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In this book, I argue that the depiction of Athens as a city that welcomed 

suppliants from other cities lends insight into the Athenians' view of their em

pire. Athens' compassion and generosity toward suppliants became a topos 

in Athenian civic ideology and was employed to justify possession of her 

empire.' Athenian tragedy praised the city's altruism and denied that the 

pursuit of power was a factor motivating the Athenians' interest in helping 

others.2 Yet Athenians outside the theater justified their rule over other Greek 

cities more bluntly, often by asserting that the strong rule over the weak or 

by claiming that ruling over others allowed them to maintain their own free

dom. 3 My analysis traces the historical development of this ideology in the 

Athenian suppliant plays, Aeschylus' Eumenides (458 BC), Euripides' Children 

of Heracles (ca. 430 BC), and Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus (ca. 407/6 BC).  

Viewed as a group, these plays affirm the belief that Athens ruled justly 

and benevolently. Many of the memorable disenfranchised figures of tragedy, 

such as Orestes and Oedipus, are gravely defiled by crimes they have com

mitted against their kin and unable to reclaim their ties with their native 

cities. Others, such as Heracles' children, lose their home and are relentlessly 

pursued by a tyrant. Athens earns her reputation for magnanimity repeat

edly by surmounting successfully the obstacles that impede the reception 

of the suppliants into the city (e.g., heavy pollution or war by pursuers).  

Athens reaps significant benefits by incorporating these foreigners into the 

civic body, often as cult-heroes (e.g., Oedipus in Sophocles' Oedipus at Colo

nus or Eurystheus in Euripides' Children ofHeracles), because they bring some 

special boon.  

This book is not a study of all the plays that are grouped under the cate

gory of suppliant drama. Instead, it offers case studies of three plays, one 

by each of the major playwrights, which taken together contribute to a new 

understanding of supplication and its relevance to Athenian hegemony. Be

cause most of the suppliant plays are staged in Athens, one of the objectives



of this monograph is to demonstrate the significance of place. While other 

plays exist that contain elements relevant to this thesis, my idea that hege

mony presents a unifying interpretive framework for the Athenian suppliant 

plays will be developed from a systematic study of Eumenides, Children of 
Heracles, and Oedipus at Colonus.  

Other plays fit the pattern as well. Even though Euripides' Medea is staged 

in Corinth, the outcome of Medea's supplication of Aegeus in Euripides' play 

is reminiscent of the pattern that we find in the Athenian suppliant plays: she 

too is promised a home in Athens by Aegeus. Similarly, in Euripides' Hera

c/es, Theseus persuades Heracles to follow him to Athens, though the bonds 
of friendship and hospitality offer a more appropriate context for relating this 

play to the familiar theme of Athens' generosity toward strangers. While these 

two plays pay tribute to Athens, they do not go further in their explication of 

Athenian hegemony. On the other hand, Aeschylus' Suppliant Women is the 
only suppliant play set in Argos, not Athens. For this reason, I discuss some 

aspects of the play programmatically in the introduction to establish some 

important differences between Suppliant Women, Eumenides, and the rest of 

the suppliant plays, which depict Athens as the hegemonic city of Greece.  

The many facets of Athenian hegemony cannot be exhausted within the small 

space of a single monograph, and in fact one encounters the complex charac

ter of Athenian hegemony in other plays as well. It is my hope that this book 

will pave the way for a broader examination of this topic.  

Aeschylus' Eumenides, Euripides' Children of Heracles, and Sophocles' 
Oedipus at Colonus allow us to trace the development of the dramatic expres
sion of Athenian hegemonic ideology, as it evolved from the height of Athe

nian imperialism to the end of the Peloponnesian War. Moreover, Euripides' 

Suppliant Women (424 BC) shares the characteristics of the other Athenian 
suppliant plays but is more briefly treated than the others (see Chapter 3).  

In studying Euripides' political plays- Children of Heracles (ca. 430 Bc) and 
Suppliant Women-I opted for the former because it has been less studied 
in light of the workings of Athenian hegemonic ideology than has Suppliant 
Women. Finally, while both plays date to the first decade of the Peloponne
sian War, Children of Heracles bears more clearly the imprint of the changes 
in the history of the empire that had come about between the production of 

Aeschylus' Oresteia in 458 Bc and the beginning of the war between Athens 
and Sparta.  

The portrayal of Athens as an inclusive city that provides support to those 

suffering undeservedly is shaped by the historical realities of Athens' empire. 4 

Having fended off Persia, Athens first led the Delian League, a military alli

ance against the Persians, and soon after became an empire. Turning their 

former allies into subjects, the Athenians exacted military and financial con
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tributions from them in the form of compulsory tribute. Even though the 

duration of Athens' rule was brief, it fostered its share of discontents. Her 

subjects protested bitterly against the loss of their independence even before 

the Peloponnesian War broke out, ending Athenian hegemony in 404 BC.  

Both Spartan propaganda and complaints from the allies painted a negative 

image of Athens as a tyrannical master, ruling over involuntary subjects.  
The interpretation of the reception of foreign suppliants in tragedy is ger

mane to the debate surrounding the political character of Athenian theater.  

Political interpretations of tragedy over the past thirty years have focused 

on the role that democratic political culture played in tragedy. Extending 

the insights of the French structuralist school (Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 
1990), which emphasized negation of structure, transgression, and ambiguity 

as the salient features of the genre, the majority of critics have argued that 
the plays themselves can be shown to interrogate democracy and its institu

tions.5 Simon Goldhill's article "The Great Dionysia and Civic Ideology," has 

had a long-lasting impact upon this debate, especially among Anglophone 

critics.6 Emphasizing the pivotal role of the predramatic ceremonies in the 

context of the annual civic festival in the theater of Dionysus, Goldhill has 
demonstrated the ways in which the plays themselves can mirror and question 
Athenian civic ideology within the context of performance. It is now widely 

accepted that the plays explore Athenian democracy and its institutions and 
in so doing engage with gender and class disparities and with war and justice.  

Though some critics doubt whether Athenian civic institutions played as vital 

a role in tragedy,7 as has been assumed, more recent work has expanded our 

awareness of the significance of this approach.8 

Most notably, Richard Seaford argues that the destruction of the royal 

household-a typical feature of many plots in tragedy-is also representa
tive of the negation of a pre-polis and pre-democratic past whose subversion 

exemplifies the process through which the democratic community came into 

being.9 While Seaford emphasizes the centrality of ritual and civic cult in 

constructing and affirming community solidarity, Mark Griffith argues that 
the negotiation of class disparity within the ranks of Athenian citizens can 

yield a novel way of bridging the divide between aristocratic past and demo

cratic present. 10 As he demonstrates, elite figures in tragedy act as models of 
authority, serving to mask disparities between mass and elite citizens. Iden

tification with these elite figures yields an act of misrecognition on the part 
of the audience, who consent to a version of Athenian civic ideology, which 

promotes "solidarity without consensus." 

A good illustration of the wide variety of approaches and perspectives on 

politics in tragedy is David Carter's Why Athens: A Reappraisal of Tragic Poli
tics." In his joint introduction with Mark Griffith, Carter offers a new work
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ing definition of historicist studies under the label of "audience studies."12 

Shifting from text to audience, as he argues, historicist critics ask what the 

plays meant to the original audiences of the plays, utilizing the text as evi
dence about the "performance that went on between the poet, actors, and 

audience," who attended and participated in the annual celebration of the 
religious festival of the Great Dionysia.  

This body of work is especially valuable for crafting an approach to Athe
nian civic ideology in light of the historical realities surrounding the growth 

of Athens' power as well.'3 The study of empire, whose stamp is visible in the 

civic ceremonies that preceded the performance of the plays (e.g., the display 

of the tribute of the allies, the libations poured by the generals) at the fes
tival of Dionysus, invites us to examine the ways in which the treatment of 

traditional myths furnished a tool for exploring the character of Athens' rule.  

Drama, like public art, glorified and monumentalized the Athenian achieve
ment by celebrating Athens' prowess-encased in the city's mythical victo

ries against the Persians and other Greeks, her defense of Panhellenic laws 

and customs, her openness to suppliants-and praised her democratic tradi

tions by featuring her autochthonous origins, celebrating freedom of speech, 
and commemorating the Areopagus as revered bulwark of Athens' imperial 

democracy.  

This process did not always unquestioningly reproduce Athenian civic 

ideology. The results of this inquiry in turn can be brought to bear upon the 
Athenians' self-understanding of their role and obligations as citizens and 

rulers of the empire. In this connection, it is important to take into account 

that the plays were performed before an audience of citizens and foreigners.  

The City Dionysia had acquired an international character through the pres

ence of representatives from the allied cities, who after 454/3 BC made an 

annual trip to Athens in March to remit the tribute. Indeed, the presence 

of foreigners may have set limits, as Aristophanes claims that it did (Ach.  

502-506), to what could be said in their presence. But the composition of 
the audience poses a different problem for tragedy, since the plays represent 

the realities of empire obliquely, unlike comedy, where Athenian imperialism 

is represented in a clear and unapologetic fashion.  

The particular subject matter of the plays, historical background, and their 
religious and social settings also account for the divergent ways in which dif

ferent plays represent the historical realities of empire. For example, we see 

that Euripides' political plays Children of Heracles and Suppliant Women de
liver the core message of Athens' openness and generosity (see further, Chap

ter 2), distancing the city's ideal image from the realities of Athens' rule. To 

be sure, these plays afford the possibility of questioning Athens' motives, but 
they do not outwardly undercut the theme of Athenian benevolence toward 
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others. Euripides' Trojan Women, which dates to 415 BC, on the other hand, 
depicts the suffering of war through the endless laments of Troy's women, 

the razing of the city, and the enslavement of its population as a way of com

menting on the Greeks' accountability from which the Athenians are not 

excluded.' 4 

In tragedy, the coexistence of positive and negative statements about the 
empire may also reflect a certain degree of ambivalence on the part of the 
Athenians toward their achievements, as Tonio Hlscher notes in his discus

sion of the public art of the empire: '5 

. . . artistic intensity was a result of the "adventure" on which Athenian 

society had embarked in the fifth century. Their path led them, almost ir

resistibly, into a political order without precedent and into dominion over 

an empire of incomparable extension; theirs was a balancing act without 

net that must have created an ambivalent state of collective psychology, be

tween euphoric self-assertion and profound self-doubt, in which all themes 

of social import were discussed, represented, celebrated, and questioned 

without end.  

Recent approaches on the topic of empire attempt to come to grips with 
the process by which the plays convert history to drama. Some of the most 
representative studies have engaged specifically with the representation and 
actions of particular characters onstage, using them as templates for evalu
ating the positive and negative portrayals of Athens' power.'6 Sophie Mills 

and Rebecca Futo-Kennedy examine the roles assigned Athenian charac
ters-the Athenian king Theseus and Athena, the city's divine patron-and 
demonstrate how each came to represent distinct facets of Athens' political 
identity.'7 Mills says that Theseus served as the model of the quintessential 
Athenian hero and as the embodiment of the Athenians' idealized civic ethos 

along the lines presented also in the surviving funeral speeches. The character
istics ascribed to Theseus-courage, justice and an eagerness to remedy the 

suffering of others-typified the ideal standards of conduct, expected of all 
Athenians, and were used to articulate Athens' distinctiveness, military and 
cultural, not only over barbarians but also over other Greeks. As Mills writes, 
Thucydides' narrative provides a counterpoint to this fixed, unchanging and 
ideal image of Athenian excellence. Such built-in ideological constraints con
tributed to an exaggerated image of the Athenian achievement, which pre
cluded a more dynamic engagement with the realities of Athens' power.  

Yet the presence of Athenian characters onstage did not always guarantee 

a straightforward affirmation of Athens' imperial ideals. As Rebecca Futo

Kennedy argues, Athena's characterization as patron of the city in the trage
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dies of Aeschylus and Sophocles refers more readily to the historical reali
ties of Athens' rule. Futo-Kennedy maintains that the plays do not in effect 
conceal Athens' imperial conduct, given its sure and early signs already by 
the 470s and 460s Bc. Athena furnished a powerful symbol of imperial rule 
by way of advertising onstage the superiority of the Athenian justice system, 
which was used to justify her military dominance. The fault lines between the 
ideal and the reality of imperial power, however, begin to emerge, as she con
tends, in later plays, such as Sophocles' Ajax, where Athena wields her power 
in an authoritarian manner and is no longer vested in advocating the cause 
of justice on behalf of others, as she did in Aeschylus' Eumenides. Athena's 
connections with the empire are well documented in the ancient sources, and 
the study of her character demonstrates the ways in which tragedy begins to 
represent the harsh realities of Athenian imperialism more overtly over time.  

David Rosenbloom argues that Aeschylus' Persians and Agamemnon rep
resent Xerxes' and Agamemnon's demise as foils for Athens' empire.1 8 By 
staging the failure of great leaders, Aeschylus' plays prompted Athenians 
to reflect upon the negative consequences of their continuing expansion in 
Greece and upon the political and moral costs of their military undertakings.  
The lesson of Aeschylean tragedy, Rosenbloom writes, is Solonian, urging 
Athenians to adopt a stance of "looking to the end" and admonishing them 
to take political lessons from tragedy about the eventual demise of their own 
power.  

Critical efforts to determine the extent to which tragedy attempts to legiti
mate Athens' rule unavoidably face the difficult question of answering de
finitively what Athenians thought of their empire and how they went about 
representing their dominion to others. Did playwrights lend voice to the 
Athenians' moral discomfort with their rule over their fellow Greeks by warn
ing them about its inherent limits, as Rosenbloom suggests? Or were they 
content to celebrate it by commemorating the worthy and valorous deeds of 
illustrious mythical heroes and by creating a separate space where Athens' 
ideal civic self could remain intact, immune from any critique, as Mills ar
gues? Alternatively, did the plays lend voice to the two faces of Athens' power 
and undercut its legitimacy by exposing the fissure between hegemonic and 
imperial justice, as Futo-Kennedy suggests? 

Taking my cue from these approaches, I submit that undertaking an in
quiry into the manifestations of the ideology of hegemony in the Athenian 
suppliant plays allows us to situate the perceptions that Athenians held about 
their power against the historical setting of the empire. The statements that 
the Athenian suppliant plays make about empire are ideological, offering an 
image of Athens' relations with other Greeks not as they actually were but 
as the Athenians purported them to be. Accordingly, the plays converge in 
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representing Athens as a hegemonic city, that is, a city that led others on the 

basis of consent and on the strength of her moral commitments. The plays 
offer variations on the idealized portrait of the city as protector of the weak 
and the oppressed, each representing Athens as a city of justice (Eumenides), 
a "free city" (Children ofHeracles) and as a "pious and reverent city" (Oedipus 

at Colonus).  
The need to defend and consolidate Athens' hegemony over Sparta began 

in the 460s BC, when Athens' foreign policy changed, challenging profoundly 

the relationship between the two major powers, Athens and Sparta. Eumeni

des sets in relief the need to endorse the legitimacy of Athens' leadership 
after Athens broke away from the Spartans' anti-Persian League and began 
to pursue her military interests on her own, in the early 450s BC. The depic
tion of Athens as a "free city" in Children of Heracles in turn can be read as 
a defense of her conduct toward the allies against the claims that the Spar

tans were making around the time of the beginning of the Peloponnesian 
War, when they proclaimed themselves as the liberators of the cities that the 
Athenians ruled. Oedipus at Colonus, composed ca. 407/6 BC (and produced 
after Sophocles' death in 401 BC), also defends Athens' conduct and adver
tises her pious and humane treatment of strangers close to the end of the war 
when Athens still had the opportunity to answer for her ruthless use of force 

against other Greeks. By testing and probing Athens' moral leadership, the 
plays showcase the potentialities and limits of this ideology.  

The cluster of issues that I have set out to examine in these plays conveys 

a new understanding of supplication in tragedy that sets this study apart 
from recent treatments of the topic. My study differs from those of Suzanne 

Gbdde, who concentrates on ritual and rhetoric in the suppliant plays, and 

of Jonas Grethlein, who also emphasizes the significance of the exchanges 
between Athens and foreigners in the suppliant plays. For Grethlein this ex
ploration is by-and-large limited to how Athenians perceived themselves as 

citizens in the democracy, not as rulers of an empire.'9 Athenian myths of 
supplication offer sophisticated political commentary on Athenian attitudes 
toward the status of the empire. The study of ideology in these plays does 

not fit neatly into the categories of "ideology as questioning" or "ideology as 
creed," proposed by Christopher Pelling.20 The book's focus lies in explicat
ing the ideological strategies employed in the texts, with particular attention 

to ideology as a process of legitimization.  

My approach to ideology in the Athenian suppliant plays is indebted to 
Nicole Loraux's2 ' major study of the Athenian funeral oration and to Christo
pher Pelling's contribution to the study of tragedy and ideology. It also draws 
upon ideas current in political theory, religion, and anthropology (Gramsci 
1971; Bell 1992; Honig 2003). The goal of the present study is twofold: first, 
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it seeks to establish the historical and ideological parameters that shape sup
plication in tragedy. Second, it develops a theoretical framework for reading 

the Athenian panegyric with attention to the workings of hegemonic ideol
ogy, especially as defined by Gramsci (see below, "Hegemony and Ideology").  

CONTEXTS OF SUPPLICATION 

Supplication, an important religious and civic institution in Greece, com
manded the attention of poets and artists alike. My own discussion here is 
limited to an overview of some aspects of supplication in epic and tragedy 

that shed light on its historical development and clarify my thesis on sup

plication and Athenian hegemony. Both Homer and tragedians accorded 
prominence to this theme, which threads through the epics and provides 

the focal point of plays devoted to the perilous predicament of suppliants.  
Indeed, some of the most famous depictions of supplication scenes in art 
were inspired by Homer, such as Priam's supplication of Achilles, Nausicaa's 

of Odysseus, or Cassandra's of Ajax.2 2 They also reproduced scenes familiar 
from tragedy, such as Iphigenia's supplication of Agamemnon (Euripides' 
Iphigenia atAulis), Alcmene's supplication (Sophocles' Amphitryon), the sup
plication of Heracles' children (Euripides' Children of Heracles), and numer
ous others.23 A number of these scenes, especially those depicting supplica

tion at the altar, captured the intense pathos of the situation and elicited pity 

from the viewers.  
Because epic and tragic scenes of supplication stage the act from begin

ning to end, they furnish a fuller understanding of the process of supplica

tion. Thus, both epic poetry and tragedy offer a repertory of gestures, words, 

and arguments that suppliants used to persuade their addressee to grant their 

request; crucial to the representation of the process in both genres was the 

evaluation of the petition by its recipient. In representing this process, how
ever, epic and tragedy differed in a variety of respects. The main difference 
between the two lay in the decision-making process, which in epic empha
sizes individual responsibility, while in tragedy the decision also involves the 
participation of the community.2 4 We can account for the shift from the per

sonal to the collective sphere of activity by tracing the development of prac

tices of supplication historically, from epic to tragedy.  
In Homer, suppliants direct their plea to an individual (a god or a mortal) 

and make a personal plea to their addressee, who then decides its outcome.  

Supplication is embedded within the power networks of the aristocratic so

ciety the poems by and large depict. Like xenia ("guest-friendship"), suppli
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cation constituted one of the avenues available to outsiders for gaining ac

cess to a community, and this avenue, too, was also closely tied to warfare.2 5 

The suppliant would accordingly supplicate an individual able to grant his 

request but whose executive power did not necessarily derive from his politi

cal authority (as it does in tragedy). Rather, the choice of whom to suppli

cate depended upon the specific circumstances of the request and took place 

in a variety of locales. There are numerous examples of supplications by the 

vanquished to the enemy on the battlefield 26 or at a military camp, pleading 

for the release of prisoners of war-of which those of Chryses' supplication 

of Agamemnon in the Iliad (1.8-32) and Priam's supplication of Achilles (Il.  

24.485-506) are perhaps the most famous ones.  

Suppliants, however, especially exiles who had fled their own country on 

account of homicide or who were strangers in need of assistance, could also 

approach either the palace of the king or the house of a powerful noble

man. Thus, arriving as a stranger in Phaeacia, Odysseus receives detailed in

structions from Nausicaa on how to enter the palace of King Alcinous and 

supplicate Queen Arete (Od. 6.303-315). Telemachus accepts the seer Theo

clymenus, now an exile from Argos, as a suppliant aboard his ship at Py

los and takes him home with him to Ithaca (Od. 15.256-281). Thus, aside 

from supplications in battle, Homeric supplication was by and large regu

lated within the sphere of the oikos ("the household"), often serving as pre

amble for establishing relations of guest-friendship or, in the case of exiles 

seeking a new home, as a path toward reintegration. 2 7 Similarly, some of the 

exchanges occurring in the context of supplication involved transactions of an 

economic nature, such as the suppliant's offer of gifts or ransom, to ensure a 

positive outcome. 28 Since gifts were markers of honor and prestige, their be

stowal links supplication to the network of exchanges binding an aristocratic 

society. Within this context, their use illuminates the ways in which suppli

cation could be deployed to call attention to, or consolidate, the recipient's 

status and authority.29 

Although scholars acknowledge the continuity in the practice of suppli

cation in the post-Homeric period, 30 tragedy also reflects the significant his

torical developments that took place in the archaic and classical periods and 

caused supplication to come under the purview of Athenian civic institutions.  

The practice of supplicating at the sanctuaries of the gods is scarcely attested 

in Homer.31 Tragedy mirrors this development-all plays are staged at the 

altars of the gods32 -and renders supplication largely a matter for the polis, 

with the king and the people as the parties to whom suppliants directed their 

pleas. Following this initial tableau, the evaluation of the suppliants' request 

in tragedy, as in real life, was placed in the hands of the civic authorities.33 
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Thus, apart from examples of individual supplication,34 the pattern whereby 
suppliants direct their plea to the entire city by supplicating the king and the 
demos is present in all suppliant plays.  

From Pelasgus in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women to Demophon and Acamas, 
Theseus' two sons, in Euripides' Children ofHeracles to Theseus in Euripides' 
Suppliant Women and Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, the king of the city is 
in charge of deciding the supplication after consulting with the citizens of 
mythical Athens, while Athena in Aeschylus' Eumenides, the only divine sup

plicandus (recipient/addressee) in the suppliant plays, is addressed by Orestes 
in her capacity as civic leader (A. Eu. 289, ava-rc). Dramatically, supplica
tion in the city calls attention to the personal and collective accountability 

of king and demos, who together share the responsibility in deciding its out
come. Thus, Pelasgus in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women is very reluctant to de

cide the case of the Danaids by himself and refers the decision to the Argive 

Assembly (Supp. 468-479, 516-523). Similarly, Athena expressly states that 
Orestes' guilt is too weighty a matter for her to decide, and she therefore 

calls for a trial and selects citizens to judge the outcome (A. Eu. 470-484).  
In suppliant drama, the participation of the community and its representa
tives frames concerns about moral agency in light of collective practices of 
decision-making and in so doing offers judgments on the moral character not 
only of individuals but also of the city as a whole.  

DRAMA AND COMMUNITY 

In suppliant drama, the decision to accept or reject the suppliant is part of 
a process of political deliberation, which underscores the ethical responsi

bility of the city's agents by dramatizing scenarios of conflict that render 
the outcome of the supplication doubtful. Comparison between Homer and 
tragedy is instructive in this respect as well. In Homer, the supplicandus makes 
a choice between accepting or rejecting the suppliant, based on the context 
and circumstances of the appeal, and wavering in reaching a decision is rare.  
When Menelaus, for example, hesitates whether to spare Adrastus' life on the 
battlefield, Agamemnon intervenes and tells him to kill him (Il. 6.45-65). By 
contrast, the action of suppliant drama revolves around the difficult decision 

of accepting the suppliants into the city, a choice that involves going to war 
against the suppliants' enemies." Such obstacles surface in all the suppliant 

plays, and the risk that their reception entails for the fortunes of the city is 
the object of debate, often protracted, between the suppliants and the king, 
on the one hand, and the enemy, on the other.  

The threat of war acts as a deterrent to granting the request, and the kings
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to whom the suppliants address their plea do not readily accede to such re

quests. Instead, they exhibit hesitation and uncertainty (Pelasgus) or initially 

even deny the request (Theseus in Euripides' Suppliant Women, 247-249).36 

In Aeschylus' Suppliant Women, to take one example, Pelasgus is overcome 

by feelings of indecision and faces a significant moral quandary, being forced 

to decide between his obligation to act piously toward the suppliants and 

the gods and his duty to protect his city (Supp. 376-380, 387-401, 407-417, 

438-454).  
Pelasgus' predicament differs from that of other characters such as Aga

memnon or Medea whose decisions prove ruinous for their family and city.  

Unlike them, the king does not view his choice as a personal one but stresses 
his accountability to his city and its people (Supp. 365-369, 397-401).37 Since 

the test to which Pelasgus is put constitutes a trial of his competence as a 
leader, he makes a sensible choice by relegating the decision to the Assembly 

of the Argives (516-523). The overall moral evaluation of the principles under
lying the dilemma of accepting the suppliants in the rest of the plays of this 

group, similarly extends beyond the agency ascribed to individual actors by 

presenting the decision as a matter of collective responsibility, shared by the 

people and their representatives. Like Pelasgus, Theseus argues that the As

sembly must decide the supplication (E. Supp. 350-353) and Demophon con

ducts an assembly meeting to judge the herald's demand that the city expel 

the suppliants sitting at the altar of Zeus Agoraios (E. Heracl. 130-133).38 
Suppliant plays then constitute dramas about the community-a fact 

Richmond Lattimore recognized in his analysis of Aeschylus' Suppliant 

Women, in which he highlights the key role the king's dilemma plays in de
ciding the Danaids' supplication.39 As Peter Burian points out, however, Lat

timore perhaps overstates its importance for the suppliant drama, since only 
Pelasgus presents this choice as a dilemma.  

BETWEEN RITUAL AND LAW 

In her book on Homeric supplication, Manuela Giordano aptly shows that 

supplication was a human institution with divine authority.40 Indeed, there 

were clear limits to the authority of the mortal supplicandus, since all sup
pliants were placed under Zeus' protection, and those who harmed a sup

pliant or violated the established rules were liable to divine sanctions.' While 

the divine imperative afforded the suppliant protection against wrongdoing, 

the success of his petition lay in the discretion of the supplicandus. Though 
in many cases divine and human custom could work in tandem, tragedy 

presents situations that create uncertainty about the motives of the suppliant 
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and in so doing set in doubt the legitimacy of his claims. To understand 
further the dramatic representation of such ambiguities and the manner in 
which they were negotiated in the plays, we must turn next to some of the 
major scholarly interpretations on this subject.  

The large body of literature on supplication has elucidated the code of ges
tures, acts, and words that suppliants employ.42 Crucial for an understanding 
of the dynamics of the exchange that took place between the suppliant and 
his addressee is the discussion of whether supplication constitutes a ritual in 

the proper sense of the word, as John Gould argues in his influential article 
"Hiketeia," published in 1973.43 Gould maintains that the success of supplica
tion was largely a matter of the proper execution of the ritual gestures, which, 
once properly performed, engendered the obligation on the part of the suppli
candus to grant the request.44 Additionally, the efficacy of the suppliant's ap
proach consisted in establishing and maintaining contact by touching either 
literally or figuratively a part of the body, usually the knee or the chin of the 
supplicandus.45 Maintaining contact during the performance of supplication 
highlights the ritual dimension of the practice and explains its efficacy, which 
Gould and others attribute to establishing physical contact.46 

Critics of the ritualist approach point out its limitations for an analysis of 
supplication in epic and tragedy, where speeches and arguments are instru
mental for the suppliants' act of persuasion. 47 With his study of Greek and 
Roman practices of supplication, Fred Naiden has broken new ground by 
showing that ritual gestures play a secondary role in determining the outcome 
of the suppliant's request. Based on an exhaustive examination of the avail
able evidence, he contends that the success or failure of supplication stems 
from the legal or quasi-legal elements of the institutional practices associated 
with supplication. His four-step schema illustrates that the process of sup
plication unfolds from the suppliant's initial approach, followed by apprpri
ate gestures and words, which introduce arguments germane to the request, 

culminating in the final and most important step, the decision to accept or 
reject the suppliant.4 8 Naiden identifies the two main components of any 
supplication, ceremony and judgment, and thus clarifies the discrete roles 
performed by suppliant and supplicandus.49 He thereby boldly demonstrates 
that the structural elements of supplication underlie the variations and adap
tations of this practice across different cultures in the Mediterranean.  

Naiden acknowledges the significant variations in local practice and as
cribes differences to historical and political changes that occurred over time.5 0 

He further discusses the historical evidence on practices of supplication in 
classical Athens and demonstrates that suppliant plays incorporate aspects of 
historical practice, as it relates to Athenian democratic institutions. 51 
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SUPPLICATION AND DEMOCRACY 

(AESCHYLUS' SUPPLIANT WOMEN) 

Thinking about supplication along these lines brings into sharp focus the 

resonance of Athenian institutions in the drama of supplication for ancient 

audiences, who were familiar with these practices. In this connection, Naiden 

has shown that in Athens suppliants first presented their request before the 

Council; then, after the preliminary hearing, the Council would make the 
recommendation for the petition to be heard by the Athenian Assembly.52 

Individuals bringing their petitions before the Assembly presented them

selves as suppliants at the altar of the Twelve Gods in the Agora before the 

opening of the proceedings. After the deliberations over the case in the As

sembly, the decision was taken by vote, and (successful) outcomes were re

corded on Assembly decrees." 

