class, as they
demonstrate that one actual status as an aristocratic hero or a lowly beggar results from
circumstances rather than one’s nature.79 Donna Zuckerberg has argued that Euripides’
representation of Menelaus in rags is one of those “running gags” that allowed Aristophanes and
Euripides to develop their own variation upon the same theme of the impact of costume on the
audience.80 I propose that the rags not only allow for considerations of social and dramatic
conventions but also point up the affective capacities of costumes. Whether with comic effect or
not, the depiction of the rags as “cast-offs of the ship” (ναὸς ἔκβολα) sets up the verbal metaphor
as a visual/corporeal one; it is, in a sense, as if Menelaus were clothed in his own shipwreck. The
use of words such as ποικίλοι, which is often used for woven clothes, for the ship’s parts would
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confirm this interpretation. From the viewpoint of this embodied entanglement, the image of the
ship shattered into pieces affectively materializes Menelaus’ suffering for his lost heroic identity,
arousing sympathy in the audience, who would have been highly sensitive to the representation
of a shipwreck, because of the recent destruction of the Athenian fleet in the Sicilian expedition.
The capacity of material things to exteriorize Menelaus’ feelings and draw the spectators
into affective modes of engagement is also exploited in the lines where the hero approaches
Theoclymenus’ palace. By directing the spectators’ gaze to the entrance of the palace, Menelaus
describes its “fine stone cornice” (περιφερὲς θριγκοῖς, 430) and “majestic gates” (πύλας τε
σεμνὰς, 431) as clear signs of a rich man’s mansion (ἀνδρὸς ὀλβίου τινὸς, 431). I suggest that
Menelaus’ attentiveness to these materials foregrounds a notion of “empathy for objects,” which,
in Gregory Currie’s words, involves an act of personal projection on objects, providing episodes
of sympathetic resonance for the audience.81 In this sense, the magnificent splendor of the
palace’s gate, materializes Menelaus’ nostalgia for his glorious past and consequently stimulate
the spectators’ empathic and humorous reaction to his sense of shame for showing up as a
beggar. This scene of the palace recalls the magnificence of Menelaus’ own palace in the
Odyssey 4, which Euripides here appear to be ironizing. However, by considering Menelaus’
reference to the palace’s friezes (θριγκοῖ) in relation to the architectonical space of the theater
(i.e., Acropolis), we may also see a possible allusion to the Parthenon’s friezes and in particular
to the depiction of the procession for the presentation of Athena’s peploi, which would hint
another allusion to Menelaus’ rags and thus to his sorrow for the lost glory, which gave him the
possibility to wear luxurious cloaks and splendid garments.
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In his rags, Menelaus moves away from the palace close to Proteus’ tomb, waiting for the
king Theoclymenus’ return. Meanwhile, the chorus enters with Helen, who immediately catches
a glimpse of Menelaus. She does not recognize him and thus starts running toward the tomb to
protect herself, thinking that the man has come to seize her and hand her over to Theoclymenus.
At this point, Menelaus stops her from running and convinces her that they ought to identify
themselves. Helen’s and Menelaus’ encounter has been widely discussed by scholars, who have
been concerned with questions about characterization, sight deception, and mimetic illusion.82 I
examine the encounter by focusing on two things – namely, the tomb and the garments – aiming
to demonstrate how they encourage the audience to grasp a vivid sense of the two protagonists’
affective experience. In the first part of the recognition scene Euripides’ language highlights
Helen’s physical interaction with the tomb. As soon as she sees Menelaus, Helen runs “like a
galloping colt or one of the gods’ bacchants” to reach the tomb (οὐχ ὡς δρομαία πῶλος ἢ Βάκχη
θεοῦ / τάφῳ ξυνάψω κῶλον; 543-44). Then, as Menelaus describes it, by straining her body
toward the tomb with fearful stretching (σὲ τὴν ὄρεγμα δεινὸν ἡμιλλημένην, 546), Helen
desperately tries to reach the base of the tomb and its pillars (τύμβου ᾿πὶ κρηπῖδ᾿ ἐμπύρους τ᾿
ὀρθοστάτας, 547). Finally, only when she has reached the tomb (ἵστημ᾿, ἐπεί γε τοῦδ᾿ ἐφάπτομαι
τάφου, 556), does she agree to talk to the stranger. As Weiberg has argued, Proteus’ tomb, is “a
potent stage property” that, like the olive-wood bed in the Odyssey 23, becomes central to the
couple’s recognition and reunion, facilitating Menelaus’ initial recognition of Helen as his real
wife.83 Looking back to the prologue, my discussion focuses attention on the description of
Helen’s bodily interaction with the tomb, suggesting that it provides the ground not only for
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Menelaus’ recognition of his wife but also for the audience’s dynamic engagement with the
couple’s reunion. By highlighting Helen’s proprioceptive movements (e.g., ἡμιλλημένην) and
evoking a striking sense of touch (e.g., ξυνάψω, ἐφάπτομαι), Euripides’ language models for the
spectators how to read Helen’s deportment as telegraphing of her terror and (by implication)
fidelity, encouraging them to experience the heroine’s feelings in their own bodies.
In addition to the tomb, garments also play an important role in the scene of the couple’s
encounter. At first, Helen does not recognize Menelaus because she is misled by his shabby
clothes (καὶ μὴν στολήν γ᾿ ἄμορφον ἀμφὶ σῶμ᾿ ἔχεις, 554). The adjective ἄμορφος, which is also
used for physical properties, affords the spectators a vivid sense of Menelaus’ change of
appearance to Helen’s eyes, showing how the hero’s body and his outfit are mutually constitutive.
The charged relationship between Menelaus’ body and his clothes is also foregrounded when, once
Helen has recognized him and tries to embrace him (ὦ χρόνιος ἐλθὼν σῆς δάμαρτος ἐς χέρας,
566), the hero hinders her from touching his garments (ποίας δάμαρτος; μὴ θίγῃς ἐμῶν πέπλων,
567. It is interesting to note here Menelaus uses the word πέπλοι (“woven clothes”) for his rags,
transferring his inner sense of nobility on his own clothes. In this manner, garments carry an
affective connotation, as they materialize Menelaus’ sense of heroic pride, thereby rendering it
palpable to the spectators.
The affective interaction between Helen and Menelaus is also emphasized through
different somatic dimensions, as Euripides’ language uses words, such as δέμας, σῶμα, φάσμα,
ὄμμα, to raise awareness of the characters’ embodied experience. In this regard, σῶμα stresses
physical reality (e.g., Menelaus’ body clothed in rags, 554; Helen’s physical resemblance to her
eidōlon, 576) against appearance, which is expressed through words such as δέμας (e.g., ὡς
δέμας δείξασα σὸν, 548; οὐπώποτ᾿ εἶδον προσφερέστερον δέμας, 559) or φάσμα (e.g.,
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φάσματ᾽εὐμενῆ, 568). In line with these embodied dynamics, Helen encourages Menelaus to
look at her carefully (σκέψαι, 578) and trust his own eyes (τίς οὖν διδάξει σ᾿ ἄλλος ἢ τὰ σ᾿
ὄμματα; 580). Thus, she concludes the stichomythia with her husband by claiming a clear
antithesis between onoma and sōma (τοὔνομα γένοιτ᾿ ἂν πολλαχοῦ, τὸ σῶμα δ᾿ οὔ, 588), in order
to remark on her physical presence. Nevertheless, Helen’s efforts are in vain; in fact, Menelaus
would have not accepted her if the old man had not come to inform him that Helen (i.e., the
eidolon) has disappeared into heaven after telling him the truth (597-624).
The couple’s recognition is accomplished in the ensuing scene, which is developed in a
duet (625-59) followed by the so-called interrogation (660-97). The two characters’ reunion is
celebrated by a lyric exchange (amoibaion) and vividly enacted on stage by their embrace: Helen
stretches her loving arms about her husband (περί τ᾿ ἐπέτασα χέρα φίλιον, 627-28) and Menelaus
holds his wife (κἀγὼ σέ, 630).84 Helen’s excitement is expressed through a vivid depiction of her
embodied experience: she has her hair raised upright on her head (κρατὶ δ᾿ ὀρθίους ἐθείρας /
ἀνεπτέρωσα, 632-33), sheds tears (δάκρυ σταλάσσω, 633), throws her arms about Menelaus’
limbs with pleasure (περὶ δὲ γυῖα χέρας ἔβαλον, ἡδονᾷ, 634), and clasps him to her breast (ἔχω σε
πρὸς στέρνοις, 657). The verb ἀναπτερόω deserves comment. Literary it means “to raise up the
feathers” and in this sense, I suggest, it exteriorizes Helen’s feelings by embodying her avian
nature, just it has occurred with the invocation of Sirens, the mention of Zeus’ wing, or the
reference to the little chicks in the egg. This time, however, the bird image highlights a state of
happiness, slightly ironic. In contrast with Helen, Menelaus does not show much excitement but
appears distant, even becoming sarcastic and inquisitorial, as the interrogation scene shows.
Critics have attributed this different reaction to gender-specific pattern of female attitude: women
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are usually more emotional than men.85 However, this is not completely true for tragedy, where
men are emotionally involved to the point that they publicly cry, as it is evident from Admetus’
behavior in Alcestis.86 Thus, I do not think that Helen’s and Menelaus’ different reaction has to
do with gender issues. Instead, I believe that Menelaus’ less apparent excitement may respond to
a physical distress, as he does not feel fully comfortable in his rags. Indeed, as Robert Schmiel
has suggested, the recognition scene does not accomplish reconciliation, which is gradually
worked out in the subsequent scenes and coincides with Menelaus’ cleaning up and change of
clothes.87
When the two have reconciled, Helen and Menelaus decide to consult Theonoe about
their escape from Egypt (857-1029). After securing Theonoe’s support, Helen encourages
Menelaus to put their heads together and set the escape plan (μηχανὴ σωτηρίας, 1034). The
planning scene (1039- 1106) revolves around material things, which become central to the
success of the plan. In the entire scene there is less focus on the characters and more on things:
Menelaus immediately asks Helen to persuade one of the chariot keepers to give them a
“chariot” (δίφρους, 1040), but Helen responds that with a chariot they could not escape, since
neither of them know the way on the land. Then, Menelaus proposes to kill the king with his
“double-edge sword” (τῷδε διστόμῳ ξίφει, 1044). This proposal is inefficient too, since the
king’s death will anger Theonoe. The only solution would be to obtain a “ship” (ναῦς, 1047), but
the one Menelaus had lies at the bottom of the sea. At this point, Helen stops Menelaus from
talking and encourages him to listen to her and see whether she, a woman, might say something
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cleverer. Thus, her strategy is unfolded: pretending that Menelaus is dead, she will mourn him by
“cropping her hair” (κουραῖσι, 1054) and will ask the king for a ship (πορθμίδα, 1061) from
which she will lower into the sea his “empty tomb” (κενῷ τάφῳ, 1057).
The description of the fake burial rite follows: Menelaus will sail out on the ship, help
throw the “burial offerings on the ship” (κόσμον ἐν ταὐτῷ σκάφει, 1068), and let the sailors
embark, while his men will stand with ready swords (ἀνὴρ παρ᾿ ἄνδρα στήσεται ξιφηφόρος,
1072) to protect him. Thus, having planned everything, they can only hope that favoring winds
will fill their sails and that the ship will run swiftly (πόμπιμοι μόνον / λαίφει πνοαὶ γένοιντο καὶ
νεὼς δρόμος, 1073-74). In these lines subjects and objects could be said to be mutually
dependent, as the protagonists explore what things can do for them. The ship is pivotal to this
interdependence, as it sparks Helen’s clever thinking, prompts Menelaus’ participation in it, and
takes on an active part in the dramatic action. Another key object is the “empty tomb” (κενός
τάφος) through which Helen pretends to honor her husband’s death. It is an evocative object that
stimulates the spectators’ memory, hinting at historical and dramatic allusions. Indeed, it would
evoke the empty biers used in Athenian state funerals for the fallen men whose bodies was not
recovered and it is also a reminiscence of the empty urn over which Electra grieves her supposed
dead brother (e.g., Soph. El. 1218).88 Furthermore, it recalls Proteus’ tomb itself, pointing up
Helen’s use of the tomb and in general of funerary objects as elements crucial to her survival and
freedom from Theoclymenus.

3.3 Helen, Theoclymenus, and Menelaus: The Mask, the Shrouds, the Armor, the Ship,
and the Discus

See Allan (2008) 289. Scholars have noticed Euripides’ metatheatrical reference to Sophocles’ Electra. See Allan
(2008) 260 who discusses Menelaus’ comment to Helen’s strategy, παλαιότης γὰρ τῷ λόγῳ γ᾿ ἔνεστί τις (“it seems
rather old,” 1056), as an intertextual allusion to the Sophoclean play.
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Having discussed their strategy, Helen informs Menelaus that she will go inside the
palace to prepare herself for the burial rite, 1087-92:
ἐγὼ δ᾿ ἐς οἴκους βᾶσα βοστρύχους τεμῶ
πέπλων τε λευκῶν μέλανας ἀνταλλάξομαι
παρῇδί τ᾿ ὄνυχα φόνιον ἐμβαλῶ χροός.
μέγας γὰρ ἁγὼν καὶ βλέπω δύο ῥοπάς·
ἢ γὰρ θανεῖν δεῖ μ᾿, ἢν ἁλῶ τεχνωμένη,
ἢ πατρίδα τ᾿ ἐλθεῖν καὶ σὸν ἐκσῶσαι δέμας.