In Aeschylus' Suppliant Women we encounter the closest approximation 

between dramatic and actual practices of supplication as it was practiced in 

Athens. 54 In this play, the Argive Assembly, not the king, decides the sup

plication by a popular vote (609-612). Pelasgus' jurisdiction mirrors the role 

served by the Athenian magistrates of the Council, while his later instructions 

to Danaus to come before the Argive demos to petition for asylum on behalf 

of the group replicates the process of deliberation in the Athenian Assembly 
to decide a variety of requests from foreigners.55 Like other metics ("resi

dent aliens") who petitioned for tax exemption on the basis of their merits, 
Danaus' successful petition results in the award of metic status to the Danaids 

and a guarantee for asylum protection (Supp. 605-612).  

(RE)LOCATING SUPPLICATION IN ATHENS 

Critics have focused on the dramatic motifs and themes common to all sup
pliant plays. In this vein, they have suggested that suppliant drama conforms 

to a uniform pattern of confrontation and resolution, involving a three-party 

exchange between the suppliants, their savior, and the enemy; savior and 

enemy fight against each other, and the host city wins the war and receives 
praise and blessings.56 However, Naiden's emphasis on the mirroring of Athe

nian norms and practices in the suppliant plays offers a starting point for re

thinking the parameters that underlie the pattern of suppliant drama.  

The setting of the majority of the plays in Athens is significant in its own 

right. All of the suppliant plays, but Aeschylus' Suppliant Women, are set in 

Athens, as are his fragmentary Eleusinioi (ca. 470s) which probably predated 
his Suppliant Women (463 Bc) and Children ofHeracles (ca. 456 Bc). 57 Though 
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this is admittedly a limited corpus, the playwrights' predilection for staging 
plays in Athens deserves further attention.  

BATTLE FOR HEGEMONY? 

The military challenge that typically features in plots of suppliant drama can 
be explained against the backdrop of the intense hegemonic rivalry between 
Greek cities in the course of the fifth century. We have already seen that sup
pliant drama was a polis drama and that the test of the city's piety revolved 
around a military confrontation between host and enemy city. The decision 
to support the suppliants by going to war, however, also furnished a trial of 

the city's strength and of her capacity to oppose her foes successfully. More 
specifically, the host city's willingness to accept foreigners, despite the threat 

of war, advertised her military superiority no less than her reverence for the 

suppliants and the gods. To be sure, the justification for going to war varies 

widely among the suppliant plays. In Aeschylus' play, in particular, the king 
never explicitly mentions Argos' military superiority among the reasons com

pelling him to go to war,58 as do, for example, King Demophon (E. Heracl.  
243-246, 284-287) orAethra (E. Supp. 315-333). Even so, military antagonism 
is a feature of Suppliant Women as well, and the ensuing engagement is a mea
sure of Argos' military capabilities.  

The suppliant plays point out the connections between supplication and 
hegemony. Both Argos in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women and Athens in the 
later suppliant plays lay specific claims to hegemony. In Aeschylus' play, King 
Pelasgus proclaims that Argos' dominion extends to the ancestral territory 
of the Pelasgians (Supp. 2 50-270)." The suppliant plays set in Athens called 
attention to Athens' military superiority in varied ways, not least by empha

sizing that this city alone was able to shelter and abet strangers (e.g., E. Heracl.  
329-332, Supp. 339-342).  

But Argos and Athens do not share equal claims to hegemony. 6 0 Argos' 
dominion is weak compared to that of Athens.6 ' Pelasgus' rule is short-lived 

and proves inconsequential. According to the reconstruction of Aegyptioi, 
the second play of the Danaid trilogy, the war ends badly: the king dies in 
the course of the battle, and Danaus, a foreigner, takes over the throne and 

rules Argos as a tyrant.62 The Danaids are forced to marry their cousins, and 
Danaus orders them to murder their husbands in the last play of the trilogy, 
bringing pollution to the city. Conversely, the Athenian suppliant plays make 
a show of Athens' power: not only does the city prove her foes to be in
ferior but Athens also reaps military benefits from the suppliants, who help 
secure her ascendancy in the future (e.g., the Argive alliance in Aeschylus' 
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Eumenides). Compared with his Athenian counterparts, Pelasgus emerges as 

a weak leader.6 3 The suppliants, powerless foreigners, exert tremendous pres

sure upon the king to their advantage and threaten to bring indelible pollu

tion upon the city (Supp. 455-465). Argos falls short of attaining the stature 

of Athens, for even though Pelasgus insists on relegating the decision to his 

citizens (Supp. 368-369, 398-401, 517-519), the king does not act altogether 
from a position of power. In the Athenian plays, kings negotiate shrewdly 

with the suppliants and do not accede to their demands unconditionally.  

Unlike Pelasgus, they take steps to ensure positive outcomes and effectively 

neutralize the threat that the suppliants pose for the city, as they do, for ex

ample, when they accept Eurystheus and Oedipus, who promise to protect 

Athens against her enemies.  

These differences lend support to the argument that the historical realities 

of the mythical city's power conditioned her image as supplicandus. Argos is 

divested of the trappings of hegemonic power, which typically define Athens' 

role in tragedy. While Athens had achieved ascendancy in Greece by the 

460s BC, Argos had been eclipsed by Sparta's rise to power.64 Athenians were 

sympathetic toward the Argives, the Spartans' main contenders in the Pelo

ponnese, and they became their allies in 462/1 BC. This may account in part 

for the positive depiction of Argos' mythical constitution;65 but, as we have 

seen, Argos can lay only partial claims to the idealized image of Athens as a 

city of suppliants. While the clear references to Athenian practices and insti

tutions of supplication in Argos may lend the impression of a shared civic 

landscape with Athens, the depiction of Athens as a hegemonic city differen

tiates the two city settings of suppliant drama.  

Because this study examines the interdependence between hegemony and 

supplication against the historical backdrop of Athens' rise to power, I do not 

treat Aeschylus' Suppliant Women as fully as the rest of the plays in this book.  

However, the play's affinities with, and differences from, the model that 

Athens represents in the later plays are germane to the book's thesis. As the 

earliest of the extant suppliant dramas, Aeschylus' Suppliant Women may have 

furnished a preliminary representation of the pattern we find in the later sup

pliant plays, which celebrated myths of Athenian political mythology. Ad

mittedly this is not conclusive, and we can speculate further whether Athens 

had come to be regarded both as the ideal and as the prototypical supplicandus 

of the suppliant plays. Even so, if discrete meanings are attached to particular 

city settings in tragedy, as Froma Zeitlin and Suzanne Said have argued, then 

the depiction of Argos in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women could also have served 

as a foil to that of Athens. More specifically, while the prevalence of tyranny, 

violence, and civil discord typified Thebes as an "anti-Athens" in tragedy, 
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Argos offered the middle ground between Athens and Thebes, in part because 
it is portrayed as a city of returns (e.g., the Danaids in Aeschylus' Suppliant 

Women; Orestes in Aeschylus' Eumenides).6 6 

More specifically, when the Argive Assembly facilitates the suppliants' re
ception through a grant of metoikia ("the status of foreign resident") to the 
Danaids (Supp. 605-620), the play points to realities familiar to an Athe
nian audience and further suggests, as scholars have noted, that mythical 
Argos stands as a metonymy for contemporary Athens. In Aeschylus' Sup
pliant Women, as Geoff Bakewell notes, the suppliants' petition for asylum 
and the difficulties that emerge in this context set in relief tensions and anxi
eties over Athens' metic population.67 Even though the Danaids offer praise 
and blessings to the city and its people at the end of the first play, the ad

verse consequences of the Danaids' acceptance for the city (war and, later, 

pollution) suggest that Aeschylus' trilogy may have explored the threat that 

outsiders or foreign settlers posed for Athens but also for any other city. As 
Athens' counterpart, Argos furnishes the only other setting of suppliant plays 

where Athenian concerns can be examined. In the Athenian suppliant plays, 
the playwrights also entertain and negotiate negative possibilities, but Athens' 
hegemonic leadership emerges unchallenged.  

SUPPLICATION AND EMPIRE 

Attention to the actual practices of supplication, combined with critical en

gagement with tragedy as a civic performance and as a forum for reflecting 

upon Athenian democracy and its institutions, has shaped the direction of 

recent criticism on suppliant drama.6 8 The strong focus on Athens in the 

suppliant plays provides an especially apt exploration of Athenian beliefs, 
values, and ideals, set in relief through the city's encounters with outsiders 
who sought her protection. 69 

Further probed, however, the position of strength, which Athens com
mands in the eyes of the suppliants as the only city able to arbitrate and de
fend their claims and differences against other Greeks, offers a portrait that 

is representative of Athens' character as an imperial power. Specifically, my 
claim is that supplication in the Athenian suppliant plays offers a blueprint 
for examining Athens' relations with her imperial allies and concentrates on 

the affinities that obtain between supplication and empire. To begin with, 

in actual practice, the rules of the ritual dictated that the roles between sup
pliant and supplicandus be unequal: one party put forward a request; the other 

had the power to approve or reject it. In the Athenian suppliant plays the dis
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tribution of roles between Athens, who plays the part of powerful supplican

dus, and the non-Athenian suppliants, who are consistently depicted as weak 

and defenseless, renders the plight of the suppliant parallel to that of Athens' 

tribute-bearing allies in significant respects. This analogy furnishes a concrete 

basis for considering the suppliants' reception in light of political issues and 

concerns pertinent to the character of Athens' leadership.  

Among the suppliant plays, those staged in Athens, Aeschylus' Eumenides, 

Euripides' Children ofHeracles and Sophocles' Oedipus at Coonus, feature dra

matic scenarios of Athens' successful intervention on behalf of non-Athenian 

suppliants. Each of these plays explored different facets of the central theme 

of Athens' panegyric, the city's openness toward suppliants, and celebrated 

the city's unique character. Her compassion and generosity toward suppliants 

were distinctive features of her portrayal as protector of suppliants along with 

other values also felt to be distinctively Athenian, such as piety, freedom, jus

tice, and moderation. 70 Athens' distinctive portrayal as a city open to suppli

ants served as a platform for articulating a series of political and ideological 

arguments that affirmed Athens' leadership. This debate was not confined to 

the plays but also extended beyond the theater to the arena of politics, where 

Sparta and Athens had been waging ideological wars against each other al

ready before the Peloponnesian War began.  

The historical context sheds light on the ideological purpose served by the 

suppliant plays. The positive portrayal of Athens therein is expressly removed 

from the unpalatable realities of the allies' enforced subjection, which had 

emerged by the 460s and early 450S BC. Instead, the plays model Athens' rule 

upon the template of a hegemonic alliance, that is, they represent Athens' 

interactions with foreign suppliants as a partnership between mutually con

senting parties. In casting the suppliants as assuming the role of willing allies, 

beholden to Athens by gratitude, they underplay the true character of Athens' 

rule. This positive depiction offered a response to the criticism leveled against 

the empire for its treatment of the allies, by rivals and discontents alike.71 

Another purpose served by Athens' depiction as protector of the rights 

of the suppliants in tragedy was to garner support and recognition of her 

hegemonic position among Greek cities. Tragedy defined such leadership in 

moral terms. The portrayal of Athens as open to suppliants, who were victims 

of tyrannical persecution, injustice, and actions in violation of Panhellenic 

laws, is consistent with this aim. There was, nonetheless, a crucial disjunc

tion between the professed and actual motives, that is, between drama and 

real life. More specifically, the plays depict Athens as pursuing a more liberal 

foreign policy than she did in actuality. Athenian diplomacy was based on 

pragmatism and self-interest; and Athenians exercised their dominance over 
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the allied cities forcibly as well: by intervening in their affairs, with or with
out their consent, to install democracies, to punish recalcitrant allies, and to 
restore the balance of power to their favor if their interests were challenged 
in any way.72 

My discussion of the Athenian suppliant plays sets out to explore this dis
crepancy by concentrating on the process whereby tragedy builds the con
cept of hegemony. In modern theoretical discussions, hegemony is used to 
distinguish leadership exercised through consent from leadership exercised by 
domination.73 The representation of Athens as a hegemonic city affirms her 
values and power. The reception of the suppliants, however, is fraught with 
obstacles that preclude a straightforward affirmation of this self-professed 
commitment toward suppliants and outsiders. The eventuality of war against 
the receiving city or the risk of contagion, if the suppliants were polluted, 
posed barriers to entry, thereby diminishing the suppliants' prospects of suc
cess.74 Such contingencies reflect generic constraints, imposed by the plot, 
which served as a vehicle for dramatizing the peripeteia ("reversal") of the sup
pliant plot. Yet the difficulties entailed in accepting foreign suppliants also 
disclose the dialectical process through which tragedy negotiated Athens' de
piction as a hegemonic city.  

Broadly defined, this dialectic explores the interstices between morality 
and power. On the one hand, the dilemma of the supplicandus, whether to 
accept or reject the suppliant's petition, served as a test of his piety.75 On the 
other, the risks that the city underwent to accept the suppliants signal the 
necessity of imposing limits on Athens' openness and compassion for the suf
fering of others. Such limits are represented as valid and justified, emanat
ing as they do from the contingencies surrounding supplication. Yet, closely 
probed, the conditions that the city imposed upon the acceptance of suppli
ants replicate the obligations that Athens enjoined upon her allies. Mirroring 
the role of allies, the suppliants prove eager and able to reciprocate the city's 
offer of protection by repaying her generosity in kind.  

Similarly, by juxtaposing Athens' role as supplicandus with the power she 
wielded as hegemon ("leader"), the plays mobilize a complex dialectic sur
rounding the aims and methods of Athenian hegemony. On the one hand, 
Athens' gestures of acceptance toward outsiders affirm her portrait of be
nevolent hegemon. On the other, the crisis of supplication sheds light on the 
operations of power by reinforcing the hierarchies that ensured Athenian 
dominance over her allies. By annexing foreigners who bring significant mili
tary and political benefits to Athens, the plays contrive solutions that address 
the requirements set by Athens. Athens' power is then affirmed in the most 
concrete terms possible. The acceptance of the suppliants at the end of these 
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plays serves to naturalize the contributions, which the allies made to the city 

by maintaining the fiction that these were generated spontaneously out of 

gratitude and loyalty toward a generous protector.  

THE TOPOS OF SUPPLICATION: POSSIBLE ORIGINS? 

It is difficult to trace the origins of the special relationship Athenians claim 

to have enjoyed with foreigners in their mythical past. Thucydides provides 

the earliest mention of Athens as a haven for foreigners in his "Archaeology," 

noting that the city had enjoyed political stability in her early days, owing to 

the barrenness of her soil (1.2.5-6). This protected her from incursions, thus 

allowing the original inhabitants to dwell in Attica undisturbed and grow 

over time in numbers "on account of migrations" (t& Tr&; Erotxiac), by re

ceiving and enfranchising prominent exiles fleeing war or strife in their own 

cities76 Athens was also atypical by the standards of other Greek cities in that 

a very large number of foreigners lived and worked in Athens and the Piraeus 

by the fifth century. Even though after 451/0 BC, with the passage of Peri

cles' citizenship law, non-Athenians could no longer be enfranchised, their 

presence in the city was significant; metics, in particular, contributed to the 

cultural and financial life of the city and also served in her armed forces.77 

Thus, in Thucydides' own experience of Athenian civic life, dealings with for

eigners were common.78 
The wide and varied range of interactions between Athenians and for

eigners - metics, visitors, and diplomatic envoys - furnished an obvious 

point of contrast with the Spartans' well-known distrust of outsiders. In the 

section of his funeral oration dealing with military preparation, Pericles con

trasts the easy access that Greeks from other cities are said to have enjoyed in 

Athens with Sparta's stringent measures against foreigners, as evinced by the 

practice of xenelasiai ("expulsions of foreigners"): 

lapKpo dv 8x T TC V TWO).LLKOV LtE)LTcLS TCv vavTitov ToiOE. TiV tE 

yap 7r 2
bVty xotvIV 7rapio .LEv, Kxc Oai o-Ttv TE cvoali-ate crEipyopE ivTtva 

)6 l.Lao; Gt&.LTOe, 0 8ixpo pOEV&GV T T)V 7tOro.L viwv L&wV XpE' E .. .  

(2.39.1-2)79 

We also differ from our opponents in our military training. Our city is open 

to all, and we never engage in deportations to prevent anyone from seeing 

or learning something from which any of our enemies might derive profit, 

were we not to guard it as secret.  
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The comparison with the Spartans, who are not mentioned, is obvious.  
In seeking to promote Athenian claims of superiority, Pericles argues that 
Athens led the charge in military affairs as well. To this end, he credits the 
Athenians for their openness8 0 and for avoiding concealment, an overt criti
cism of the Spartans' insularity, aimed at undercutting their much-touted 
reputation in military matters among the Greeks.81 The speech, an encomium 
of Athens, delivered after the first year of the war, acknowledged Athens' mili
tary exploits in the sphere of the empire but also depicted Athens as a source 
of benefits for her allies, not least by highlighting her generosity on behalf of 
others: 

Kai T& ig apErTV viv T c 3a Toi 7r0?Xig. o5 yap 7ro-ovTEg iE, &A &apcvTE 

KTd) .LE TOun pov4. fE uatbEpo i 08pto-a TV cptV 5o-TE OpEL)o EV V 8t' 
EUvOIV0 4 &aOxE( 04Eo-Vtv 6 .0 ai cVTOpEIRV d 0TEp, O L&) O' K ; f ptV, a' ie 
opE9La2

L TVIV apET V ro& O-V. Kal 6VOL Ol TO [ pipoVTOg AOV oyto

'r g T XEVGEpLag Tw 7to-CTC a &&C )Ttva wpEloV.v. (2.40.4-5) 

In doing good, we are also unlike others; we make our friends by be

stowing rather than by accepting favors. Now he who confers a favor is a 
firmer friend, because he keeps alive the gratitude of those indebted to him 

through his goodwill; but the one who must pay it back is more detached 

in his feelings, because he knows that in repaying another's generosity, he 

will not be incurring gratitude but instead be paying a debt. We alone do 

good to others not through a calculation of interest but by acting without 

fear with the confidence we possess on account of our freedom.  

Athens' numerous acts of generosity (a E apeTiv) also set the city apart 
from all others, argues Pericles, who thereby represents the realities of the 
allies' dependency in idealized terms as an exchange of charis ("favor") among 
philoi ("friends"), adding that the benefactor is more likely to secure a return 
if the beneficiary responds out of gratitude rather than from a sense of duty or 
obligation.82 Pericles paints a positive image of Athens' interventions, which 
are distanced from the pursuit of interest (xaic 6

VOL oi ro u .tppovrog F&?ov 

lOy to.L ... TZV& C oi.0tEv). 8 3 

In the suppliant plays, openness and generosity toward foreigners are also 

the key traits of Athens' panegyric. The plays highlight the Athenians' unique 
sense of pity and justice that prompt them to help the marginal and the dis

advantaged (women, children, and the old) as well as outcasts from other 
cities, fleeing blood pollution. Athens' ability to shelter and protect them 
against all odds, and even incorporate them into the civic body, exemplified 

her unswerving resolve to intervene for the purpose of remedying the suffer
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ing of others. Athens' other-regarding conduct was meant to inspire trust in 

her moral leadership. The template of a hegemonic alliance, that is, a coali

tion of voluntary members, organized under the leadership of a single city, 

which joined forces for the purpose of confronting a common military threat, 

is useful for thinking about the relationship between Athens and the for

eign suppliants. Its salient elements -the duality of power, mutual consent, 

and the exchange of military benefits-emerge as the defining traits of the 

exchanges between Athens and the mythical suppliants as well. The foreign 

suppliants' dependency upon Athens is represented as voluntary, as each of 

them offers and receives military and political benefits from Athens.8 4 

The image of Athens as benevolent hegemon in the extant Athenian sup

pliant plays dates to 458 BC, when Aeschylus' Oresteia was performed. But the 

origins of the topos of supplication are to be sought earlier, during the period 

of the Persian Wars, which set the stage for Athens' increasing involvement 

in Greek affairs. The covenant of voluntary submission to a powerful protec

tor, which has left its imprint on the depiction of Athens as protector of sup

pliants, reflects the circumstances pertaining to the founding of the Delian 

League in 478/7 BC. Founded at the request of the Ionian states, whose sup

plication the Spartans had previously ignored, the Delian League was a defen

sive military and political alliance, led by Athens with the voluntary participa

tion of the original member states that joined forces with Athens to furnish 

protection against the Persians and punish Greek cities, which had pledged 

loyalty to the Persians (Th. 1.96-97.).85 
If Herodotus and Thucydides are to be believed, Athens' imperial de

signs were present from the beginnings of the league.8 6 Cimon's victory at 

Eurymedon in 467 BC furnished proof of the change in the character of the 

alliance whose military operations could no longer be regarded as defensive, 

once the Persian threat had been removed (Th. 1.100).87 Instead, the Athe

nians led the allies on extensive campaigns first in northeast Greece and the 

Aegean, and then they sought to expand their influence in the East by fight

ing wars against Cyprus and Egypt (Th. 1.104-105).88 The imperial character 

of Athens' rule, however, can be documented even more clearly over time not 

only by continuous warfare and expansion but also through the harsh treat

ment of the allies. The use of force first against Naxos (Th. 1.98.4) and then 

against Thasos (Th. 1.100.2) in the 460s set the precedent for treating the 

allies as subjects by enforcing payment of the tribute. 89 Following Cimon's 

victory at the naval battle at Eurymedon, the Persian threat weakened sig

nificantly; nevertheless, Athens' punitive measures against the allies offer evi

dence that the tactics of the empire were soon at variance with the founding 

principles of the league.  
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THE ATHENIAN PANEGYRIC: 
HEGEMONY VERSUS DOMINATION 

Unlike the histories, tragedy and funeral speeches consistently depicted 
Athens as a benevolent hegemon who sheltered the weak and the oppressed 
and punished their enemies. 90 The most celebrated among these were the 
mythical supplications of Adrastus and Heracles' children dramatized by Aes
chylus in the now lost Eleusinioi and Heraclidae and in Euripides' Children 
of Heracles and Suppliant Women. These political myths, which celebrated 
Athens' protection of suppliants, her commitment to freedom and justice, 
and her legendary victories against formidable foes, provided ideological jus
tification for Athens' position of leadership after her victories against the Per

sians.' The surviving evidence does not allow for an exact dating of these 

myths. The earliest that we can date the Athenian panegyric in tragedy is in 
the early 470s, the probable date of the Eleusinioi.  

We also lack firm evidence on the dating of the funeral oration, whose 
beginnings scholars place anywhere between 506 and 465 BC. 92 The funeral 
speeches celebrated Athens' military superiority and situated its beginnings in 
the distant mythical past. The catalogue of the deeds of the ancestors, which 
was a fixed element of the later fourth-century funeral speeches, included not 
only the mythical wars fought on behalf of suppliants and the battle against 
the Amazons but also Athens' early victory against Eumolpus, culminating 

in her more recent victories against the Persians at Marathon and Salamis.  

Though the surviving sample of fifth-century speeches is meager," Loraux 
and others have argued that the address to the dead had acquired its fixed 
form in the fifth century, and the fourth-century speeches reproduce, though 
not unoriginally, the topoi that had been established over a century ago.94 

Among these, the examples of the suppliants who flocked to Athens 
from every part of Greece, in particular, proved her worthy of the power she 
wielded." Protection for the weak was the prerogative of the powerful, and 
the supplications that others had made to Athens in the past confirmed that 
her power was widely recognized among the Greeks. As Isocrates (4.57) puts 

it: Ex 8 ' oTrOv [i.e., the supplication of Heracles' children] 1 tov x c nti v o t 
a' XT K' xIVOV TOV Xp6ov 75XL4 nc v 1ny-E OVLxW) Stfiv ("from these events, 

it is easy to understand that our city already at that time held the position of 

leader"). Similarly, in Herodotus (9.27) the Athenians are said to have sought 

and earned the position of honor in leading the army on the battlefield before 
the battle of Plataea by claiming, as proof of their superiority, the supplica

tions that Heracles' children and Adrastus had made to them in the past, as 

well as their victory against the Amazons.  

These political myths further constructed a portrait of Athenian leader
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ship from which the arbitrary use of force and violence is expressly absent.  

Athenians went to war to defend their city against Eumolpus of Thrace or the 

Amazons or to punish offenders, such as Eurystheus or the Thebans, who re

fused to recognize the rights of suppliants or denied the dead their due hon

ors. As Mills has shown, Athens gained recognition in the eyes of those whom 

she led as a civilizing power because she upheld the moral standards that were 

binding for all Greeks.9 6 Furthermore, the funeral speeches highlight the 

contrast between Athens' morally principled leadership and violent domina

tion, ascribed to despotic and tyrannical Greek kings or uncivilized barbari

ans. This antithesis also serves to define hegemony against despotism.9 7 The 

former is defined as leadership based on consent; the latter, as the exercise of 

domination against states or entities that oppose it.  

Both generic and historical conditions contributed to the constant and un

changing depiction of Athens in the funeral speeches. The praise of Athens' 

hegemonic leadership, which we find in the surviving funeral speeches, is at 

odds with her style of leadership, which progressed rapidly from hegemonic 

to imperial. As we have seen, Athens began to annex other cities by force and 

tighten her control over the allies already a decade after the Delian League 

was formed, and by the 450s Athenian imperialism had reached its final phase 

of development.9 8 Once this change became palpable, it engendered strong 

feelings of disaffection among Athens' allies and mobilized serious resistance 

on the part of the Spartans and their allies, for whom the growth of Athe

nian power presented a serious threat (Th. 1.88, 1.118.2). We get a sense of the 

growing anti-Athenian sentiment from Athenian sources, notably Thucydi

des, whose history offers a penetrating account of the rise and fall of Athens' 

power.  

Thucydides demonstrates compellingly that the Athenians' appeal to a 

hegemonic past was inconsistent with their current practices of empire.99 For 

example, when the Athenian envoys in Sparta (1.75.2-4) take the stand, they 

argue that Athens acquired the empire through the allies' and the Spartans' 

consent, even as they admit that they must now restrain their rebellious allies 

in the interest of preserving their rule. The paradoxical collocation of consent 

and force in this context lays bare the incongruity between hegemonic and 

imperial power. Thucydides demonstrates that this favorable image of Athens' 

rule was not tenable in the post-Periclean phase of the war, as the empire 

continued to consolidate its power by subjugating other Greek cities. Thus, 

Cleon's speech in the Mytilenaean debate (3.37.1-3) squarely condemns the 

cherished Athenian value of pity as inappropriate for ruling an empire; and 

the Athenian speaker in the Melian debate summarily rejects any attempt at 

putting a good face on Athens' motives either by referring to earlier victories 

against the Persians or by claiming that they had been wronged (5.89.1). Simi
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larly, Euphemus in his speech to the Camarinians also rejects typical justifica
tions of Athens' power by embellishing his speech with her victories on behalf 
of Greece during the Persian Wars (6.83.2). As Mills puts it: "Such speeches 
are not renunciations of the claims of Athens to others' gratitude: they are 
rather admissions that Athens' power is such that the city can and will do 
what it likes anyway, and that the justifications which we find implicit in the 
speech of the Athenians in Book i, in the funeral oration and, I suggest, in 
the mainstream of fifth-century Greek thought, are therefore irrelevant." 100 

Panegyric literature did not engage with the harsh realities of Athenian 
imperialism and least of all with the atrocities perpetrated by the Athenians 
against Scione, Melos, and other cities during the course of the Peloponnesian 
War. The image of Athens as a benevolent hegemon in the Athenian suppliant 
plays remained distanced from the thorny issues of force and domination.101 
Instead, orators and playwrights remained committed to representing Athens 
as acting in concert with allied interests, even as Athenians secured their im
perial stronghold through continued expansion.  

TRAGEDY AND THE FUNERAL ORATION: 
TWO DIFFERENT KINDS OF PANEGYRIC? 

Tragedy and funerary oratory also differed in the way in which they justified 
Athens' power. The arguments made by orators on the occasion of the state
sponsored funeral in support of Athens' rule are qualitatively different from 
those heard in the Theater of Dionysus. The orators of the funeral speeches 
defend the legitimacy of Athens' empire by praising above all her military 
prowess and by advertising her moral and cultural superiority, but they do not 
mention the contributions that foreigners, metics, and allies made to Athens' 
wars. In part this was due to funeral speeches themselves being primarily ad
dressed to the Athenians and their families. Additionally, the funeral oration, 
which commemorated the city of Athens and the exceptional courage of the 
Athenian citizen-soldiers, also cultivated an image of Athenian democracy, 
aligned with the civic purpose of the speech.  