1090

I shall go into the house, cut my hair,
change my white robe for a black one,
and drag my nails across my cheeks until they bloody the skin.
The contest before us is a great one, and I see two outcomes.
Either I must die if my plotting is discovered,
or return to my fatherland and save your life.
Cropped hair, dark clothing, and scratched cheeks are all signifiers of mourning, like that of the
bereaved woman (370-74, 1122-25). However, they are also implemented by means specific to
theatrical performance. For instance, Ruby Blondell has observed that the equivalence of the
mask to the dramatic self enables Euripides to literalize Helen’s erasure of her own beauty,
giving concrete weight to her symbolic rejection of her old identity as the most beautiful woman
in the world.89 Nevertheless, I think that Helen’s disfigurement allows for drawing inferences not
only about characterization but also about materiality and embodiment. My interpretation looks
back to the agalma, which Helen imagines wiped clean and repainted with ugly features. In this
sense, I argue that Helen’s mourning defacement viscerally exteriorizes the ugly features of the
agalma, which now coincides with her mask.90
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Blondell (2013: 213-15).
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I consider the mask among the range of tragic bodily covers (e.g., clothing, cloaks, robes), which, as Worman
(forthcoming) has pointed out, take on resonance as “a second skin,” merging and clashing in relation to the
characters who inhabit them. For a general discussion about the manufacture, function, and aesthetics of the Greek
tragic mask, see Halliwell (1993) 195-211, Hall (2006) 99-140 and Wiles (2007).
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The impact of Helen’s mask upon the spectators is vividly expressed by Theoclymenus’
reaction to Helen’s onstage appearance, 1186-90:
αὕτη, τί πέπλους μέλανας ἐξήψω χροὸς
λευκῶν ἀμείψασ᾿ ἔκ τε κρατὸς εὐγενοῦς
κόμας σίδηρον ἐμβαλοῦσ᾿ ἀπέθρισας
χλωροῖς τε τέγγεις δάκρυσι σὴν παρηίδα
κλαίουσα;
You, why do you fasten black robes to your skin,
changed from white? Why from your noble head
have you taken steel and cut your hair?
Why do you wet your cheeks with fresh tears
and cry?91
Theoclymenus’ depiction of Helen’s aspect calls attention to the same elements previously
mentioned: cropped hair, black clothing, and wet cheeks. He also refers to Helen’s cheeks as wet
with “fresh tears” (χλωροῖς δάκρυσι). The adjective χλωρός implies a visual suggestion, either of
“glistening” surface or the “swelling” shape of droplets.92 Yet, we are not able to say whether the
tears were depicted on the mask.93 Moving beyond this debate, it is worth noting that it is typical
in tragedy for characters to describe expressions and excretions, including tears, that would not
be physically represented. Thus, the mask could have the scoring and blood, while
Theoclymenus’ words add the additional excretion for the audience to “see.” Notwithstanding
our scarce knowledge, it is clear that Theoclymenus’ depiction of Helen’s disfigurement has to
do with the way in which visual markers and visualizing language interact to give the spectators
a full picture, providing additional details to envision.
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The translation is adapted from Marshall (2014) 285.
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Mastronarde (2002) 317.
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Wiles (2007) 222 has pointed out that faces in tragedy are not stable, and there are many references in tragedy to
masked faces supposedly weep. For bibliographic references see Wiles (2007) n. 56
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In tears, Helen tells Theoclymenus about Menelaus’ death, which, as she says, has been
reported by the Greek man (Menelaus) who is now sitting at the tomb (ὅδ᾿ ὃς κάθηται τῷδ᾿
ὑποπτήξας τάφῳ, 1203). The king immediately notices the man’s degraded aspect, showing his
disgust for his rags (Ἄπολλον, ὡς ἐσθῆτι δυσμόρφῳ πρέπει, 1204). The man tells the king that
Menelaus has perished “in the sea’s wet waves” (ὑγροῖσιν ἐν κλυδωνίοις ἁλός, 1209) and was
“cast out upon Libya’s harborless cliffs” (Λιβύης ἀλιμένοις ἐκπεσόντα πρὸς πέτραις, 1211). This
depiction as well as the miserable appearance of the man prove the intolerable level of the
shipwreck’s hardship, definitively convincing Theoclymenus that Menelaus is dead.
Taking advantage of Theoclymenus’ pity, Helen convinces him to give a ship to
Menelaus, so that he can return to Greece with his fellows. Moreover, she tells the king that
before sending the Greek men home, she wants to bury her husband, honoring his memory. As
she says, when a man dies at the sea the Greek costume is to bury him “in empty shrouds” (ἐν
κενοῖσι πέπλων ὑφάσμασιν, 1243). The word ὑφάσματα (“woven robes or webs”) demarcates the
elaborate quality of the shrouds, embedding the intricacy of Helen’s scheme of deception in its
materiality.94 This charged relationship is further reinforced by the fact that ὑφάσματα would
have resonated with other famous fabrics in tragedy. The word, for instance, occurs in
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon 1492, where the chorus laments the treacherous death of Agamemnon,
who lies “in the spider’s web” (ἐν ἀράχνης ὑφάσματι) made by Clytemnestra’s hands.95 In this
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In Homer, weaving is specifically connected to Helen’s role in holding the household status quo and wealth.
Canevaro (2018) 56-108 has analyzed Helen’s relation to Penelope in terms of their creation of textiles, by means of
which they produce their own way of “managing the household and managing the narrative.” Weaving is also linked
to language and poetic conventions, as it is confirmed by the representation of Helen in Iliad 3, where she waves
into cloth the story of the Trojan war, taking on a role akin to that of the poet. Mueller (2010) 2 has noted that in the
Odyssey woven objects are coded acts of communications between women, through which they win fame from the
work of their hands without compromising male kleos.
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On the textile quality of the Agamemnon’s tapestry and its visual and sensory output, see Mueller (2016) 43-69.
For a bibliography on the tapestry’s scene, see Lee (2004); MacNeil (2005); Noel (2013).
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sense, the fabric’s allure of the shrouds opens up memories and feelings regarding female
deception through which the spectators could have appreciated Euripides’ treatment of Helen’s
action, which is devoted to save her husband instead of killing him.96 The adjective κενόν
(“void”) is also remarkable in that enhances attention to the stage space where Menelaus is
present in flesh and bones, thereby creating a network of contingent relationships between
imagery and embodied enactment.
Having been caught in the net of deception, Theoclymenus is ready to satisfy all Helen’s
requests.97 Euripides’ deceptive game becomes even more humorous, with Helen gesturing to
Menelaus and passing him her role in the dialogue (ὅδ᾿ οἶδ, ἐγὼ δ᾿ ἄπειρος, 1249). Thus, the
Greek hero starts enlisting all the things he needs: the sacrificial animals (προσφάζεται μὲν αἷμα
πρῶτα νερτέροις, 1255), a bedding for the missing body (καὶ στρωτὰ φέρεται λέκτρα σώματος
κενά, 1261), armor of bronze (χαλκήλαθ᾿ ὅπλα, 1263), and fruits of the earth (καὶ τἄλλ᾿ ὅσα χθὼν
καλὰ φέρει βλαστήματα, 1265), all to be loaded on a ship with rowers (ναῦν δεῖ παρεῖναι
κἀρετμῶν ἐπιστάτας, 1267). Theoclymenus agrees to give them all the things on their list, and
thus orders Helen to go into the house and choose the adornment for the dead man (ἐλθὼν δ᾿ ἐς
οἴκους ἐξελοῦ κόσμον νεκρῷ, 1279). Ironically, the adornment is for Menelaus, to whom Helen
provides proper clothes, as she announces to the chorus at 1375-84:
ἃ γὰρ καθήσειν ὅπλ᾿ ἔμελλεν εἰς ἅλα,
ταῦτ᾿ ἐμβαλὼν πόρπακι γενναίαν χέρα
αὐτὸς κομίζει δόρυ τε δεξιᾷ λαβών,
ὡς τῷ θανόντι χάριτα δὴ συνεκπονῶν.
προύργου δ᾿ ἐς ἀλκὴν σῶμ᾿ ὅπλοις ἠσκήσατο,
ὡς βαρβάρων τροπαῖα μυρίων χερὶ
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Worman (1999) has discussed Helen’s gift of Helen’s woven peplos to Telemachus in Odyssey 15, suggesting that
the heroine exercises impressive control over the signification of the object, “transforming it from a would-be
ruinous object into one with happy associations” (35). On the relationship between webs’ textile and women’s guile,
see Jenkins (1985).
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See Segal (1971) 583-84, who has noted that the burial of Menelaus provides Theoclymenus with an opportunity
to show off his wealth and to bind Helen to him more securely.
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θήσων, ὅταν κωπῆρες ἐσβῶμεν σκάφος.
πέπλους δ᾿ ἀμείψασ᾿ ἀντὶ ναυφθόρου στολῆς
ἐγώ νιν ἐξήσκησα καὶ λουτροῖς χρόα
ἔδωκα, χρόνια νίπτρα ποταμίας δρόσου.
(the armor) which he was meant to sink into the sea
he is wearing himself, and he has his left arm through the shield strap
and the spear in his right hand,
pretending to pay honor to the dead man.
And most conveniently for battle he wears the defensive panoply,
meaning to set up trophies over countless barbarians with his hand
and run when we board the galley.
I took off his shipwrecked clothes and gave him proper ones,
and bathed him, water from a dewy river after much time.
Scholars have observed that this clothing scene points up Helen’s efficient control of the
dramatic situation and Menelaus’ rehabilitation to his heroic role.98 However, only little attention
has been paid to the affective capacity that the armor deploys in the scene. From this viewpoint, I
think that Helen’s orderly arrangement of the armor about Menelaus’ body serves to put the
armor’s pieces (the shield, the spear, the clothes) on prominent display. In this manner, the armor
acquires a material vibrancy, becoming a natural extension of Menelaus’ body (σῶμ᾿ ὅπλοις
ἠσκήσατο, 1379) and thus making him a better killing machine, so to speak. 99 This has a strong
resonance in the spectators’ imagination, not only because it recalls the depiction of the rags, but
also because it calls to mind the arms (e.g., Achilles’ arms) that Teucer has bewailed in the
prologue as the cause of much suffering and death. In this manner, the arms are reconverted to
new capacities, tracing the pathway toward the successful outcome of the play.
The role of material things as central elements of the new action of escape is established
in the third stasimon, where the chorus sings of the couple’s return to Greece. As Marshall has
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See Bassi (1987) 146; Powers (2010); 26 and Wright (2005) 335.
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On the relationship between the warrior and his armor, see Purves (2015), who shows how Ajax and his armor
share a kind of “distributive agency” and are enmeshed in a dense network of contingent relations.
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pointed out, this ode helps define the structure of the play, pulling together a variety of images
and themes that have been presented throughout the play.100 Drawing on such insight, in my
analysis of the stasimon, I aim to show that Euripides’ language exploits the material things that
have been described up to this time by reshaping their role at the service of the new dramatic
action. In doing so, I especially compare this final stasimon with the parodos, suggesting a
correspondence between the pictured materialities of the two odes that allows their new
functionality to emerge.
In the first strophe, the chorus opens the ode addressing the ship that will take Helen and
Menelaus home, 1451-64:
Φοίνισσα Σιδωνιὰς ὦ
ταχεῖα κώπα, ῥοθίοισι Νηρέως
εἰρεσία φίλα,
χοραγὲ τῶν καλλιχόρων
δελφίνων, ὅταν αὔρας
1455
πέλαγος ἀνήνεμον ᾖ,
γλαυκὰ δὲ Πόντου θυγάτηρ
Γαλάνεια τάδ᾿ εἴπῃ·
Κατὰ μὲν ἱστία πετάσετ᾿ αὔραις πλέοντες εἰναλίαις,
1460
λάβετε δ᾿ εἰλατίνας πλάτας,
ὦ ναῦται <ἴτε> ναῦται,
πέμποντες εὐλιμένους
Περσείων οἴκων Ἑλέναν ἐπ᾿ ἀκτάς.
O swift Phoenician ship of Sidon,
oarage, dear to Nereus’ waves,
leader of the lovely dance
of dolphins whenever the
sea is calm and windless
and the gray-eyed daughter of Pontus
Galeneia says these words:
“Spread the sails leaving
the sea breezes behind,
and take up your fir-wood oars,
O sailors, <go> sailors,
100

Marshall (2014) 122-23. On the ode’s pertinence to the larger structure and themes of the play, see also Padel
(1974) 235-40.
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escorting Helen to the well-harbored shores of Perseus’ home.”
The ship depicted in this strophe is different from that pictured in the parodos. Indeed, it is not
the same as the barbarian ship that has transported the Greek captive women (θήραμα βαρβάρου
πλάτας, 191) nor as the ruinous ship (ὀλόμενον σκάφος, 232) made of tearful wood
(δακρυόεσσαν πεύκαν, 230-31) that brought Paris towards Helen’s hearth (235-36). Furthermore,
it differs from Menelaus’ ship that has been smashed in countless pieces in the shipwreck (ναῦς
δὲ πρὸς πέτραις / πολλοὺς ἀριθμοὺς ἄγνυται ναυαγίων, 409-10); in fact, its sails are not tattered
but well spread to the sea breezes. This is a swift Sidonian ship with fir-wood oars that propelled
by sea breezes and surrounded by dancing dolphins escorts Helen to well-harbored shores.101 By
associating the swift, dancing motion of the ship (especially its oars) and of dolphins to choral
dances, scholars have interpreted the ship as a metaphor for the “chorus-leader” (χορηγός),
according to Helen’s traditional leadership of the choral performance.102 I think that the ship not
only functions as a metaphorical image for the choral activities, but also furnishes a vivid image
for the moral integrity of Helen, who has transformed from the destroyer of ships to become
savior of the Greeks’ lives. The landscape also partakes in this affective entanglement: the calm
and windless sea, the breezes, and the well-harbored shores has a strong resonance in the
spectators’ imagination, refining their understanding of Helen’s moral rehabilitation by means of
references to an idyllic space.
In the antistrophe, the chorus’ women envision Helen’s arrival in Sparta and her reunion
with the daughters of Leucippus and her own daughter Hermione.103 Helen’s imaginative
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On this’ ode relationship with choral dances, see Allan (2008) 320; Marshall (2014) 131-32; Swift (2010: 22729); Steiner (2011); Weiss (2017) 181-84.
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On this strophe’s reference to Spartan ritual practices and Helen’s status within those rites, see Pattersson (1992)
9-41; Calame (1997) 174-87; Foley (2001) 320-24.
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leadership of the city’s choral performances leads the chorus to evoke the Hyacinthia, a cult of
Apollo at Sparta. They explain the cult’s aetiology: having accidentally killed his lover
Hyacinthus with a discus’ throw (ὃν ἐξαμιλλασάμενος /τροχὸν ἀτέρμονα δίσκου / ἔκανε Φοῖβος,
1471-73), Apollo instituted a sacrifice in honor of the young man. As Steiner has observed, the
term τροχός (“wheel”) already in Homer serves as analogue for choral circular movements in the
simile that the poet uses for the dancers on the shield of Achilles, who execute movements like
that of the potter’s wheel. Thus, in Euripides the dancers could plausibly have offered a mimetic
representation of the discus spinning in flight.104 I read Euripides’ depiction from a
phenomenological, enactive perspective, highlighting how it turns the verbal image into a visual
one, thereby rendering the discus’ motion highly perceptible. The verb ἐξαμιλλασάμενος, which
underlines Apollo’s physical effort, and the adjective ἀτέρμονα, which points up the whirling
motion of the discus, conjure up the experiential appeal.105 This vivid depiction juxtaposed to the
chorus’ onstage enactment propels the audience’s involvement in terms of their potential bodily
interactions, giving a thorough idea of the Spartan ritual performance.106
Within the context of these embodied modes of engagement propelled by pictured
objects, the reference to Hermione at the end of the strophe is also remarkable.107 The chorus
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Steiner (2011) 309. As she puts it, “Euripides’ rounded discus describes a linear course through the air. Like the
strophe, the antistrophe effects the conflation of forward motion with the atemporal circle, a shape without
beginning or end (ἀτέρμονα).”
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Apollo’s hurling also has sexual innuendos. In this sense, it is worth nothing that the god’s action recalls the
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The mimetic representation of the discus is related to the so-called “choral projection,” a device that Euripides
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says that with her return home Helen would see her daughter, whose “bridal torches have not yet
gleamed” (ἇς οὔπω πεῦκαι πρὸ γάμων ἔλαμψαν, 1478). The mention of the torches seems to
relate to wedding processional activities, which could include choruses that followed the chariot
of the newlyweds.108 I am interested in the gleaming of the torches, which, I suggest, hints at
thematic and meta-performative tropes that pervade the whole play. It, in fact, not only
underscores Hermione’s status of pure virginity in association with Theonoe, whose attendants
earlier in the play carried lanterns on stage (865-72), but also represents a visual reference to
parthenaic performance, where dancers used to wear bright garments or were themselves
compared to bright objects.109 In this respect, the gleaming also anticipates the ode’s final
invocation of the Dioscuri, who dwell amidst the bright stars (λαμπρῶν ἀστέρων ὑπ᾿ ἀέλ- / λαις
οἳ ναίετ᾿ οὐράνιοι, 1498-99), highlighting the association between stars and choruses.110
In the second strophe, the chorus’ women wish that they might follow Helen, making
their way back to Greece with her. They imagine themselves as winged cranes (δι᾿ αἰθέρος εἴθε
ποτανοὶ / γενοίμεθα, 1478-79) that flee the wintry rain of Libya, obeying the syrinx of their eldest
(πρεσβυτάτου / σύριγγι πειθόμεναι, 1482-83), the shepherd who flies about the rainless and
fruitful plains of earth (1485). By deploying the same language, Euripides highlights the
differences of this ode from the parados. Indeed, the syrinx is not the leading instrument of
sorrowful laments (αἰλίνοις κακοῖς, 171), but the agentic guide of the escape, which liberates the
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women from their captivity. Furthermore, the winged cranes are not like the Sirens, underworld
followers of Persephone, and their flight is different from that of Zeus, who flashes from the sky
(πρέπων δι᾽αἰθέρος, 216) to rape Leda. The cranes here are “partners with the racing clouds”
(σύννομοι νεφέων δρόμου, 1488) and go up to the sky “beneath the Pleaides in their mid-course
and Orion in the night” (βᾶτε Πλειάδας ὑπὸ μέσας / Ὠρίωνά τ᾿ ἐννύχιον, 1489-90). As Weiss has
pointed out, the chorus’ avian transformation both refers to contemporary musical and choral
imagery and draws on Helen’s own avian identity, who here must represent the syrinx-playing
crane.111 However, the depicted motion of the flight is also remarkable. As in the second
stasimon of Hippolytus, the chorus’ flight is pictured with such a vividness that it triggers
sensorimotor responses among the spectators.112 Euripides’ language indeed enhances kinesthetic
properties, giving a keen sense of the aerial phenomena, qualities that are also evoked by the
material intertwining between corporal elements and landscape images.113 The flight’s impact on
the audience is further reinforced by the topographical and cosmological imagery, which enables
the spectators to vividly visualize the women/birds’ trajectory from Africa to Europe, and by
implication to adopt the chorus’ eagerness to fly a vast distance for reaching their homeland.
The chorus’ invocation of the Dioscuri in the antistrophe calls forth similar kinesthetic
effects. The women invoke the gods as Helen’s saviors, begging them to “hasten through the air
on the path of horses” (μόλοιτέ ποθ᾿ ἵππιον οἶμον / δι᾿ αἰθέρος ἱέμενοι, 1495-96), and to go over
“the gray-green salt swell and the dark blue-grayish surge of the sea’s waves” (γλαυκὸν ἐπ᾿ οἶδμ’
ἅλιον / κυανόχροά τε κυμάτων / ῥόθια πολιὰ θαλάσσας, 1501-03) to send fair-blowing breezes to
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the sailors (ναύταις εὐαεῖς ἀνέμων, 1504). The Dioscuri’s action is expressed through sensorial
phenomena that stimulate the spectators’ embodied reaction: the lines μόλοιτέ ποθ᾿ ἵππιον οἶμον /
δι᾿ αἰθέρος ἱέμενοι emphasize speed, creating a high degree of sensorimotor resonance.
Furthermore, the reference to the horses’ path highlights the movement through a specific
trajectory, as if the Dioscuri were engaged in a horse race. By highlighting kinetic phenomena,
the chorus encourages the audience to fully sense the gods’ quickly motion through the sky.
Finally, the colorful properties of the sea and the motion of the waves together with the blowing
of the wind generate a quasi-visibility and quasi-presence of the imaginative world, which gives
the audience the feeling of being right on the spot. This vivid, “enactive” representation is key to
the capacity of Euripides’ language to affectively transport the audience, letting them entertain a
perceptual experience of the chorus’ desire to fly away from the Egyptian land.
After the chorus has sung the last stasimon, the messenger enters to announce Helen’s
and Menelaus’ escape to Theoclymenus. The Sidonian ship is the focal point of the narration,
1531-36:
Σιδωνίαν ναῦν πρωτόπλουν καθείλκομεν
ζυγῶν τε πεντήκοντα κἀρετμῶν μέτρα
ἔχουσαν. ἔργου δ᾿ ἔργον ἐξημείβετο·
ὁ μὲν γὰρ ἱστόν, ὁ δὲ πλάτην καθίστατο
†ταρσόν τε χειρὶ† λευκά θ᾿ ἱστί᾿ †εἰς ἓν ἦν†
πηδάλιά τε ζεύγλαισι παρακαθίετο.