As Loraux argues, however, the orators omitted mention of the allies and 
their contributions so as not to detract from the praise of Athens' excellence, 
which alone stood as proof of Athens' right to hegemony.'0 2 Pericles in his 
funeral oration (Th. 2.39.2-3.1), for example, compares the Spartans to the 
Athenians, claiming that the former always fought with their allies, while 
the latter prevailed against those defending their native territory by fighting 
alone. Lysias (2.23-24) claims in his funeral oration that the Athenians had 
earned the victory at Marathon by themselves since they did not expect to 
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win any war with the allies' assistance that they could not have won them

selves, nor did they want to be indebted to them for their safety. This view is 
in accord with the exaggerated praise of Athens' hegemony in the speeches 

of the orators. Metics or allies come into view occasionally in the speeches to 

pay tribute to Athens' greatness. As Loraux puts it, Athens' dependents exist 

in the speeches to endorse the city's hegemony.'0 3 

The majority of the extant funeral speeches postdate the empire, which 

could explain why they praised Athens unilaterally, that is, without paying 

tribute to the allies. They may have represented Athens' rule favorably and 
nostalgically in the wake of Sparta's rule, which followed the demise of the 

empire in 404 Bc and was admittedly far more cruel than that of Athens.  

Thus, the fourth-century speeches (and perhaps the fifth-century ones), I 

would argue, provided a more monolithic or one-sided representation of 

Athens' rule than tragedy did. Playwrights pursued a different strategy; the 

acceptance of the suppliants suggested that their contributions were under

stood by the Athenians to be part and parcel of advancing her power and 

securing the promise of benefits.  

The ideological tenor of these arguments was to a large extent shaped by 

the distinct occasions and settings in which they were performed. The occa

sion of the public commemoration of the Athenian dead at the cemetery in 

the district of the Ceramicus focused on praise of the arete ("excellence") 

of the city and those who had served it. Though foreigners were not pre
vented from attending the speech, both metics and allies who had fought 

in the same battles were not commemorated in the public oration. In the 

theater, however, the predramatic ceremonies -which included the pouring 

of libations by the generals (Plut. Cim. 8.7-9), the voting of honors to citi
zens (D. 18.120), the display of the tribute of the allies (Isoc. 8.82),104 and the 

parade of orphans who had been raised at the city's expense (Aeschin. 3.154; 
Isoc. 8.82) -endorsed Athens' imperial power, not least by acknowledging 

the contributions made by the allies.105 Furthermore, performances at the 

City Dionysia took place before a mixed audience of citizens and foreigners; 

among them were foreign dignitaries, who were accorded seats of honor (pro

hedriai; Aeschin. 3.76; D. 18.28). The dignitaries were representatives from 

members of the Delian League who after 454 BC (when the treasury was 

moved from Delos to Athens)10 6 made the trip to deposit their share of the 

annual tribute.  

The presence of foreigners at the Dionysia conditioned the image of them

selves that Athenians sought to promote before an international audience and 

was strengthened through the celebration of Athenian openness toward sup

pliants.107 Dicaeopolis in Aristophanes' Acharnians (502-506) implies that 

poets at the Lenaia enjoyed greater freedom of expression because foreigners 
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were absent. Yet the strictures against which he protests prove an important 
point: that the Athenians took stock of the presence of foreigners, and their 

inclusion in the festival suggests that Athens' image as a hegemonic city in the 

suppliant plays took into account the perspective of the allies.  

THE ATHENIAN SUPPLIANT PLAYS: 

NEGOTIATING CONSENT 

We have seen so far that the image of Athens, as harboring suppliants and 
outsiders seeking refuge from other cities, affirmed her imperial enterprise 

by celebrating her generosity, openness, and compassion. Athens gains spe
cific reference as a haven for foreigners in the majority of the extant sup
pliant plays. Many of these are staged in Athens: 108 Aeschylus' Eumenides, 

Euripides' Children of Heracles and Suppliant Women, and Sophocles' Oedi

pus at Colonus all dramatize the plight of non-Athenians to whom Athens 
offers assistance. This theme also surfaces in Euripides' Medea and Hera

cles, which are staged away from Athens. Both plays feature the intervention 

of Athenian kings, Aegeus and Theseus respectively, who offer a refuge to 
Medea and Heracles, both soon-to-be exiles on account of the murder of 

their children (though Heracles is not a suppliant, and Medea's supplication 
to Aegeus is part of the revenge plot).'09 This theme has also left its imprint 
on tragedies that are not concerned with supplication, such as Euripides' 

Electra and Orestes and perhaps to a lesser extent on Iphigenia in Tauris."0 

The first two mention Athens in their aetiologies in connection with the tra
jectory of the exiled Orestes (El. 1238-1275, Or. 1644-1652), while the last 
links Orestes and Iphigenia with existing Attic cults of Artemis in the coastal 

sanctuaries of Brauron and Halai Araphenides upon their return to Greece 

(IT 1435-1474)-"' 

In all the suppliant plays, the initial request for asylum is always followed 

by an urgent situation, typically arising from the risk of war or pollution for 

the receiving city, which jeopardizes the suppliants' acceptance, even when 
they are deemed worthy of acceptance." 2 The pattern of request followed by 

crisis is treated in a particular manner in the Athenian suppliant plays, which 
consistently resolve the crisis through the offer of benefits on the part of the 

suppliants. This gesture, an expression of the suppliants' gratitude toward 

their protectors, further ensures that the terms of asylum are advantageous for 

Athens. By contrast, Pericles' portrait of Athens' benefactions in his funeral 

oration (Th. 2.40.4-5) represents the allies' contributions as spontaneous acts 
of gratitude and underplays the economic benefits of the empire.  

Supplication in these plays mobilizes a pattern of reciprocal exchanges that 
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substantiate the city's representation as benevolent hegemon. Dramatically, 
the conclusion of this pattern culminates in some form of integration, engi
neered by Athens, for those excluded from their native city. Thus, with the 

exception of Euripides' Suppliant Women, in which Adrastus and the Argive 
mothers seek Theseus' intercession on their behalf in settling their conflict 
with Thebes,'1 3 exiles and foreigners such as Oedipus in Sophocles' Oedipus 

at Colonus or Eurystheus in Euripides' Children of Heracles gain acceptance 
and acquire a new standing as Attic cult-heroes."4 Similarly, in Heracles and 
Medea, Theseus brings Heracles to Athens, while Medea is also promised a 
safe haven by Aegeus.  

As a group, the Athenian suppliant plays offer a broad and comprehensive 
understanding of the evolution of the ideology of Athenian hegemony, which 
can be documented from the earlier plays, Aeschylus' lost Eleusinioi (prob
able date in the 470s) and Eumenides (458 Bc), to Sophocles' Oedipus at Colo
nus (407/6 BC; performed in 401 BC), spanning roughly the rise and fall of 
Athens' empire."5 The historical realities of empire affect Athens' hegemonic 
image. Plutarch (Thes. 29.4) suggests that in the Eleusinioi Theseus assisted 

Adrastus by negotiating a truce with the Thebans to facilitate the recovery of 
the bodies." 6 In Eumenides, on the other hand, Orestes offers Athena and her 
people a political and military alliance with Argos in return for their advo
cacy. Exemplifying one of the core elements of this ideology, his role as friend 
and ally of Athens derives from the historical context of the alliance between 
Argos and Athens, concluded in 462/I BC. Correspondingly, in the wake of 
the breach of diplomatic relations with Sparta, spearheaded by Ephialtes and 
the radical democrats, the play promotes Athens' sole hegemony in the Greek 

world." 7 

The later suppliant plays register the tensions that Athenian imperial 

policy had yielded more overtly by the 450s, setting in relief the increasingly 
heavier financial and military burdens facing the allies. Significantly, they 

depict the benefits that suppliants promise as necessary for their acceptance 
and, as a result, pose limits to the acceptance of non-Athenians. At the same 
time, they represent the suppliants as willing to offset the risks entailed by 
their reception by promising Athens lasting advantages in their capacity as 
heroes after their death. For example, in Euripides' Children of Heracles and 
Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, the integration of the suppliants meets with 

significant resistance-in the former, on account of the divine demand for a 
human sacrifice; in the latter, due to Oedipus' pollution-that complicates 

the image of Athens as helper of suppliants and registers a shortfall between 

ideology and practice.  
The dramatic framing of these issues may take a variety of forms. Children 

of Heracles explores volition in the face of compulsion by situating the sacri
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fice of Heracles' daughter against the prospect of the suppliants' expulsion.  
In a similar vein, Oedipus' pollution does not allow for his ready acceptance, 
as the chorus' initial impulse is to drive him out (118-164, 226-236). Theseus 
receives him as a permanent resident (631-637), thanks to his deep sense of 
compassion, justice, and moderation but also in recognition of the great boon 

that Oedipus brings Athens as a guardian and protector of Attica against his 
native Thebes.  

HEGEMONY AND IDEOLOGY 

The examination of supplication under these parameters also draws upon a 

theoretical framework that is germane to Athens' depiction as a hegemonic 

city. I use the term "hegemony" in the sense of moral leadership, designed to 
elicit broad consent on the part of the audience with the policies of the em

pire. This definition of hegemony derives from the work of Antonio Gramsci, 
who first used the term "hegemony" to denote the control exerted by the 
dominant class over subordinate groups by representing its point of view as 
"natural."118 Hegemony, however, was not exercised as a form of dominance.  
The fundamental characteristic of hegemonic discourse is the production 

and negotiation of consent. This process involves an active and continuous 
struggle between the beliefs, ideas, and values that the dominant class seeks 

to impose and the social reality that exposes the disadvantages of subordina

tion. At the root of hegemonic discourse then is a constant tension between 

ideology and reality that "makes this interface into an inevitable site of ideo

logical struggle.""9 

In this sense, hegemonic discourse is at its core dialogic and dynamic, not 

monolithic and static. Ideology for Gramsci is primarily aimed at the domi
nant class and seeks to promote internal self-understanding. The subordi
nated classes consent to a negotiated version of ideology in the absence of 
other articulated alternatives. To this effect, hegemony attempts to counter 

resistance by opposing or even assimilating competing voices. An important 

corollary of hegemony is that "it must be continually renewed, recreated, 

defended and modified. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, chal
lenged by pressures not all its own." 2 0 

The Athenian suppliant plays offer fresh insights into the complex process 

whereby ideology is produced in tragedy. The tension between hegemony 
and domination is expressed through complex scenarios of negotiation and 

acquiescence that suggest a dynamic interplay between competing voices.  
In this regard, the interaction between drama, politics, and ideology in the 

Athenian suppliant plays partakes in the polyphony that is a hallmark of the 
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genre. This is not the case, for example, in funerary speeches, which offer a 

straightforward affirmation of Athenian ideals. Tragedy instead constructs 

the relationship between ideology and historical reality in terms of a dialec

tic between the ideal and the real instantiations of empire. The realities of 

Athens' domination do not surface directly but through scenarios of conflict 

between Athens and the suppliants, which set in relief the ideological ten

sion between force and consent and between resistance and acquiescence.  

The resolutions of these conflicts, in turn, can be shown to employ strategies 

typical of the operation of ideology at large. 121 The plays contrive illusory, 

albeit dramatically appropriate, solutions that attempt to eliminate the ap

parent discrepancy between the ideal and the reality. Even so, the dialectical 

process in which they are engaged lays bare the contradictions that underlie 

the exercise of Athenian power and lend voice to the Athenians' increasing 

anxieties regarding the preservation of the empire.  

The Athenian suppliant plays construct the realities of imperial subjection 

in positive terms, fashioning the image that Athenians wanted to project to 

their allies. Although the tragedies engage multiple and at times conflicting 

points of view, the inclusion of the voice of the "weak and the oppressed" 

exposes the asymmetry of power between Athens and her allies and consti

tutes an important aspect of the image of the imperial city, which the plays 

project for Athenians and foreigners in the theater. Though the ideological 

stance of the Athenian suppliant plays towards empire may ultimately appear 

to lie closer to legitimization than dissension, the plays underscore the diver

gence between hegemony and empire. In this way, the ideological negotia

tion, which they help mobilize, offered alternatives to violent domination by 

privileging consent over force and by envisioning Athens' leadership in moral 

terms.  

The individual chapters explore the manifestations of Athens' hegemonic 

power by tracing its progress from the earlier to the later days of the empire.  

In Chapter i, I demonstrate that the double reception of Orestes and the 

Furies by Athena in Aeschylus' Eumenides, read against the background of 

Athens' breach of diplomatic relations with Sparta in 462/ BC, helped articu

late the hegemonic rivalry between the two most powerful cities in Greece.  

Orestes' acquittal and the reception of the Furies-polluted outsiders who 

find a refuge in Athens-support Athens' hegemonic ambitions by affirming 

her military superiority and advertising her judicial authority. Orestes' offer 

of the Argive alliance acknowledges and expands Athens' military reach. The 

Furies' integration as Athenian divinities further strengthen Athens' hege

mony by representing the city as direct beneficiary of the powers that these 

chthonic divinities had wielded in the distant past in the sphere of justice.  

In Chapter 2,I offer a brief historical overview on the growth of Athenian 
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imperialism and explain the varieties of tragic hegemony in the suppliant 
plays. In Euripides' Children of Heracles, which was performed at the begin
ning of the Peloponnesian War (ca. 430 Bc), the plight of Heracles' suppliant 
children brings into sharper focus the realities of imperial subjection at the 
beginning of the Peloponnesian War. While the play's encomium of Athens' 
imperial freedom validates the ideal image of Athens as protector of the weak, 
the demands placed subsequently upon the suppliants register a significant 
tension between the ideal and the reality. The sacrifice of Heracles' daughter 
sets in relief the limits that the play builds into Athens' ideal image. Forced 
to remit a heavy tribute in return for asylum, the suppliants acquiesce to the 
burdens of empire. The sacrifice exposes the disparity of status between Athe
nians and their allies, maintaining all the while the fictional premise that the 
allies' contributions were not compulsory but rather a token of loyalty in 
recognition of Athens' magnanimity.  

In Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus we witness signs of an ideology in crisis.  
Athens' pity toward the suffering of others in this play does not augment 
Athens' praise but instead attempts to defend her ideals at the end of the 
Peloponnesian war by offering proof of her commitment to morality. The sig
nificant obstacles that Oedipus' integration entails, however, preclude an easy 
affirmation of these ideals. The process of Oedipus' integration negotiates the 
threat of contagion for the city against the promise of future benefits that 
his annexation as savior-hero will bring. The traits that Oedipus embodies as 
a hero, at once dangerous and beneficial, become a matter of civic concern.  
Oedipus' pollution serves to articulate the type of limits imposed upon for
eigners who took up residence in Athens. Although Theseus awards Oedipus 
an honorary type of citizenship, the play clearly distinguishes between for
eigners' standing and that of Athenian citizens, even when they become fully 
assimilated as "Athenians." For when Oedipus chooses the grove of the Furies 
as his residence, he embraces with gratitude a status equal to, but separate 
from, that of his hosts.  
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Aeschylus' Eumenides was performed in 458 BC, shortly after the reorganiza

tion of the Areopagus under Ephialtes and the new alliance between Athens 

and Argos in 462/I BC. Against this background, the play paints a singu

lar portrait of Athens' hegemony both military and judicial. The image of 

Athens as protector of suppliants in this play among others challenges Sparta's 

much-touted military superiority by celebrating the mythical alliance be

tween Athens and Argos, which Orestes formalizes at the end of his trial.  

Eumenides calls attention to Athens' distinctive ability to assimilate what 

is "foreign" and to forge relationships of mutual advantage even among op

posing parties. Athens' gestures of acceptance are realized through two differ

ent forms of civic integration: Orestes' repatriation in Argos and the Furies' 

incorporation as cult divinities in Athens. Both Orestes and the Furies return 

the favor of their reception by making contributions to Athens that aug

ment her power. Orestes' offer of the Argive alliance expands Athens' mili

tary reach, while the Furies play an equally important role in ensuring Athens' 

dominance by serving Athena and her people. The advantages, which accrue 

to Athens as a result of the incorporation of these foreigners, jointly advertise 

her military and her judicial superiority.  

ORESTES AND THE ARRIVE ALLIANCE 

"Tragic allusions to contemporary events are not as a rule, taken on trust, 

but Eumenides contains three notable exceptions," notes J. H. Quincey, in 

his discussion of the dramatic representation of the historical alliance in Aes

chylus' Eumenides.! Scholars now agree that Eumenides furnishes a mythical 
aetiology for the Argive alliance of 462/1. Led by Ephialtes and the radical 
democrats, the alliance with Argos was emblematic of the new course in 

Athens' foreign policy.
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In the late 460s BC, the Athenians withdrew from the Hellenic League 
formed in 481 BC against the Persians, renouncing their diplomatic ties with 

Sparta, and concluded a military and political alliance with Argos, Sparta's 

avowed enemy in the Peloponnese? The rift was prompted by the conduct of 

the Spartans, who requested the Athenians' assistance in quelling the uprising 

of the helots and the perioikoi during the Messenian War.' Cimon had pro
posed the motion to dispatch an Athenian contingent, which Ephialtes and 

many democrats opposed. The Spartans later dismissed the Athenian force, 

led by Cimon, fearful and suspicious of their potential involvement in the 

revolt.4 It was this incident that led the Athenians to dissolve their alliance 
with the Spartans against the Persians (Th. 1.102.4). Concurrently, Cimon's 

involvement afforded Ephialtes and many democrats who had originally op
posed his motion the opportunity to ostracize Cimon while he was away 

(Plut. Cim. 17 .3 )? For despite his military successes in northwest Greece and 

the Aegean, Cimon had maintained friendly relations with the Spartans out 

of personal conviction and as a matter of strategy.6 The Argive alliance put an 

end to Cimon's philo-Laconian politics and defined Athens' foreign policy 

through open enmity to Sparta.  

The Argive alliance in Eumenides, which is mentioned three times in the 

course of Orestes' trial on the Areopagus (287-298, 667-673, 762-777), is 

granted such prominence because it was "part and parcel of the democrats' 

program of reforms in domestic and foreign policy." 7 For critics, the two 

mythical aetiologies of the play, Orestes' inauguration of the alliance and 

Athena's foundation of the Areopagus as a homicide court in Athens, relate 

the new direction in foreign policy with the reforms of 462/I BC, which the 

democrats pushed ahead, thereby dismantling the aristocrats' stronghold on 

the Areopagus Council.8 

My discussion further demonstrates that the depiction of the mythical 

alliance with Argos strengthens Athens' image as a hegemonic city. the pro

tection that Athena affords Orestes against the all-powerful Furies affirms 

Athens' reputation for helping those in need. The play adapts the coordinates 

of myth and plot to the requirements of hegemonic mythmaking, tracing 

its origins in the distant past. Orestes pays tribute to Athena's leadership by 

offering the goddess an alliance with Argos as a token of his gratitude.  

The dramatic configuration of supplication acquires specific relevance in 

the context of the historical antagonism between Athens and Sparta that led 

to the breach of diplomatic ties in 462/1 Bc. For while Sparta's authority was 

widely recognized among the Greeks due to her leadership of the Hellenic 

League, Athens' power continued to grow with the result that neither was 

Sparta ready to cede first place to Athens nor could Athens curb her hege

monic ambitions any longer to avoid Sparta's displeasure.'0 
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Orestes' return to and burial in Argos elicits the hegemonic rivalry be

tween the two cities." The well-known story of the "return of Orestes' bones" 

from Tegea to Sparta (Hdt. 1.65-68) had supplied the Spartans with their 

own myth of hegemony already in the sixth century and had been used to jus

tify Sparta's claim of the right to leadership over the Peloponnese at Argos' ex

pense. Within these parameters, the location of Orestes' tomb cult in Argos, 

prefigured in the aetiology of the mythical alliance, rivals the Spartan cult 

of Pelopid Orestes and challenges Sparta's claims to hegemony. The political 

and ideological motives, which underlie the dramatic depiction of the alli

ance between Athens and Argos, emerge by exploring the rival mythical and 

religious traditions rather than by directly mirroring the historical events.  

Situated broadly within the realm of power politics, the relocation of 

Orestes in Argos can be seen as affording Argos the opportunity to claim its 

revenge against Sparta. It is Athens, however, who benefits from the hero's 

figurative transfer, as Orestes vows that as a hero he will ensure Athens' mili

tary superiority against her foes in perpetuity.  

SUPPLICATION IN A CITY OF JUSTICE 

Orestes' trial at the homicide court of the Areopagus has been broadly re

garded as the basis for the glorification of Athens in Eumenides. Athena and 

her city receive credit for their role in resolving a family feud arising from kin 

murder and for releasing Orestes from the guilt of the matricide. Unlike pre

vious analyses of the play, which interpret the Athenian panegyric primarily 

through the contemporary reforms of the Areopagus, I argue that the homage 

paid Athena and her city is linked with the dynamics of Orestes' supplication 

in Athens. Adapting the familiar pattern of the arrival of a foreign suppliant 

whose supplication Athens accepts, Orestes' supplication in Eumenides allows 

us to consider the relationship between drama, myth, and politics from the 

vantage point of hegemonic politics.  

Orestes' supplication of Athena shares significant similarities with that of 

other mythical suppliants such as Heracles' children and Adrastus, who seek 

Athens' assistance in settling their claims against their enemies. In this play, 

Orestes arrives in Athens from Delphi, takes his seat at Athena's image and 

delivers his initial supplication (235-243), followed by a prayer to Athena 

(276-298). As in the other Athenian suppliant plays, the progress of the sup

plication is not smooth. The presence of the Furies who surround their victim, 

uttering threats of reprisal and gruesome violence (244-275), places his sup

plication at risk (258-260). Their hostility and aggression mobilizes the con

flict between the suppliant and his opponent, typical of supplication plots.  
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While Orestes prays to Athena for protection, the Furies track him down like 
hounds, following the scent of blood, demanding retribution, and oppose his 
request for Athena's judgment (awrro pv2a.o-o-ov vcq. vw rElos ig, "I keep 
watch here and await the end of my trial," 243; ir6atxos, "brought to trial," 
260). They strike an even more threatening pose, as their pursuit of Orestes 
turns into a hunt for their human quarry (246-252, 265-266). Blurring the 
boundaries between human and animal and between sacred and profane, 
they threaten to reanimate the cycle of sacrificial violence by committing 
outrage against a suppliant.  

The suppliant's powerlessness in the face of violent retribution, embodied 
by the Furies, acquires ideological valence, as it typifies the contrast between 
the weak and outraged suppliant and his powerful inimical pursuers-one 

of the key features of Athens' characterization as protector of the weak and 

the defenseless. Accordingly, the Furies' attempt to subvert Orestes' sup

plication prompts Athena's mediation of the crisis. Athena first lends both 

parties the opportunity to present their claims. 12 After both parties advance 

preliminary arguments (415-469), Athena is faced with the task of decid
ing the legitimacy of Orestes' supplication against the risk of incurring the 
wrath of the Furies. Athena pronounces the matter too grave for her to decide 

(470-479).'3 She then proceeds to institute a trial by jury, composed by a 
select group of Athenian citizens (482-489).4 Arguably, her decision deviates 
from the procedures in other suppliant plays. Pelasgus' decision to relegate 

the decision over the supplication of the Danaids to the Argive Assembly in 

Suppliant Women furnishes the closest parallel to Athena's refusal to judge the 
case on her own. More importantly, as in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women, so in 

Eumenides the participation of the citizens alludes to democratic practices or 

institutions.1 5 

The import of democracy in Eumenides derives predictably from and bears 
the imprint of the reforms that Ephialtes and the democrats had passed a few 
years earlier to curtail the aristocrats' political power. 6 The trial of Orestes 

furnished the charter myth for the homicide court of the Areopagus,' 7 and to 

this extent his supplication is closely linked to this major innovation, which 
Aeschylus introduced to the tradition surrounding Orestes' trial.'8 

Aeschylus' depiction of the court is not at odds with the representation of 
Athens as a hegemonic city. Athena's foundation of the court in response to 

the suppliant's plea for protection highlights the city's primacy in the sphere 
of civic justice. The mythical court comes into existence for the purpose of 

settling a conflict, which arises among parties with no prior ties or allegiance 
to Athens. This process highlights in programmatic fashion Athenian hege
mony through Athena's leadership. The play portrays political discord as issu
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ing in disputes among external parties and Athena's arbitration of Orestes' 

claims against those of the Furies fosters stability and concord, not discord 

and strife. Furthermore, when the Furies accept Athena's offer, they agree to 

serve Athens, praising and offering benefits that lend support to the city's 

hegemony (see below, "Hegemony Revealed"). Accordingly, the combination 

of supplication followed by trial brings the subsequent founding of the court 

in line with Athens' role as protector of suppliants in the suppliant plays.  

AN IDEAL ALLIANCE: ATHENS AND ARGOS 

The alliance with Argos that Orestes offers Athena for her help, presented as 

a debt of gratitude, highlights military benefits that issue from the exchange 

of supplication. Furthermore, the dramatic depiction of the mythical alliance 

serves not only to reflect the traditional enmity between Argos and Sparta but 

also to promote Athens' claims to hegemony against Sparta.'9 

Apollo establishes Athens' hegemonic benevolence early in the play, when 

he enjoins Orestes to travel from Delphi to Athens as a suppliant:20 

... HccOXr i7080 roTL 7T6Xlv 

i OV Ia)LatoV ayacev a@&v 3prag.  

1CcKEI LK&c-Tr TCiv ai E KTA)pioV 

. oug XovEz S1vXa &Sp o-o Ev 

)O-T' To 7r&v o- TCOv8' &)a c at r6vv. (79-83) 

... when you come to the city of Pallas, sit holding her ancient image in 

your arms. There we will have judges to judge these matters, and words 

that will charm, and we will find means to release you from this misery 

altogether.  

Apollo's speech renews his commitment to his protg, after he fails to re

lease him from his bondage to the Furies. He presents Athens as the only city 

able to end Orestes' suffering (&o-' ' ;bTo v o- tvf ' TC reaX at 7r6vv, 83-84).  

Though the god here speaks in his dramatic persona, that is, as Orestes' pro

tector and ally, it is also worth noting that as divine patron of Delphi, Apollo 

was a recognized authority on interstate affairs and was wont to dispense ad

vice on military matters as well. Accordingly, his mandate that Orestes go to 

Athens further marks his recognition of Athena's power.2 ' 

The political implications of the god's mandate emerge more clearly in 

Orestes' prayer to Athena (276-298): 
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xai v v dp' ayvo O6!.Ecato ) E$pC ioxaCca 

Xc pa; avaao-av Tho-' Aeqvaiav ep oi 

.o)Eiv apco-y6v. ThoE at 8' a v)E op6; 
aTrOv T El yi v cxac Tov ApyEiov )E&v 
7rtoTv &Iadcg i T niav T taxov. (287-291) 

Now, therefore, from a pure mouth I call reverently on Athena, sovereign 

of this land, to come to my aid; and she will thereby, without any use of 

force, have myself, my land, and my Argive people as loyal and righteous 

allies for all time.  

Holding the goddess' image, Orestes declares that he is no longer a pol
luted suppliant, seeking purification.2 2 His suppliant seat emphasizes his in
ferior standing to his powerful supplicanda, as he abases himself in proper 
ritual manner to seek her assistance.23 The performance of the ritual calls at
tention to Orestes' abject plight and makes Athena's intervention imperative 
to avert the harm that the Furies intend to visit upon him. Orestes' plight, a 
suppliant mired in crisis, brings home the political message of supplication 
by affirming the city's hegemonic position, which, like Apollo, Orestes deems 
worthy of Athens, as he places his perilous predicament in Athena's hands.  
The suppliant's initial approach thus tailors his request for deliverance and 
restoration to the play's Athenian panegyric.  

The suppliant's submission to Athena is hereby envisioned as a military and 
political partnership between the two cities, led by Athena. Though Orestes 
appeals to Athena's authority and competence in the realm of justice, he also 
pays tribute to Athens' military superiority overtly, when he summons Athena 
to come to his aid: 

S ' EiTE wpag bv 6irot At~rootK 

Tpikovo 4 & epi Xn yvweliov 7rpo 

TiOv-tv 6p6v i apTpP i678a 
piLot cp yova-, tEr CTIi ypacav 7r) h= 
Opao- 4 Tayo og; avp nrtaxori, 
gtOot, xlt1 E cal 7rp6-oeW v v 3, 
7rco; 4yvoTro TCV8' i oi)w-nrp to. (292-298) 

But whether she is in a region of the Libyan land, close near the waters of 
her native stream of Triton, planting a straight or covered leg, helping her 
friends, or whether she is surveying the plain of Phlegra like a bold com

mander of an army, let her come here-a god can hear even from away--so 

that she may be my deliverer from these troubles.  
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In his invocation to Athena, Orestes prays to the goddess to come to him 

from afar and situates her in two separate locales that are distinctively asso

ciated with the goddess.2 4 He first locates the goddess in the vicinity of the 

river Triton, Athena's birthplace, according to one tradition (Hdt. 4.180), and 

next on the plain of Phlegra, the site of the mythical battle between the gods 

and the Giants. Both describe the goddess as discharging military duties by 

taking the lead in military operations. The first reference to Athena's pres

ence in Libya has been associated with the Egyptian campaign of 460/59 BC, 

which the Athenians and their allies undertook at the request of the Libyan 

king Inarus (Th. 1.104).25 The second reference to the plain of Phlegra has 

not been as successfully tied to any particular event or campaign, but it may 

allude to Athenian involvement in military operations in the area Chalcidice 

or Thrace. 26 What is more, Athens' imperial presence can be documented in 

both regions. As such, the coordinates of the two geographical references 

the river Triton is the southernmost place with which Athena was associated 

just as Phlegra is the northernmost-establish Athena's hegemony over a 

broad region, corresponding roughly with the reaches of the empire at that 

time.
2 7 

Taken together, I would argue, these references promote a positive portrait 

of Athenian interventionism, shaped largely by the play's Athenian pane

gyric. In a manner reminiscent of the encomia of tragedy and the funeral 

orations, Orestes specifically praises Athena's leadership by envisioning the 

goddess either as "helping friends" (pqAots apiyoo', 295) in the land of Libya 
and or as "a military leader" (epa Tayoxos cbs &vp, 296).28 The goddess' 
military accomplishments emblematize not only her own martial prowess but 

also that of the city, which she leads.29 To be sure, mortals often addressed a 

particular divinity by praising the specific aspect of the god's sphere of influ

ence, which would be most beneficial to them. Orestes addresses Athena as 

civic leader (avaoo', 235) and as military hegemon, deeming both relevant to 

the goddess' praise and in turn to the success of his petition.  

The appeal to the goddess' military prowess underlines the recognition 

that the city had deservedly earned in the eyes of other Greeks. As a sup

pliant, Orestes specifically takes on the role of ally and professes eternal loy

alty to Athens on Argos' behalf (289-291). He declares that Athens will ob

tain an ally in Argos without exercising any force (289).30 Both the expression 

"without force" (289) and the term "ally" (291) allow the audience to envision 

this new military alliance in positive terms as a hegemonic alliance, led by 

Athens. The expression avsu Bopos ("without a spear," 289) characterizes the 

alliance as freely given, thereby emphasizing Orestes' voluntary association 

with Athens. Similarly, the term o,4 a os, which in the fifth century charac

terized the military and political relationship between Athens and her allies, 
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underscores the political character of Orestes' supplication, signaling Argos' 
acceptance of Athens' hegemonic standing.3 ' 

His supplication typifies a relationship of political dependency; but 
Orestes' promise of the Argive alliance casts the exchange between the city 
and the suppliant as an ideal partnership, based on an agreement that is vol
untary and reciprocal. In his prayer to Athena, Orestes stresses reciprocity as 
the basis for the military and political association between Athens and Argos.  
The alliance stands as an acknowledgment of the debt of gratitude he owes 
Athena. His loyalty, moreover, demonstrates that Athens earned constant 
allies by intervening on behalf of those who suffered undeservedly. The idea 
that Athens acquired her allies through acts of benevolence finds its most 
clear demonstration, as I argued in the introduction, in the ideal of charis 

("favor") in Pericles' funeral oration in Thucydides (2.40.4-5).  
Pericles in that passage presents a positive image of Athenian intervention

ism by describing the relationship between Athens and her allies as a non

obligatory exchange, governed by charis. In the context of the funeral oration, 

the reciprocity of charis serves to mask relationships of unequal advantage 

between Athens and her allies by stressing the recipient's obligation to repay 
the favor incurred. 3 2 

In the context of the play, the tenor of this relationship is different.  
Orestes' offer of the alliance emphasizes the mutual advantages that both 
parties would derive from the alliance. Consent and reciprocity represent the 

military and political alliance with Argos as an ideal exchange. Set against the 
historical context of the Argive alliance, Orestes' offer to Athena promotes 

and advertises Athens' superior leadership at the expense of Sparta.  

AN ATHENIAN HERO 

Orestes' homecoming is closely linked with his role as founder of the Argive 
alliance. His acquittal brings his exile to an end, and, as he departs for his 
home, Orestes thanks Athena, Apollo, and Zeus33 for reinstating him in 
his patrimony and helping him to reclaim his citizenship in his native city 
(754-761). Having established his rightful claim as king of Argos,34 he for
malizes the alliance with an oath that the alliance will be binding for his de
scendants in perpetuity. The formal conclusion of the alliance also contains 

the rationale for Orestes' heroization as he vouches to protect Athens against 

her foes for all time: 

iy8 & Xcpat ThIp ta TOaL oT t O-pccCt 

To QLot6V o &ig avzav~r)Eto-Tlp Xp6vov 
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OpKO OTO-a; vUv arE t 7r 7po; 6 Loo, 

S TOi tv' av8pa Epo rpuptV viv eov6; 
EXO6vT Eroo-rtV El KxE K IvOV 86pu.  
avro'vyap Ei; ovTE; v zpots TOrE 
Toi; T qtc 7pcaivoo-t vov OpKW art 

tip D]cvotot rpaoEVt irpc-patict;, 

6O8oi 6&0 ou cxai irap6pvi9ca lr6pou; 
TLO vVTE, w;& 01tO-t 2 ct!?1L t7r6vo;.  

OpGouodvwv i cxai 7r6)tav Tiv HaX&8o4 
TZ.L o-1V &EL TVVE -0t ot(COI op 

c-roi &v i.L i; u .Lv Et5.rEViTrpot.  

xa XipE xa o- xai rotXo-t-orXoe cEe.  
aAtLO}L' apVKTOV Toi; av riOt;VEXot, 

o-CTV pt
6
v Zt xa L opo; vtxv

6
pov. (762-777) 

I return to my home now, after I swear solemnly to this land and to your 

people, for the future and all time to come, that no helmsman of my land, 

will ever come, well equipped with arms, will ever come to bring war 

against this place. For I myself, then in my tomb, will act against those 

who violate my present oath, by misfortunes that lack remedy, making 

their marches dispirited and their paths ill omened, so that they repent 

of their effort; but if my oath is properly maintained, and if they always 

honor their obligations to this city of Pallas by fighting at its side, we shall 

be more well-disposed to them. Now farewell to you and to the people of 

your city: you have a means to success that your enemies will be unable to 

escape, which will bring you safety and victory in war.  

Pledging as a representative of Argos his own loyalty and that of his de
scendants, his oath links the mythical alliance with his hero-cult in aetiologi

cal terms (762-774).35 Furthermore, the oath links Orestes' future stand
ing as a hero to the historical and political background of Athenian-Argive 
relations.3 6 

The historical realities surrounding the cult of the hero are significant for 
understanding the particular purpose that it served.3 7 Among the varied func
tions of hero-cult, the transfer of a hero from one city to another38 enabled 
the city that claimed him to obtain military gains, as the hero's power was 
thought to reside with his tomb.3 9 An array of examples exists of the trans

fer of heroes from one city to another; Orestes' heroization is modeled after 
the pattern of the annexation of the foreign hero.40 The most prominent 
examples in this category are those of the Theban Oedipus and the Argive 
Eurystheus, both of whom pledge to defend Athens against her enemies 
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in the future in exchange for their acceptance and burial within the city.4 ' 
Eurystheus in Children of Heracles promises to defend Athens against the de
scendants of Heracles' children, the Spartans, while Oedipus in Sophocles' 
Oedipus at Colonus vows to protect the city against a future attack from the 
Thebans. Though Orestes is not buried in Athens like the other two, Athens 
appropriates his protective powers in a similar way, as he promises to be loyal 
and favorable to the Athenians and hostile toward their enemies. 42 

Orestes' designation as an ally (290-291, 670-671) prefigures the associa
tion that he envisions between the alliance (ouv qLwoL opL, "with the spear 
of allies," 773) and his future service to Athens as a hero (775-777). Like the 
other heroes whom Athens accepts, Orestes vows to protect the city in perpe

tuity (291, 670, 763). The Eumenides' connection of the mythical alliance with 

his hero-cult, however, renders the interplay between the dramatic fiction and 

the corresponding historical realities even more precise. Both Oedipus and 
Eurystheus promise to protect Athens against her enemies, alluding, albeit 

in vague terms, to future attacks from Thebes and Sparta respectively (S. OC 

583-589; E. Heracl. 1032-1037). Orestes' pledge establishes a clear link be
tween past and present: through his parting words (775-777) he presents the 
alliance as a conduit for his heroic powers by vowing to strengthen Athens' 
military capacity.44 The link between the alliance and Orestes' hero-cult high
lights its relevance for Athens' hegemony: Orestes pronounces the mythical 

alliance a blessing for Athena and her people (775-777), as he predicts its 
future success, calling it "an inescapable wrestling trick" (rakcoe' ipcrov, 

776) against Athens' enemies and stresses its contribution to Athens' safety 

and victory.  
The reception of foreign suppliants as cult-heroes is specific to the way 

tragedy develops the Athenian panegyric.4 5 In their capacity as heroes, they 

act as guardians and saviors:4 6 they protect Athens' territorial integrity or 
grant the city the military advantage over her foes, strengthening both her 
defensive and offensive capabilities. 47 At the same time, Athens' appropria
tion of their protective powers is represented as issuing from an agreement 
that is at once voluntary and reciprocal, albeit predicated upon the exchange 

of benefits between parties of unequal standing. The foreign heroes whom 
Athens annexes function paradigmatically:4 8 the plays draw on the analogy 

between foreigner and ally to present the hero in the guise of a constant and 
loyal ally. Like Oedipus and Eurystheus, Orestes offers tangible benefits in 
return for Athena's assistance.  

Heroes were by definition ambivalent in that they could use their powers 
to good or harmful ends, if they were not properly propitiated. Orestes de

fines his heroic powers in a manner congruent with Athens' military interests.  
Thus, when he enlists his protective powers to Athens' service, Orestes vows 
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to punish those who transgress his oath, "making their campaigns ill fated," 
and to be favorable to those who honor his pledge (764-774). The agreement, 

which he broaches in his capacity ashero-ally, however, does not represent an 

exchange among equals, as the oath he takes is sworn unilaterally and high

lights Argos' acceptance of its subordinate role, as was customary for cities 

that entered into agreements with a hegemonic power.4 9 

RELOCATING ORESTES FROM SPARTA TO ARGOS 

A number of publications have drawn attention to the way in which tragedy, a 
genre steeped in Athenian civic customs and institutions, adapts the rich tra

dition of Panhellenic myth by representing the Athenians as its chief heirs.50 

Homer's and Hesiod's poetry had contributed to the creation of a large re

pository of myths and religious beliefs, shared by all Greeks. Access to this 
heritage helped forge a sense of a shared Hellenic identity, defined by com
mon rituals, language, and myths that characterized Panhellenism in the ar

chaic period.51 While Panhellenic poetry deemphasized local lore and rituals, 
already in the eighth century we find the opposite trend, whereby individual 
cities began to cultivate their ties with Panhellenic figures by worshiping 
them locally. 5 2 This process in turn documents the functions that hero-cults 

assumed over time within the context of the polis-notably by defining its 

political, religious, and territorial affiliations with other cities.53 

The cults of Agamemnon and Orestes in Sparta offer a good illustration of 
the appropriation of figures of Panhellenic standing to serve political aims.54 

The Spartans, in particular, justified their leadership over the Peloponnese and 

Greece by claiming that their kings were descendants of Agamemnon and 
Orestes5 5 -presenting themselves as the rightful heirs of the kleos ("glory," 

"renown") of the Achaeans who had fought at Troy. The dramatic aetiology 
of Orestes' cult in Argos in Eumenides suggests a reversal to the Panhellenic 
tradition, which located Orestes and the Atreids in Argos. Upon meeting 
Athena, Orestes emphasizes his Argive civic identity (ApyE6; Etu, "I am an 
Argive," 455) and presents himself as the son of the victorious leader of the 
Greek naval force (456-458). Similarly, in his farewell speech, Orestes em
phasizes his ties with his native Argos (yaag azpcwtagi o-rEpv 1t.vov, "deprived 
of my native land," 755) and proclaims himself a citizen again (Apysiog av p 
aW~tS, "I am an Argive again," 757), giving thanks to Athena, Apollo, and Zeus 

for restoring him to his patrimony (757-760).  
The location of Orestes' cult in Argos is also ideologically motivated, as his 

depiction as an Argive hero subverts Sparta's established claims on Orestes.  

The play thus defines his standing as an Argive hero through recourse to his 
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Panhellenic identity. For implicit in Orestes' spatial relocation to Argos is his 
restoration to his Panhellenic inheritance, a reversal that allowed Athens to 
claim for herself the prestige of the association with the last of the Atreids.  

Typologically, Orestes' hero-cult in Argos in Eumenides shares some simi
larities with accounts that cast the transfer of heroic cults from one city 
to another as the "return of the local hero."5 6 Theseus' relics are brought 
home from Scyros to Athens (Plut. Thes. 36.1-2, Cim. 8.6; Paus. 3.3.7); 
Orestes', from Tegea to Sparta (Hdt. 1.66-69; Paus. 3.3.6-7); those of Tisa
menus, from Helike in Achaea to Sparta (Paus. 7.1.8). The hero's "homecom
ing" enables the city that claims him as her own to be victorious against her 
foes: Athens conquers Scyros after settling Theseus in Athens,57 and Sparta 
is victorious in the protracted war against her Tegean neighbors in 560 BC.  

In the case of Tisamenus, the transfer aimed to facilitate an alliance between 
Sparta and Helike, the most important Achaean city in the sixth century, but 
did not succeed in its aim.58 Orestes' resettlement in Argos does not present 
an exact parallel with the examples of the transfer of the relics of heroes.  
Within the dramatic context, his association with Argos facilitates his con
version into an Athenian hero. His declaration of allegiance to Athens also 
makes his hero-cult somewhat of an amalgam: though presumably his tomb 
is located near Argos, Orestes himself vows eternal loyalty to Athens.  

ARGIVE-SPARTAN RELATIONS 

The background of Argive-Spartan relations is vital for interpreting Orestes' 
future functions as a hero, as Argos was an avowed enemy of the Spartans.  
Consequently, Orestes' declaration of the alliance as a blessing for Athena and 
her people and as an affliction for her foes acquires even greater potency. 59 

Sparta had eclipsed Argos by the middle of the sixth century, when the 
Spartans began pursuing their interests in the Peloponnese strategically. In
tegral to Sparta's rise to hegemony was her victory in the war against Tegea 
and the cult the Spartans established in Orestes' honor after allegedly bring
ing back his bones to their city (ca. 560 BC). Sparta was able to conclude an 
alliance with her Arcadian neighbors after ending the war. This was the first 
in a series of alliances that Sparta made with other cities in the Peloponnese, 
forming the basis for the coalition that came to be known as the Peloponne
sian League. 6 0 

Herodotus inserts the story to explain how Sparta in the time of Croesus 

had come to acquire her position of supremacy in the Peloponnese after de
feating her neighboring Tegea in a prolonged frontier war (1.66-69). After 
sending representatives to Delphi for a second time, the Spartans were ad

vised to bring back the bones of Orestes to gain mastery over Tegea. Herodo
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tus recounts how a certain Lichas, a Spartan noble, came to discover the 

bones of Orestes and how by employing a ruse, he was able to exhume them 
and bring them back with him to Sparta. After that time, the Spartans were 
able to defeat the Tegeans and conclude an alliance with them. Sparta's mili

tary influence in the Peloponnese grew significantly after their victory. He
rodotus notes that because of the Spartans' military superiority at that time, 

Croesus sought them as his allies over the Athenians (1.69.1).  
Historians have argued that the transfer of the bones of Orestes also sig

naled a change in Sparta's foreign policy in the middle of the sixth century.  
Ending her earlier tactics of dominance via conquest, Sparta began pursuing 

alliances with other cities.61 The story of Orestes' "return" thus served to legit
imize Sparta's dominance over her Arcadian neighbors.6 2 Being of Achaean 

stock,6 3 Orestes served to validate the Spartans' claims to hegemony (at least 
as far as the Spartans were concerned) by emphasizing their shared ties with 

their Arcadian neighbors.  
The Spartans had established their association with the Pelopids as early as 

the eighth century BC.6 4 To be sure, the existence of numerous heroic memo
rials was a testament to the Spartans' fascination with genealogy and a mark 

of their religiosity. But political motives attached to their interest in a specific 
hero as well. For example, the cult of Menelaus at Therapnae, established dur
ing the Iron Age, acquired renewed prominence when a temple of Menelaus 
was built there in the eighth century. As Sparta's legendary king, Menelaus 
served to assert and legitimize her territorial sovereignty over Laconia and 

Messenia. 65 Agamemnon in turn played a significant role in asserting Spartan 
hegemony. Agamemnon's leadership of the army of the Panhellenes and vic

tory at Troy made him the most apposite choice for Sparta's role as protector 
of Greece during the Persian Wars. In Herodotus, when Gelon of Syracuse 
demanded to lead the Greeks against the Persians, the Spartan Syagros replied 
that "Pelopid Agamemnon would wail loudly if he heard that Sparta had been 
deprived of hegemony by Gelon of Syracuse" (Hdt. 7.159).  

The influence of Spartan lore surrounding the Pelopids has also left its 
mark on the poetry of the archaic period. Departing from Homer, for whom 
Agamemnon is king of Mycenae and "lord of Argos and many islands" (II.  

2.108),66 Stesichorus sets his Oresteia in Sparta and eclipses altogether Aga
memnon's and Orestes' ties with Mycenae and Argos. 6 7 Pindar says that Aga

memnon died at the town of Amyclae, where a tomb of his is said to have 

existed.68 

Aeschylus, on the other hand, follows Homer in setting the action of the 
first two plays of the trilogy in Argos, but he introduces a variation by repre

senting both Agamemnon and Menelaus as ruling Argos jointly. The setting 
of Agamemnon is the palace of the Atreids (aoryct Apsit&v, "at the home 
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of the Atreids," A. 399-402),69 and the chorus specifically ask the messenger 
whether Menelaus has arrived home with the Greek army (A. 617-619). This 
is a departure from Stesichorus.7 0 The transfer of Menelaus from Sparta to 
Argos also deviates from Homer. This is a telling departure and appears to 
be modeled on the Spartan tradition, according to which Agamemnon and 
Menelaus had ruled jointly. The territorial affiliation of both Atreids with 
Argos thus reinforces Orestes' ties with Argos and in this light can be read as 
a challenge to Orestes' Spartan cult.  

Furthermore, Orestes' cult in Argos furnishes a rationale for promoting 
Athens' claims to leadership. The Oresteia aligns temporally the aftermath of 
Agamemnon's victory at Troy with the beginnings of the city's hegemonic his

tory. When Athena first appears in Eumenides, she arrives from the banks of 
the river Scamander, where she received her share of the spoils of the Trojan 
war from Theseus' sons (398-402). Athena's role as military hegemon situates 

the city's hegemony within the mythical continuum, stretching back to the 

end of the great war with Troy. Eumenides shows Athena as already wielding 

her power in Greece in the aftermath of the demise of the leader who led the 

Greeks against Troy.71 
Athens' acquisition of military hegemony is not a direct bequest of Argos' 

mythical kings-a distinct departure from the Spartan model of hegemony, 

which was based on claims made through genealogy.7 2 Orestes pays tribute 
to Athens' power by establishing a new alliance with Argos. While his annexa

tion as a foreign hero underpins the play's hegemonic message, his Panhel

lenic pedigree 73 as son and successor of the leader of the Panhellenes lends 
Athens access to this shared past, enabling her to advertise her hegemonic 

ambitions in the present. Orestes' figurative transfer from Sparta to Argos and 

his promise to serve Athens as her ally for all time served to articulate the his

torical struggle for supremacy between the two major powers in Greece.  

FROM VENGEANCE TO POLLUTION 

Pollution in Eumenides serves a key role in showcasing Athens' ability to shel
ter Orestes and offer a home to Orestes and the Furies. The play offers the 
most detailed rationale for Athens' treatment of pollution among the extant 
plays and could conceivably have served as a model and precedent for the 
tragic topos of Athens as protector of the polluted.  

The process of signification associated with pollution, however, is com
plex.74 First, after Orestes' arrival at Delphi, Apollo undertakes his purifi
cation. 75 The ritual falls short of ridding Orestes from bloodguilt and in
stead reanimates the hostility of the Furies, who continue to hunt down their 
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quarry, guided by the sight and smell of blood (Eu. 244-253). This shortfall 

between the ritual and its outcome punctuates the movement of the plot and 

redirects it, as Apollo now enjoins upon his proteg to travel to Athens to seek 

Athena's assistance (74-84, 221-224). Orestes' ambiguous ritual standing, 

partially pure and partially polluted, raises questions about what constitutes 

the proper means to redress crimes against the family.  

Pollution emerges as the primary consequence of blood vengeance in 

Choephori, the second play of the Oresteia trilogy, only after Orestes kills 

Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Here, the consequences of kin murder begin 

to be treated outside the purview of the family vendetta of the house of 

Atreus, since Orestes must leave Argos to be purified by Apollo at Delphi 

(74-79). In Agamemnon,76 neither Agamemnon nor Clytemnestra suffers the 

consequences of pollution arising from homicide; neither is banished nor 

purified. 77 

In Choephori, the effects of pollution are palpable. The chorus refer to Cly

temnestra and Aegisthus together as polluted (nbr &ooiv tor6potv, "by the 

two defilers," 944); recognizing that pollution has festered, they hope that 

ritual remedies will restore order in the royal household (ct v &p' ioag/ 

.t oo; a7ra ap/xa~apV oio Taav ctr pios, "when the entire pollution has 
been driven from the hearth by cleansing rites that drive out destruction," 

966-968)78 Defilement signaled the disruption of the social order and the 

need to remedy the infraction ritually and by applying penalties commensu

rate with the injuries inflicted. The effects of pollution in connection with the 

murder of Agamemnon are now acknowledged, but they begin to take effect 

only after Orestes' matricide. In Choephori, pollution expresses the profound 

crisis caused by vengeance against one's own kin.79 Pollution appears to be a 

stage removed from the law of vengeance, which dictates that blood shed can 

only be requited through the shedding of new blood (400-402). The conse

quences of reciprocal vengeance now extend beyond the family, and Orestes 

must therefore leave the city.80 

In Agamemnon, the murders externalize the inbred violence of the house 

and typify the impasse that such violence brings about. 8 In Choephori pollu

tion appears as the middle stage in the progression from retributive justice of 

the oikos to the judicial institutions of the polis.8 2 The dramatic representation 

of this process is anachronistic and sets the stage for the foundation of the 

court and the Furies' reception in Athens. Orestes' vengeance for his father 

is still represented as an act of requital, one that Apollo enjoins upon him to 

undertake (i .d thS 1 zTot nwrpos Toi; gt[iov;/rp67rov Tov corv, ctVrcoItEivctL 

Xieyv, "if I do not take vengeance against the murderers of my father, telling 

me to kill them in the same fashion," 273-274),83 even as he warns Orestes 

of the dire consequences in store for him, should he not avenge his father 
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(Kaopetaov oa, xc 0 t povg/acg L' rcap ep 'v 8&Evog, "and 
proclaims aloud calamities that chill the warmth of my heart," 271-272).84 

Retribution is associated with the chthonic realm and expresses the belief 
that compensation for the dead man is necessary and unavoidable. For this 
reason, failure to avenge the victim's anger engenders consequences that mir
ror the psychological and physical symptoms of pollution -madness and dis
ease-and further necessitate exclusion from society (278-296).85 Clytem
nestra, on the other hand, warns Orestes of the wrath of the mother's Furies 
(6pa, catat .gTrp6g yx6&oug cxvag, "watch out for your mother's wrathful 
hounds," 924). Orestes overtly links the matricide with pollution, when he 
pronounces his victory an unenviable one on account of his defilement (&(v1c 
vKIjs iTA' sov t vct-rc, "bearing the inenviable pollution of this victory," 
1017). Orestes exacts vengeance against his closest of kin,86 but he displays a 
different understanding of how killing affects the killer and the community. 8 7 

His tragic quandary, to neglect his duty toward his father or fulfill it by kill
ing his mother, demonstrates the impasse that kin-killing engenders. 88 Aware 
of the consequences, Orestes submits to Apollo's command and avenges his 
father. As Orestes reveals after the murder, the divine seer had promised to 
purify him and save him from the Furies (1029-1039).89 Thus, at the end of 
the Choephori, the effects of pollution are vividly represented in the guise 
of the Furies of the mother ( .orp6g syxotoL xvg, "the mother's wrathful 
hounds," 1054) who drive Orestes out of the city.The chorus attributes the ter
rifying visions and the mental disturbance that Orestes reports to the blood 
that taints his hands and concur with him that only Apollo's purification can 
relieve him of his suffering (1055-1o6o).  

Purification, then, pronounced as the remedy for matricide, is dramati
cally realized, as Orestes chased by the Furies leaves Argos and arrives at 
Delphi to be cleansed by Apollo. In the prologue of the play, the Pythia re
ports that Orestes has taken his seat at the god's altar (40-45), holding his 
sword still dripping with blood and a branch of olive, crowned with a tuft 
of white wool in the pose of a suppliant awaiting purification (eo uo /E8pcv 
sXovTa lrpooTpcratov, 40-41).90 She also reports that the Furies are inside 
the temple, lying on the ground asleep. As living embodiments of Orestes' 
pollution, their presence intimates the consequences of the matricide in the 
starkest terms possible. The execution of the ritual and its efficacy, however, 
are a more complicated matter, since there is no clear textual indication of 
when it is performed. Though Orestes later proclaims that he is ritually pure, 
since Apollo cleansed him from the pollution of homicide with the sacrificial 
blood of a pig (282-284), the purification is never described. Furthermore, 
its efficacy is further set in doubt by the Furies, who regard him as still being 
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polluted and, led by the smell of blood, pursue him beyond Delphi to Athens 

(225, 244-253).  

STAGING PURIFICATION 

Most scholars consider the ambiguities surrounding Orestes' purification as 

intentional due to the immense social and ethical consequences surround

ing the matricide.9' In this context, it seems fruitful to discuss the staging of 

Orestes' purification at Delphi.92 At what point could the ritual have taken 

place? Oliver Taplin argues that "there is no trace whatsoever in the words 

that Orestes was purified on-stage during this play." He asks further, "So do 

we presume that he was purified at some unspecified time before the play 

began, or at least before line 64?"" I do not find the first alternative plau

sible, namely, that he was purified before the play began, because the Pythia 

describes him as seated at the altar in the pose of a polluted murderer seeking 

purification (40-45). Taplin does not develop the second alternative, namely, 

a scenario of purification that takes place offstage during the play but before 

Apollo enters, presumably since no character makes explicit reference to the 

performance of the ritual.  

My own position is that Orestes is purified before Apollo's entry in line 64, 

while the Furies are asleep and not privy to his purification being underway.  

This helps explain the failure of purification in ritual terms or alternatively 

why its performance is never acknowledged by the Furies, who stand opposed 

to any kind of restitution, ritual or otherwise. My reading of the staging of 

the scene, beginning with Apollo's first appearance, after the Pythia leaves the 

stage, and leading up to the dispute between Apollo and the Furies, sets out 

to demonstrate that the central scene of the Delphic episode represents the 

aftermath of Orestes' purification by Apollo. There are, however, a number 

of critical issues associated with the staging of this scene.  

When examining this scene, most scholars infer that after the Pythia fin

ishes her speech and goes inside, the doors of the skene ("stage building") 

open and the ekkyklema ("wheeled platform") is rolled out to reveal the tab

leau that the Pythia has just described, that is, the blood-stained Orestes 

seated at the navel surrounded by the Furies (39-63). There are deictic refer

ences (67-68, 140), which appear to argue in favor of the use of an ekkyklema 
and suggest that the scene is taking place inside the temple.94 Probably the 

strongest argument in favor of the use of the ekkyklema, however, is that 

it does away with the problem of having Clytemnestra's ghost address an 

empty stage when she speaks to the Furies. For though there are parallels for 
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the chorus' presence onstage conversing with a character who is indoors, in 
Medea, Ajax, and Philoctetes, it is unusual for a character to deliver a speech 
on an empty stage, with the exception of prologue speeches. Taplin, who ar
gues against the use of the ekkyklema in this scene (and for that matter in the 
Oresteia as a whole), points out that the chorus of the Furies could not have 
appeared on stage before the parodos. Others postulate that only a few of the 
Furies are visible onstage. 95 

The next question concerns the staging of Apollo's entrance. As Taplin 
argues, Apollo enters accompanied by Orestes, not alone, as is generally as
sumed. I agree with Taplin that Orestes and Apollo must appear together. If 
we assume that Orestes is still seated at the altar when the ekkyklema is rolled 
out, that would seem to indicate that he is still awaiting purification. To sup
pose that Orestes and Apollo converse before the ritual had taken place would 
contravene ritual custom, which required that a polluted suppliant observe 
ritual silence.96 

I suggest that Orestes leaves just as Apollo orders him to do before Clytem
nestra's ghost appears to rouse the Furies from their sleep. For, upon awaken
ing, the Furies anxiously protest that they have lost their quarry (oiXEsac a' 
o O p. / vcor Kpar6esio ' &ypav lsa, "The beast has escaped from our net 
and is gone. Conquered by sleep, I have lost my prey." 147-148), presumably 
because Orestes is no longer seated at the altar. Angered by the seer's inter
ference, they blame Apollo for attempting to wrest Orestes away from them 
and attack Apollo twice verbally, calling him a thief (149-150, 153). Thus, the 
brief exchange between Apollo and Orestes, followed by the Furies' remon
strations, taken together convey to the audience that Orestes' ritual status 
has changed. The Pythia's parting words at the end of the prologue indicate 
that purification by Apollo is imminent (r&vmrs 1v TC vE asirOJ6n Lt 6.tcov/ 
acrct6 31E)io8 AO ici gL gg9eVd/... d 'roiaTv &Aot ; tEd-Tov Kce&po Lo , "the 
rest ought to be a concern for the mighty Loxias, the master of this house 
... and purifier of others' homes," 6o-6i, 63). It is possible, then, that the 
ritual could have been administered by Apollo while the Furies were asleep, 
during the Pythia's second address to the audience. Ordinarily, this type of 
ritual, which involved animal sacrifice, would have taken place offstage, as in 
Euripides' Heracles (922-940). Instead in Eumenides, the audience is given a 
combination of visual and dramatic cues for inferring that it has been per
formed (as reported later by Orestes [281-283]). What the audience probably 
saw onstage when Apollo and Orestes enter is different from the scene that 

the Pythia has just described.  
The Furies' silence about purification is consistent with their dramatic role 

and identity. As personifications of the dead victim's anger, the only type of 
compensation that they recognize is blood vengeance, as evinced by their 

CITY of SUPPLIANTS 

48



opposition to Apollo (149-154). Yet the audience's familiarity with the rules 

for purification for homicide provides an additional avenue for explaining 

why mention of the ritual is postponed until Orestes reaches Athens.  