1535

We launched a new (making its first voyage) Sidonian ship
With rooms for fifty rowing benches and
oars. And now one task followed another.
One man puts on board the mast, and another the oars;
the white sails were put in place, and
the rudders were lowered into the sea by ropes.
This passage highlights Euripides’ exploitation of material entanglements of human and animal
bodies, objects, and environment. This detailed description puts the ship and its parts (benches,
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mast, oars, sails, rudders) on prominent display, emphasizing its potential action – that is, escorting
Helen and Menelaus home. The human work upon the ship represents an animating force that
complements and shapes its functionality, such that the vehicle’s fittingness vibrantly comes to the
surface. Once the ship is launched, the Greek warriors appear. They embark and help with
boarding all of the things on the ship: “the offerings for Menelaus” (Μενέλεῳ ποντίσματα, 1548),
the “bull” (ταύρειος, 1555), all “other light things” (τἄλλα … κουφίζοντα, 1554), and the horse
(μονάμπυκος, 1667). The bull refused to walk straight up the plank (ποὺς οὐκ ἤθελ᾿ ὀρθὸς σανίδα
προσβῆναι κάτα, 1555-56), so the men had to make an effort to embark him and place him amid
the rowing benches. As his men with the bull, Menelaus had to stroke the horse’s neck and
forehead (δέρην μέτωπά τ᾿, 1667-68) to persuade him to get on board. The bodily interaction
between humans and animals affords the spectators a vivid sense of touch, allowing them to feel
the characters’ struggle. In an enmeshment with the rest of the things, Helen herself embarks,
climbing the ladder with her “dainty feet” (εὐσφύρῳ ποδὶ, 1570) and sitting down in the middle of
the rowing benches next to Menelaus. The entanglement between human and nonhuman entities is
ultimately extended to the landscape itself, as the blood’s streams of the sacrificed animals leaps
into the water (αἵματος δ᾿ ἀπορροαὶἐς οἶδμ᾿ ἐσηκόντιζον, 1587-88).
At this point, Theoclymenus’ men realized the trick and immediately are drawn into the
fight with the Greek men, 1600-12:
ὀρθοὶ δ᾿ ἀνῇξαν πάντες, οἱ μὲν ἐν χεροῖν
κορμοὺς ἔχοντες ναυτικούς, οἱ δὲ ξίφη·
φόνῳ δὲ ναῦς ἐρρεῖτο. παρακέλευσμα δ᾿ ἦν
πρύμνηθεν Ἑλένης· Ποῦ τὸ Τρωικὸν κλέος;
δείξατε πρὸς ἄνδρας βαρβάρους. σπουδῆς δ᾿ ὕπο
ἔπιπτον, οἱ δ᾿ ὠρθοῦντο, τοὺς δὲ κειμένους
νεκροὺς ἂν εἶδες. Μενέλεως δ᾿ ἔχων ὅπλα,
ὅπῃ νοσοῖεν ξύμμαχοι κατασκοπῶν,
ταύτῃ προσῆγε χειρὶ δεξιᾷ ξίφος,
<πάντας καθιστὰς ἐς φυγὴν ἐναντίους>
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1600

1605

ὥστ᾿ ἐκκολυμβᾶν ναός· ἠρήμωσε δὲ
σῶν ναυβατῶν ἐρέτμ᾿· ἐπ᾿ οἰάκων δὲ βὰς
ἄνακτ᾿ ἐς Ἑλλάδ᾿ εἶπεν εὐθύνειν δόρυ.
οἱ δ᾿ ἱστὸν ἦραν, οὔριοι δ᾿ ἧκον πνοαί.

1610

Everyone stood up, some holding oars,
others with swords in their hands.
The ship was flowing with blood. Helen from the stern
urged them on: “Where your Trojan glory?
Show it off to these barbarians!” In the hard fight
some men fell down, other you saw
lying dead. Menelaus, clothed in armor,
whenever he saw his friends in trouble, there he was
brandishing his sword in his right hand,
<putting all his adversaries to flight>
so that they leapt into the water from the ship: no oar
was left with a rower to man it. Going to the steersman
he ordered him to make for Greece.
His men raised the mast, and the winds blew favorable.
In this description, the entanglement between humans and nonhuman and material entities reaches
its apotheosis. Things such as oars, swords, armor, and the mast are entangled in a network of
relations with the men’s action, giving an embodied sense of the fight. Bodily motions (standing
up, holding oars, falling down, brandishing swords, leaping into the water, raising the mast)
combine with aural effects, as Helen from the stern encourage the men to fight. This vividness
generates a quasi-presence of the described scene, which is heightened by visual effects. In this
regard, the image of the ship flowing with blood (φόνῳ δὲ ναῦς ἐρρεῖτο) is alluring. The word
φόνῳ highlights the visibility of blood or gore that has been shed as a result of the violence.
Furthermore, the verb ἐρρεῖτο has a strong resonance in the spectators’ imagination, resonating
with the initial flowing of the Nile’s waters. This imagery is highly expressive of the devastating
enmeshment between humans and things within the context of a fight. In contrast, the last image of
the mast raised up carries the full sense of the effort to establish an order, demarcating the ship’s
functional power and its potential capacity to navigate in harmony with the favorable winds.
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3.4. The Exodos: The Ship and Helen Island
The messenger’s recount of Helen’s and Menelaus’ escape provokes the rage of
Theoclymeus, who would have killed her sister Theonoe for helping the couple, if the Dioscuri
had not appeared and stopped him from doing so. Castor ex machina tells Theoclymenus that
Helen must go home and live with her husband (1653-53), so he must restrain his rage and keep
his sword from her sister, knowing that she acted with good judgment (1656-57).114 Then, the
god turns to Helen and says, 1663-75:
πλεῖ ξὺν πόσει σῷ· πνεῦμα δ᾿ ἕξετ᾿ οὔριον·
σωτῆρε δ᾿ ἡμεῖς σὼ κασιγνήτω διπλῶ
πόντον παριππεύοντε πέμψομεν πάτραν.
ὅταν δὲ κάμψῃς καὶ τελευτήσῃς βίον,
θεὸς κεκλήσῃ [καὶ Διοσκόρων μέτα
σπονδῶν μεθέξεις] ξένιά τ᾿ ἀνθρώπων πάρα
ἕξεις μεθ᾿ ἡμῶν· Ζεὺς γὰρ ὧδε βούλεται.
οὗ δ᾿ ὥρμισέν σε πρῶτα Μαιάδος τόκος
Σπάρτης ἀπάρας τὸν κατ᾿ οὐρανὸν δρόμον,
κλέψας δέμας σὸν μὴ Πάρις γήμειέ σε,
φρουρὸν παρ᾿ Ἀκτὴν τεταμένην νῆσον λέγω,
Ἑλένη τὸ λοιπὸν ἐν βροτοῖς κεκλήσεται,
ἐπεὶ κλοπαίαν σ᾿ ἐκ δόμων ἐδέξατο.

1665

1670

1675

sail on with your husband, you shall have a favoring breeze,
and we, your two brothers, galloping over the sea
beside you, will escort you to your own country.
When you reach the end of your life,
you will be called a goddess [and in company with the Dioscuri
you will receive libations] and a share in the gifts and feasts
mortals offer us; for that is how Zeus wants it.
The place the son of Maia first brought you
when he carried you off from Sparta through the sky,
and stole your body, so that Paris might not have you—
I mean the island that lies off Attica and guards it—
mortals shall henceforth call by the name Helen
since it received you stolen from your home.

114

On the Dioscurean epiphany and their duplicity in relation to problems of perception and interpretation raised by
the notion of epiphany itself, see Platt (2018).
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With the gods’ epiphany all stuff mentioned by the messenger, including humans, animals,
weapons, clothes, gifts, is left behind, while the spectators are invited to visualize the ship that
carries Helen and Menelaus over the sea escorted by the Dioscuri. The final representation of the
ship in a jovial marine landscape with favoring breeze and the Dioscuri’s galloping over the sea
vividly renders the play’s happy ending. As I have observed above, the wind’s imagery recalls
the immediate past of Helen, where wind plays a significant role in the heroine’s rape and
transformation into eidōlon. However, here the function of wind is reconverted as it becomes
together with the Dioscuri responsible of Helen’s and Menelaus’ happy return home.
Within the context of this reconversion, the aetiological mention of the island of Helen
also revokes the heroine’s past by projecting her into a mythical-cultic sphere where she is a
goddess and is worshipped by mortals. Francis Dunn has noted that the aition of the island
commemorates neither the dramatic action nor its sequel, but an irrelevant episode in the distant
past. In this sense, he argues, it is part of the Euripidean “avant-garde conventionality,” which
surprises the audience with a gratuitous manner of reaching the happy end.115 Rather than
resorting to this positivistic explanation, I think that the island is more persuasively an image that
confirms the play’s discourse of the affective entanglement between human and things. In this
respect, the outstretching form of the island that guards the coast of Attica vibrantly conveys the
sense of the divine presence of Helen, making it merge with a landscape image.116 Through her
protean nature, Helen has become an island, a materially topographical entity through which
people (i.e., the spectators) will always remember her story.

Conclusion
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Dunn (1996: 136-42).
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For a discussion about the island’s location, see Duchemin (1940).
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In this chapter, I hope to have demonstrated that material and nonhuman entities (stage
items, costumes, mask, and props and offstage things described in speeches, dialogues, and chiral
odes) are singled out as a distinctive feature of Helen. Throughout the play Euripides makes an
extensive use of materialities as affective entities that are pivotal to the audience’s perception of
the characters’ emotional experiences. As I have attempted to show, things connect to the
characters in heterogenous bundles of interactions and interdependences, actively partaking in
the dramatic action. Things such as the egg from which Helen hatched, the agalma that she
compares with her body and that ultimately coincides with her mask, the clothes that she wears
for Menelaus’ fake burial as well as Menelaus’ rags, his new armor, and the ship that escorts the
two protagonists to Greece are highly expressive of the characters’ emotions, exteriorizing
feelings and sensations in vividly material forms. The charged relationship between humans and
things is emphasized by a vivid language, which gives shape to material entanglements of human
and animal bodies, things, and environments that draw the audience into dynamic embodied
modes of engagements with the dramatic action.
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Chapter Four
Bacchae: The Rhizomatic Molecularity of Dionysiac Experience
“Yet, the body is pierced with myriad openings. Each opening admits
the world – stardust gathers in our lungs, gases exchange, viruses move
through our blood vessels. We are continually linked to the world and
other bodies by these strings of matter.”
Alan Dunning and Paul Woodrow, Electric Flesh – the
Electromagnetic Medium. The Einstein’s Brain Project.

In her essay on the Bacchae, Victoria Wohl reads the play and in particular its “bizarre
gender permutations” in an anti-Oedipal way, through Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s
notion of “becoming-other.”1 This notion eschews both mimesis (e.g., man imitating woman)
and structuralist homology (e.g., man like woman) and theorizes sexuality as “multiple,
productive, and transformative.” As she argues, the dynamic of becoming pervades much of the
action of the Bacchae: Dionysus becomes human, Theban women become bacchants, Pentheus
becomes woman, animal, and multiple, old Cadmus becomes maenad, and the play closes with
predictions of future transformations into snake, hero, divinity. From this viewpoint, the
Dionysiac “contagion,” as Wohl puts it, “spreads and mutates,” letting individual integrity, the
male subject, and the patriline explode, such that the tragic hero becomes a “polymorphous
nomad, unfixed in place and shape.”
Building on such interpretation, in this chapter I examine Dionysus’ action, as it is
pictured in the Bacchae, as a force that spreads throughout the dramatic world and embeds all
things (both humans and non-humans) in its multiple, transformative, and mutualistic nature.2

1

Wohl (2005).

2

For a general bibliography and recent trends in scholarship on the Bacchae, see Reitzammer (2017).
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More specifically, drawing on insights from new materialisms and affective theory, I consider
Dionysus’ action in affective terms as a force that extends over the world mapped onto the
dramatic stage creating interactions among characters and things and encompassing the
spectators themselves, who are encouraged to experience Dionysus’ transport, by means of
theatrical materials (stage items, costumes, props) and vivid depictions of bodies, landscape
images, and objects.3 My reading of the play dismisses a subjective approach (e.g., humans
become-other) to look at the mutual relationship between humans, animals, plants, and objects
under the influence of Dionysus. In this sense, for example, I argue that what Wohl calls “strange
and exciting syntheses” (e.g., of snakes with cheeks, deer with arms, lion whelps with breasts) or
“miraculous flows” (e.g., streams of water, milk, wine spring that erupt from the earth) are not
simply manifestations of the maenads’ erotic pleasure or an answer to their desire, but material
entanglements of human bodies and animals, nonhuman things, and environments, which
altogether partake in the Dionysiac ecstasy.4 In these terms, drawing on the Deleuzian notion of
rhizome, which, as I have noted in the Introduction, is a philosophical concept that apprehends
multiplicities, expansions, and trans-species connections against hierarchies, boundaries, and
differences, I regard Dionysus’ action as a force that spreads, mutates, and even cracks all things
in contrast to Pentheus’ resistant, restrictive, and hierarchical scheme.
In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari describes the rhizome in opposition to the
tree, as a hierarchical, vertical structure. Unlike the tree, the rhizome grows horizontally; it is

3

I have observed in the Introduction and previous chapters that theatrical materials and language’s vividness make a
compelling case for the audience’s affective involvement in the dramatic action. The Bacchae, I argue, represents
the quintessential play in affective terms, as Dionysus’ action affects all things, bodies, landscape, and objects,
drawing the spectators into the circuit of his multiple and transformative power.
4

See Wohl (2005) 149. For a discussion about entanglements as depending on symbiotic and mutual relationships
between human and nonhuman entities, see the Introduction, Chapter Two and Three.
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both heterogeneous and multiple; it deterritorializes strata, subverts hierarchies, and brings all
things into composition with each other, functioning as an assemblage for new concepts, new
bodies, new thoughts. To illustrate the characteristics of the rhizome, Deleuze and Guattari
enumerate six principles.5 The principles of “connection and heterogeneity” explain how any
point of the rhizome is connected to anything other. This is very different from the tree structure
which has a fixed order and works with linear connections, as the many branches are tied to the
main trunk. Then, the principle of “multiplicity” refers to the fact that in the rhizome there is not
unity to serve as a pivot, but multiplicities, variations, and expansions. The principle of “asignifying rupture” indicates that the rhizome may be broken, shattered at a given spot, but it will
start again on one of its old lines or new lines. Finally, the principles of “cartography and
decalcomania” shows that the rhizome forms an “open and connectable map” which has
multiples entryways and exits and fosters connections between fields. In illustrating the
characteristic of the rhizome, Deleuze and Guattari also observe that the rhizome is composed of
“directions in motion,” has always “a middle” (milieu) from which it grows and which it
overspills,” and operates by “conquest, capture, offshoots.”6 In these terms, the notion of
rhizome may be put into dialogue with the propagation of Dionysus’ power which from the god
expands over the dramatic world through the motions of the bacchants and maenads, who, under
Dionysiac frenzy, move through cities and mountains to celebrate the god and spread his rites.7

5

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 6-22.