PURIFICATION: RITUAL AND AUDIENCE 

If the scene in which Apollo and Orestes appear together represents the after

math of Orestes' purification, the ensuing conflict between the Furies and 

Apollo, representatives of the old chthonic regime and the new order of the 

Olympian gods respectively, can be understood as issuing from the particular 

way in which Apollo performs the ritual.  

To place this argument within the broader context of the performance of 

ritual in tragedy, it is important to note that a variety of ritual scenarios were 

regularly staged within the plays. Playwrights oftentimes presented failed 

rituals to express the breach of social customs. For example, the consistent 

perversion of sacrificial norms in Agamemnon is emblematic of the corruption 

of familial and social norms. The improper performance of the purification at 

Delphi in Eumenides similarly fails to put an end to kindred violence, because 

the performance of the ritual by Apollo turns out to be ineffective. Athena's 

intervention after the trial and her offer of new cultic honors in Athens allows 

for a full restoration of the negative consequences of purification. 9 8 

For the original audience of the plays in the theater of Dionysus, the per

formance of rituals in religious and civic occasions was an essential part of 

their everyday experience, and as spectators they could decode more precisely 

the meaning of the rituals performed within the dramatic settings of the plays 

than modern spectators. Thus, their familiarity with the rules of purification 

would have allowed the audience to assess the anomalous outcome of the 

purification Orestes undergoes at Delphi.  

Actual rites of purification for homicide appear to have included two 

discrete stages: the sacrificial procedure, aimed at cleansing the murderer's 

blood, and ritual offerings made to Zeus and the Furies as compensation for 

their pardoning the killer. Apollonius Rhodius provides the fullest description 

for the ritual for homicide, which Circe performs to cleanse Medea and Jason 

for the murder of Apsyrtus (A.R. 4.685-717). After Medea and Jason arrive 

at Aeaea, they take their seat as suppliants at the hearth of Circe's home. The 

goddess first performs the sacrifice; she slaughters a suckling pig by sprinkling 

its blood on the hands of the murderers and then also makes offerings to Zeus 

the Purifier. After the conclusion of the sacrifice, her attendants dispose of 

the offscourings, while she alone remains at the hearth and makes additional 

libations to Zeus and the Erinyes (the "Furies"). The rites of appeasement 
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complete the purification, setting to rest the anger of the Furies and ensuring 
Zeus' goodwill toward the murderers." The ritual evidence, then, suggests 
that the two stages of purification sought to remove two sources of pollution: 
that of the murderer, who had to be cleansed by the shedding of new blood, 
and that of the Furies who personified the dead man's anger. 00 

We cannot ascertain whether propitiation of the victim through offerings 
made to the Furies was a typical concern in purification rites at large. Even so, 
the full ritual schema of purification is especially apt for interpreting Apollo's 
handling of Orestes' pollution. If we read the scene in the manner I have 
suggested, it follows that Apollo only cleanses Orestes, as he later confirms 
(IDoi3ou xa9ep tois &eAvXOLp0oT6VoLe, 283), but does not attempt to propiti
ate the Furies in any way. The absence of the second stage, the propitiation, 
intimates anew why the Furies angrily oppose Apollo.  

To be sure, the circumstances of the dramatic purification are idiosyn

cratic. The Furies' presence onstage largely precludes successful performance 
of the second stage. Even so, the ritual schema serves as a guide for struc
turing the audience's understanding of the performance of the purification, 
which Apollo presumably administers stealthily offstage, while the Furies are 
still asleep.  

Apollo's disregard for the Furies provides a dramatic motive for their wrath 
against him. The ritual process prescribed that amends be paid to the slain vic
tim by propitiating the spirits of the Underworld. The Furies protest against 
Apollo's depriving them of their divinely allotted dispensations (ralatysvEi; 
8 poipag 9eo-ag, 172; Tti., 209; it&S, 227-228) and their loss of honor. Their 
honor was intimately bound with the obligation to retaliate against the killer 
of one's kin to rehabilitate family honor.101 In the Oresteia, inbred violence 
engenders an enduring stigma, difficult to remove. The Furies' anger is con
sistent with their role as avengers of slain kin (208).  

Apollo's neglect to take heed of the Furies clarifies why Orestes' ritual 
standing is placed in doubt or, alternatively, why the Furies continue to re
gard him as polluted. Pointing to the blood that stains the altar, the Furies 
also insist that these are visible signs of Orestes' pollution (164-167). Their 
insistence that Orestes' pollution is still alive denies any legitimacy to Apollo's 
attempt to use purification as a substitute for retribution. There are further 
indications that the process of purification has been undermined as well. Cly
temnestra's offerings to the Furies (106-109) suggest that the purification is 
not a welcome substitute to blood vengeance.'o 2 

Orestes' ambiguous ritual standing can be explained both in ritual and 
symbolic terms. Familiarity with the actual rules of ritual helps guide the 
audience's understanding of the claims regarding its efficacy. Orestes says 
truthfully before Athena that he has been cleansed (276-285), while the 
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Furies continue to track his movements from Delphi to Athens, guided by 
the smell and sight of blood (244-253). His anomalous purification at Delphi 
motivates Orestes' journey from Delphi to Athens. But beyond its dramatic 

purpose, the symbolism of the failed ritual highlights the new impasse in the 
cycle of vengeance and so points ahead to the foundation of the lawcourt as 

the final, viable solution to the problem of bloodguilt.  

WHY DOES PURIFICATION FAIL? 

The dramatic divergence from the rules of purification that helped structure 

the audience's understanding of the ambiguous outcome of the ritual does 
not sufficiently explain why the ritual is engineered to fail, despite Apollo's 
assurances. According to fifth-century practice, ritual cleansing, though nec

essary for protecting the community against pollution, was not adequate to 
release the murderer from bloodguilt. The polis obtained restitution through 

a formal trial at the lawcourts, as prescribed by Athenian law,103 with purifi
cation customarily following the trial.10 4 Bloodguilt in most cases was sub
ject to penal and ritual measures, though legal sanctions did not constitute a 
substitute for purification.' 05 

In Eumenides, purification is followed by a period of purificatory exile, as 
Parker has argued, before Orestes' trial and acquittal in Athens (235-243).106 
This sequence reverses contemporary fifth-century practice whereby the trial 
precedes the killer's exile; purification takes place either upon the killer's ar
rival abroad to enable his reception by his hosts or upon his return (Dem.  
23.72). But since Orestes' crime dramatically predates, as it were, the foun

dation of the court, his disputed ritual standing can be explained as a way 
of representing the eventual bifurcation between ritual and penal restitution, 
which developed over time. Its partial success then can suggest an anachro

nistic understanding of the original function that purification and exile had 
served before the introduction of penal sanctions for homicide in Athenian 

law.' 07 

Within the dramatic context, purification punctuates the transition from 
reciprocal vengeance to the institution of the first homicide court in Athens.  
The temporal sequence that unfolds does not mirror the actual process of 

the evolution of legal history. Rather, it reconstructs the past in a manner 
that lends support to the primacy of Athens' judicial system. This evolution
ary schema presupposes the eventual establishment of the first lawcourt of 

homicide in Athens toward which the drama hastens, once purification fails 
(79-84).  

The appearance of pollution presupposes a society in which the commu
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nity had begun imposing sanctions for killing outside the family. Historically, 

purification for homicide appears to have postdated recourse to self-help. We 

do not know when pollution actually emerged.10 8 The first instance of purifi
cation for blood pollution occurs, according to Proclus, in the Aethiopis, when 
Achilles goes to Lesbos to be purified after the murder of Thersites. Homer 

makes no mention of the killer's pollution. In the sixth century, Draco's 
laws on homicide appear to take pollution into consideration.10 9 Once homi

cide laws are established, ritual compensation becomes consequent upon the 
severity of the crime, and, though necessary, it usually does not precede legal 
redress. As such, unintentional homicide was punished with temporary exile, 
which served a purificatory function.  

Parker's view, that Eumenides reverses the sequence of trial, followed by 

exile and purification, explains the role of pollution in the play from a syn

chronic perspective. Demosthenes' discussion of the legal provisions for un

intentional murder (23.71-73) also clarifies the way in which compensation 

toward the family of the victim and ritual restitution remained part of the 
process even after legal redress had superseded these earlier measures. After a 
period of purificatory exile, the murderer was to seek pardon from the dead 
man's relatives and was expected to perform sacrifices and be purified before 
being readmitted into the community (a p siystv ¬o; av taiyUTai Ttvat Twv 
bv ykvst TOd 77rEoVO6TOe. TVLKCWTa a' ijVxILVx )lxeV SOTLV bV Vrporov, oX 8v &v 
TVXI, Kal e-at = KL KaepGPvaL Kl &a ' na c tpsIp1Ev & pi1 7OtivOut, "and 
to remain in exile until he is pardoned by one of the relatives of the aggrieved 
party. Then the law permits him to return not in an arbitrary manner, but it 
specifies that he must make sacrifices and purify himself and also gives other 
instructions that he must complete," 23.72).  

The ritual steps that Demosthenes describes in the context of the mur

derer's return from exile combine compensation to the victim's family with 
ritual measures-sacrifices and cleansing-as appropriate for his return. In 
Orestes' case, however, his heavy pollution necessitates that purification take 
place before his arrival in Athens." 0 

As we saw in Apollonius Rhodius' account, the ritual of purification ac

knowledged the necessity of making amends to the victim by propitiating the 
gods of the Underworld. To ensure this, the purification addressed the killer's 
duty to compensate the dead person and his family ritually, that is, in addi
tion to the legal sanctions he faced. The provisions Demosthenes outlines also 

acknowledge the significance of the family and underscore the exile's obli
gation to seek their pardon and be ritually purified as part of the process of 

his reintegration. These measures may also reflect the collective memory of 

earlier practices, which the advent of the law had in part supplanted and in 
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part redefined. Restitution to the family was part of the ritual process whose 

role legal redress had by then replaced.  

In conclusion, the evolutionary conception of justice in the trilogy may 

be based on the collective memory of the historical past that survived in later 

ritual practices. By positing that contemporary ritualized practices allow us 
to gain insight into the way in which the audience understood the legacy of 
their collective past, we have a far more secure basis for explaining the syn

optic treatment of the evolution of justice in the trilogy. Anachronism plays 
a crucial role in shaping the mythical past against the historical present as a 

process leading from vengeance, through the failure of purification, to the 

establishment of the homicide court in Athens. Undoubtedly, recent histori

cal memory as well-the legacy of the Cylonian affair as well as Ephialtes' 

murder-may have prompted Aeschylus to reflect on the consequences of 
protracted strife for the community by underscoring the profound disrup

tion pollution caused. 1" Concerns surrounding pollution remain central in 

the play, when polluted outsiders, Orestes and the Furies, arrive at Athens.  
The reception of the Furies offers an additional and novel way of looking at 

the connections between Athenian hegemony and justice. The foundation of 
their cult by Athena merges their religious functions with the political and 
ideological outlook they espouse as Athenian deities in the play.  

THE FURIES IN ATHENS: JUSTICE AND HEGEMONY 

As instigators of pollution, a role that they come to inhabit as dramatic char
acters in Eumenides as Clytemnestra's avengers, their actions set in relief the 

necessity of deterring pollution and containing ritual violence by placing 
limits to and redefining their powers. This process also calls for the redefini

tion of the Furies' close ties with the oikos, which comes about through their 
physical relocation within the realm of polis cult.  

The Furies' dramatic characterization in Eumenides problematizes their af

filiation with the chthonic realm. Their presence among the living emphasizes 

the necessity of articulating anew the boundaries that separate the chthonic 

and Olympian realms. Athens benefits greatly from settling the generational 

dispute between the old ministers of Justice and Apollo. Athena's successful 

resolution of the crisis augments the city's hegemonic reputation by high
lighting her distinctive role in shaping the course of the cosmic history of 

justice.  

The annexation of the goddesses presents Athena and her city as rightful 
heirs to the Furies, primeval agents of justice, and conveys to the audience 
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the significant legacy that Athens receives by way of this new divine and 
mortal partnership. The identification of the Furies with the Semnai 7heai 
("Dread Goddesses") of the Areopagus112 whose shrine was known as a place 
of refuge, plays a key role in this process (see below, "Power Play at Del
phi"). As such, the Furies' annexation offers a model and precedent for the 
city's depiction as a haven for the polluted and objectifies Athens' claims to 
hegemony.  

POWER PLAY AT DELPHI 

The Furies' trajectory as exiles from Delphi to Athens brings their reception 
in Athens into congruence with the hegemonic topos of Athens as a city that 
assists the polluted, the marginal, and the dispossessed. The Furies' forced 
exclusion from Delphi is the outcome of a political struggle in the course of 
which Apollo progressively devalues the Furies' powers. The dynamics that 
inform this hostile encounter resemble those between other suppliants and 
their opponents in the Athenian suppliant plays. For example, in Children of 
Heracles, Eurystheus' abuse of tyrannical power forces Heracles' children to 
abandon Argos as refugees in search of asylum. Similarly, the strife between 
Eteocles and Polyneices over succession in the city of Thebes also suggests a 
strong motive for his banishment in Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus. The Athe
nian suppliant plays typically deploy the exile's experience to effect a sharp 
contrast with the fair treatment, which outsiders receive in Athens.  

The conflict that erupts between Apollo and the Furies at Delphi quickly 
escalates into a full-blown strife in the course of which Apollo weakens the 
Furies' standing. The Furies vigorously protest against Apollo's patent viola
tion of their honors (149-177). Though powerful in their capacity to inflict 
harm, the Furies are nonetheless placed in a disadvantageous position from 
the outset. Throughout the trilogy, their relationship with the upper world 
is always presented as an anomaly. In Agamemnon, their close ties with the 
oikos casts them in the role of bad guests, a drunken company of revelers, who 
abuse hospitality and corrupt the proper code of xenia ("guest-friendship").' 1 3 

Lacking as they do any normative type of associations within the religious 
and civic structure of the polis, the Furies are imagined as dangerous interlop
ers at Delphi: Apollo and his priestess represent them as unfit for any kind of 
civilized interaction (55-59, 193-195).  

Apollo, more specifically, systematically undermines the Furies' power. He 
not only undercuts their claims to their primordial rights but also demeans 
their habits and way of life as primitive and uncivilized. He offers as examples 
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their participation in acts of violence, bloodshed, and torture, practices that 
negate the Greek standards of civilized conduct (185-190). Apollo degrades 

them further by likening them to a pack of wild animals. He pronounces their 
nomadic way of life to be more akin to that of feral beasts than of domesti
cated animals, insinuating that the Furies do not conform even to the lowest 
forms of the definition of culture (191-197). He associates them, not inci
dentally, with the ferocious bloodthirsty lion whose lair he identifies as their 
natural habitat. Roaming in the wild, they remain untamed, undomesticated, 

and dissociated even from the rudimentary norms of social organization.  
Dramatically, the altercation between Apollo and the Furies is reminiscent 

of the generational battle of the gods in Hesiod's Theogony. Old versus new, 
male versus female, Olympian versus chthonic, these distinctions surface dis

tinctly in the course of the quarrel at Delphi.'1 4 The power dynamics at work 
can be suitably analyzed according to the following set of polarities: 

Power Impotence 

Young Old 
Civilized Uncivilized 

Olympian Chthonic 

Purity Pollution 

Inclusion Exclusion 

These oppositions reflect hierarchical distinctions already present within 

the religious system of the Greeks, which accorded higher value to those gods 
who belonged to the upper realm, relegating in turn those associated with 
the realm of the dead to an inferior position. But Apollo manipulates their 
standing in the divine hierarchy so as to denigrate and marginalize his oppo

nents. He treats the Furies with great contempt and hostility: he describes 
them scornfully as old hags, virgins for life, too dangerous and too revolting 
for man, god, or beast to consort with (67-70). Next, he exaggerates their 
marginality by locating them in the outer limits of the Underworld, the Tar

tarus, the lowest and darkest region under earth (71-73). The reference to 
the Tartarus evokes the conflicts over divine succession in Hesiod's Theogony 
and alludes to the defeat and imprisonment of Cronus and the Giants by the 

Olympians. Apollo's veiled threat that he will imprison them is not carried 
out; their defeat results in eviction from Delphi.  

The charge of pollution, however, proves effective in turning the Furies 
into pariahs. Apollo thus adheres to his promise to Orestes that he will be 

cruel to his enemies (64-66). The political antagonism between Apollo and 
the Furies provides a motive for their reception in Athens. The new honors 
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Athena grants the Furies redefine their negative attributes: a move that ex

emplifies Athens' capacity to gain friends and partners through such singular 

gestures of acceptance.  

RECONFIGURING THE CHTHONIC REALM 

In the trilogy the dramatic role of the Furies becomes progressively redefined.  

The evolution of justice dictates their subordination to the polis, which is real
ized through their conversion from avenging spirits to the benevolent god

desses of Athenian cult." 5 Their characterization first as avengers and then 

as instigators of pollution goes hand in hand with the momentous transition 

of transferring the punishment for homicide from the oikos to the polis. The 
subordination of the Furies' functions to the judicial institutions is repre
sented as the positive outcome of their reception as cult divinities in Athens.  

References to the Furies in Agamemnon suggest that they performed the 
roles they were also assigned in Homer."6 They punish offenses against the 
family, but they are also more broadly associated with justice, punishing 
those who deviate from its proper course. For example, in the parodos they 
are responsible for punishing the robbers of the vultures' nest (A. A. 54-59) 
in the first stasimon their presence at the ill-omened wedding of Helen and 
Paris is consistent with the punishment of wrongdoers (A. Ag. 744-749); as 
ministers of Justice, the black Erinyes punish the one who is fortunate but 
not just (A. A. 461-468).117 As the play progresses, however, their function 
becomes more restricted, and they are primarily involved in murders perpe
trated within the family. Thus, the Furies become implicated in the ritual 
corruption that ravages the house of Atreus, as each murder triggers the next 

one and replicates the pattern of sacrificial violence, frustrating any hope for 

ending violence.118 
Cassandra sees them clinging to the house, wreaking havoc in their own 

way. She paints a gruesome picture of the Furies as a band of revelers, drunk 
with the blood of their victims, unseemly guests who transgress the rules 
of hospitality in an extreme manner (1186-1190). Their physical presence 
at the royal palace typifies the erosion of kinship norms that they paradoxi
cally support: the Furies appear as sole participants and guests at the after
dinner drinking party that accompanies the feasts of blood vengeance in 

Atreus' house (1188-1193). Their song of revel reveals the origin of the mur
ders, Atreus' transgression against Thyestes, and links them with the impend
ing murder of Agamemnon."9 In Agamemnon, then, the Furies are drawn into 
the pattern of ritual corruption, symptomatic of the perpetuation of violence 
within the family.'20 
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In the next two plays, the depiction of the Furies is consistent with their 

earlier function as avengers of kin-killers,1 21 though after the matricide is per
formed, they act of their own accord, not through human agents, to instigate 
new killings.122 When they appear at the end of Choephori, visible to Orestes 
alone, it is to activate the effects of pollution. Orestes ascribes the onset of 
his madness to the Furies, whom he describes as monstrous Gorgon-like fig

ures, clad in dark-red robes with snakes densely wrapped around them, a 
description that intimates their chthonic attributes and prefigures their ap

pearance in Eumenides (1048-1050, 1053-1054).123 Their attacks on Orestes 
cause him to suffer mental delusions, signs of his pollution (1055-1056). Cly
temnestra's warning that Orestes should guard himself against his "mother's 
angry hounds" (924) is now confirmed (1054). The Furies torment him, yet 
Orestes and the chorus pronounce Apollo's purification at Delphi to be the 
only remedy for his pollution (1059-1060).  

The emphasis on defilement is consistent with contemporary religious 
ideas surrounding the Furies' association with pollution. As chthonic divini

ties, they are able to inflict harm by instigating pollution; their association 
with defilement stems from the belief that the slain victims continued to 
pursue the killer if they were not properly appeased.' 24 In Greek religion, 
they were associated with the victim's anger and regarded as a source of pol
lution,'25 as Parker explains: 

The Erinyes, above all, are animate agents of pollution who embody the 

anger of one slain by a kinsman. Although they are not formally identi

cal with pollution (rather they "arrive where a man hides bloody hands 

[Eu. 316-20]"), there is no difference between its effects and theirs, and 

the operations of the two are normally co-extensive; even where, in the 

exceptional poetical conception of Aeschylus' Eumenides, they continue 

their assaults after the murderer's hands are clean, the evils which they 

threaten Athens for harbouring the murderer are familiar effects of pollu

tion. This co-extensiveness of pollution and the victim's anger is implicit 

in the formal rites of purification, in which "washing off the blood" is fol

lowed by appeasement.  

Parker sets out clearly how pollution binds the murderer to his victim and 

vice versa. In Eumenides, the Furies' association with vengeance and pollution 
reveals the harmful side of their chthonic nature. Each of these traits demon
strates the negative impact of their agency. First, they destroy ties within the 
family by perpetuating violence among kin. In the next stage, their capacity 
to defile also affects the polis, threatening to destabilize the obligatory segre
gation of the chthonic realm from that of human and divine interactions.  
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Vengeance and pollution provide the two poles of the Furies' dramatic 
persona, when they appear onstage as the chorus of the final play. Previously 
unseen, now visible, terrifying apparitions, harbingers of death and pollution, 
the Furies lie asleep around Orestes by the altar: 

7tp6O-EVv 8 T&v~p6s T0 T OcEo 2 -16; 6Xo 
EVEt yUvatxwv v 6p6votO-tv VEvoq.  

oTot yvaix c; & a Fopy6vag )'ry&.  

i8' afTE FopyEioto-v Eixcow TVrot 

Ei86v itoT' 8i (Itvico; yeypc.{hvag 
8iitvov ppoloa. c 7rTEpoi 'yE v i ETV 

a )ZTat vML
2 al T , O lTo V @Ek1 xTp07rot, 

piyxoo-1) 8' oita)atTOQL- 0ovtcaqotV, 

ix 8' o . C)VLAEiOV0 UOp Vot kdc .  

xi x66}o o E rp;6 v ECV&yczaca# 

pipE t iato o0T s E&v6pdiruov -r-yac.  

TcVTEVGEV V8 T)v8E 8E7O6T1 t 8 6p)v 
6Twt Elio-6O Aoiat yw6OEvEi.  
taCpO6avTt 8' o-Tl Kal TEpo-x67o; 

xK iT0i-tv &Aote 8wuv xK6&aOtoe. (46-56, 60-63) 

In front of this man there is an extraordinary band of women, asleep, sit

ting on chairs-no, I won't call them women, but Gorgons; but then I 

can't liken their form to that of Gorgons either. I did once see before now, 

in a painting, female creatures robbing Phineus of his dinner; these ones, 

though, it is plain to see, don't have wings, and they're black and utterly 

nauseating. They're pumping out snores that one doesn't dare come near, 

and dripping a loathsome drip from their eyes. And their attire is one that 

it's not proper to bring either before the images of the gods or under the 

roofs of men.... From now on, let this be the concern of the master of 

this house himself, mighty Loxias, since he is a healer and seer, a diviner, 

and a purifier of the houses of others.  

The Pythia, like Orestes in the earlier play, likens them to Gorgons and 
Harpies and calls attention to their foul breath and the bloody discharge 
that oozes from their eyes (52-54). The Furies themselves invoke Night and 
Darkness as their mother (416-417);126 this common ancestry with the Keres 

(Hes. Th. 211, 217-220),127 spirits of the dead, suggests that Aeschylus may 
have derived from Hesiod the idea of representing the Furies as gory, blood
thirsty creatures.12 8 Other aspects of their physique, specifically, their serpen
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tine hair, also intimate a near-identification with the spirits of the dead, since 

ghosts were known to appear in the guise of snakes.'2 9 

The Pythia deems the intrusion of these gruesome and terrifying creatures 

in the realm of the living pernicious and ill-omened and calls attention to 
the need to guard against the significant risk of incurring pollution, which is 

caused by the Furies' presence at the seat of the god who, above all others, 
embodied purity. Clad in black, these gore-filled ministers of death are ill 
suited for any kind of contact within the realm of civilization. No land, she 

says, can boast to have nurtured them unharmed (&vwm(, 59). In the eyes of 
Apollo's priestess, then, they must not be allowed to haunt either sacred or 

profane spaces. Indeed, the Furies' association with the realm of the dead and 

the shedding of blood by kin made them unsafe for contact on account of 
their pollution against which the polis protected itself through apotropaic or 
purificatory rites. In a similar vein, the Pythia concludes her speech by sug

gesting that Apollo in his capacity as seer-healer and purifier of men's houses 

will attend to the defilement of the Furies (61-63).  
The Pythia's introduction of the Furies grounds their dramatic identity 

within the context of religious beliefs, which inspired dread about their ca
pacity to inflict harm. The Erinyes embodied the negative aspects of the 
duality of chthonic powers and, unlike their positive counterparts, the Eu
menides and the Semnai, they did not have a cult (see the next section). As 
the Pythia explains in detail, their presence disturbs cosmic balance, once 
they begin to intrude upon the realm of the living.  

The Pythia exaggerates their harmful potential by describing their hideous 
and revolting physical traits, posing thereby the Furies' chthonic character 
as a problem in need of a resolution. In this way, their association with de
filement articulates a programmatic concern of the play. The various strands 

of conflict and opposition between Apollo and the Furies, that is, the clash 
between old and new justice, purity and pollution, chthonic and Olympian 
gods, can be ascribed to the same process of signification, that is, they stem 
from the need to assign boundaries between the chthonic on the one hand, 

and the human and divine realms of existence on the other. Athens plays a 
significant role in negotiating the evolving cosmic and civic hierarchies. The 
Furies' integration into a new cult by Athena becomes part of the play's hege
monic history of Athenian justice and its institutions. To this end, the incor

poration of the Furies is modeled upon the Athenian cult of the Athenian 
Semnai. As a result of this process of assimilation, Athens is able to claim 
these primeval agents of Justice as her own.  
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THE POLARITY OF THE FURIES: 
BENEVOLENCE AND FERTILITY 

In setting out to interpret the trajectory of the Aeschylean Furies, who leave 
Delphi, shunned by gods and men alike, and eventually settle permanently 
in Athens, it is important to bear in mind that the Furies' anger and relentless 
persecution of Orestes instantiate the negative facets of their chthonic nature, 
not the totality of their identity. As Albert Henrichs has shown, the mythical 
conception of the Erinyes as angry, polluting, avenging spirits exemplifies the 
negative traits characteristic of the duality and ambivalence associated with 
chthonic divinities and heroes.130 While the Furies embody only the nega
tive aspects of the chthonic in myth,131 they were thought of as delivering 
blessings and benefits, once propitiated.132 In cult, these divinities were in
voked through euphemistic titles and epithets as Semnai or Eumenides,13 3 or 
remained nameless and received propitiatory offerings in the form of wine
less libations and sacrifices, appropriately called "appeasements" (107) in the 
play.'34 The differences between the mythical Furies and the Eumenides/Sem
nai of Attic cult similarly exhibit the inherent antinomy of their character as 
chthonic divinities, which can be summarized through the following paired 
opposites: curse/blessing, prosperity/blight, famine/nurture.135 

Eumenides accounts for the duality of the Furies' powers in aetiological 
fashion by dramatizing their eventual incorporation into the Athenian cult 
as a movement from crisis to resolution. The failure of purification activates 
a familiar process whereby an offense against a deity causes him/her to retali
ate before the infraction is restored when the offender founds rites on his/ 
her honor. Apollo's failure to propitiate the Furies supplies the motive for the 
Furies' anger. Viewed in this light, the new cultic honors that Athena later 
bestows upon the Furies remedy Apollo's undermining of their privileges.  