6

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 21.

7

There is a distinction in nomenclature between two groups of Dionysus’ followers: the Lydian maenads are usually
called bakchai (βάκχαι) whereas the women of Thebes are mainades (μαινάδες). However, as Konstantinou (2018)
117 has pointed out, there is no uniformity on terminology in antiquity, nor is there one among scholars today.
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Although the rhizome is opposite to the structure of the tree, they are not completely
repellant; in fact, the rhizome is able to infiltrate the tree. As Deleuze and Guattari say,
the rhizome infiltrates the tree by producing “stems and filaments” and “penetrating its trunk.”8
From this viewpoint, the charged relationship between Dionysus and the rhizome may be clearer
with the help of Greek vase paintings, where Dionysus or the maenads are often with branches of
grapevine or ivy that start from their bodies and spread throughout the space.9 As Nikolas
Dietrich has observed, these branches should be understood as climbing plants which cover in
restless growth the vase’s surface and indicate the real presence, life, and action of the figure
depicted, either Dionysus or a maenad.10 On vases, Dionysus is also depicted as Dendrites or
Endendros (“of or in the tree”), appearing as a tree-trunk decorated with branches and leaves of
ivy or penetrating a wooden pole draped with clothing, ivy, and a bearded mask.11 Finally,
Dionysus was depicted as Perikionios (“the one who is entwined around pillars”) in relation to
the ability of the ivy to wind itself around the thyrsus, pillars, or tree-trunks.12 A scene in the
play that vividly describes Dionysus’ relation to the tree is the maenads’ assault on the fir-tree,
on which Pentheus is perched (1058-1113). As I will argue below, the maenads’ assault on the

8

See Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 15.

9

For a bibliography on the images of Dionysus and his worshipers, see Mueller (2016b) 57 n. 1 and 69 n. 31.

10

See Dietrich (2015) 12-13.

11

On the iconography of Dionysus-dendrite, see De Meneses (1963) and Charalampides (1995) 41-42. On
Dionysus’ cult titles Δενδρίτης or Ἔνδενδρος (“of” or “in the tree”) cited by Plutarch to refer to the god’s domain of
all things that flow in nature (ὑγρὰ φύσις), see Dodds (1960) xii and Otto (1965) 157. As Mueller (2016b) 69 has
pointed out, the iconography of masked Dionysus on the pole would have been a natural association for spectators of
the Bacchae confronting the disembodied head of Pentheus on a thyrsus. See also Chaston (2010) 184.
12

See Otto (1965) 153.

156

tree visually materializes the rhizomatic rupture (ῥίζας ἀνεσπάρασσον, 1104) of Pentheus’ power,
which I link to the hierarchical arborescent structure.13
Dionysus’ infiltrating power and his capacity to challenge liminality also recall the
rhizome’s association with the transgression of territorial boundaries.14 The rhizome in fact is
made of “lines of flight or deterritorialization” through which metamorphoses and changes in
nature occur.15 As I have observed in the Introduction, Deleuze and Guattari use the term
deterittorialization, which denotes the movement by which things leave their own territory. This
process is accompanied by a process of reterritorialization that characterizes a domain of
becomings (becoming animal, plant, molecular), through which different species enter into
composition with each other by means of a “molecular proximity” – that is, the belonging of all
things to the same molecules independently of their molar, determined form.16 Thus, I examine
the play’s central events, including the royal palace’s destruction (434-518), the sparagmos of
the cattle (728-747), the dressing of Pentheus in bacchants’ clothing (810-960), the maenads’
assault on the tree (1084-1113), and the sparagmos of Pentheus (1024-1152), as manifestations
of Dionysus’ capacity to disrupt hierarchy and integrity by acting upon bodies, landscape
elements, and theatrical materials. Indeed, the palace, the tree, the cattle, Pentheus’ body display

13

Dionysus (the stranger) mounts Pentheus on the top of the tree, so that he can better see the maenads (1066-74).
From this perspective, Dionysus uses the tree to mock Pentheus’ hierarchical power, placing him symbolically in his
power, being trees sacred to the god. As Thumiger (2007) 167 has pointed out, Pentheus’ character as we perceive it
is not merely the effect of his deeds but of a more complicated tissue of effects associated with specific images. The
tree as well as the royal palace represent “fascistic structures” against which Dionysus force acts, by infiltrating and
then disintegrating them.
14

On the rhizomatic nature of Dionysus in his capacity to transgress boundaries, see Zisselsberger (2010) 327.

15

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 21.

16

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 274.
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a molecular proximity, in that they are all broken into pieces and connected to each other in their
shattered state.
Jean-Pierre Vernant has observed that the Dionysus of the Bacchae is “a god of parousia,
intent upon imposing his imperious, demanding, overwhelming presence upon the earthly
world.”17 Although I agree that Dionysus’ presence in the world of the play is highly pervasive, I
suggest that it creates connections, multiplicities, ruptures, and reconstructions rather than
imposing itself.18 As a matter of fact, Dionysus becomes human and even animal to overcome
Pentheus’ resistance and establish his rites in Thebes. Rush Rehm has observed that as the
(anthropomorphic) god associated with physical transformation and various boundaries
transgressions (gender, class, age, ethnicity), Dionysus works in and through the bodies of the
characters in the play, radically transforming the spaces they occupy. 19 However, instead of
focusing on anthropocentric associations, I consider Dionysus’ action from a materialistic
prospective, highlighting the entanglements between human and nonhuman things (both onstage
and offstage) under Dionysiac influence.20 Some examples can clarify my interpretation of this
entanglement. Dionysus begins the play by covering the stage space with grapevine (ἀμπέλου δε
νιν / πέριξ ἐγὼ ᾽κάλυψα βοτρυώδει χλόῃ, 11-12) and dressing the women of Thebes in the
Dionysian costume (νεβρίδ᾽ ἐξάψας χροὸς / θύρσον τε δοὺς ἐσ χεῖρα, κίσσινον βέλος 24-25).
Then, he directs the chorus of the bacchants, who make his music and use his instruments

17

Vernant (1988) 390.

18

In these terms, my interpretation of Dionysus’ presence in the world is opposed to structural binarism (e.g.,
god/human, city/nature, man/woman). For further discussion about the structuralist and anti-structuralist reading of
the play, see Gellrich (1995), Segal (1982), Rehm (2002) 200-214, and Wohl (2005).
19

Rehm (2002) 200.

20

As I have observed in Chapter Three, according to new materialisms, humans and things are entangled in
heterogenous bundles of interactions, as they share an agentic role in the dramatic action.
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(τύμπανα, 59). In the parodos, the bacchants incite the city of Thebes to “crown its head with
ivy” (στεφανοῦσθε κισσῷ, 106) and go to the Cithaeron, where “the whole mountain and the
wild beasts celebrate Bacchus with them” (πᾶν δὲ συνεβάκχευ᾽ ὄρος / καὶ θῆρες, 725-26). At the
end of the play, Pentheus’ “body lies scattered” (κεῖται δὲ χωρὶς σῶμα) in the woods, becoming
part of it (1137-38), and his severed head attached to Agave’s thyrsus (πήξας᾽ἐπ᾽ἄκρον θύρσον,
1141) becomes a symbol of the god’s victory upon Pentheus’ resistance.
Dionysus’ presence in the world of the play is highlighted through landscape imagery. As
I have mentioned above, scholars have drawn attention to the landscape of the Bacchae by
placing emphasis on the maenads’ merging with flora as well as fauna and the miraculous flows
erupting from the earth.21 In line with my analysis in the previous chapters, I consider landscape
as an affective entity that exteriorize the characters’ dramatic experience. In the Bacchae, I
argue, the landscape (both onstage and offstage) made of mountains, woods, hills, plants, rivers,
rocks, functions as a rhizomatic map that delineates the diffusion of Dionysus’ action, orienting
the spectators’ perception of it. According to Deleuze and Guattari, the rhizome makes a map
that is “susceptible to constant modification” and can be “torn, reversed, adapted, and
reworked.”22 In the play, these features are embedded in the materiality of the vegetation that
pervades the dramatic space and fosters connections between humans and things. That is, for
example, the “grapevine” (ἄμπελος) that Dionysus makes grow as a sign of his divinity (534-37,
651); the “ivy” (κισσός) that twines around the thyrsus, crowns the heads of Dionysus’
celebrants, and is freshly added to the thyrsus’ stalks (25, 80-81, 106, 177, 323, 341-42, 383-86,
1054-55); the “deep-wooded coverts of Olympus” (ἐν ταῖς πολυδένδρεσσιν Ὀλύμπου θαλάμαις,
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See Rehm (2002), Wohl (2005), and Segal (1982) 78-157.
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Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 2.
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560-61); the “branches” (φόβαι) and “foliage” (φύλλα) on which the maenads relax their bodies
(684-85) or which they hurl as javelins (ὄζοισί τ᾽ἐλατίνοισιν ἠκοντίζετο, 1098); the “glens of
Cithaeron” (Κιθαιρῶνος πτυχὲς, 62, 797), where the maenads breastfeed cubs and tear apart the
cattle; and “the woods” (τὸ δ᾽ὕλης, 1138), where Pentheus’ body is scattered.
The maenads’ movements are also an integral part of the Bacchae’s landscape. Charles
Segal has interpreted the free, ecstatic movements of the maenads as “centripetal” and
“centrifugal,” spanning “the spatial axis that runs from the controlled interior of the city to the
joyful but potentially dangerous realm of Dionysus.”23 More recently, Ariadne Konstantinou has
analyzed the relationship between the mobility of the maenads and the imaginary space of the
Bacchae, suggesting that the space of the mountain is not only an ephemeral ritual space, but
also in essence a gendered space reflecting the maenads’ own religious experience 24 From a
phenomenological perspective that emphasizes bodily interactions with the surrounding space,
my focus is on the maenads’ “moving bodies” (in Henri Bergson’s words) as the ground for the
audience’s perception of the Dionysiac frenzy.25 Therefore, I posit that the vivid depictions of the
maenads’ motions (running, dancing, leaping, whirling) give the spectators a full sense of the
maenads’ experiences and grant them the feeling of being on the spot of the action, thereby
spurring them to feel the Dionysiac frenzy more forcefully.26
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Segal (1982) 111.
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Konstantinou (2018) 123.
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On Bergson’s conception of body in motion, see Introduction.

26

I have already discussed in the Introduction and Chapter Two how recent studies inspired by the enactive
approach to cognition make a compelling case for the imagination of described motions as stimulating the active,
embodied structure of experience.
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The impact of Dionysus’ action upon the world of the play has its effects also on the
human (and animal) bodies. Dionysus’ rhizomatic infiltration in the human body begins with
fashioning the attire (thyrsus, fawnskin, ivy), continues by influencing motion (running, dancing,
whirling, shaking) and by affecting the senses (e.g., Pentheus’ smelling Dionysus’ perfumed hair
and seeing two suns), and finally enters the body and at the furthest point breaks it into pieces
(the sparagmos of Pentheus). Furthermore, the impact of Dionysus’ action upon the body is a
pervasive expression of the Bacchae’s theatrical performance. From this viewpoint, the
dismantling of Pentheus’ body deserves comment. Helene Foley has observed that Pentheus is
destroyed through his inability to understand truth in the symbolic form that Dionysiac theater
offers to the spectator. “Hence,” as she puts it, “he finally cannot play a role, but surrenders to
it.”27 My argument focuses attention on the thyrsus, which is topped with Pentheus’ head or
“mask” (πρόσωπον, 1277), as a potent theatrical object that gives the audience a keen sense of
Pentheus’ surrendering to the Dionysiac role. Thus, I suggest that Pentheus’ dismemberment and
his composing the thyrsus may be interpreted as forms of rhizomatic “a-signifying rupture,”
through which, once his old role has been broken down, Pentheus becomes a new theatrical
creature that is made of the material, affective enmeshment between human (Pentheus’ head),
animal (lion’s head, as seen by Agave), plant (the stalk of the thyrsus) and object (mask, as seen
by the spectators).
This chapter falls into five parts. First, I analyze Dionysus’ arrival in Thebes and the
propagation of his power in the city. In this part, I go through the prologue (1-63), the parodos
(64-169), and the first episode (170-369) to show how the Dionysiac action spreads throughout
the world of the play by creating multiplicities, mutualism, and connections among humans,
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Foley (1980) 108.
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animals, plants, and objects. Second, I examine Dionysus’ imprisonment and his escape from the
palace in the second episode (434-518), second stasimon (519-575), and part of the third episode
(576-659). Here, I especially explore the way in which the body of Dionysus (in the guise of the
stranger) is scrutinized by Pentheus and becomes an affective projection of his emotional
experience. Moreover, I examine the landscape imagery in the second stasimon and the royal
palace’s collapse in the third episode as elements that give the spectators’ a keen sense of the
impact of the god’s power upon the dramatic world. Third, I deal with the first messenger speech
about the maenads’ activities on the Cithaeron (660-727) and the sparagmos of the cattle (72874) and I examine Pentheus’ dressing in bacchants’ clothing (810-970). Fourth, I go through the
second messenger speech about the women’s assault on the fir-tree (1043-1113) and the
sparagmos of Pentheus (1114-1152). Finally, I focus on Agave’s exchange with the chorus and
Cadmus (1168-1329) and I examine how Pentheus’ recomposed body, his becoming-thyrsus, and
Cadmus’ transformation into a snake represent vibrant elements that at the end of the play
highlight the play’s discourse of the multiple, productive, and transformative nature of Dionysus’
power.

4.1 Dionysus’ Arrival in Thebes and the Propagation of his Power
As soon as he has arrived in Thebes, Dionysus has changed his divine form into human
(μορφὴν δ᾿ ἀμείψας ἐκ θεοῦ βροτησίαν, 4), so that he can directly enter the action of the play.28
Having entered the scene as an actor (he plays the role of the Lydian stranger), he guides the
audience’s eyes over the stage.29 Here, he sees (ὁρῶ, 6) his mother’s “tomb” (μνῆμα, 6) and the
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On Thebes as the “radical tragic terrain” where questions about politics, society, and self are raised, see Zeitlin
(1990). On Dionysus’ dramatic roles in the Bacchae, see Vernant (1988) and Foley (1980) and (1985).
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As Foley (1985) 220 has pointed out, “Dionysus’ play within a play implicates the audience in the drama and calls
attention to its own art as reality.”
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“ruins” (ἐρείπια, 7) of his mother’s house, “smoldering with the still-living flames of Zeus’ fire”
(τυφόμενα Δίου πυρὸς ἔτι ζῶσαν φλόγα, 7-8), which midwifed her once she gave birth to
Dionysus (2-3).30 Thus, he alters the stage space by covering it all around with “clustering green
of grapevine” (ἀμπέλου δε νιν / πέριξ ἐγὼ ᾽κάλυψα βοτρυώδει χλόῃ, 11-12). These initial lines
show the effects of Dionysus’ action upon the stage space. As a matter of fact, the grapevine
changes the stage setting into a luxuriant place, materially displaying Dionysus’ ability to create
variation. Walter Otto has observed that the vine mirrors best the two Dionysus’ features of
enlightenment and destruction which appear in Dionysiac ecstasy with staggering force.31 I argue
that the grapevine is a potent stage property that gives the spectators access to the play’s
developing discourse of Dionysus’ rhizomatic action: like the grapevine, the god pervades things
and transforms them.
The pervasive action of Dionysus does not only concern the real space of the theater but
also the imaginary space, including the city and land of Thebes and encompassing the distant
Asian and Arabic territories. As Dionysus informs the audience, before arriving in Thebes, he
has passed by Lydia, Phrygia, Persia, Media, Arabia and Asia Minor, going through “gold- rich
lands” (τοὺς πολυχρύσους γύας, 13), “sun-drenched plains” (ἡλιοβλήτους πλάκας, 14), “harsh
territory” (δύσχιμον χθόνα, 15), “briny sea” (ἁλμυρὰν ἅλα, 17), and “fine-towered cities”
(καλλιπυργώτους πόλεις, 19). The rapid description of these places invites the spectators to
perceive Dionysus’ voyage from the dynamic perspective of his motion through the places.
Furthermore, the detailed characteristics of the places give shape to visual and sensorial
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phenomena, such as feelings of color (gold), heat (sun-drenched), and taste (briny) that allow the
spectators to experience the imagined landscape as active participants.
In Thebes too Dionysus’ presence is pervasive and deep. He clothes the women of
Thebes in fawnskin (νεβρίδ᾿ ἐξάψας χροὸς, 24) and puts a “ivy-twisted thyrsus” in their hands
θύρσον τε δοὺς ἐς χεῖρ, κίσσινον βέλος, 25). He drives them into madness, forcing them to leave
their houses and go the mountains, where “they sit upon the cliffs in the open air under the green
fir trees” (χλωραῖς ὑπ᾿ ἐλάταις ἀνορόφους ἧνται πέτρας, 38). He sends the bacchants to beat their
drums (τύπανα, 59) about the palace of Pentheus (βασίλειά τ᾿ ἀμφὶ δώματα, 60), who excludes
him from prayers and libations. Finally, he joins the maenads on the glens of Cithaeron (ἐς
Κιθαιρῶνος πτυχὰς, 62), taking part in their dances (συμμετασχήσω χορῶν, 63). These lines
suggest that Dionysus’ action works through heterogeneity and multiplicity and connects all
things, including bodies, landscape, and objects to each other in the onstage and offstage spaces:
from the fawnskin that is attached to the women’s “skin” (χροὸς, 24), to the thyrsus that becomes
a prosthetic extension of their hands, to the mountains where the maenads wander in their ritual
uniform, to the stage where the bacchants play the god’s music, sing his songs and dance his
dances.32
The impact of Dionysus’ action upon the dramatic world is also described in the parodos,
in which the chorus of bacchants sing their hymn for the god.33 As the chorus’ leader says, they
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See Foley (1985) 218-34, who has pointed out that in the Bacchae Dionysus reveals himself to Thebes through
means which are common to theater and the larger Dionysiac tradition – “voice, costume, music, dance, and song.
For further discussion about Dionysus’ theatrical demonstration of divinity, see Foley (1980) 110.
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have left (ἀμείψασα, 65) Asia, speeding (θοάζω, 65) their sweet service (πόνον ἡδὺν, 66) for
Bromius and making ecstatic cry (εὐαζομένα, 68) to the Bacchic god. Now in Thebes, they ask
for ritual silence (στόμα τ᾿ εὔφημον ἅπας ἐξοσιούσθω, 70), so that they can hymn Dionysus
(Διόνυσον ὑμνήσω, 71) and hence initiate the Theban community to the Dionysiac cult.34 This
prelude introduces the celebration of Dionysus and his rites that is sustained throughout the
entire ode. Scholars have pointed out that the parodos of the Bacchae is patently hymnic in form
and content.35 The ode describes Dionysiac revelry (135-41, 144-51), attire (105-13, 137), and
gear (80, 113-14, 144-47), along with the invention of the drum, the musical instrument the
chorus members are carrying (123-34, 156). In this respect, Anton Bierl has argued that in the
parodos Dionysus’ divine power is made manifest in the theater and that “this manifestation is
achieved by theatrical and performative means,” that is, by ritual equipment, paraphernalia, and
props and moreover by music, noise, and rhythm as well as by ecstatic movements.36 My
purpose here is to show how the hymnic, theatrical, and performative features of the parodos
may be read through the notion of the rhizome. Specifically, I argue that in the parodos Dionysus
is celebrated as what Deleuze and Guattari call the rhizomatic milieu, from which his power
spreads to the entire space as mapped on the dramatic stage and grows into multiplicity.
In the first strophe, the chorus refers to Dionysus’ worshippers who perform bacchic rites
upon the mountains (ἐν ὄρεσσι βακχεύων / ὁσίοις καθαρμοῖσιν, 76-77), shake the thyrsus up and
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down (ἀνὰ θύρσον τε τινάσσων, 80), and crown their heads with ivy (κισσῷ τε στεφανωθεὶς, 81).
In the antistrophe, they describe Dionysus’ birth from Zeus’ thigh (κατὰ μηρῷ δὲ καλύψας, 96)
and his coming to the world as “bull-horned god” (ταυρόκερων θεὸν, 100) crowned “with
garlands of snakes” (δρακόντων /στεφάνοις, 102-03), which then the maenads “writhe in their
tresses” (ἀμφι-βάλλονται πλοκάμοις, 103-4).
In the second strophe the chorus incites the whole city of Thebes to join the god’s
worshipping, by crowning its head with ivy (στεφανοῦσθε κισσῷ, 106), growing green with
bryony and its lovely berries (βρύετε βρύετε χλοήρει / μίλακι καλλικάρπῳ, 107-08), becoming a
bacchant with boughs of oak or fir (καταβακχιοῦσθε δρυὸς / ἐλάτας κλάδοισι, 109-10), and
fringing a skin of dappled fawn with white tufts of twisted wool (στικτῶν τ᾿ ἐνδυτὰ νεβρίδων /
στέφετε λευκοτρίχων πλοκάμων /μαλλοῖς, 111-13).37 Thus, the whole land comes to dance (γᾶ
πᾶσα χορεύσει, 114), as Bromius leads his followers to the mountains. In the second antistrophe,
they praise the Corybantes who invented the “drum of tightened hide” (βυρσότονον κύκλωμα
τόδε, 124) that gives the beat for maenads’ dance (κτύπον εὐάσμασι βακχᾶν, 129) and
accompanies the dance of the maddened satyrs (μαινόμενοι Σάτυροι, 130).
Finally, in the epode the chorus describes the effects of Dionysus’ impact upon the
earthly world: “the ground flows with milk, flows with wine, flows with nectar of bees” (ῥεῖ δὲ
γάλακτι πέδον, ῥεῖ δ᾿ οἴνῳ, / ῥεῖ δὲ μελισσᾶν νέκταρι, 143-44), while Bacchus runs, dances,
rebukes the stragglers, spurs them on with his shouts, his long curls streaming to the wind (δρόμῳ
καὶ χοροῖσιν / πλανάτας ἐρεθίζων / ἰαχαῖς τ᾿ ἀναπάλλων, / τρυφερόν βόστρυχον εἰς αἰθέρα ῥίπτων,
148-50). At the very end of the ode, the chorus encourages the hymning of Dionysus with the
“deep-roaring drums” (βαρυβρόμων ὑπὸ τυμπάνων, 156) and Phrygian cries and exclamations (ἐν
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Φρυγίαισι βοαῖς ἐνοπαῖσί τε, 158), when the lovely pipe shrills with sacred songs (λωτὸς ὅταν
εὐκέλαδος / ἱερὸς ἱερὰ παίγματα βρέμῃ, 160-61) in concert with those who go to mountains
(σύνοχα / φοιτάσιν εἰς ὄρος εἰς ὄρος, 161-62).
The lines above highlight material entanglements of human bodies (head, skin, hair),
animals (bull, snakes, bees), plants (ivy, berries, trees) and objects (thyrsus, fawnskin, garlands,
drums, and pipes). The vivid depiction of these entanglements has a strong resonance in the
spectators’ imagination giving them a vivid sense of the Dionysiac transport. Motions (shaking,
dancing, running) and sounds (shouts, cries, exclamations, shrills), which were probably
reproduced by embodied enactment on stage, heighten the experiential appeal, drawing the
audience into the circuit of the Dionysiac frenzy.
The parodos’ surge of affective energy continues in the first episode through the enactment
of Teiresias and Cadmus, who appear on stage clothed in the Dionysian costume. They have come
to warn Pentheus of the importance of worshipping Dionysus. Teiresias’ figure especially has
given rise to a great debate among scholars.38 His portrait in this episode of the Bacchae reflects
both the intellectual of the fifth century and the authoritative prophet of the myth, but, as Thalia
Papadopoulou has pointed out, Euripides combines it with comic hints, as the unexpected
Dionysiac dress of the man confirms.39 By examining the exchange between Teiresias and Cadmus
in the first scene of the first episode (170-214) and Teiresias’ speech in answer to Pentheus in the
second scene of the episode (266-327), I focus on bodies and performance to explore the
relationship between Dionysiac transport and embodied enactment.
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As soon as he enters the scene in search for Cadmus, Teiresias informs the audience that
they have agreed, one old man with another, (ἅ τε ξυνεθέμην πρέσβυς ὢν γεραιτέρῳ, 175) to
follow Dionysus, by decking their wands (θύρσους ἀνάπτειν, 176), wearing the fawnskin (νεβρῶν
δορὰς ἔχειν, 176), and crowing their heads with shoots of ivy (στεφανοῦν τε κρᾶτα κισσίνοις
βλαστήμασιν, 177). In his turn, Cadmus, who is dressed in the Dionysiac costume (ἥκω δ᾿ ἕτοιμος
τήνδ᾿ ἔχων σκευὴν θεοῦ, 180), greets Teiresias by asking him to where should they go dancing
(ποῖ δεῖ χορεύειν, 184), setting their feet (ποῖ καθιστάναι πόδα, 184), and shaking their aged heads
(καὶ κρᾶτα σεῖσαι πολιόν, 185). They both experience the same things (ταὔτ᾿ ἐμοὶ πάσχεις ἄρα,
189), as Teiresias cries, feeling young and ready to dance (κἀγὼ γὰρ ἡβῶ κἀπιχειρήσω χοροῖς,
190) and to go to the mountains, where the god will bring them with no effort on their own part (ὁ
θεὸς ἀμοχθεὶ κεῖσε νῷν ἡγήσεται, 194). Thus, they encourage each other to grasp (ἀλλ᾿ ἐμῆς ἔχου
χερός, 197) and link hands (ἰδού, ξύναπτε καὶ ξυνωρίζου χέρα, 198), so that they can begin their
dance steps (μέλλων χορεύειν, 205). In these lines, bodies’ parts, clothing, proxemics, and
motions become potent stage elements that trigger a strong resonance in the spectators and give a
keen sense of the embodied experience of the Dionysiac transport. Therefore, we may say that the
scene of Teiresias’ and Cadmus’ encounter offers a clear example of the effects that Dionysus has
upon the human bodies, bringing them in close contact, which in its extreme expression, may
become a collision, as the maenads’ dismemberment of Pentheus confirms.40
The human body is also a focal point of the ensuing Pentheus’ speech, although from the
opposite perspective. As soon as Teiresias and Cadmus begin their dance, Pentheus enters the stage
and tries to stop it all, showing his disapproval for the old men’s behavior. He informs the men that
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he has already imprisoned many celebrants of Dionysus, who now are kept in prison (δεσμίους
χέρας, 226). Thus, now he will hunt the rest (θηράσομαι, 228), so that, once he has caught all in
nets of iron (καί σφας σιδηραῖς ἁρμόσας ἐν ἄρκυσιν, 231), he will put an end to the obscene
reveling (παύσω κακούργου τῆσδε βακχείας τάχα, 232). 41 Then, he thinks of catching the stranger,
234-43:
γόης ἐπῳδὸς Λυδίας ἀπὸ χθονός,
ξανθοῖσι βοστρύχοισιν εὐοσμῶν κόμην,
οἰνῶπας ὄσσοις χάριτας Ἀφροδίτης ἔχων,
ὃς ἡμέρας τε κεὐφρόνας συγγίγνεται
τελετὰς προτείνων εὐίους νεάνισιν.
εἰ δ᾿ αὐτὸν εἴσω τῆσδε λήψομαι χθονός,
παύσω κτυποῦντα θύρσον ἀνασείοντά τε
κόμας, τράχηλον σώματος χωρὶς τεμών.
ἐκεῖνος εἶναί φησι Διόνυσον θεόν,
ἐκεῖνος ἐν μηρῷ ποτ᾿ ἐρράφθαι Διός·

235

240

a magician, an enchanter from Lydia
with his blond curls smelling of scent,
with a face wine-colored and the charm of Aphrodite in his eyes.
He spends his days and nights
with young women, offering them ecstatic rites.
If I catch him in this land,
I’ll stop him from beating his thyrsus on the ground
and shaking his hair: I’ll have his neck cut off his body!
This is the man who claims Dionysus is a god,
the man who says he was sewn into the thigh of Zeus!42
In this passage, Euripides’ language highlights Pentheus’ fascination with Dionysus, as his
imagination of the stranger’s bodily features confirms. The vivid depiction of the stranger’s
blond, perfumed hair, his wine-colored face, and charming eyes not only anticipates the face-toface encounter between Pentheus and the stranger in the ensuing scene but also points up body
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imagery as the affective element that demarcates Pentheus’ complex experience of the Dionysiac
transport. Pentheus is both fascinated and resistant to Dionysus, as he seeks to impose
restrictions, segregation, and separation through “catching” (λήψομαι), “stopping,” (παύσω), and
“cutting” (τεμών) the stranger’s body. The image of the cut head is remarkable, as it represents a
visual, embodied projection of Pentheus’ tragic fate (e.g., his head cut off his body). The charged
relationship between embodiment and tragic experience is also clear from Teiresias’ words about
Dionysus, who makes people mad by entering their body (ὅταν γὰρ ὁ θεὸς ἐς τὸ σῶμ᾿ ἔλθῃ πολύς
/ λέγειν τὸ μέλλον τοὺς μεμηνότας ποιεῖ, 300-01) as well as from Cadmus’ reference to the
dismemberment of Acteon’s body (ὃν ὠμόσιτοι σκύλακες ἃς ἐθρέψατο / διεσπάσαντο, 338-39),
which hints further allusions to Pentheus’ death.