Following their defeat in the trial, the Furies turn against the city and 
threaten to contaminate the soil, to damage the crops and harm the process 
of reproduction by spreading polluting growth all around (781-785). A curse 
to Athens, as they were to Atreus' house earlier, they now threaten "man
slaughtering" destruction, caused by infectious disease (785-788). By placing 
the fertility and prosperity of the community at risk, the Furies' threat of pol
lution exemplifies the negative aspects of their chthonic nature.  

The subsequent redefinition of their functions as benevolent goddesses 
is conceived of as compensation for the loss of their previous honors; to 
the Furies' complaints that their honors have been abrogated and trampled 
upon, Athena responds that they will receive their own distinct honors in 
their new cult (795-796, 804-807, 824-825). To this end, she sums up their 
new prerogatives by indicating that no household will fare well without the 
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aid of the Furies (895)-redefining in this way their function as purveyors 
of fertility and reproduction (831-836, 907-909). The Furies' beneficent side 
is externalized as a result of Athena's effective use of persuasion (&A' E E.dv 
&yv6v oTzi Got IEOoO 74 , /ywo-o-Sfj E El.lc Kcd sc'EnTJptov, "but if you 
have holy reverence for Persuasion, the sweetness and charm of my tongue," 
885-886), which succeeds in propitiating the Furies' anger (8o1av soixg, 
xai c Eicd a at x6ToU, "you are winning me over with spells and I appear to be 
relenting my anger," 900) and echoes the propitiatory offerings mentioned 

earlier (xo&S T' &oivoug, v cpXLta sEL)yliyT tTa, "wineless libations, sober appease
ments," 107) that they will receive from here on now in the realm of cult.136 

Athena turns their curses into blessings, persuading them not to harm the 
land and its people with blight and sterility (800-803, 829-831). In return, 
she offers them new seats of honor, situated at their underground cave shrine, 
next to their altars (8pag TE icE KueoLc avgMV LKOt)XOV O/XtcrapoeP6votOv 
'' 'vai er' ia&pa;/iE nv r' &oT6rv TcvE Tigacpou.dvcg, "you will have a cav

ernous sanctuary in a righteous land, where sitting on shining thrones at your 
hearths, honored by the citizens," 805-807). She further promises to them 
that they will be the recipients of first-fruit offerings (T&xpoeivca, 834), of sac
rifices preliminary to marriage, and thank-offerings for successful births (86t 

7rp6 7irc&v xa yc.tv)iou rTEou, "sacrifices for childbirth and weddings," 835).  
It is reasonable to assume that the Furies' association with marriage and birth, 
otherwise not attested for the Semnai, arises from the broad association of 
the Semnai and of the Eumenides with fertility on account of their affinities 
as deities associated with the earth.137 

Thus, the kinship between the Furies and the Semnai informs the pro
cess of the Furies' reception in important respects. In particular, the duality 
of the Furies deploys the negative/positive polarity that they embodied as 
chthonic divinities in the context of Greek religion, to account for the ori
gins of their Athenian cult. The instantiation of the Furies' beneficial side is 

thereby depicted as the outcome of their inclusion within the realm of cult.  
Dramatically, the positive attributes of their agency are externalized through 
the role ascribed the Furies within the oikos as protectors of fertility and 

procreation.' 38 

HANDMAIDENS OF CIVIC JUSTICE 

Dramatized as a progression from relegation to restoration, the Furies' civic 
integration as cultic divinities in Athens calls attention to the physical loca
tion of their cult, situated in the vicinity of the Areopagus (833, 854-855, 916, 
1022-1027). Scholars now largely agree that the cult that Athena founds in 
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honor of the Furies is based on the Athenian cult of the Semnai Theai, whose 
sanctuary was located in a cave under the Acropolis, situated at the side closer 
to the Areopagus.13 9 The shrine of the Semnai was known primarily as a place 
of refuge for those fleeing persecution.'4 0 Eumenides traces the origins of the 
shrine's association with asylum by representing the mythical Furies as pol
luted outcasts.  

The identification of the locale would have undoubtedly called attention to 
the connection between the existing cult and the homicide court of the Areo
pagus. This association had developed owing to the proximity of their shrine 
to the hill of Ares, where the court convened to judge homicide trials.'14 His
torically, the Areopagus' authority in deciding asylum must have been sig
nificant before the court was assigned homicide trials. Before the trial began, 
sacrifices were offered to the Semnai, and witnesses, prosecutors, and defen

dants took a solemn oath against perjury in the name of the Semnai to bring 
down destruction (Wd)ta) upon themselves and their family if they com
mitted perjury (Din. 1.47).142 Similarly, those who had been acquitted at the 
trial were known to offer sacrifices to the Semnai (Paus. 1.28.6).  

The role the Semnai discharged in their capacity as cultic ministers of the 
court provides an additional framework for understanding the progressive 

relegation of the Furies' powers. The kinship between the mythical Furies and 
the Semnai emerges more clearly if we compare the functions that each group 

assumes: the former as chief purveyors of justice within the oikos in the dis
tant mythical past, the latter as auxiliaries to homicide trials at the Areopagus 

in the present. The association of the Semnai with the Areopagus as overseers 

of oaths and recipients of sacrifices strengthens the argument of the Furies 

as avengers, and their self-identification as "Curses" (417; A. Ch. 406) also 
evokes the role that the Semnai served in connection to the court.'4 3 These 

connections are admittedly broad, but they are rooted in religious fears and 
beliefs pertaining to the powers of these chthonic divinities. The rituals that 
associated the Semnai with the Areopagus acknowledged their capacity to in
stigate harm and defilement and recognized the powers invested in them as 
representatives of the realm of the dead.'44 

Conversely, the aetiology of the new cult models the character of the court 
upon the role that the Furies had served until then.'4 5 Athena mentions the 

Furies when she includes in the court's charter the necessity that it inspire 

dread among the citizens (697-698). Thus, their earlier powers are not abro
gated: Athena warns transgressors against incurring their wrath and hostility 
(928-937) and says that their power over gods and the dead alike is great ( .dya 
yap 8vva'ra iroTvi"Ep vig/acpa '' &6mvarot roi e' r 7yxat, 950-955).  

Historically, the emergence of the lawcourt dictated that it supersede the 

role of the family in redressing homicide.'4 6 The Furies' principal ties with 
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family vengeance, when they adopt the role of prosecutors in Orestes' trial 

and act in the same capacity as the relatives of the deceased in actual homi

cide trials, also intimate the gradual erosion of their power. Like the Semnai, 

the Furies can no longer wield power within the new system directly and 

eventually agree to cede their original dispensations to the jurisdiction of the 

court. The relegation of their powers to the sphere of cult is represented as 

offering the Furies compensation for the loss of their earlier privileges. The 

Furies' dramatic identification with the Athenian cult not only clarifies the 

religious importance of their cult but also offers the scope for examining the 

civic discourse of their reception.  

HEGEMONY REVEALED 

Athens can rightfully claim that her reputation as a just city is the direct 

bequest of Athena's partnership with the Furies. The charter myth of the 

Areopagus court and the reception of the Furies together promoted Athens' 

hegemonic justice. As such, the play's portrait of Athenian justice not only 

promotes the democrats' reforms but also furnishes a direct challenge to 

Sparta's authority as arbiter of the affairs of the Greeks. Sparta's reputation 

in the Greek world derived in large measure from the superiority of her legal 

system, the achievement of the lawmaker Lycurgus. As Herodotus explains in 

the Croesus narrative (1.53-69), Sparta had been badly governed and had no 

dealings with non-Spartans before Lycurgus. Providing a solid foundation for 

her growth, his constitutional changes enabled her subsequent rise to power, 

earning Sparta her reputation for eunomia ("good governance") (1.65-66). By 

the time of Croesus, the Spartans' military successes in the Peloponnese and 

their annexation of Tegea had established their leading reputation among the 

Greeks.14 7 For this reason, when Croesus was making military preparations 

against the Persians, he chose the Spartans over the Athenians as his allies, 

recognizing Sparta's superiority (1.69.2: voag ... 7rpow vat ps'Fl&o, "that 

you ... held the power over Greece") while passing over the Athenians who 

at the time of the Athenian tyrant Peisistratus were heavily involved in civil 

strife (1.59-64).  

The story is instructive because it provides insight into Greek perceptions 

of hegemony. Herodotus' comparison of Spartan and Athenian power at the 

time of Croesus reveals that constitutional stability was crucial for promoting 

her ascendancy and necessary for the confidence her leadership inspired in 

others. Similar concerns underlie the representation of Athenian hegemony 

in Aeschylus' Eumenides. Hegemony was a significant issue for the play's audi

ence, who had experienced the consequences of the protracted strife between 
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oligarchs and democrats in the wake of Ephialtes' reforms. Eumenides show
cases Athens' capacity to dispel quarrels, which originate outside the city, 
and thus places the danger of internal strife at a remove from the ideal image 
of the city. As we have seen, the Furies are depicted as outsiders, and the 
crisis, which Athena resolves, originates in Apollo's quarrel with the Furies.  
As mediator, Athena stands outside this conflict and prevents the outbreak 
of violence in the city. Thus, the reception of the Furies as exiles by Athena 
furnishes a paradigmatic case of conflict and resolution.  

In addition, the Furies' integration celebrates a new civic partnership and 
enhances the Athenian panegyric in tragedy by highlighting the unique re
lationship that Athens enjoyed with non-Athenians. In welcoming the Furies, 

Athena brings home the message that their honors in Athens will be greater 

than in any other place (852-857), and they will partake in Athens' ascen

dancy still to come (851- 854). The panegyric tenor of Athena's speech, as she 
promises the Furies that in time they will grow to love and desire this foreign 
land (851-852), echoes Pericles' later charge to the Athenians in the funeral 
oration to become "lovers of their city" (Th. 2.43.1).  

Athena outlines the Furies' role as ministers of Athens' hegemony: she 
mandates them to ensure peace within the city by preventing the outbreak of 

civil strife (.... v Toig oi; aozroiotv ipioitg Ap/qvp1t6v ial rp6; R&? Xove 
6paeov, "and do not plant in my people the spirit of civil war and boldness 
against each other," 862-863). If strife does not arise, Athens can continue 
earning glory in external wars (eupcio; orco i.s6.tog, oi F 6Xt; rapc~v,/sv &t t 
Eo-t crt etv; cx)Scias pco, "Let their war be with foreign enemies, and not one 
in which there will be a terrible passion for glory," 864- 865). Upon accepting 
Athena's offer, the Furies praise Athens' hegemony by naming Zeus and "all
powerful" Ares as witnesses and champions of her power and commending 

her above all as the protector of the altars of the gods in Greece (T&v xa ZEb; 6 
iryxpap Apve/-r povptov e6E.v v st,/pV0 w ov'E avov/yczal &a t 6vov, 
"which she, with Zeus the all-powerful and Ares, holds as a fortress of the 
gods, the ornament that guards the altars of the gods of Greece," 918-920).  
The Furies' panegyric echoes the ideology that emerged in the period of the 
Persian Wars, when Athens claimed to have exacted vengeance against the 

invaders as requital for their acts of impiety.14 8 

The Furies' acceptance also partakes in the process of defining Athenian 
hegemonic ideology by negotiating the power differential between the hege
mon and his subordinates. In accepting their new prerogatives, the Furies 

enter into a relationship of dependency with Athens, similar to that of other 

non-Athenians, by offering benefits in return for their incorporation. Athena 
uses the language of religious worship to describe the character of the inter

action between the goddesses and her worshipers.'4 9 The reciprocal nature of 
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the exchange between the city and the goddesses derives from the religious 

observances associated with their Athenian cult. But the element of reci

procity also carries ideological weight insofar as it allows Athena to script an 

idealized relationship between the Furies and her city that is both consen

sual and mutually advantageous. Athena's unyielding efforts to persuade the 

Furies to accept her offer of integration is consistent with the aims of hege

monic ideology, which emphasized the voluntary character of the agreement 

between Athens and those whom she led. Their integration is also spatially 

marked through the ceremonial procession that Athena leads at the end of 

the play. Dressed in crimson robes (1028), the Furies follow Athena, accom

panied by priests and a group of Athenian women, to their new cultic abode 

under the Acropolis.' 5 0 

At the same time, the Furies' reception is not altogether unconstrained.  

The Furies' resistance to Athena's offer proves difficult to surmount, and 

Athena is forced to set aside persuasion briefly and threaten compulsion 

(826-829).51 Persuasion versus compulsion and consent versus force refer 

readily to the vocabulary of hegemony versus domination. Athena's momen

tary aside that she alone has access to Zeus' thunderbolt, which she will use 

against the Furies if they do not comply, clarifies the structure of power rela

tions in no uncertain terms. The allusion to the use of force contravenes the 

idealized depiction of Athena's leadership and in turn allows a more complex 

picture of the Athenian panegyric to emerge.  

The integration of the Furies by Athena deploys the panegyric depiction 

of Athens as a city open to foreigners to disguise the contemporary political 

realities of strife among the radical democrats and oligarchs in Athens.' 5 2 The 

Furies' resistance, however, and Athena's resolve to force them into compli

ance acknowledge the fissure between ideology and historical reality, serving 

as a reminder that there were still many who opposed the new face of Athens' 

power. The play grapples with these realities within the parameters set by the 

Athenian panegyric. Athena takes stock of the Furies' opposition and sub

sequently defines the Furies' civic functions by placing them in charge of civic 

peace and prosperity. The crisis and resolution therefore defines the play's 

hegemonic discourse by acknowledging the dissonance between ideology and 

reality. The Furies' role as guarantors of civic concord provides a resolution, 

albeit a fictive one, to the problem of internal strife, enabling Athens to ad

vertise her civic unity through the paradigmatic reception of the Furies as 

partners in the city's hegemonic enterprise.  
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The image of Athens' ideal leadership is reassessed in Euripides' later sup

pliant plays, Children of Heracles and Suppliant Women, both of which date 

from the period of the Peloponnesian War and offer arguments in support of 

Athens' imperial democracy. By sketching discrete types of this ideology in 

the Athenian suppliant plays, this chapter offers a brief excursus on the de

velopment of Athenian imperialism; it also seeks to outline the evolution of 

the ideology of Athenian hegemony between 450 and 420 Bc. Further, this 

chapter serves as a transition between Aeschylus' Eumenides and Euripides' 

Children of Heracles, produced almost thirty years later.  

The beginnings of the ideology of Athens' moral hegemony can be traced 

to the beginnings of the Athenian alliance of 478/7 BC, when Athenians as

sumed the leadership of the allies, vouching to pursue the Delian League's 

anti-Persian objectives. The Athenians galvanized support for their leadership 

by calling on the allies to liberate the Greeks from the yoke of slavery.' In the 

wake of their victories at Marathon and Salamis, Athenians celebrated their 

unique achievements in the service of freedom. Touting their superiority, they 

now proclaimed themselves the defenders and liberators of all Greeks, pre

senting their leadership in the alliance as the deserved legacy of their earlier 

exploits. 2 

Thucydides casts doubt on the Athenians' sincerity toward their allies and 

notes that the Athenians' true motives were different from their professed 

aims to exact revenge from the Persians (in. 1.96.1).3 His narrative of the 

league's operations in the first decade shows Athens pursuing policies and 

exercising her power in a manner that contravened her original pledge to the 

allies (Th. 1.97-Io1).4 However, Thucydides' appraisal of Athens' leadership 

is colored by his hindsight knowledge of a growing disparity between hege

mony and empire that came later. Under Cimon, the Athenians led opera

tions in the areas of the Chersonese, Thrace, and the Hellespont and secured 

control of the eastern islands of the Aegean, extending their reach to territo-
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ries vulnerable to incursions from Persia. This is not to say that Athens did 
not pursue her own interests during this time. Athens' power also grew under 

Cimon's leadership of the league: the Athenians maintained control in areas 
formerly under Persia, annexed cities and islands of strategic importance to 
Athens (e.g., Carystos and Scyros), and used force to bring new members into 

the league or punish recalcitrant allies, such as Naxos and Thasos.5 

It is therefore likely that when the league first came into existence, the 
arguments the Athenians used in support of their leadership served an ideo

logical purpose, albeit limited. By advertising the moral character of their 

hegemony, Athenians sought to justify their leadership to other Greeks and 
enhance their own sense of civic superiority. The rift between alleged and real 

aims, which Thucydides imputes to the Athenians, emerged more clearly later, 
when Athens' imperial ambitions had become evident and unambiguous.  

It is not possible to rehearse the arguments advanced in the long-standing 

debate of how and when the empire came into existence.6 We can, however, 
point to particular events and developments that mark turning points in the 
history of the empire, as these are alluded to in tragedy's representation of 

imperialism in the post-Cimonian phase of the empire. Cimon's victory at 
Eurymedon in 467 aC marked the end of hostilities with Persia, though it re
mains doubtful whether their cessation led to the signing of the formal treaty 

between Athens and Persia, known as the Peace of Callias.7 By 458 BC, the 

year of the production of the Oresteia, the empire had consolidated its reach 

in the northeast, and Athens and her allies were engaged in war in Egypt.  

Eumenides echoes Athens' military predominance through Athena's first ap

pearance onstage.  

DEMOCRACY AND EMPIRE 

Surviving decrees from the Athenian Assembly provide critical evidence for 

the growth of Athenian imperialism in the 440s. These decrees offer informa

tion on Athens' increasing interference in the financial, military, political and 

judicial affairs of the allies.8 More specifically, the Athenians sought to control 
the internal administration of the cities they ruled by setting up garrisons, 

establishing Athenian officials as "supervisors" (riaxo7rot) and by installing 
democracies in some cities to maintain a pro-Athenian basis. Hostility toward 

the Athenians was also caused by the allocation of land belonging to the 
allies to poorer Athenian citizens in the form of land grants (cleruchies) and 

the establishment of colonies in areas where Athenians had confiscated the 

land, following forced evacuations-a penalty usually applied to cities that 

had revolted. Athens' subjects also faced judicial compulsion, as particular
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lawsuits were referred to Athens, and the cities were similarly deprived of the 
right of holding trials for crimes involving the death penalty. In ignorance of 
Athenian law, the allies had no means of redress against the verdicts of the 
courts.9 Last, but not least, the allies resented the imposition of the tribute, 
although quotas varied, depending on the wealth and resources of each city.10 

The Athenian decrees make it clear that under Athens' imperial democ
racy, her rule over the allies became more rigid and harsher." The decree of 
Erythrae (IG3 I 14, ca. 460s-450s BC) makes mention of offerings at the 
Panathenaea, the establishment of a garrison, loss of judicial freedom, and 
the imposition of a constitution on the Athenian model. The "Coinage" De
cree (ML 45, ca. 450-446 Bc), which some consider a forgery, made the use 
of Athenian coins, weights, and measures mandatory in the cities under 
Athens' rule, while the decree of Cleinias (IG3 134, ca. 447 BC) introduced 
new provisions aiming to tighten tribute collection and requiring all cities 
to send offerings to the Panathenaea. Lastly, the Chalcis decree (IG3 I 40, 
ca. 446/5 Bc) stipulates that trials of exile, atimia ("loss of civic rights") and 

death be judged by Athenian courts and provides evidence for an oath of loy
alty to Athens.  

The allies' loss of freedom became more palpable after the treasury of the 
league was moved from Delos to Athens in 454/3 Bc, which formalized the 

allies' standing as dependents of an imperial metropolis: the treasury was now 
housed in the temple of Athena on the Athenian Acropolis; each city sent 
representatives to Athens to deposit their quota of the tribute and Athenians 

paid i/6oth of the tribute as first "fruit-offerings" (a&rapai) to Athena.'2 Fol
lowing the transfer of the treasury, the Athenians also began recording the 
names of the cities and the amounts of the contributions each paid as tribute 

on marble stelai, erected on the Athenian Acropolis. These inventories, pub
lished in four volumes,' 3 both furnish valuable information on the finances of 

the empire and allow us to document the allies' recalcitrance and disaffection, 
evidenced either through the absence of the names of particular cities in the 
tribute lists or alternatively through the record of late or partial payments.'4 

Although the existence of common councils of the allies held on Delos (Th.  

1.97.1) is far from certain, league councils would have been abolished, follow

ing the transfer of the treasury.'5 

TRAGEDY ON HEGEMONY 

Euripides' suppliant plays adapt the model of Athens' moral hegemony in 
response to the growth of imperialism between 450 and 420 BC. Children of 

Heracles (ca. 430 Bc) and Suppliant Women (ca. 424 Bc) take up the challenge 
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of defending the ideals of Athens' hegemonic leadership against the criticism 
of Sparta and her allies, who feared her power (Th. 1.23.6, 88, 118.2) and de
manded that she should leave the allies' autonomous (ih. 1.139.3). The plays 

renew Athens' commitment to her hegemonic ideals by representing the city 
leading the charge against offenders of the common laws and customs of 
Greece and acting as an arbiter for justice for the benefit of all Greeks. Both 
plays emphasize the Athenians' commitment to moral ventures, taking up 
arms to fight against Eurystheus, when he sought to violate the supplication 
of Heracles' children, and against the Thebans to recover the bodies of the 
Argive Seven for burial.  

The second distinctive feature of Athens' hegemonic ideology in Children 
of Heracles and Suppliant Women is the defense of democracy. Both plays 
present democracy as the mainstay of Athens' moral hegemony, echoing Peri

cles' ideal vision of Athens' imperial democracy. The plays negotiate the ideal 
image of Athenian democracy against the historical role that this very democ

racy served under the empire, and they fashion a portrait of Athens' ideal 

leadership that denies the allies' enforced subjection.  

As Rosenbloom notes, the plays "emphasize in the manner of the funeral 
oration that democracy as an ideal and practice revolves around obedience to 

the laws, which serve against injustice, both written and unwritten to avoid 
shame."'6 In his funeral oration, Pericles represents democracy as the source 

of Athens' political, moral, and cultural superiority. The plays' emphasis on 
democracy furnishes the lynchpin of the dramatic representation of Athens' 
ideal leadership. Euripides' plays illustrate further that the two key facets 

of Athens' identity- democracy and empire-are organically related, and 
both tragedies represent democracy as handmaiden to, and true bulwark of, 

Athens' moral hegemony. For example, the decisions the kings of Athens 

(Theseus and Demophon) reach about the war against Thebes and Argos 
also involve either direct participation or some form of consultation with the 

citizenry.  
As in Aeschylus' Eumenides, the later suppliant plays articulate Athens' 

ideal leadership on the basis of consent and reciprocity. Euripides' plays offer 

a more complex negotiation of consent versus force in that they promote 
Athens' claims to justice, specifically as they relate to democracy. Athenian 

democratic institutions - the Assembly and the courts - had played a key role 

in restricting the allies' independence over the two decades prior to the out

break of the Peloponnesian War. Both plays paint a positive image of Athe
nian interference, representing Athens as undertaking limited and defensive 

wars against Argos and Thebes to uphold divinely sanctioned customs. To 
this effect, the suppliants' recourse to the law in Athens represents democ
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racy not as an enforcer but as an arbiter of morality and justice in the service 

of Greece.  

While assertions of righteousness aimed at defending Athens' conduct 

during the war, they also suggest that the distance between Athens' ideals and 

the realities of her rule had grown larger in the course of three decades since 

the production of the Oresteia.7 Athenian ideals were subject to reevaluation 
and revision-a process determined by historical and generic parameters as 

well as tensions, internal and external, within this ideology, which crystal

lized the particular outlook of each of the suppliant plays.  
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In Euripides' Children of Heracles, the representation of Athens' generosity 

towards a group of weak and outraged suppliants addresses the relationship 

between imperial Athens and her subject allies more directly perhaps than 

do all other dramas, featuring Athens as a haven for foreign exiles. The sup

pliant plot is based on the story of the flight of children of Heracles,' who 

leave their native Argos as exiles to avoid execution by the tyrant Eurystheus.  

Expelled from every Greek city, they eventually arrive at Marathon, where 

they seek refuge at the altar of Zeus Agoraios.2 Their supplication is, however, 

disrupted by the Argive herald, sent by Eurystheus to force them to return to 

Argos. The intervention of the Athenian king Demophon, who opposes the 

herald's violence (Pia), predicates the acceptance of the suppliants upon the 

city's freedom (iXercpia). Freedom is the key dramatic and ideological con

cept around which the play builds Athens' imperial portrait as defender of 

the weak and the oppressed.3 The suppliants, moreover, act as well-disposed 

allies, supportive of Athens' policies, while Athens repays their trust by grant

ing them protection.  

But as soon as the supplication is decided in favor of the suppliants, the 

plot takes an abrupt turn: an oracle announces that Kore, Demeter's daugh

ter, demands that a maiden be sacrificed in exchange for a fair outcome in 

the battle against Argos, which leads Demophon to retract his promise to 

fight on behalf of the suppliants. The king reneges on his promise to accept 

them, and the suppliants are on the brink of being expelled from the city until 

one of Heracles' daughters offers herself up for sacrifice. The Athenian army 

fights against Eurystheus, and with the help of an allied force, led by Hera
cles' oldest son, Hyllus, they win the war.  

Unlike the funeral speeches, which celebrated Athens' victory against 

Eurystheus alongside the other great mythical wars against her foes, Euripi

des' introduction of the sacrifice of Heracles' daughter to the myth compli

cates the drama's panegyric. The sacrifice, a contribution to Athens' war effort
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on the part of the suppliants, recalls the responsibilities that Athens enjoined 
upon her allies.  

The play was performed at the beginning of the Peloponnesian war (ca.  

430 Bc). Athens' successful protection of the suppliants, her victorious war 

against their tyrannical foe, and Eurystheus' unexpected pledge of loyalty to 

Athens just before Alcmene, Heracles' mother, kills him, 4 make this a play 
for its day.' Eurystheus prophesizes that the Spartans will attack Athens in 

the future. This prophecy provided a link between the mythical past and the 
present by contrasting Athenian generosity with the ingratitude of the Spar

tans, who attacked Attica repeatedly during the Archidamian War.6 

Athens' image as a hegemonic city is further conditioned by the realities 

of the empire. The play negotiates Athens' idealized depiction against the 

demands the empire placed upon the allies. The suppliants' voluntary acces

sion to the sacrifice-the condition that Athens sets for their reception

highlights the limits that underlie the city's generosity.  

DRAMA AND POLITICS 

Earlier critics have criticized the play on aesthetic and dramaturgical 

grounds.7 Many regard the praise of Athens as overtly patriotic or propa

gandistic.8 Gunther Zuntz's 1955 study of Children of Heracles and Suppliant 
Women under the rubric of "political" plays marked a modest turning point 
in twentieth-century scholarship. No longer dismissed as mere propaganda 

plays, both suppliant dramas began to be assessed more positively as a result 

of Zuntz's work. Yet despite his positive appraisal-Zuntz calls the play "a 

gem of concentrated dramatic action"- Children of Heracles has been judged 
the less successful of the two. Its flaws, which some earlier critics explained 

away by relating specific traits in the plays to contemporary events,1 0 were now 

interpreted by new critics through recourse to "internal" dramatic criteria." 

Children of Heracles has undoubtedly suffered critical neglect in the past, 
and it has also received less attention than it deserves in recent political in

terpretations of Greek tragedy. Only Daniel Mendelsohn's study of gender 

and politics and Jonas Grethlein's analysis of suppliant tragedies as loci for 

the construction of Athenian civic identity, which appeared in 2002 and 2003 

respectively, probe further into the political character of this play.' 2 Their ap

proaches situate the civic discourse of the play within the political culture 

of Athens far more concretely than did earlier critics of the play. According 

to these critics, Euripides' praise of Athens reflects or reacts to values and 

beliefs largely underwritten by Athenian democratic civic ideology and its 
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institutions. Athens in Children ofHeracles is ruled by kings, Demophon and 
Acamas, sons of Theseus-the very symbol of Athenian democracy-and 

as a result features a more enlightened type of kingship compared to Argos, 
where Eurystheus wields power in the manner of a tyrant.'3 The comparison 
between Athens and Argos can easily be shown to highlight the superiority 
of Athenian democratic institutions, yet the enmity between the two cities 
sheds light more readily on the character of Athens' empire than on Athenian 
democracy.  

Thus, respect for supplication, freedom, and justice are values deemed 
apposite for representing Athens' political superiority over her opponents 
both in the past and in the present by representing Athens as a free city rather 

than the tyrant city others thought it to be.'4 This reading of the play fur
ther seeks to tie the framework of supplication to the discourse of empire.'5 

To achieve this, the play weds the proimperial discourse of the suppliants' 
voluntary subjection with that of Athens as a "free city" that resists tyranny.  