4.2 Dionysus’ Imprisonment and the Palace’s Collapse
In the second episode, the stranger is led as a captive onto the stage. By introducing
himto Pentheus, the attendants enhance attention to his body. When they caught him, he refused
to run (οὐδ᾿ ὑπέσπασεν / φυγῇ πόδα, 436-37), but just held out his hands (ἀλλ᾿ ἔδωκεν οὐκ ἄκων
χέρας, 437). His wine-colored cheeks did not pale at all (οὐκ ὠχρός, οὐδ᾿ ἤλλαξεν οἰνωπὸν γένυν,
438), while he stood smiling (γελῶν, 439) and told the attendants to tie him up and lead him
away (καὶ δεῖν κἀπάγειν ἐφίετο, 439).43 With the stranger in the net (ἐν ἄρκυσιν γὰρ ὢν, 451),
Pentheus is now able to meticulously observe him. The stranger’s body, which Pentheus has
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imagined in the previous scene, erupts into visibility, under the spectators’ gaze: he looks “not
unattractive” (ἀτὰρ τὸ μὲν σῶμ᾿ οὐκ ἄμορφος εἶ, ξένε, 453) at the least “to women” (ὡς ἐς
γυναῖκας, 454); his curls are long (πλόκαμός τε γάρ σου ταναὸς, 455) and follow along the cheeks
(γένυν παρ᾿ αὐτὴν κεχυμένος, 456); and his skin is white (λευκὴν δὲ χροιὰν, 457), as he hunts for
love not in the sun but in the shade. In these lines, the emphasis placed on the stranger’s physical
features (body, hair, cheeks, skin) highlights Pentheus’ fascination with the stranger.44 The
stranger’s body becomes a potent affective entity that gives the spectators an embodied sense of
Pentheus’ feelings. In a way almost specular to the previous scene, Pentheus’ intention to cut the
god’s delicate curls (πρῶτον μὲν ἁβρὸν βόστρυχον τεμῶ σέθεν, 493) and take the thyrsus from
him (ἔπειτα θύρσον τόνδε παράδος ἐκ χεροῖν, 495) gives shape to his restraining, binding, and
enclosing actions that are affectively and dynamically opposite to Dionysus’ alluring and
proliferating transport.
Pentheus makes the last effort to restrain the diffusion of Dionysus’ action by
imprisoning the god in his palace. Once Pentheus has imprisoned Dionysus, the chorus of
bacchants sings the second stasimon (519-75), reaffirming their faith in the Dionysiac mysteries
and blaming the king for his blasphemy. Here, the chorus depicts distant places in heaven
(Olympus) and on earth (lands, woods, rivers), which let the audience visualize a cosmic space
where the divine, human, and natural spheres are entangled in heterogenous bundles of
interactions. The ode starts with an invocation to Lady Dirce, daughter of Achelöus, who bathed
the babe Dionysus in her “streams” (παγαῖς, 521), when Zeus snatched him from the “deathless
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fire” (πυρὸς ἐξ ἀθανάτου, 524) and put him in his “male womb” (ἄρσενα νηδύν, 526-28).45 The
chorus then implores Dirce, who symbolically represents the city of Thebes as a whole, to not
reject the sacred bands of worshippers who celebrate Dionysus by being crowned with garlands
(στεφανηφόρους, 531).46 Indeed, as the chorus’ leader swears by the clustered joy of Dionysus’
vine (ἔτι ναὶ τὰν βοτρυώδη /Διονύσου χάριν οἴνας, 534-35), one day she will care about Bromios.
This first strophe of the stasimon shows a strong intertwining between the natural world (water,
fire, plants), the divine sphere (Dionysus’ birth by Zeus), and the human life (religious
worshipping), as they relate to the polymorphous figure of Dirce, the nurse-river who takes care
of newborn Dionysus and receives his celebrants on her banks. In the antistrophe, the chorus
focuses on Pentheus, by blaming him for opposing the diffusion of Dionysus’ rites. Pentheus’
aversion to Dionysus is described through references to his earthborn origin from the dragon
Echion (χθόνιον / γένος ἐκφύς τε δράκοντος, 538-39), a savage monster of no mortal frame
(ἀγριωπὸν τέρας, οὐ φῶτα βρότειον, 542). The earthly, gruesome traits of Echion give a keen
sense of Pentheus’ savage origin as opposite to Dionysus’ heavenly origin. Consequently, the
chorus begs Dionysus to come down from Olympus with his “gold-gleaming wand” (χρυσῶπα
θύρσον, 553-54) to quell the violence of murderous Pentheus’ (φονίου δ᾿ ἀνδρὸς ὕβριν κατάσχες,
555).
The above strophes mark the recognition of Dionysus’ divinity against Pentheus’ power
Thus, in the epode, the chorus celebrate Dionysus by naming the places that the god reaches with
his followers. First, the god leads his sacred bands to the slopes of Nysa, nurse of wild beasts,
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(τᾶς θηροτρόφου, 556), then to Corycia’s peaks (559), and then to the “deep-wooded coverts of
Olympus” (ἐν ταῖς πολυδένδρεσσιν Ὀλύμπου θαλάμαις, 560-61), where Orpheus, playing his
music, gathers trees and wild beasts (σύναγεν δένδρεα μούσαις / σύναγεν θῆρας ἀγρώτας, 56364). Finally, he goes to happy Pieria and by dancing with the “whirling maenads” (εἱλισσομένας /
μαινάδας, 569-70) he crosses “the swift-running current of the river Axius” (τόν τ᾿ ὠκυρόαν /
Ἀξιὸν, 568-69) and then the river Lydias, which “with its lovely waters” (ὕδασιν / καλλίστοισι,
574-75) makes rich “a land blessed with horses” (εὔιππον χώραν, 574). Although the list of
places where the god may be found is traditional in Greek prayers, I think that in this ode it has a
more subtle meaning.47 Through the exploitation of the material entanglements of human and
animal bodies, natural elements, and environments, this epode concludes the choral ode
presenting Dionysus’ action as a pervasive, proliferating force that, like a rhizome, spreads over
the celestial and terrestrial world, growing into heterogeneity and multiplicity. The spreading of
the Dionysus’ transport is also highlighted by diffuse motions in space of the god dancing, the
bacchants whirling, and rivers’ currents running that heighten the cogent presence of the
described places, thereby involving the spectators in embodied modes of engagement.
The recognition of Dionysus’ powerful divinity is ultimately emphasized in the scene of
the destruction of the royal palace (576-603). From within the palace, where he is imprisoned,
the sound of Dionysus’ voice is heard by the chorus on stage. By singing in a lyric exchange
with the chorus, the god calls on the goddess Earthquake (Ἔννοσι πότνια, 585) to shake the level
earth. Thus, the chorus’ leader predicts and describes the collapse of Pentheus’ palace: it “will
soon be shaken and fall” (τάχα τὰ Πενθέως μέλαθρα διατινάξεται / πεσήμασιν, 587-88) as, “above
the pillars, the great stones gape and crack” (λάινα κίοσιν ἔμβολα / διάδρομα τάδε, 590-91).
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Then, Dionysus invokes “the glowing blaze of the lightning” (ἅπτε κεραύνιον αἴθοπα λαμπάδα,
594) to burn up the palace. Consequently, the chorus encourages the maenads to throw their
trembling bodies to the ground (δίκετε πεδόσε δίκετε τρομερὰ σώματα, μαινάδες, 600-1), since
Dionysus is attacking the palace, turning it upside down (ἄνω κάτω τιθεὶς, 602). This scene,
which has been named “the palace miracles,” has been variously discussed by scholars, who
have especially focused on the actual special effects on stage, including lightning and
earthquake.48 I agree, however, with Foley, who has observed that, whether nothing at all or a
major or minor change occur in the stage building, the destruction of the palace must have been
more symbolic than realistic. Thus, the audience would have seen the chorus enacting the
experience of the apocalyptic destruction.49
At 606, Dionysus enters from the palace and spurs the maenads to stand up, take courage,
and stop trembling (ἀλλ᾿ ἀνίστατε / σῶμα καὶ θαρσεῖτε σαρκὸς ἐξαμείψασαι τρόμον, 606-7). He
then describes how he liberated himself from the chains and escaped from the palace. As he
informs the audience, inside the stable, where he was imprisoned, Pentheus found a “bull”
(ταῦρον, 618) and “to this he tried to rope its knees and hooves” (τῷδε περὶ βρόχους ἔβαλλε
γόνασι καὶ χηλαῖς ποδῶν, 619). Then, as he cries, Bacchus came, shook the palace, and lit
Semele’s tomb. While the palace was in flames, Pentheus was rushing here and there (ᾖσσ᾿
ἐκεῖσε κᾆτ᾿ ἐκεῖσε, 625), pursuing the phantom that Bromius made of the Stanger and stabbing at
the gleaming air (ᾖσσε κἀκέντει φαεννὸν <αἰθέρ᾿>, 631), thinking he was killing the stranger.
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For a bibliography on “the palace miracle,” see Dodds (1960), Castellani (1976), Segal (1982); Fisher (1992);
Thumiger (2006) 193-95; Seaford (2018) 330-42.
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Foley (1985) 221.
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Finally, the god “razed the palace to the ground, the whole thing is shattered in utter ruin” (δώματ᾿
ἔρρηξεν χαμᾶζε· συντεθράνωται δ᾿ ἅπαν, 633).
Building on works on the performative role of theatrical materials in the dramatic action,
I suggest that that the palace’s collapse affectively enacts the dissolution of Pentheus’ power.50
From this perspective, the palace’s collapse represents the offstage counterpart to the chorus’
onstage enactment. As a matter of fact, the palace trembles and falls to the ground like the
maenads’ bodies themselves.51 This charged relationship between the palace and the chorus has
to do with the way in which embodied enactment and visualizing language interact in theatrical
performance, giving the spectators a full picture of the dramatic action. Furthermore, within the
context of the entanglement between the palace’s collapse and Pentheus’ dissolution, the image
of the palace shattered into ruins deserves comment.52 This image, I argue, illuminates a
patterning of imagery, including the sparagmos of the cattle, Pentheus’ dressing in bacchants
clothes, the assault on the tree, the sparagmos of Pentheus, that displays, as I have observed
above, a molecular proximity between human and nonhuman things, as they swap the same
shape (i.e., pieces), thereby exteriorizing Dionysus’ destructive power in vivid, material forms. 53

50

Segal (1982) 92 has observed that the palace miracle signifies the initial dissolution of Pentheus’ authoritarian
personality as Dionysus gets inside. I focus, however, on the way in which Euripides’ language highlights the
material vitality of the palace as the element that fully conveys the sense of Pentheus’ dissolution.
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See Castellani (1976), who points out that the vivid language of this scene, especially a number of compound
words as διατίνασσω (“shake,” 588), διάδρομα (“falling,” 592), ἀνατινάσσω (“shake up and down,” 623), has a
special effect on the sensitive ear or spectators’ eye.
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See also Thumiger (2006) 193, who has argued that the destruction of the palace implies a kind of destructive
sparagmos of the human world,” which determines the “polylogism of different viewpoints” that remains unsolved
until the end of the play.
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As I have observed in the Introduction, to illustrate the concept of molecular proximity between the exiting things
Deleuze and Guattari use the example of the orchid and the wasp who connect to each other as they swap colors,
shapes, movements, intensities.
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4.3 The First Messenger Speech: The Maenads on Cithaeron, the Sparagmos of the
Cattle, and the Dressing of Pentheus
The enmeshment between the maenads’ embodiment and material thing is further
reinforced by the description of the women’s activities on the Cithaeron, which constitutes the
so-called first messenger speech (660-774). The herdsman describes a mountain landscape where
the whole natural world partakes in the Dionysiac ecstasy. The initial scene is that of a peaceful
place where “the sun sheds its light on the earth warming it” (ἡνίχ᾿ ἥλιος/ ἀκτῖνας ἐξίησι
θερμαίνων χθόνα, 679-80), the grazing cattle climbs the uplands (πρὸς λέπας / ὑπεξήκριζον, 67778) and the bacchants lay in deep sleep, relaxing their bodies: some resting on fir branches (αἱ
μὲν πρὸς ἐλάτης νῶτ᾿ ἐρείσασαι φόβην, 684) and others among oak leaves (αἱ δ᾿ ἐν δρυὸς
φύλλοισι πρὸς πέδῳ κάρα, 685). Then, a state of agitation starts taking hold of the place: Agave,
hearing the lowing of the horned cattle (ἤκουσε κεροφόρων βοῶν, 62), stands up in the midst of
the bacchants (ἐν μέσαις /σταθεῖσα βάκχαις, 689-90) and wakes her companions from sleep and
they all together stand upright in fine order. Thus, they let their hair fall to their shoulders
(ἀνῇξαν ὀρθαί, θαῦμ᾿ ἰδεῖν εὐκοσμίας, 693), close up their skin of fawn with writhing snakes that
lick their cheeks (καὶ καταστίκτους δορὰς / ὄφεσι κατεζώσαντο λιχμῶσιν γένυν, 6970-98). New
mothers with breasts swollen with milk nestle gazelles and young wolves in their arms, suckling
them (αἱ δ᾿ ἀγκάλαισι δορκάδ᾿ ἢ σκύμνους λύκων / ἀγρίους ἔχουσαι λευκὸν ἐδίδοσαν γάλα, 699700). Then they crown their hair with ivy, oak, and flowering bryony (ἐπὶ δ᾿ ἔθεντο κισσίνους
/στεφάνους δρυός τε μίλακός τ᾿ ἀνθεσφόρου, 702-03). Finally, miraculous flows pour forth: a
spring of water (ὅθεν δροσώδης ὕδατος ἐκπηδᾷ νοτίς, 705), a fountain of wine (καὶ τῇδε κρήνην
ἐξανῆκ᾿ οἴνου θεός·, 707), white milk (λευκοῦ πώματος γάλακτος, 708-10), and streams of honey
from the ivy-covered thyrsoi (θύρσων γλυκεῖαι μέλιτος ἔσταζον ῥοαί, 711).
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As it is conventional, the vividness of the messenger’s descriptions triggers a strong
resonance in the audience. In this speech of the Bacchae, the vividness of language reaches high
points by involving a multimodal sensory appeal that engages the spectators in an embodied way.
Euripides’ language indeed highlights synesthetic phenomena, by pointing up sensations of warm
(sun), touch (e.g., snakes licking cheeks, women sleeping among leaves and nestling cubs), and
taste (wine, honey) and by highlighting postures and motions (e.g., cattle climbing the uplands,
women laying down and standing upright, flows emerging from the ground).54 In this highly
sensorial space, the bodies of the maenads are embedded in the material environment, creating a
dynamic enmeshment between human and nonhuman things, such that they equally partake in
the experience of the Dionysiac ecstasy.
The enmeshment between the maenads and the mountain environment becomes collision
that produces fragmentation with the sparagmos of the cattle. At 734, the messenger starts the
recount of the sparagmos, 733-47:
ἡμεῖς μὲν οὖν φεύγοντες ἐξηλύξαμεν
βακχῶν σπαραγμόν, αἱ δὲ νεμομέναις χλόην
μόσχοις ἐπῆλθον χειρὸς ἀσιδήρου μέτα.
καὶ τὴν μὲν ἂν προσεῖδες εὔθηλον πόριν
μυκωμένην ἕχουσαν ἐν χεροῖν δίχα,
ἄλλαι δὲ δαμάλας διεφόρουν σπαράγμασιν.
εἶδες δ᾿ ἂν ἢ πλεύρ᾿ ἢ δίχηλον ἔμβασιν
ῥιπτόμεν᾿ ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω· κρεμαστὰ δὲ
ἔσταζ᾿ ὑπ᾿ ἐλάταις ἀναπεφυρμέν᾿ αἵματι.
ταῦροι δ᾿ ὑβρισταὶ κἀς κέρας θυμούμενοι
τὸ πρόσθεν ἐσφάλλοντο πρὸς γαῖαν δέμας,
μυριάσι χειρῶν ἀγόμενοι νεανίδων.
θᾶσσον δὲ διεφοροῦντο σαρκὸς ἐνδυτὰ
ἢ σὲ ξυνάψαι βλέφαρα βασιλείοις κόραις.

735

740

745

We ran away and thereby escaped
being torn to pieces by the bacchants. But they, with no iron weapons
54

For an overview of the speech’s interpretations, see Gold (1977); Buxton (1991); Barrett (2002) 118-25; MacLeod
(2006).
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in their hands, attacked the cattle grazing there on the grass.
You could have seen one of the women tearing asunder
a bellowing fatted calf with her hands,
while others tore heifers to pieces.
You could have seen their ribs and cloven hooves
scattered this way and that: pieces, drenched with blood,
hung dripping from the fir trees.
Bulls that till then were violent, with anger in their horns,
were thrown to ground, dragged by countless female hands:
stripped of flesh was torn in pieces
faster than you could blink your royal eyes.
Scholars have suggested metatheatrical, religious, and ritual interpretations of the sparagmos.55 My
examination focuses on how Euripides’ language depicts the fragmentation of the cattle’s bodies
along the patterning of the relationship between the palace’s destruction, the assault on the tree,
and the sparagmos of Pentheus that materially and affectively gives shape to the dissolution of
Pentheus’ power.56 As with the palace’s ruins (δώματ᾿ ἔρρηξεν χαμᾶζε· συντεθράνωται δ᾿ ἅπαν,
633), the bodily pieces of the cattle, including ribs, hooves, and flesh represent potent affective
elements that convey a full sense of the Dionysiac destructive force, which reduces things
(humans, animals, plants, and objects) to a molecularly indiscernible state. The language itself
highlights the proximity between the palace and the cattle; in fact, as the palace is “turned upside
down” (ἄνω κάτω, 602) so the cattle is scattered “this way and that” (ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω, 741). The
fragmented status is ultimately extended to the whole mountain environment. Indeed, the same
expression ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω is used for the bacchants’ actions in the hill country of the Cithaeron,
where they, once they have dismembered the cattle, turn everything upside down (ἐπεσπεσοῦσαι
πάντ᾿ ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω / διέφερον, 753-54). Pentheus experiences the sparagmos of the cattle from
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For a general discussion and bibliography, see Foley (1985) 207; Henrichs (2000) and (2012).; Wohl (2005) 146;
Thumiger (2006) and (2008).
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Thumiger (2006) has examined the verbal clusters and patterns of animal imagery in the play to show how the
blurring between animal and human challenges the ordered relationship between man and nature.
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the perspective of the spectator.57 S/He is continually encouraged by the messenger to visualize the
details (i.e., bodily pieces) of the sparagmos (προσεῖδες εὔθηλον πόριν, 737; εἶδες δ᾿ ἂν ἢ πλεύρ᾿ ἢ
δίχηλον ἔμβασιν, 740). Although it is common in the messenger speech to encourage the listener to
pay attention to the narration through verbs of seeing, here προσεῖδον (“to see beforehand”) is
intriguing, in that it underscores a prediction of Pentheus’ death by prefiguring his
dismemberment.58
Once the messenger exits, Dionysus proposes Pentheus to wear the bacchants’ costume so
that he can go to the mountain and spy on the maenads undisturbed (σκευὴν γυναικὸς μαινάδος
βάκχης ἔχων, 915). By inserting my discussion in the frame of the symbiotic and mutual
relationship between humans and things, in this section, I focus on the enmeshment between
Pentheus’ body and his bacchants’ clothing. In this respect, the expression σαρκὸς ἐνδυτὰ
(“stripped flesh,” or more literary “garments of flesh,” 746) in the above passage is worth
mentioning, being exemplary of the intertwining between body and garments. The dressing scene
has received extensive discussion, concerning rituality, theatricality, and sexuality.59 Dodds has
regarded the dressing of Pentheus as “the beginning of a psychic invasion, the entry of the god in
his victim.”60 Foley has noted that in the dressing scene Dionysus “clinches his victory” on
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See Foley (1980) 112, who refers to the Bacchae’ s “creation of multiple audiences,” which makes “the spectators
conscious that they are viewing and interpreting the god’s actions through a series of subjective perspectives and
performances.” On Pentheus’ spectating, see also Gregory (1985), Barrett (2002), and Thumiger (2007) 108-121.
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See Perris (2011) 42, who analyzes the narrative present verbs of the speech and observes that the sparagmos of
the cattle foreshadows Pentheus’ gruesome demise.
59

For a bibliography, see Segal (1982) 169 and Seaford (1981) 258-61) who relate Pentheus’ dressing to initiatory
and mystic rites. Zeitlin (1985) 6-64 has suggested that Pentheus’ adoption of the woman costume represents his
“visual feminization,” which ultimately is the emblem of his “defeat” and “consecration to the god.” Wohl (2005)
147 has observed that Pentheus’ dressing in bacchants’ clothing, and thus his becoming-woman is “the alternative to
an ossified and exclusionary sexual identity, either man or woman.” Buxton (2009) 243-47 has argued that
Pentheus’ “cross-dressing” belongs “at a certain phase of the plot” about male feminization (including Zeus,
Dionysus, Cadmus, and Teiresias). Finally, for Worman (forthcoming) Pentheus’ attire is a “mother-wear” that
manifests his disgust for the Dionysiac experience, which he associates with sex and his mother.
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Dodds (1960) 172.
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Pentheus through a detailed description of the costume he has to wear: long hair, a female
peplos, a fawnskin, and a thyrsus, such that costume change becomes “a central dramatic image
for understanding and worshipping the god.”61 In addition to these insightful interpretations, I
would argue that the bacchic attire in its individuate parts represents a potent dramatic material
that prefigures Pentheus’ bodily dismemberment, by foregrounding a intertwining between
clothing items and bodily parts. As a matter of fact, the clothing items are called schēmata
(σχῆμα τοῦ κόσμου, 832), which refers to the form and figure of the body.62
The verbal cluster of the onstage exchange between Dionysus and Pentheus vividly
renders the charged relationship between clothing and body. First, the stranger encourages
Pentheus to dress himself in the long linen robe (στεῖλαί νυν ἀμφὶ χρωτί βυσσίνους πέπλους
821). Nancy Worman’s translation, “to wrap the skin in a linen gown” is very compelling,
pointing up “the inter-implications between skin and clothes.”63 The middle voice of the verb
στέλλω (“to set in order,” “to arrange”) also deserves comments, in that it underlines the fact that
Pentheus arrays himself in the gown, such that the gown becomes coextensive with his own
body. At 830, Pentheus asks Dionysus what clothes he must wear: στολὴν δὲ τίνα φῂς ἀμφὶ χρῶτ᾿
ἐμὸν βαλεῖν. Thus, the god lists them in a stirring stichomythia with Pentheus, probably touching
his body’s parts.64 First, he will make Pentheus’ “hair grow long on his head” (κόμην μὲν ἐπὶ σῷ
κρατὶ ταναὸν ἐκτενῶ, 831), reversing what Pentheus did to Dionysus’ hair. Next, he will give him
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Foley (1980) 113-14.
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See, for example, Eu. Ion. 239; Med. 1072. See also Holmes (2017) 73, who notes that schēmata indicate the
bodily organs after Aristotle.
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Worman (forthcoming).

64

See Foley (1985) 209 who notes that each detail of apparel is dwelt upon sequence. “Dionysus adjusts Pentheus’
costume, touching his head, hands, and feet, thereby consecrating his victim, setting him apart from the profane
world.” See also Mimidou (2013) for a detail examination of the iconographic depiction of Pentheus’ attire.
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“robes falling over his feet” (πέπλοι ποδήρεις, 833) and “a headband for his head” (ἐπὶ κάρᾳ δ᾿
ἔσται μίτρα, 833). Finally, he will add a thyrsus for his hand and a skin of dappled fawn” (θύρσον
γε χειρὶ καὶ νεβροῦ στικτὸν δέρος, 835). In this costume, Dionysus will lead Pentheus through the
town “in the guise of a woman” (γυναικόμορφον, 855), highlighting the transformation of
Pentheus into a woman at a corporeal level. The costume change signifies and mediates Pentheus’
submission to Dionysus’ power. Through this scene, by naming the clothing items (wig, gown,
headband, fawnskin, thyrsus) in coalescence with bodily parts (head, feet, hand), Dionysus lets the
audience visualize a deconstruction of Pentheus’ physical appearance. From a phenomenological
perspective, the representation of Pentheus’ dressing exteriorizes the fragmentation of his
personality, by means of the materiality of the Dionysiac costume. In this light, Pentheus’ final
dismemberment represents the visceral counterpart of Dionysus’ action upon his body.
The effects of Dionysus’ power on Pentheus’ body are also manifested at a perceptive
level. Indeed, when Pentheus enters from the palace dressed as a bacchant, he sees double, two
suns (δύο μὲν ἡλίους, 918) and two Thebes (δισσὰς δὲ Θήβας, 919) and sees Dionysus as a bull
(ταῦρος, 920). These lines demonstrate that Dionysus’ transport not only has infiltrated Pentheus’
body and its senses, but also the whole environment as mapped on the dramatic stage. This
description aids in the creation of a somatic landscape, encouraging the spectators to visualize an
altered space by means of Pentheus’ embodied sensations.65

4.4 The Second Messenger Speech: The assault on the Tree and the Sparagmos of
Pentheus
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Foley (1985) 250 relates the image of the two suns to Pentheus’ and Dionysus’ saffron costumes. As she puts it,
“if both Dionysus’ and Pentheus’ costumes were saffron, the audience as well as Pentheus would see two suns, two
brilliants yellow costumes moving side by side.”
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While Dionysus escorts Pentheus to the mountains, the chorus sings the fourth stasimon,
in which the bacchants encourage Dionysus to reveal himself and make Pentheus fall to his
maenad throng (977-1032). Then, an attendant of Pentheus, who had also accompanied him to
the Cithaeron, enters the stage as a second messenger. He announces Pentheus’ death, first
describing the assault on the tree on which Pentheus is perched and then Pentheus’ sparagmos.
As I have observed above, I read the maenads’ assault on the fir-tree as a visual
materialization of Dionysiac rupture of the hierarchical, tree-like structure over which Pentheus
presides. Scholars have proposed different interpretations of the scene, pointing up references to
sacrificial or hunting rituals.66 My focus is on the way in which Euripides’ language deploys the
imagery of the tree and its parts (trunk, branches, leaves) to spur the spectators to experience the
dissolution of Pentheus’ power, by means of the visual destruction of the tree. As the messenger
informs the audience, Pentheus, along with himself, and the stranger “halted in a grassy glen”
(ποιηρὸν ἵζομεν νάπος, 1048), where in “a steep meadow” (ἄγκος ἀμφίκρημνον, 1051) the “pines
grew dense with shade” (πεύκαισι συσκιάζον, 1052). From here, they saw the maenads sitting
and busy to their happy tasks” (ἔχουσαι χεῖρας ἐν τερπνοῖς πόνοις, 1053): “some were restoring
the stalks of their tattered wands with tendrils of fresh ivy” (αἱ μὲν γὰρ αὐτῶν θύρσον
ἐκλελοιπότα / κισσῷ κομήτην αὖθις ἐξανέστεφον, 1054-55); “others, frisking like fillies freed
from the painted bridles,” (αἱ δ᾿, ἐκλιποῦσαι ποικίλ᾿ ὡς πῶλοι ζυγά /βακχεῖον ἀντέκλαζον
ἀλλήλαις μέλος, 1056-57) were singing bacchic songs in response. At this point, Pentheus asked
to climb the “tall-necked fir-tree” (ἐλάτην ὑψαύχενα, 1061), so he could see better the women’s
activities. These initial lines depict a multiform intertwining between the vegetation (glen,
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meadow, pines) and the maenads’ bodies (hands, bodily motions) against which the tree opposes
its tall structure, by imposing its visual and material presence on the surrounding space.
Here, Dionysus intervenes and performs a miraculous deed: “reaching for the highest
branch of the great fir” (λαβὼν γὰρ ἐλάτης οὐράνιον ἄκρον κλάδον, 1064), “he bent it down,
down, down to the dark earth” (κατῆγεν ἦγεν ἦγεν ἐς μέλαν πέδον, 1065), till “it was curved like
a bow” (κυκλοῦτο δ᾿ ὥστε τόξον, 1066) or “a convex rim of wheel” (κυρτὸς τροχὸς, 1066)
“formed on a circular mold” (τόρνῳ γραφόμενος, 1067).67 Then, he seated Pentheus “atop the fir
branches” (Πενθέα δ᾿ ἱδρύσας ἐλατίνων ὄζων ἔπι, 1070) and set the trunk “straight” again (ὄρθου
μεθιεὶ, 1071), by letting “the offshoots slip upwards through his hands” (διὰ χερῶν βλάστημ᾿ ἄνω,
1071). Therefore, “the tree rose, towering to heaven” (ὀρθὴ δ᾿ ἐς ὀρθὸν αἰθέρ᾿ ἐστηρίζετο, 1073)
with Pentheus seated “on its back” (ἔχουσα νώτοις δεσπότην ἐφήμενον, 1074). The detailed
depiction of the tree and its parts highlights its structure and materiality, encouraging the
audience to perceive Dionysus’ action more forcefully fully. First, the image of the tree’s highest
branch, which is bent down to the ground to form a wheel, gives the spectator a keen sense of
Dionysus’ miraculous deed, by emphasizing the unnatural flexibility of the tree. Then, the image
of the trunk rising straightly up and of the tree’s towering structure triggers a strong resonance in
the spectators’ imagination, letting them visualize the tree in its entirety, and thus giving an
embodied sense of Pentheus’ high position.68
At this point, the messenger informs the audience that, as soon as Dionysus shouted to
the women to attack the tree, the “upper air and the leaves of the wooded glade kept silence”
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The translation is adapted from Stieber (2006) 588. For a discussion about the wheel simile, see Bongers (2002)
and Stieber (2006).
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As I have pointed out above, Dionysus mocks Pentheus by mounting it on the tree; in fact, he places Pentheus in
his power and from this position he dissolves him, utilizing his own symbol.
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(σῖγα δ᾿ ὕλιμος νάπη /φύλλ᾿ εἶχε, 1084-85). In this suspended atmosphere, Cadmus’ daughters
started darting forwards “through the glade with its torrent” (διὰ δὲ χειμάρρου νάπης, 1094) and
“leapt over the rocks” (ἀγμῶν τ᾿ ἐπήδων, 1094). Then, when the women saw Pentheus perching
on the tree, “they climbed a great rock that towered opposite his perch” (ἀντίπυργον ἐπιβᾶσαι
πέτραν, 1097). Finally, from the rock, the maenads pelt Pentheus with “stones and fir branches as
javelins” (πρῶτον μὲν αὐτοῦ χερμάδας κραταιβόλους / ἔρριπτον … ὄζοισί τ᾿ ἐλατίνοισιν
ἠκοντίζετο, 1096-98), while “others hurled their thyrsoi through the air” (ἄλλαι δὲ θύρσους ἵεσαν
δι᾿ αἰθέρος, 1099). Seeing that they cannot reach Pentheus, the maenads “shatter the tree with
branches of oak” (δρυΐνους συγκεραυνοῦσαι κλάδους, 1103) and “tear up its roots with crowbars
not made of iron” (ῥίζας ἀνεσπάρασσον ἀσιδήροις μοχλοῖς, 1104). Then, they make a circle about
the trunk (περιστᾶσαι κύκλῳ, 1106), which recalls the wheel rotation of the trunk, and grip it
(πτόρθου λάβεσθε, 1106-7). Lastly, they put their “countless hands to the tree” (αἳ δὲ μυρίαν
χέρα / προσέθεσαν ἐλάτῃ, 1109-1110) and “pull it out of the ground” (κἀξανέσπασαν χθονός,
1110), so that Pentheus “falls to the ground from his high perch” (ὑψοῦ δὲ θάσσον ὑψόθεν
χαμαιριφὴς / πίπτει πρὸς οὖδας, 1111-12). These lines make evident how human bodies and
tree’s parts are mashed up, such that branches, roots, and hands interact with each other in a
mutual and symbiotic relationship.69 From this viewpoint, the maenads’ countless hands, which
pull the arborescent structure out of the ground, may be compared to rhizomatic formations that
invade and rupture the arborescent structure over which Pentheus presides.
Once the women have Pentheus in their hands, they start the sparagmos. The scholarly
debate about Pentheus’ sparagmos has produced copious and variegated interpretations that
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concern ritual, psychological, familial, sexual, and metatheatrical aspects.70 As I have been
repeating many times in this chapter, I read Pentheus’ dismemberment represents the
culmination of the patterning of “molecular” imagery, as it viscerally encapsulates the array of
Dionysus’ rhizomatic ruptures of Pentheus’ power, which are exerted throughout the play. I
agree with Wohl who has pointed out that Pentheus’ body becomes literally what Deleuze and
Guattari call the “body-without-organs” – that is, “a body devoid of organization, a smooth
surface that registers pure and fleeting energies.”71 However, my discussion focuses attention on
the experiential appeal of the visual and verbal representation of the sparagmos, highlighting the
imagery of corporeal matter, in order to show how Pentheus’ fragmented body incarnates the
intensity of the Dionysiac destructive action, thereby drawing the audience in its circuit.
Agave begins the killing by “hurling herself” upon Pentheus (προσπίτνει νιν, 1115). She
was “foaming” at the mouth (ἡ δ᾿ ἀφρὸν ἐξιεῖσα, 1122), and her eyes rolled with frenzy
(διαστρόφους / κόρας ἑλίσσουσα, 1122-23). Then, she seized Pentheus’ left hand at the wrist”
(λαβοῦσα δ᾿ ὠλέναισ᾿ ἀριστερὰν χέρα, 1125) and “planting her foot against the poor man’s flank”
(πλευραῖσιν ἀντιβᾶσα τοῦ δυσδαίμονος, 1126), “she tore out his arm at the shoulder”
(ἀπεσπάραξεν ὦμον, 1127). These initial lines point up a corporeal entanglement between Agave
and Pentheus that visually and materially introduces the spectators to the sparagmos itself, which
is accomplished by the rest of the women, 1129-43:
Ἰνὼ δὲ τἀπὶ θάτερ᾿ ἐξηργάζετο,
ῥηγνῦσα σάρκας, Αὐτονόη τ᾿ ὄχλος τε πᾶς
ἐπεῖχε βακχῶν· ἦν δὲ πᾶσ᾿ ὁμοῦ βοή,
ὁ μὲν στενάζων ὅσον ἐτύγχαν᾿ ἐμπνέων,
αἱ δ᾿ ὠλόλυζον. ἔφερε δ᾿ ἡ μὲν ὠλένην,
ἡ δ᾿ ἴχνος αὐταῖς ἀρβύλαις, γυμνοῦντο δὲ
70
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πλευραὶ σπαραγμοῖς· πᾶσα δ᾿ ᾑματωμένη
1135
χεῖρας διεσφαίριζε σάρκα Πενθέως.
κεῖται δὲ χωρὶς σῶμα, τὸ μὲν ὑπὸ στύφλοις
πέτραις, τὸ δ᾿ ὕλης ἐν βαθυξύλῳ φόβῃ,
οὐ ῥᾴδιον ζήτημα· κρᾶτα δ᾿ ἄθλιον,
ὅπερ λαβοῦσα τυγχάνει μήτηρ χεροῖν,
1140
πήξασ᾿ ἐπ᾿ ἄκρον θύρσον ὡς ὀρεστέρου
φέρει λέοντος διὰ Κιθαιρῶνος μέσου,
λιποῦσ᾿ ἀδελφὰς ἐν χοροῖσι μαινάδων.
Ino was destroying his other side,
tearing his flesh, and Autonoe and the whole horde
of bacchants attacked him. Shouts everywhere –
him groaning with all the breath he had in him,
them raising the sacrificial shout. One woman was carrying an arm,
another a foot still in its boot, his flanks
were stripped bare of flesh, and every woman, hands red
with blood, hurled Pentheus’ flesh about like a ball.
His body lies scattered, some of it among the sharp
rocks, other parts in thick-growing woods,
no easy thing to look for. As for his luckless head
which his mother happened to take in her hands,
she has fixed it on the point of her wand and is carrying it,
as if it were the head of a mountain lion, through the midst of Cithaeron,
leaving her sisters with the maenad companies.
For Wohl, Pentheus’ sparagmos is the “ultimate anti-Oedipal manifestation of sexual difference:
polymorphous dispersion instead of integration and structure.”72 I explore the polymorphous
dispersion by focusing on how Euripides’ language exploits material entanglements of Pentheus’
and animal bodies, nonhuman things, objects, and environment. This exploitation is expressed at
a molecular level, as bodily parts (flesh, arm, foot, flank, hands), voice sounds (shouts,
groaning), clothing items (boot), biological matter (blood), landscape elements (woods, rocks),
animal images (lion), and objects (wand) swap the same shape and intensity. Also, it recalls
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion of “the flesh of the world,” which describes the “crisscrossing”
or mutual mingling among the existing things.73 In the passage above, this notion is vividly
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rendered by the image of the ball made up of Pentheus’ flesh (διεσφαίριζε σάρκα) that the
maenads hurl and disperse in the surrounding space. Pentheus’ flesh thus enters into composition
with the landscape, as his body lies scattered (κεῖται δὲ χωρὶς σῶμα) in the woods. As with the
palace’s ruins, the pieces of the cattle’s bodies, and the tree’s parts, Pentheus’ fragmented body
materializes the disintegration of his royal power. However, as I have noted above, this is an “asignifying rupture,” since Pentheus’ head is attached to Agave’s thyrsus, becoming an integral
part of the Dionysiac symbol.