Athens becomes divested of the negative trappings of empire, which her ene
mies imputed against her: suppliants are converted into eager participants 

in the city's imperial democracy, and tyranny is kept at a safe distance from 
Athens. The play also pays tribute to Athens' imperial democracy by com
mending the city for upholding the Panhellenic custom of supplication. My 
reading of Children ofHeracles thus concentrates on the ideological tropes
freedom and democracy- through which Euripides envisions Athens' image 

at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War.'6 

SUPPLICATION: FREEDOM AND EMPIRE 

FREEDOM AND POWER 

Freedom is the key trait of the dramatization of the topos of Athens as pro

tector of the suppliants in this play. By this time, freedom was used in some 
contexts as a euphemism for Athens' rule over her allies, while in others it was 
used to justify her right to leadership among the Greek cities. The Spartans 
had sought to undermine the Athenian rhetoric of freedom already before 
the Peloponnesian War broke out, arguing that it was a mere cover-up for 
Athens' tyrannical treatment of her allies, by now reduced to subjects.17 The 
play responds to this criticism by suggesting that a strong and free empire 
served as a guarantee for the protection that Athens was able to offer others.  

Freedom is central to the city's praise in the prologue and the first epei

sodion. Iolaus, Heracles' aged companion, singles Athens out from all other 

Greek cities because she alone is able to protect others from violence and per
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secution on account of her freedom (seV8Epa TE yci', "a free land," 62; oc oi8' 
Ae vas &r o' klepcg sT, "I no longer regard Athens as being free," 198).18 
The circumstances surrounding the supplication of Heracles' children--that 
is, the threat of its disruption by Eurystheus' herald-set in relief the positive 
representation of Athens' power as it relates to her freedom. For no sooner 
have the suppliants taken their seat at the altar of Zeus Agoraios at Mara

thon than the Argive herald violates their sanctuary and attempts to drag 
them away by force and threats.' 9 The herald for his part argues that Athens 
will not ally herself with worthless suppliants but will choose the powerful 
Eurystheus instead (55-62). Jolaus responds that Athens is the only city able 

to protect them on account of her freedom (62).  
In the prologue, a stark contrast builds between Athens' freedom and 

power to help the weak and Eurystheus' tactics of coercion, which succeed 

time and again on two counts: to banish Heracles' children from the cities 
where they seek refuge and to force those same cities to accept an alliance 
with powerful Argos (15-22). Athens' characterization as a free city2 0 also 
emphasizes the necessity of preserving both the city's sovereignty and her 
reputation. By demanding the removal of the suppliants, Eurystheus calls 
into question Athens' own freedom. For this reason, when the chorus first 
enters, they denounce the herald's transgression as an offense against both 
the gods and the city, because his actions violate Athens' own sovereignty 
(OueUBEpka; 112-113).21 Similarly, Demophon decides to fight on the suppli
ants' behalf, because Eurystheus' demand places his own city's sovereignty at 

risk (244-245).  

Kurt Raaflaub's work on freedom in Greek thought during the archaic 
and classical periods is indispensable and serves as the point of departure 
for the discussion of freedom in this play.22 As he shows, by the 430s Athe
nians had come to understand their own freedom as a consequence of their 

power, economic and military. This Athenian idea of freedom was explicitly 
associated with Athens' rule over others.23 Political speeches, such as that 
of Diodotus in the Mytilenean debate in Thucydides, link freedom with 
imperial rule: Ka t nv E~r' ctvoi; o i&v coov VrETa 6 T Enripety
&o tdyog yap oTV TE ptrct.t vJ al EX x Tr Cv ro8EEsorspov ctvUvEELv Tty 

rpoayEt, a Oo --ov Tag 7ro6lE, 6og p 0 p- i W rc v syLo-TWv E, , eAEpicg v Xacov 
apXg, . . .("Fortune too assists the illusion, for she often presents herself 

unexpectedly, and induces states as well as individuals to run into peril, 
however inadequate their means; and states even more than individuals, be

cause they are throwing for a higher stake, freedom or empire," 3.45.6). In 
the context of the aftermath of the oligarchic coup in 411 BC, Thucydides also 
observes: XalcEtov yap Tv TbV Ayevalvov b ov er' ETtL ECxaTOo-q> Ato it 
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of T)pavvot xaTE 81JO -v Ee~pid; 7NCWOC-, KC(L Ox a L
6

vOV incoov 6OVTc, &a)a 
Ka inrp jFitw- ro p6voV oTrov arTOv ao)v apyv ieoeTa ("For it was diffi
cult about one hundred years after the dissolution of tyranny for the Athe
nians to lose their freedom, who not only had not been subject to anyone 

but also during more than half of this time been used to ruling over others," 

8.68.4). In panegyric contexts such as this one, there was no explicit men

tion of Athens' rule over her allies.24 In Children of Heracles the depiction of 

Athens' freedom suggests that Athens used her power not to rule but to pro

tect those in need (61-62, 197-198, 243-246). Yet references to freedom in 

the play cannot be understood divorced from the reality of empire. Indeed, 
the suppliants' repeated appeals to Athens' freedom painted a positive image 

of its interventions.  

It may be more apt to characterize Athens' designation as a "free city" in 

the play as a euphemism for Athens' rule. There is a notable progression from 

the claim that Athens was the liberator of other Greeks -Athens' expressed 
motive for assuming the leadership of the league in 478/7 (Th. 1.96-97.1) 

and her depiction as a free city in Children of Heracles.  

In Euripides' play, no Athenian character openly admits that Athens' rule 

over others had by now become necessary to her own freedom. Only Thu
cydides exposes the inconsistency between freedom and domination. 2 5 For 

example, Euphemus says to the Camarinians that Athens rules over other 

Greeks to avoid being dominated by them (pcp v yap apEtyT tCv EEi iv vt 

axoico v a)Xoa, "we say that we are in command there, so that we do 
not obey another," 6.87.2). The refugees' appeal to the free polis in Children 

of Heracles, however, downplays the incongruity of equating freedom with 

subjection.26 

The suppliants' interactions with Athens, on the other hand, link free

dom with Athens' power. For example, in the debate between Iolaus and 

Demophon, Iolaus challenges the Athenian king to prove Athens' freedom 

by highlighting the responsibilities that such power entails. lolaus compares 
Athens to the other Greek cities that cowered before Eurystheus and presses 

Demophon to live up to the city's reputation by taking up the cause of the 

suppliants: 

o0xouv AOivag y'. ot yap Apyiiov pof3wt 

ToV;'HpaXiiovg 7rci8xg si E o- oyg.  

o) yap Tt TpcXi4 k-nTv oa' AgatLxLv 

7it0)Lo}t' OEv azo- ae66-, Tntiit FLSV o', 

T 8' Apyo; oyx)v, oltaEp ixi vv )EyiL, 

)lavE; ixhras @o lows xaej ivov. (191-196) 
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Not from Athens at any rate: they shall not banish Heracles' children from 

their land fearing the Argives! This is not Trachis or some Achaean town, 

places from which you drove these children unjustly, by praising Argos' 

importance just as you are doing now, even though they were suppliants, 

seated at the altar.  

The trust he places in the city's freedom translates in positive terms the 
relationship between Athens and her allies, representing the suppliants in 
the guise of eager, well-wishing allies. This relationship transforms the bonds 
of kinship between the families of Heracles and Theseus into bonds of de
pendency, albeit positively conceived.27 At the end of his speech, Iolaus sup
plicates the king and entreats him to "be a kinsman to them, be a friend, a 
father, brother, master" (yevof SU oios eouyysvgg, yevoi pRo/7rcT'p &Br2p6b 
So7tn6]s, 229-230). lolaus acknowledges his subordinate status to Demo
phon in terms that convey the suppliants' voluntary subjection to the king.  
The asymmetrical relationship between suppliant and supplicandus parallels 
the unequal relationship between Athens and her subject allies. The parallel
ism enhances Athens' image as a free city that acquires allies by aiding and 
abetting the plight of those suffering unjustly.  

FREEDOM FROM TYRANNY 

The Spartans sought an advantage in the Peloponnesian War through propa
ganda that had a clear message: to free the Greeks from Athens' tyranny.28 

At the beginning of the war, when the Corinthians ask the Spartans to free 
Greece, they refer to Athens as a tyrannical city (Th. 1.122.3, 124.3).29 The 
Spartans rallied support to their cause; both those who wanted to be free of 
Athens' rule30 and those who feared it,' as Thucydides puts it, responded to 
Sparta's campaign of liberation (Th. 2.8.4).  

Unlike the Spartans, who presented themselves as liberators, Athenians 
during the war found themselves compelled to fight to preserve Athens' rule, 
as Pericles says (Th. 2.63.1-2). Children of Heracles, on the other hand, re
sponds to the charge of tyranny 32 by displacing the negative traits of empire 
onto Argos33 and represents Athens as a free city that shelters others from 

wrongdoing.  
The antithesis between Athens and Argos is pivotal for Athens' politi

cal self-definition.34 Argos provides the antithesis of Athens. Argos exempli
fies coercion (15-25, 150-155, 191-196),35 as evinced by the herald's violence 
against the suppliants and Eurystheus' forced invitations to other cities to 

extradite them in return for an alliance with Argos. Athens, on the other 
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hand, augments her power by curbing violence, fights against tyranny, and 

earns allies through her generosity.  

FREEDOM AS SOVEREIGNTY 

Athens' motives for going to war to defend suppliants scarcely require elabo

rate justification in view of the herald's attempt to disrupt the process of sup

plication. This is why, as Burian notes, the supplication is decided in the first 
three hundred lines of the play-a short sequence compared, for example, 

to that of Aeschylus' Suppliant Women.36 The exchange between the suppli
ants, their adversary, and their soon-to-be protector also contains a rationale 

of Athens' motives for granting the suppliants asylum. The risk that Athens 

undertakes by going to war is motivated not only by the desire to remedy 

the suppliants' unjust suffering but also by the need to safeguard the city's 

sovereignty. The conflict between Athens and Argos focuses on the defense 

of Athens' sovereignty and reflects the ongoing struggle for power between 
Athens and Sparta in this regard as well.  

In Euripides' retelling of the myth, the protection of Athens' freedom in
fluences heavily Demophon's decision to offer the suppliants asylum, after 

the herald threatens that Eurystheus will attack Athens if the Athenian king 

fails to hand over the suppliants. Similar threats are uttered by the Furies 

against Athens in Aeschylus' Eumenides and by Creon in Sophocles' Oedipus 

at Colonus. The conflicts between Athens and her foes strengthen her hege
monic reputation and underscore her capacity to oppose them. Demophon 

understands that conceding to Eurystheus' terms and entering in an alliance 
with Argos (155-161) would be tantamount to surrendering Athens' sover

eignty (ox i seuipav/oixsiv 8oxro-o yaiav, "it will seem that I am not ruling 
a free land," 24 3 -2 4 5 ).Y Dependency on a foreign city would thus amount 

to loss of freedom. As a result, Demophon proclaims that Athens is a free 

city and not a client state of Argos (o yap Apyedov Tr6tav itiroov T4v' A' 
Asveipav co, "for the city I govern is not a subject of Argos, but is free," 

286-287).38 

This connection between freedom and sovereignty, as Raaflaub says, points 

more broadly to the ideological definition of imperial freedom as absolute 

sovereignty.3 9 In the play, Demophon's decision not to compromise the city's 

sovereignty but to protect it against outside pressure speaks to current con

cerns over the preservation of the empire, whose sovereignty was now chal
lenged by Sparta. In the play, Athens defends her motives for going to war 

by emphasizing the threat to her own freedom. The need to protect Athens' 
freedom from the threat of tyranny also provides ideological justification for 
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her military ventures, since freedom figures as a precondition for the help that 
Athens is able to offer the refugees.  

THE DEBATE: DEMOCRACY AND THE LAW 

The staging of the debate in Children ofHeracles evokes broadly the setting of 
the Athenian Assembly where petitions from suppliants and foreigners were 
regularly heard. Athens' mythical image as protector of the weak and the op
pressed is thus aligned with Athenian institutional practices surrounding sup
plication. In addition, by envisioning the supplication debate as conforming 
to debates in the Assembly, the play also pays tribute to the city's democratic 
institutions. Respect for supplication demonstrates the fairness of Athenian 

democratic institutions and brings it in line with the city's hegemonic image.  
In this light, the benevolent treatment that the suppliants receive in Athens 

also showcases the city's opposition to tyrannical domination.  

SUPPLICATION IN THE ASSEMBLY 

Supplication at the altar followed by a debate is a common feature in sup
pliant dramas.40 In this play, however, the herald's and Iolaus' speeches re
semble more closely in form and content the type of debates that took place 
in the Athenian Assembly. As Michael Lloyd notes, the debate is "more natu
ralistic, since it is actually portraying a formal debate in which the partici
pants might be expected to make set speeches." 41 The debate (agon) itself 
takes place between the herald and Iolaus and not between the suppliant(s) 
and the king, as it does in Aeschylus' and Euripides' Suppliant Women.42 The 
king judges the suppliants' case and reaches his decision after both sides take 
turns presenting their arguments.4 3 The parallel structure of the two speeches 
underscores the fairness of the Athenian judicial system.44 Each speech elabo
rates on the facts of the case by setting forth legal, political, and moral ar
guments from opposite perspectives. The herald's demand for extradition is 

judged against Iolaus' plea for asylum; both speakers make speeches of equal 
length, following the debate rules of the Athenian Assembly. The debate 
evokes the Assembly in more direct ways as well. In particular, the setting for 

the debate at the altar of the supplicated god, Zeus Agoraios (70), ties the 
supplication with Athenian institutions: Zeus Agoraios was associated with 
the "righteousness of trials"4 5 and was the patron of the Athenian Assem

bly. 46 Suppliants usually supplicated Zeus as Xenios ("Protector of Guests"), 
Hikesios ("Protector of Suppliants"), or Soter ("Savior").4 7 The epithet Ago
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raios here is not a simple allusion to democratic institutions, fit for a patriotic 

play,48 but makes the god an emblem of democratic debate.49 

As Naiden argues, the Athenian Assembly decided certain petitions from 

suppliants who supplicated the Assembly formally before their case was 

heard. Controversial supplications such as this one, which affected the city's 

interests and security, would fall under the jurisdiction of the Assembly. 50 The 

evidence for this practice derives from Assembly decrees dating to the fourth 

and third centuries. The decrees illustrate that the Council and the Assem

bly had the executive power to decide petitions by suppliants.5 ' As Naiden 

demonstrates, however, tragedy furnishes indirect evidence that this practice 

may have already been in place earlier. Naiden compares the procedure de

scribed in a fourth-century decree in which a metic seeks exemption from 

his tax contributions by appearing before the Assembly with the assembly of 

the Argive demos that Pelasgus calls to decide the fate of the Danaids in Aes

chylus' Suppliant Women. As we have seen, in that play, the king's dilemma 

over whether to accept this band of foreign women in Argos (who were Zeus' 

suppliants and kinswomen of the Argive Io) and face war with their cousins 

or to reject them is resolved by coming to a vote before the demos (A. Supp.  

942-943).52 

The supplication of Heracles' children is treated in a similar manner, even 

if the matter is not formally brought before the Assembly.53 The authority of 

the king in the context of the supplication is analogous to that of the magis

trates in the Council.54 As the chorus point out to Iolaus, only the king has 

jurisdiction over such matters (mII-13)." Within this setting, Iolaus' plea 
before King Demophon on behalf of the suppliants (181-231) exhibits simi
larities with the procedure described by Aristotle (Ath. 43.6), who states that 

anyone wishing to present a petition before the Assembly went first to the 

altar, where he placed a suppliant branch. The evocation of this setting is con

sistent with Athens' panegyric. Heracles' children first take refuge at the altar 

of Zeus Agoraios at Marathon 5 6 and seek the city's protection when the her

ald attempts to drag them away from the altar. After Demophon grants them 

their request, the chorus emphasize that the king's decision is consistent with 

Athens' tradition of generosity toward the suppliants ( 32 9 - 3 32).57 

SUPPLICATION AND ASYLUM 

The second significant element of the ideal image of Athens in Children of 

Heracles is her respect for the Panhellenic custom of supplication. In the ex

perience of the audience, the legitimacy of the suppliant's request was crucial 

for determining the successful outcome of any supplication. 58 In fifth-century 
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Athens, as Angelos Chaniotis notes, asylum ("immunity from extradition") 
was granted only if the suppliants could prove before the authorities who 
were responsible for judging their case that they had been wronged. 5 9 The 
legality of the request also plays a crucial role in the dramatic agon.  

An evaluation of the herald's and Iolaus' arguments in the dramatic de
bate highlights the priority of legal claims. The herald, who speaks first (134
179),60 demands the suppliants' extradition by invoking the laws of Argos 
(134-143). He claims that Heracles' children were condemned to death (140
141) and insists that as Argives they are bound by Argive law (141-143).61 
Though seizure of fugitives could be legally requested for the purpose of 
punishing offenders who had committed wrongs against the city from which 
they fled, Heracles' children are innocent. In fact, as Iolaus explains in the 

prologue (12-17), Eurystheus has condemned them to death6 2 to prevent re
taliation on their part for the harm he had done to their father (000-1008).63 

The herald, however, stands by his claims and argues the suppliants have been 
sentenced to death, following due legal process: 

Apytio; cv yap ar64 Apysiovg ayo 
K Te EWiTav TO10 0-8E 8panr 1sa)9v, 

V 6~L QtOt Tots4 A1eCeLV i$to- ivoVQ 

OavEiv- (139-142) 

I am an Argive myself, and those I am seeking to take away are Argives 

who have run away from my country, though they were sentenced to die 

in accordance with that city's laws.  

The participle i1t-t -svov4 ("sentenced"), however, does not refer to a ver
dict reached by vote: like tpo; ("decision, vote"), it can denote the decision 
of an individual instead of a communal decision. Moreover, this verdict is not 
the outcome of a democratic process but a tyrant's ruling that distorts the law 
to serve his own interests. The herald also refers to the suppliants as SparErx, 
"runaway slaves" (140).64 Slaves were the only group not considered immune 
from seizure because they were not free.6 5 In referring to the suppliants in 

this manner, the herald undermines his credibility. His overall effort to justify 
the violation of the suppliants' sanctuary on legal grounds fails to persuade.6 6 

In his response, Iolaus counters the herald's specious legal claims. He 

opens his speech by extolling the virtues of democratic debate and praising 

Athens: 

ava , napEt yap T68' iv TVtO ftpXeovi, 

Eit7tv axoco-a T 'V .ept crapSoTt ot, 
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xo0eig . cxiO-EtI rp6Oo-V ceaep &o6Ev.  
LV lV 8Eal TCOL' O&V IOTLV IV 7'OTL.  

Eirni yap Apyov4 oi .IT6' 1'.iv ITt, 

\pI t O 0o1-av, caa pEIyoLV Wlrpav, 
7rcS &v L8txCc) c Muicva oug ayot 

5' 6vTzc 3 g, oi; ax o-a~v Xov6; 
iVOt ycp GO- V. v) T0vEAv vC 6pov 

pEyItV tKatLOD' U OOT; cav TapyO 903yvt; (181-190) 

My lord, since this is the law in your land, I have the right to hear and be 

heard in turn, and no one shall push me aside before I am done, as they 

have elsewhere. We have nothing to do with this man. Since we no longer 

have a share in Argos, and this has been sanctioned by vote, but are exiles 

from our native land, how can this man justifiably lead us away as Myce

naeans, when they have driven us from the country? We are now foreigners.  

Or do you think it right that whoever is exiled from Argos should be exiled 

from the whole Greek world? 

Equality of speech (Ei rEiv &xoivo-aT ' ' iv pEt, 182) and the fairness of the 
political and judicial process evoke the ideal of isegoria ("equality of speech"), 

which constitutes the basis of democratic freedom.67 By praising the right of 

equal speech, Iolaus pays tribute to Athens' democracy as well. For among its 

many meanings, democratic freedom conveyed the sense of "emancipation 

from prior subordination" 68 -a meaning apposite for describing the suppli

ants' hope to escape from Eurystheus' tyrannical authority. lolaus argues be

fore the king and the chorus that Heracles' children have been wronged by 

Eurystheus, who continues to persecute them, denying them even the option 

of living as exiles anywhere in Greece (190-191).  

In his speech, Iolaus establishes the legitimacy of the suppliants' request 

for asylum.6 9 He refutes the herald's claim that Heracles' children are ac

countable to the laws of Argos, since they have now fled their home. 7 0 Ac

cording to Athenian homicide law, exile was an alternative to death, a choice 

that Heracles' children make under duress.7 As Iolaus explains, Heracles' 

children no longer live in their city (pEryo tv n&Tpav, "we are exiles from our 

native land," 186). He argues that as exiles, they have forfeited their citizen

ship (Apyoov4 o -TE6' i iv iTt, "we no longer have a share in Argos," 185) 

and are no longer subject to the laws of Argos (187-188).72 Iolaus therefore 

counters the herald's argument regarding law and justice.7 3 Second, he estab

lishes the suppliants' status as refugees, and on these grounds, he rightfully 

petitions immunity from extradition.  

In this debate, the legal arguments of both sides are deployed in a manner 
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that characterizes Demophon's conduct as democratic, while condemning 
that of Eurystheus as tyrannical. Eurystheus perverts the law, while Demo
phon respects the "right of the wronged" (pace Chaniotis) and remedies the 
suppliants' unjust exile. Herein lies the civic praise of Athens as protector of 
the weak. By lending prominence to the democratic elements of the suppli
cation of Heracles' children in Athens, the play construes Athens' imperial 
image in positive terms. Democracy and empire converge: democracy under
pins Athens' openness as a fair and impartial judge of the affairs of others.  

The suppliants' recourse to the law in Athens furthermore paints a favor
able image of Athenian democracy, which counters the criticism of Athens' 
rivals. As we saw in Chapter 2, Children of Heracles and Suppliant Women 
present Athens as a fair and impartial judge of disputes among other Greeks74 
Such arguments addressed tensions that inevitably arose from Athens' im
perial democracy 75 and sought to justify those benefits that Athenians en
joyed, as they progressively limited the allies' freedom.7 6 After all, Pericles 
himself had stated that Athens' rule was akin to tyranny (Th. 2.63.2).77 More
over, in the Mytilenean debate, Cleon too branded the empire a tyranny, as 
he warned his fellow Athenians against treating their allies as equal partners, 
reminding them that democracy and empire could not coexist (Th. 3.37.1-3).  
On the other hand, the allies, for their part, protested their own loss of au
tonomy and enforced subordination; such complaints are openly expressed 
in the Mytilenaean debate (Th. 3.10.4)78 While Children ofHeracles does not 
register such complaints openly, 79 the favorable depiction that the play paints 
of Athens' interaction with the suppliants represents democratic deliberation 
as the guarantor of others' freedom.8 0 

AN IDEAL ATHENS? 

Plays that feature voluntary self-sacrifice such as Euripides' Iphigenia in Aulis, 
Children of Heracles, and Phoenician Women dramatize a profound impasse, 
when the community acquiesces to the demand of the god to procure its own 
safety.81 In Children ofHeracles, the demand for a human sacrifice by Kore in 
return for a fair outcome in the war against Argos also typifies the crisis that 
regularly arises in the course of the suppliants' acceptance. In other suppliant 
dramas, this crisis usually precedes the decision to protect the suppliants 
against the threat of a hostile attack from their pursuers.8 2 By coming into 
play after Demophon has decided to oppose Argos in battle, the emergency 
of the sacrifice calls attention to the costs and benefits of the suppliants' re

ception of Athens.  

When Kore makes her demand,83 Demophon withdraws the promise of 
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asylum and emphatically refuses to sacrifice his own daughter or that of any 

other citizen (410-414). Despite his professed willingness to stand by the 

suppliants (rpoeOtiav, 410),84 he now enjoins upon Iolaus to seek alterna

tive measures to ensure their safety (420-422). The Athenian king sets clear 

boundaries between civic safety and that of the suppliants. Setting his duty 

to his citizenry above his obligation to Heracles' children (415-424), he argues 

that their protection carries the risk of damaging the city's unity. He paints 

a picture of the city rent by stasis ("strife"). The citizens are divided in two 

factions: one supporting his decision to help the suppliants and the other op

posing it by accusing him of foolishness (415-17). In his view, granting asy

lum under these circumstances runs the risk of provoking a civil war (419).85 

Mindful of his own reputation, he brands the sacrifice a barbarian custom.8 6 

Demophon, with withdrawal of asylum, sets limits to Athens' traditional 

characterization as a generous city. His current state of indecision contrasts 

with the chorus' earlier praise of Athens for helping those in need (ai 7ro6' 

18E yaia Toi; L1 cvotL/o-v Tc 8cxaic> @o XcTaL rpoaWpsE)iv, "this land always 
wants to help the weak in a just cause," 329-330).87 Despite his and the 

chorus' expressions of compassion (410),88 Demophon finds himself com

pelled to set the rights of Athenians above those of foreign suppliants.8 9 

The crisis of sacrifice therefore marks a turning point not only dramatically 

but also ideologically. The king initiates a new course of action by enlisting 

Iolaus' help (aovE stpto-X' &rcos, "join me in finding out," 420).90 The with

drawal of asylum renders the praise of Athens provisional. When Demophon 

apprises Iolaus of the situation, the latter does not blame the king but holds 

the gods responsible for this unexpected trial (437-439). Iolaus expresses his 

enduring gratitude to the king (Gi 6Eoioi 8 oirEi T&Es/ipaWo'oeiv: : OTOL ooi 
y' accr6?trcTL x&pte, "since it is the will of the gods that I should do this, my 

gratitude to you is not lost," 437-438) 

On the practical side, Iolaus himself lacks the capacity to negotiate any 

new deal that would be advantageous for the suppliants.9' His only attempt 

to salvage the city's goodwill toward Heracles' children is to offer himself up 

as a victim for the goddess: a gesture as noble as it is futile (451-457). But his 

powerful lament for the suppliants' impending extradition must have aroused 

feelings of pity from the audience:9 2 

w 7rcitL, VV iv O8'tC 0x s Ti Xp ]oat.  

iroi TpEr6t oc0t; Ti yp a-Ento7TQ 6EGv; 
7roiov 89' yaix<; spro;ovx apiy 39; 

olos E6', wTixv', s8o610-6C6 -6a 8 .  

xaLO V OiUv o0v& L .i E Xp aEv v liSL, 

7r1iELv TL rEplcpto Tobe e obg Expon e6 vv.  
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S 1 U XtLCdai KUal CacTOLTipc, TEKva, 
xai v yEpatv uTip' AaX Lvav wrp6.  
w 8U t VXOtva 10tcvxpou fLov o eOv, 

T16 v 8e xSiay) zona oXA40-u argv.  

Xp v XP v &p' i a; gavap6; Eig iX~pov Xipaq 

7rEtOvTg ao-Xpc; cai xaxcg)triv rov. (439-450) 

My children, I do not know what to do for you. Where shall we turn? 

Which god have we not garlanded? To what land have we not come for 

refuge? We will die, my children, now we shall be given up! I do not care 
for myself if I must die, unless by dying I give pleasure to my enemies. It is 

for you I weep and have pity, my children, and Alcmene, the aged mother 

of your father. How unlucky you are in your long life, and I too am mis

erable, having toiled so long in vain. It was fated, fated, it seems, that we 

must fall into the hands of our enemy and lose our lives shamefully and 

wretchedly! 

Iolaus' lamentation subtly undermines the praise of Athens' generosity.  
The chorus pick up on the emerging tension and respond to it, anxious to 
divert criticism away from Athens: 

c 7rpio-3, A vv TI V')V eV) T a mLTL vr
6 X1V-Tac' av yap ) v t\fEusg &A' 6. Wog xcv 

ybvoLT' vetiog cbg votg i7pov8cxa Ev. (461-463) 

Old sir, do not accuse this city. For though it may be false, it would still be 

an evil reproach, that we betrayed strangers.  

The chorus' concern lies with defending the city's reputation, currently at 
variance with her treatment of the suppliants. The dissonance becomes clear 

in the words of the chorus, who no longer express pity for the refugees.9 3 

Iolaus is the only one left to pity Heracles' children as they face the possibility 
of renewed exile (442).  

It is difficult to determine whether an Athenian audience would have iden
tified with the chorus' point of view. It is likely that many Athenians may not 
have expected their civic ideals challenged overtly while their city was at war.  

Nonetheless, the religious (the demand for the sacrifice) and political motives 
(the threat of war) through which the king justifies the rejection of the suppli
ants undermine the play's panegyric and highlight the tension between ideal 

and pragmatic motivations.  
Earlier in the play, the Argive herald had branded Athens' proclivity 
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toward idealism as disadvantageous. In his speech in the debate, the herald 
rejected the Athenians' tendency to pity the weak as mere folly (147-152) 

and argued forcefully that the king ought to avoid war with Argos, setting 
the interests of his city above those of a group of weak suppliants/allies (153
168).9 4 Pity (iwrotiCtsiv, 152; oiKticarc, 158) and profit (d EpcvEig, "what 
will you gain?" 154) serve to characterize Athens and Argos respectively." Pity 

for the suppliants, as David Konstan has argued, however, does not influence 
Demophon's initial decision to grant the suppliants asylum; he decides with 
his city's interest in mind.9 6 The new crisis, however, reveals far more clearly 

the king's pragmatism, as his motives for expelling the suppliants now echo 

the herald's warnings: 

T & ]c tsV]OEL, Toia nEM c$itprE~i , 

Ti poetao-Ei, 7r6qL ov Apy iot XEtyv; 

7roiot 8' &IV(AoV LoW&XoL, Tivog 8' v7tp 

G&4t VExpOt)s 7reo6VTca; i x oxv 6yov 

KrTOrit 7rp; c-T&Jv, i 4povTo4 oivrEa 

T o, TO 1iv OVTO, WC, EbrLEv roe, 

7ra&ov <TE> TsCv8' i vSov T 'povi 7r68a. (162-168) 

What will you say then? What lands or booty have you been deprived of 

that you go to war with Argos? Defending what allies, on whose behalf 

will you bury the fallen? Your citizens will have nothing good to say of 

you if you get in difficult waters for an old man, almost a tomb, and for 

these children.  