4.5 The Recomposition of Pentheus’ Body, the Thyrsus, and the Snake
In this last section, I examine Agave’ exchange with Cadmus, which brings her to the
realization of her murderous act. In line with my focus on materiality and embodiment, I draw
attention to the thyrsus topped with Pentheus’ head and to Cadmus’ re-composition of Pentheus’
fragmented body, suggesting that they affectively exteriorize the features of Dionysus’
rhizomatic presence in the world of the play. This is ultimately foregrounded in the exodos in the
speech of Dionysus, who, by foretelling Cadmus’ and Agave’s future life, recapitulates the
principles of his multiple, productive, and transformative action.
At 1165, Agave enters the stage carrying the thyrsus with the head/mask (πρόσωπον) of
Pentheus. As she is still under Dionysiac frenzy, she believes that the thyrsus is topped with the
head of a lion. In a lyric dialogue with the chorus she manifests her pride over the catch of the
beast in honor of Dionysus, by continuously pointing to the thyrsus, a stalk usually topped with
ivy or vine leaves. The point I want to stress here is that Agave describes Pentheus’ head with
varied expressions, which place emphasis on the multiple, productive, and transformative nature
intrinsic to the experience of Dionysus’ frenzy. Thus, in Agave’s eyes her son’s head is “new-cut
tendril” (ἕλικα νεότομον, 1170), “a young whelp <of a mountain lion>” (<λέοντος ἀγροτέρου>
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νέον ἶνιν, 1174), a “beast” that her companions hit after her (μετ᾿ ἐμὲ μετ᾿ ἐμὲ τοῦδ᾿ ἔθιγε θηρός,
1183), and “a young calf, whose cheek is just growing downy under his crest of delicate hair”
(νέος ὁ μόσχος ἄρτι / γένυν ὑπὸ κόρυθ᾿ ἁπαλότριχα / κατάκομον θάλλει, 1185-87). By seconding
Agave’ s enthusiasm (πρέπει γ᾿ ὥστε θὴρ ἄγραυλος φόβᾳ, “yes, that hair looks like a wild beast’s,”
1188), the women of the chorus finally ask her to show the citizens her “great prize” (δεῖξόν νυν, ὦ
τάλαινα, σὴν νικηφόρον, 1200). These lines make evident that Pentheus’ head becomes an
aggregate that encapsulates different realms of the Dionysiac experience, including the human,
animal, vegetal, and material. In this regard, ἕλικα (“tendril”) recalls the numerous references to
the maenads’ twisting of ivy around the bacchic wand and in particular the spiral rotation of the
tree’s branch triggered by Dionysus, while μόσχος (“young bull”) echoes Dionysus’ transformation
into bull throughout the play.
The exchange between Agave and the chorus is interrupted by the entrance of Cadmus,
who orders his servants to bring the remains of Pentheus’ body, “the woeful burden of Pentheus’
body” (ἄθλιον βάρος Πενθέως, 1216), before the palace. Thus, he tells the audience how he
gathered his grandchild’s body after “endless labor of searching” (οὗ σῶμα μοχθῶν μυρίοις
ζητήμασιν, 1218). He found it “torn in pieces in the glades of Cithaeron” (ἐν Κιθαιρῶνος πτυχαῖς/
διασπαρακτόν 1219-1220), “lying scattered in a wood hard to search” (ἐν ὕλῃ κείμενον
δυσευρέτῳ, 1221). This depiction emphasizes Cadmus’ long and weary searching by pointing up
the dispersion of Pentheus’ bodily pieces in the glades. The word μοχθοὶ, which earlier has been
used to describe the youthful lightness of Cadmus and Teiresias, whom Dionysus brings to the
mountain with no effort on their own part (ὁ θεὸς ἀμοχθεὶ κεῖσε νῷν ἡγήσεται, 194), conveys a
full sense of Cadmus’ effort, which is opposite to his earlier laborlesness, as his searching is
made difficult by the intricacy of the wood, in which Pentheus’ body’s parts are enmeshed.
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Seeing Agave carrying Pentheus’ head on stage (φέρω δ᾿ ἐν ὠλέναισιν, ὡς ὁρᾷς, τάδε,
1238), Cadmus encourages her to return to sanity. As the stichomythia starts, the old man asks
Agave to look properly and tell him whose head she has in her hands (τίνος πρόσωπον δῆτ᾿ ἐν
ἀγκάλαις ἔχεις; 1277).74 At this point the heroine realizes that she has Pentheus’ head in her hands
(οὔκ, ἀλλὰ Πενθέως ἡ τάλαιν᾿ ἔχω κάρα, 1284). Most scholars have agreed that πρόσωπον is the
actual mask worn by the actor who played Pentheus, discussing its relationship to dramatic
conventions.75 However, I want to shift the focus from the mask to the whole thyrsus. From this
perspective, I read the thyrsus as an embodied object that stands for Pentheus’ new persona, a
theatrical creature that is made up of the material enmeshment between Pentheus’ body and the
Dionysiac symbol – the thyrsus becoming a body and the body a thyrsus. C. M. Kalke has noted
that Pentheus is transformed visually into a symbol of Dionysus, becoming “the literal crown of the
thyrsus carried by his mother.” 76 By emphasizing the cross of boundaries between object, person,
and divinity, Mueller reads the thyrsus as the material transformation of Pentheus into the cult
statue of Dionysus that was originally processed from Eleutherae to Athens at the start of the
festival.77 I consider the thyrsus as an affective assemblage that materializes the action of
Dionysus’ rhizomatic force upon the existing things (humans, animals, plants, and objects), thereby
allowing the spectators to vividly apprehend the essence of the Dionysiac experience, as it has been
depicted throughout the play.
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At this point, while Agave and Cadmus mourn upon Pentheus’ recomposed body,
“decently assembled limbs by limbs” (ἦ πᾶν ἐν ἄρθροις συγκεκλῃμένον καλῶς; 1300), Dionysus
appears ex machina, foreshadowing their future, 1330-36:
δράκων γενήσῃ μεταβαλών, δάμαρ τε σὴ
ἐκθηριωθεῖσ᾿ ὄφεος ἀλλάξει τύπον,
ἣν Ἄρεος ἔσχες Ἁρμονίαν θνητὸς γεγώς.
ὄχον δὲ μόσχων, χρησμὸς ὡς λέγει Διός,
ἐλᾷς μετ᾿ ἀλόχου, βαρβάρων ἡγούμενος.
πολλὰς δὲ πέρσεις ἀναρίθμῳ στρατεύματι
πόλεις·

1335

you shall be changed to a snake, and your wife,
the child of Ares Harmonia, whom you married though a mere mortal,
will also take on the form of a serpent.
Then at the head of a barbarian army you will drive
an oxcart and will sack many cities
with your innumerable host:
For thus Zeus’s prophecy says.
Through these words Dionysus establishes his rhizomatic principles of deterritorialization (humanbecoming other) and reterritorialization (infiltration in new cities), remarking at the end of the play
the nature of his action as a multiple, productive, and transformative force, through which humans
(Cadmus), animals (snake), and objects (oxcart) are entangled in heterogeneous bundles of
interaction and interdependence.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I hope to have demonstrated that Dionysus’ action, as it is pictured in the
Bacchae, may be interpreted as a rhizomatic force that spreads throughout the world of the play,
including humans, animals, plants, and objects. Specifically, I have argued that Dionysus is the
milieu of the rhizome that embeds all things in its multiple, productive, and transformative power
and from which it extends to the dramatic world, affectively drawing the spectators into its
circuit. Thus, I have examined the propagation of the Dionysiac transport by investigating the

190

characters’ dramatic experiences through the lenses of their embodied, affective enmeshment
with animals, plants, and objects. Within this context, I have also underlined the rhizomatic
nature of the landscape which is constructed through the bacchants’ movements in the dramatic
space and I have interpreted these movements as “lines of deterritorialization” and
“reterritorialization” that delineate Dionysus’ rhizomatic spreading throughout the world of the
play.
Finally, I have identified a pattern of imagery that encourages the spectators to
experience Dionysus’ destructive action by means of a “molecular proximity” between humans
(Pentheus), animals (cattle), plants (fir-tree), and objects (palace, clothing), as they are reduced
into pieces and thus swap the same shape and affective intensities. This mutual relationship is
ultimately encapsulated in the thyrsus, which forms an aggregate of individuate parts between
humans (Pentheus’ head), animals (lion’s head), plants (thyrsus’ stalk, which also calls to mind
the palace’s pillars or the tree’s trunk), and objects (mask), thereby spurring the audience to
grasp the vivid sense of the rhizomatic molecularity of the Dionysiac experience.
Thus, multiplicity, expansion, connections, fragmentation, molecularity, and
transformation as they pervade human and animal bodies, landscape, and objects render the
Bacchae the quintessential play of affects and percepts, in which Dionysus’ rhizomatic action
has the power to create pulsations, energy streams, and continuous series of intensities that
propel the spectators’ dynamic involvement in the dramatic action.
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Conclusion
In On the Sublime, Longinus praises Euripides’ sublime matter of language by citing
Orestes 255-57:
ὦ μῆτερ, ἱκετεύω σε, μὴ ᾿πίσειέ μοι
τὰς αἱματωποὺς καὶ δρακοντώδεις κόρας·
αὗται γάρ, αὗται πλησίον θρώσκουσί μου.
Mother, I beg you, do not drive against me
these snake-like women with blood-reddened eyes
See there! See there! They leap upon me close.1
In this passage, as Longinus writes, Euripides himself (ὁ ποιητὴς αὐτὸς) “saw the Erinyes” (εἶδεν
Ἐρινύας) and “compelled the audience almost to see what he had visualized” (δὲ ἐφαντάσθη
μικροῦ δεῖν θεάσασθαι καὶ τοὺς ἀκούοντας ἠνάγκασεν), making his greatest efforts in presenting
the “emotion” (πάθος) of madness “in tragic guise” (ἐκτραγῳδῆσαι). Longinus thus, as I have
already observed in the Introduction, places emphasis on Euripides’ ability to present emotions
vividly, in order to arouse the audience’s “excitement” (τὸ συγκεκινημένον).
Building up to such interpretation, over the course of this study, I have defended the
thesis that in central plays – namely, Alcestis, Hippolytus, Helen, and Bacchae – Euripides uses
bodies, landscapes, and objects (both onstage and offstage) to stimulate affective responses in the
audience, allowing the spectators to vividly perceive the characters’ feelings and sensations.
Whereas scholars have mainly concentrated on the characters’ personal emotions, I have focused
on affective manifestations, such that, with the help of insights from new materialisms,
phenomenology, and affective and cognitive theories, I have argued that bodies, landscapes, and
objects materialize the characters’ emotions, drawing the audience into their circuits.

1

See Longinus, Sublime 15.2. This is the passage from the Orestes, in which Orestes has a madman’s vision of
Clytemnestra sending the Erinyes against him.
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Specifically, in my reading of the plays, I have argued that the characters’ emotions combine
with physical manifestations (crying, symptoms of disease), sensory experiences (sight, touch,
smell, taste, feelings of color), bodily postures, proxemics and motions that become visible
marks of inner states. These states, I have suggested, are not only exteriorized on the bodies, but
also in the surroundings, such that landscapes as they are mapped onto the dramatic space and
objects with which the characters interact function as supplements to affective manifestations,
triggering a strong resonance in the audience.
In my analysis, I have also explored how the onstage performance and visualizing
language interact, giving the spectators a full picture of the dramatic actions. Thus, I have posited
that Euripides’ language highlights forms, colors, and textures that render the described worlds
palpable to the spectators. The cluster of imagery, including human and animal bodies, natural
elements (stars, sea, rivers, mountains, woods, plants), and objects (stage items, costumes, props,
masks, statues, house furniture, weapons, ships), aids in the creation of somatic landscapes that
involve the spectators in multimodal sensory, emotional, and cognitive ways, thereby
encouraging them to experience the characters’ feelings and sensations in their own bodies. In
this light, I have argued, the four plays illuminate a patterning of imagery that illustrates
Euripides’ ability to exploit material entanglements of bodies, landscapes, and objects as pivotal
to his representation of the tragic being in the world. These entanglements are ultimately
embodied by the thyrsus, which becomes a materially affective entity that mediates and signifies
Euripides’ unique way to represent the tragic experience through the enmeshment of bodies
(Pentheus’ head or lion’s head), landscapes (stalk of the thyrsus), and objects (mask).
The affective power of Euripidean performance and language still reverberates in the
plays, which, we may say, contain implied affects and percepts that allow us contemporary
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readers to vividly sense the affective transaction between characters and spectators. In the
Poetics (1453a21-31), in his examination of how tragic effect has to be achieved (τὸ τῆς
τραγῳδίας ἔργον), Aristotle says that Euripides plays appear to be “the most tragic”
(τραγικώταται) and the poet himself “the most tragic of the poets” (τραγικώτατός γε τῶν
ποιητῶν).1 In an anti-Aristotelian way, as I consider imagery rather than plots, and through an
approach that may be defined non-holistic, as I highlight the “molecular proximity” existing
among things (human and nonhuman), I hope to have demonstrated that Euripides is the most
tragic of the poets because he goes further than his predecessors in stimulating affective
responses in the spectators through a granular sensitivity to sensations, perceptions, and
materialities. Thus, I have argued that bodies, landscapes, and objects represent the privileged
elements for exploring the affective relationship between the characters and the audience,
refining our understanding of the intensity, impact, and reception of the Euripidean theater.

1

The powerful tragic effect on stage is a serious reservation for Aristotle to make, for he requires a good tragedy to
produce its proper effect merely by reading.
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