The cost of accepting this group of suppliants in the city now outweighs any 

benefits and takes the drama of supplication in a new direction.  

SACRIFICE: ACQUIESCING TO EMPIRE? 

The entry of Heracles' daughter is the climactic moment of the play: her 
sacrifice, an unparalleled act of loyalty to a foreign city, ensures Athens' vic
tory. The maiden's death forges unity among the suppliants and their Athe
nian protectors, galvanizing the emotions of all participants against Eurys

theus, their common enemy, in the impending battle.97 Her sacrifice also 
prompts the redefinition of the suppliants' relationship with the city whose 
plight now evokes more clearly that of Athens' allies. After Heracles' daugh

ter proclaims that she will die to save her family and Athens, Demophon 
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takes up arms against Eurystheus (408-421). Iolaus also joins his hosts, and 
Hyllus, Heracles' oldest son, arrives on the battlefield with an allied force 
(660-670).98 

Euripides' introduction of virgin sacrifice to the political myth of Athens' 
reception of Heracles' children is an innovation,9 9 and it is not taken up by 

the fourth-century sources. Jennifer Larson comments that the foreign origin 
of Heracles' daughter can explain why orators omitted mention of her sacri

fice in funerary speeches that otherwise commemorated Athenian mythical 
examples of self-sacrifice, such as those of the daughters of Erechtheus and 
Leos.10 0 By not mentioning her sacrifice, orators could preserve the image 
of Athens as the savior of all suppliants. By contrast, in Euripides' play, the 
motif of self-sacrifice reveals the discrepancy between ideal and practice and 
the limits of Athens' generosity.  

The arbitrary divine crisis, itself symbolic of the cost of salvation, helps re
fashion the earlier image of Athens as helper of the weak. 10' The limits intro
duced, as we have seen, surface in the other Athenian suppliant plays as well, 

revealing in each case different dramatic strategies contrived for the purpose 
of negotiating the admission of foreigners.'02 

The voluntary sacrifice in Children of Heracles furnishes a solution to the 
dilemma that the king faces. The strategy at work here is typical of the opera
tion of ideology at large: the play contrives an illusory, albeit dramatically apt 
solution - the appearance of a voluntary victim - to resolve the perceived 
discrepancy between the ideal and the reality.103 

SACRIFICE AS IMPERIAL TRIBUTE 

At the same time that the sacrifice plays up obstacles that suppliants typi
cally encountered in their reception, the contingencies that arise in this play 
also appear to address specific concerns that are germane to the empire. In 
Children ofHeracles, the sacrifice renders the terms for asylum equivalent to a 
relationship of dependency with Athens. The suppliants' position and obliga
tion toward Athens now derive from the analogy of foreign suppliant to im
perial subject. As soon as Iolaus explains to Heracles' daughter that the only 
alternative to the sacrifice would be for them to leave the city (494-497), she 
asks pointedly whether the sacrifice is the only stipulation for their admis
sion (v Tt&s x&X6 SO-ec O-o6evat167t; "are we held by this condition for our 
safety?" 498). When she answers that it is (499), she offers herself willingly to 
be sacrificed (rptv cx ev-8 vat, "before I am ordered," 501).  

Her sacrifice in turn secures the kind of military contribution requisite 
for an Athenian victory. Heracles' daughter and her siblings evoke closely the 
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plight of the allies at this stage of the supplication, since they are compelled 

to offer military assistance in return for their protection. 104 

Some critics have characterized the shift in the suppliants' roles in positive 

terms, without addressing its implications. 0 5 This change, however, needs to 

be further discussed against the play's historical context. For the Athenians, 

the mounting costs of war made payment of the tribute an even more press

ing matter, while resentment over the tribute on the part of the allies contrib

uted to the growing feelings of hostility and resentment for the empire and 
its policies.  

In the prologue, the herald mocks the suppliant Iolaus for seeking to enlist 
Athens as an ally (55-56). As William Furley observes, the petition of the sup

pliant children of Heracles themselves may well have evoked in the mind of 

the audience the recent embassy the Corcyreans sent to Athens in 432 BC to 

seek an alliance against Corinth.1 0 6 The dramatic situation, I would suggest, 

evokes the plight of Athens' imperial subjects more broadly as well. The sac
rifice of Heracles' daughter evokes the contributions that the member states 

of the alliance were required to make to Athens' campaigns in the form of 

money or ships and manpower for Athens' fleet.107 

The metaphor of sacrifice as tribute offers a tangible connection with the 

historical reality of the empire. The king's reluctance to accept the enormous 

price of the sacrifice offers a window into the Athenians' concern with in

creases in military expenditure at the beginning of the Archidamian War. At 

that time, the collection of the tribute was an even more pressing matter than 

in preceding years.108 

For the audience, Demophon's decision not to fight against Eurystheus 
without any support from the suppliants may have also called to mind the 

tightening of measures to ensure the steady inflow of resources to meet the 
exigencies of war. Wealth (i ptovoic Xp &Teov, "abundance of money"), as 
Pericles argued at the beginning of the war, was essential for winning wars in 

addition to careful military planning (yvc vI; Th. 2.13.2). Moreover, Athens at 

the time, he said, enjoyed great wealth thanks to the steady inflow of imperial 

revenue, calculated at 6oo talents annually in addition to the funds stored 

in Athena's treasury (Th. 2.13.3-5).109 Already after the first four years of the 
Peloponnesian War a large part of the city's monetary reserves had been spent, 

and special measures were undertaken to address the city's diminishing assets.  

In 428 BC, the Athenians were forced to institute a property tax to finance the 

ongoing war against Sparta (Th. 3.19). But the pressures were probably already 
felt as soon as the war broke out. It is likely, for example, that the Athenians 

began to send out ships to collect money (Th. 2.69, 3.19, 4.50.1) shortly after 

431 BC to support their campaigns.uo 
Interpreted in light of the evidence on tribute collection, the sacrifice thus
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allows us to unravel some of the issues that Athens' mythical war against 
Argos may have conveyed to the audience when it was first performed. Anx
ious over the city's and the empire's fortunes, Athenian spectators may have 
recognized the necessity of pursuing a defensive policy to ensure the city's 
safety. The sacrificial crisis, however, does not register the anxieties of only the 
domestic audience. The extreme cost of the suppliants' integration acknowl
edges the commitment expected on the part of the allies during the war, espe
cially in light of the passing of measures to ensure the timely remittance of 
the tribute.  

The self-sacrifice of Heracles' daughter presents the allies' contributions to 
the empire as undertaken freely without any coercion on the part of the Athe
nians. This positive representation evoked the model of the hegemonic alli
ance and one that evokes perhaps the original compact between Athens and 
her allies in the Delian League. 111 Athens' treatment of her allies, however, 
had undergone a significant change: the transfer of the league's treasury from 
Delos to Athens had a great impact on the empire's relations with its allies.  
The payment of the tribute designated the allies' financial obligations (96po 

no-rX i , "paying tribute," or cp caTa povTgE, "contributing money") and 
served as a token of the allies' submission to the imperial city.  

The remittance of the tribute in the early days of the alliance did not pro
voke the same kind of resistance as later (Th. 1.97).12 Athens' power grew, 
and as she successively began to enslave her allies, the imposition of the trib
ute signified the allies' loss of independence (Th. 3.10-1). Thucydides uses 
different terms to refer to those allies who paid tribute to Athens versus those 
who did not, designating the former as Athens' subjects (irm :oot) and the 
latter as being under Athens' rule (&pxo Evot). Payment of the tribute there
fore defined the allies' subject status and was regarded a repressive measure, 
amounting to enslavement. It was often imposed involuntarily upon those 

allies who had revolted or upon cities that were brought under Athens' rule 
through military conquest. The treatment of the Naxians is a case in point: 
being among Athens' "autonomous allies," they initially did not pay tribute.  
When they attempted to secede in the 460s, however, the Athenians pun
ished them harshly by pulling down the city's walls, seizing their ships, and 
imposing tribute payments (Th. r.97).  

Tensions and conflicts inevitably arose, as the tribute was not always paid 

on time and was on occasion found to be in arrears on account of financial 

difficulties or due to the growing resistance toward Athens' rule. Though we 

lack sufficient evidence on the financial resources of the allied cities to deter
mine whether annual payments were affordable or not, the increase of the 
tribute after the beginning of the Peloponnesian War and Athens' tightening 
of the collection process in the course of the war (as evinced by Cleinias' de
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cree) suggest that its payment was the chief cause for the allies' growing re
sentment and hostility toward Athens." 3 

Thus, the play represents the suppliants' adherence to Athenian ideals in 
more complex fashion than has been previously acknowledged. The voluntary 

self-sacrifice marks a turning point and brings about a significant change in 
the characterization of the suppliants. But the subtext of their conversion is 
shaped by the contemporary historical realities of empire. Heracles' daugh
ter's voluntary sacrifice represents the relationship between the city and the 
suppliants based on the model of an idealized hegemonic alliance. The pri
ority of the empire's preservation is drawn within the tragic universe: divine 
agency casts political constraints in terms of ethical imperatives. The Athe

nian king does not demand compliance with the divine mandate from the 
suppliants, and yet the sacrifice itself is not entirely unforced, even if Hera
cles' daughter proclaims that she will die freely (sveipwo, "freely," 559) and 

without any compulsion (550-551). Set against the backdrop of the allies' en
forced contributions, the dialectic, which underpins the sacrifice, sheds light 
on the tension between volition and compulsion.  

THE POLITICS OF GENDERED DISCOURSE 

By repaying Athens for committing her military resources to ensure the safety 

of her family, Heracles' daughter can be seen as playing the role of token ally, 
reciprocating a generous protector. The scenario of her voluntary sacrifice, 

which seals Athens' victory against Eurystheus, also sets in relief the historical 
contingencies facing the empire at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War.  
At this time, Athens relied on the allies' support, and the play pays tribute 
to their contributions by according prominence to Heracles' daughter. Thus, 
a more complex image of the empire's relations with its allies emerges in the 

course of the play. Heracles' daughter plays a crucial role in crafting a portrait 
of unity between the city and the suppliants. To this end, she presents her
self an eager supporter of Athens by embracing the Athenian ideals of male 
heroism, courage, and self-sacrifice. What is unique about the role, which she 
undertakes to play as civic savior, unlike other victims of sacrifice in tragedy, 
is that she dies to save a city other than her own.  

Two recent studies have called attention to the dynamic interrelationship 

between gender and politics in this play. Daniel Mendelsohn has empha
sized that Heracles' daughter assumes a male role, as she proclaims her readi

ness to die "by standing by her sacrifice" (rap rca-Tae -pa$t, 502), recalling 
the vow taken by Athenian ephebes never to abandon their comrade-in
arms ('rapa ravgg)." 4 Through her identification with the ephebe, the ideal 
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citizen-to-be, she offers "a model of correct and appropriate civic boldness" 
in contrast to the male characters, Demophon and Iolaus, who fall short of 
resolving the obstacles that surface and fail to discharge their civic obliga
tions correctly." 5 

David Roselli has argued further that female sacrifice constitutes a site for 
negotiating the disparity of status within the ranks of Athenian citizens: 

The play glorifies a subordinate character whose contradictory social status 

(both subordinate and elite) embodies the social position of other "mar

ginal" members of Athenian society. The play stages a model for taking 
political action to transform the social system and for commemorating the 

tragic costs of such undertakings." 6 

Marginal voices and gendered discourse indeed contribute to the production 
of Athenian democratic civic ideology in tragedy, as critics have shown.1 7 But 

the identity of Heracles' daughter as a non-Athenian (which neither Mendel
sohn nor Roselli examines)1 8 looms large, and her agency as a female savior 
also shapes the play's discourse on hegemony. Through her sacrifice, Heracles' 
daughter extends the praise normally reserved for Athens to include the con

tributions made by non-Athenians and claims a similar measure of recogni
tion for those who did not properly belong to the polis.  

Female sacrifice on behalf of the city constitutes an anomaly: a woman 
comes forth in public and assumes a role ordinarily assigned to men, thus 
transgressing female normative duties. Taking the initiative to appear in pub
lic, Heracles' daughter first defends her right to speak before her Athenian 
hosts. She does so by addressing the limits that social norms imposed upon 
women's participation in the privileged public sphere. Upon emerging from 

the temple of Zeus, where Alcmene and the other female members of Hera
cles' family had taken refuge (40-44), she immediately seeks to forestall her 
hosts' criticism:119 

7rpoo-a3rj. rpTrOV yap T68' i fTlyocaL.  

yvvatx yap OTy1i TE iac To 0-4ppovEiv 

x tITOV LOC 0' O .OV-oo VELV 86 OV.  

Tzv -6v 8' axo-ag,'I6)Eo, ruvT y c/TCov 
i eov, o' TaXGEioa 1psoj E1Etv yivos, 

a&, i. yp 7O4 7rp6opopo, 0)iLE L &LO 
larO' GT e s)V TCv E xiaaUT 7ript, 

OilE2 7r6o-at , ' 't roi 7ralata Kxoi 

7rpooxEi Ev6v t i .a ov &icvEt ppva. (474-483) 
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Strangers, please do not consider my coming out to be overbold: this is 

the first indulgence I shall ask. I know that for a woman silence is best, 

and modest behavior, and staying quietly within doors. But since I heard 

your anguished words, lolaus, I have come out. I have not, to be sure, been 

designated the family's most important member, but since I am in some 

way fit to hear this and since I care greatly about my brothers and myself, 

I wish to ask whether some new misfortune on top of our old troubles is 

vexing your mind.  

Heracles' daughter adopts a cautious attitude before her Athenian hosts, 

wary of offending them by coming forth to speak in the presence of an all

male cast.120 She acknowledges that her exit violates the norms of silence, 

self-restraint, and seclusion that women ought to observe (476-477).121 As 

Iolaus had mentioned in the prologue, the female members of the group had 

taken refuge inside the temple of Zeus. Heracles' daughter, however, is able 

to account for her boldness by stressing her concern for her siblings, arguing 

that she has come out after hearing Iolaus' cries to find out whether further 

suffering is in store for Heracles' children.122 At the same time, she acknowl

edges that her exit extends the limits of propriety beyond what was deemed 

socially acceptable.123 

Her apology serves as preamble (rpirov yap T68' id o-Oat, "this is what 
I will ask for first," 475) for the role that she undertakes to play on behalf of 

her family as she proclaims herself a self-appointed, yet legitimate ambassa

dor (o TaX~Aeoa ... /. .i. d 1 y&p rw 7rp6opos, 479-480).124 Women could 
not represent themselves or their families in public in an official capacity.  

Through her speech she lays strong claims to her ability to represent the sup

pliants before choosing her lot. Her initial transgression of gender boundaries 

thus paradoxically establishes her authority to speak on the suppliants' behalf.  
Her role as female savior becomes progressively fused with her identity 

as a non-Athenian. Heracles' daughter negotiates her civic marginality by 
manipulating gender norms. Women offer an apt model for expressing at 

once civic marginality and belonging, since they themselves possessed an 

in-between status in Athenian society.12 5 Placed in charge of the domestic 

sphere, they dispensed roles that were hierarchically subordinate to those of 

Athenian males.126 Women occupied an intermediate position between the 

citizen and the foreigner; they were nominally enfranchised but could not 

participate in political decision-making.127 Their civic contributions, how

ever, were acknowledged, especially in the religious and ritual spheres.128 As 

such, female characters offer an appropriate model for the partial (and sym

bolic) integration of marginal groups, especially foreigners whose civic stand
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ing tragedy articulates in positive terms by highlighting their religious ties 
with Athens.' 29 

Building upon the work of Arlene Saxonhouse (1992), who argues that 
women in tragedy can offer both positive and negative models of civic action, 
symbolic of the forces that threaten ("diversity") or alternatively those that 

support the civic entity ("unity"), the agency of Heracles' daughter as a 
woman can be seen as forging a path toward mediating and repairing the 
crisis that has emerged between the city and the suppliants. Her marginality 
as a woman and as a foreigner redefines the dynamics of the suppliants' re
lationship with Athens. As such, her apology for transgressing gender norms 
is rhetorically and politically effective. Assuming the role of spokesperson for 
the group, she is able to articulate the suppliants' contribution to the city's 

salvation. She deploys familiar topoi from the funeral oration and represents 
her sacrifice as an act of civic heroism, akin to those of Athenians who died 

in battle.  

FEMALE SACRIFICE AND THE ATHENIAN FUNERAL ORATION 

Victims of sacrifice in Euripides' plays of voluntary self-sacrifice adopt a 
heroic stance de rigueur, aspiring to obtain a share of men's civic glory. To 
this end, they routinely renounce marriage, the proper telos of a woman's 
life, in exchange for a glorious death.'3 0 Iphigenia, who trades a high-status 
marriage with Achilles for glory: rwUrca yap vv1 si& too/&aaxpott xaitpQ, Krcu 

ofrro ixa yatot xa 8' Eo ("this is my lasting monument and these my chil
dren, my marriage and my glory," E. IA 1398-1399), is a case in point. As 
Foley has argued, sacrificial virgins in tragedy do not fully transcend their 

normative social roles. Their renunciation of marriage does not so much sig
nal their assumption of a male role. Rather, it represents their agency as un

usual, since the critical circumstances in which they find themselves compel 
them to abandon the private sphere of the oikos and become actors in the 
public realm of the polis.  

In Children of Heracles, however, the maiden's self-sacrifice is modeled 
closely after the standards of male heroism and emulates the patriotic self
sacrifice of the Athenian hoplites. Heracles' daughter declares her willingness 
to die by casting herself in the role of a male warrior. After exhorting Jolaus 
not to fear their Argive enemy any longer (fi v) v tpLtS sT' eXpov Apyeikv 
a6pv, "no longer fear the enemy spear of the Argives," Soo), she declares her
self ready to die and to "stand by her sacrifice," emphasizing her volition 
through the use of military language (7rpv xaIa6evat ... evntoxstv sToij cxa 
7rapoa-Taoet opayit, "before I am ordered ... I am ready to die and stand by 
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for sacrifice," 501-502). The use of the verb 7capioTca6a (502) identifies the 

maiden as a hoplite standing in the line of battle. This figurative representa

tion not only conveys her penchant for male heroism instead of female pas

sivity but also evokes the ideals of hoplitic warfare.  
The assimilation of the voluntary sacrifice of Heracles' daughter to the 

soldiers' willingness to die in the service of the polis is inspired by the ex

emplary deeds of male heroism, amply documented in the funeral speeches.  

Self-sacrifice in battle stood as the supreme proof of civic duty and furnishes a 

template for the acts undertaken by Athenian female civic saviors as well, such 

as the daughters of Leos and Erechtheus. Among the examples of women's 
patriotic death, we find the most explicit formulation of the idea that female 

sacrifice could be regarded as equivalent to soldiers' death in battle in Praxi

thea's speech in Euripides' Erechtheus (Kannicht TrGFF 360): 

Ta XaprTaL 0-Tt sEyEVC; xapitErac, 

vi&ov V @poToio-v. of 8i 8p- v, 

Xp6vcotL& Sp6O-a, &o-yEvio-tEpov <Xiyc>.  

i &00 BWo- i8arv iV V KTavEiV.  

E L8'IV vvoixote avZ O31 tWv oTaXo; 

apa v, 7x6,v & 7woltE la raTETXE 16 , 
OUxC &vvtv i7re t7rov Le ig W&vl op6

;, 

OavaTov porapp6o%'; a&X' oty' i lriva (25) 

& xa VXo1TO xaLE' rav8p-iv 7rpi7rot, 

i 0 *-u T' &?w iv 7r6) Lre vx6Tca. (1-4, 22-27) 

When someone renders favours in the noble way, it is gratifying to others.  

When they act but to do so slowly <this is ill> bred. I, then, shall give my 

daughter to be killed. . . . If our family included a crop of male children 

instead of females, and the flame of war was gripping our city, would I be 

refusing to send them out to battle for fear of their deaths? No, give me 

sons who would not only fight but stand out amongst the men and not be 

mere figures raised in the city to use.'3 1 

In her speech, Praxithea, wife of King Erechtheus, aims to persuade her 
husband to consent to the sacrifice of their daughter, demanded by Poseidon, 

if Athens is to win the war against Eumolpus of Eleusis. Praxithea claims, 

among other reasons, that women could serve their country in the same ca

pacity as men would. 132 She reasons that as a mother, it is her duty to give up 
her daughter to the city just as she would have done if she had given birth to 

sons. As things stand, however, the royal oikos stands bereft of male progeny, 
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and so she and the king must assent to their daughter's sacrifice. As John 
Wilkins aptly notes in connection with this passage: "The contribution of 
each sex is clear: sacrifice is required of all children of suitable age (and a cor
responding sacrifice from parents): eligible boys must stand in the battle-line; 
eligible girls may be called upon for human sacrifice to promote victory."133 

Female self-sacrifice, as articulated by Praxithea, is modeled after men's 
death in battle. The assimilation of female into male acts of heroism in Chil
dren of Heracles, on the other hand, yields a different message: it represents 
the sacrifice of a foreigner in a similar light with the civic contributions of 
those who were Athenian born. Heracles' daughter models her sacrifice upon 
the ideal ethos of the Athenian citizen hoplite and styles herself as Athens' 
loyal ally, remitting with her death the tribute due the city for protecting the 
suppliants. The discourse of civic sacrifice, which permeates her speech, alters 
the dynamics between the city and the suppliants. For in her self-fashioning 
as a female heroine, she inverts not only the boundaries between male and 
female acts of heroism but also those between Athenian and non-Athenian 
and between citizen and non-citizen. Such crossing of boundaries is achieved 
rhetorically by appropriating the familiar topoi of the funeral oration, which 
she thereby integrates within her rationale for consenting to die.134 

Her decision to die voluntarily evokes the gesture of prohairesis ("choice"), 
which is the central praise addressed to Athenian soldiers in the funeral 
speech. Rather than praising their exploits on the battlefield, Pericles, notably, 
commends the fallen for their decision to die (Th. 2.39.4).13' The maiden's 
choice to die is also modeled after the prohairesis of the Athenian hoplites, as 
she too declares that she will die to save her siblings and the polis before she 
is ordered to do so. The maiden stands firm by her decision and rejects Jolaus' 
suggestion that the victim instead be chosen among Heracles' female children 
by lot (549-551).136 

The maiden's rationale for the sacrifice is modeled upon the civic biogra
phy of the Athenian citizens in the orations, whose virtue and excellence were 
measured against the accomplishments of their ancestors. For just as the ora
tors began their speeches by extolling the ancestors' nobility as a preamble 
to the praise of the dead (Th. 2.36.1; Lys. 2.3; Pl. Mx. 237a; D. 60.4), so the 
maiden insists that she must live up to her noble lineage by showing herself 
a worthy daughter of her father (509-510, 537, 539-541, 563, 626-627); in 
the stasimon, following her exit, the chorus too praise her nobility (625- 627).  
Though references to the victim's nobility draw attention to her aristocratic 
pedigree, they also distinctly evoke the praise of the ancestors in the funeral 
oration, making her death worthy of praise and emulation.137 

Like her male counterparts, she firmly rejects philopsychia ("love of life") 
by arguing that a glorious death is the best option available to her (511-526).  

CITY of SUPPLIANTS 
96



As a female victim, she foregoes the prospect of marriage easily, arguing that 

her prospects of marrying well stood diminished because she was an exile 

(522-524). To be sure, the funeral oration eclipsed individual contributions 

and commemorated the soldiers' equal share in the public eulogy of their 

civic death. But the Maiden's rejection of an inglorious life vies with the "fine 

death," prized by the orators, making her deserving of the tribute that the city 

reserved for Athenian soldiers.  

The chorus in the second stasimon praise her, as she goes offstage, by using 

the same topoi: they commend her for deciding to die freely (559); they em

phasize that she is acting on behalf of the civic good (621- 622) and confirm 

her nobility and courage (625-637). The praise of her sacrifice by the chorus 

of old men, residents of Marathon, allows her courage and heroism to be en

visioned as carrying on Athens' storied victories. The setting of the play at 

Marathon evoked the famous victory of the Athenians against the Persians; 

Marathon was also featured in the catalogue of the ancestors' military ex

ploits, typically recounted at the beginning of the orations.  

SACRIFICE AND HEGEMONY 

By according equal praise to all Athenian citizens regardless of their rank, ora

tors leveled distinctions of civic standing among the fallen. Praxithea's speech 

in Erechtheus lends support to the idea that civic contributions ought to be 

appraised on equal terms, regardless of the sex of the participant. If, however, 

women's civic sacrifice provides the basis for suspending temporarily gender 

inequality by allocating equal duties to men and women in the military and 

civic spheres, the same does not apply to distinctions of status, based on civic 

origin. Foreigners, Praxithea argues, can never contribute in equal measure 

with citizens, that is, with those who were native born to another city: 

7o-ocv 6LOLCo4 p tapopai ixTLO-ivatL 

&Xat rap' a v ioLV lotaycyt.t.  

oTTt 8'c~ rA' air6 o oic om r6Xtv, 

ap b; 7rovapOs &)o7rEp V v ) 7twaytiq, 

6-yc1 ro)Ld 1 so-ri, roi 8' pyoto-tv o ... (Kannicht TrGFF 360, 8-13) 

... other communities, founded as it were through boardgame moves, are 

imported, different ones from different places. Now someone who settles 

in one city from another is like a peg ill fitted in a piece of wood-a citi

zen in name, but not in his actions. . ..  
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Drawing upon a metaphor from woodworking, she argues that just like a 
peg that fails to provide a good fit for a piece of wood, so the foreigner turns 
out to be a bad match for the city. Her strong assertion to this effect-a for
eigner is a citizen in name only-is offered as proof for her leading claim that 
Athens is superior to all other cities on account of the autochthonous ori
gins of her people. Praise of autochthony, a recurrent feature of the patriotic 
rhetoric of the funeral speeches, is fittingly adapted to the rationale that Praxi
thea provides for the sacrifice of her daughter. Praxithea's logic, which gives 
preference to Athenians over foreigners, further exposes the bias inherent in 
this judgment whereby the foreigner in effect serves as foil for the citizen's 
superior performance. The assertion of homogeneity, implicit in the myth, 
relies on the normative model of citizenship, which excluded non-Athenians 
from civic participation. But its specific formulation in this context is consis
tent with the celebration of Athens' democratic and egalitarian ethos in the 
funeral speeches, which praised exclusively the arete ("valor, excellence") of 
the Athenian citizen-soldiers. 13 8 

Not only Praxithea but also the orators differentiated the contributions 
of foreigners from those of Athenian citizens. For though foreigners, metics, 
and allies fought in Athens' battles, their participation is scarcely mentioned.  
Their absence affirms that their contributions were not regarded as being on 
par with those who were Athenian born. Since the funeral speeches praised 
first and foremost the city in its democratic guise, their focus on the deeds 
of the Athenians denies through a process of elimination some share of this 
honor to those serving the city in a subordinate or auxiliary capacity.139 Peri
cles in his funeral oration (Th. 2.39.2-3) commends the Athenians for fight
ing their battles unaided and highlights their superiority against the Spar
tans, who, as he claims, mobilized not only their own army but also that of 

their allies when they went on military campaigns. Lysias (2.23-24) similarly 
underplays the allies' military participation, arguing that Athenians did not 
win any battle with the help of the allies that they could not have won on 
their own. 1 4 0 

For the most part, the funeral speeches avoid mention of Athens' rule over 
other Greeks and praise Athens' hegemony, as Loraux writes, by "transform
ing it (i.e., the empire) into a manifestation of Athenian excellence."'14 As a 
result, the speeches for the most part skew the reality of the empire not only 

by denying foreigners any share in civic commemoration but also by avoiding 
any mention of their financial contributions. The allies emerge as beneficiaries 

of the empire, beholden to Athens by gratitude.  
The maiden's decision to die for Athens emerges as an anomalous choice 

against this background. Her appropriation of the traditional topoi through 
which orators honored the Athenian fallen heroes goes against the custom
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ary practice of excluding foreigners from commemoration in the speeches.  
Through this kind of emulation she strikes a commanding presence, as for 
a brief while she vies with male Athenian citizens in the sphere of civic en
gagement. The maiden's decision presents the sacrifice as a supreme act of 
heroism akin to the self-sacrifice of Athenian soldiers and worthy of the 
praise accorded to them by the orators. This kind of representation admit
tedly broadens the scope of civic praise to include a foreigner, but it does not 
negate the disparity between citizen and foreigner, as defined by the norms 

of democratic participation. Instead, the inclusion of the foreigners into the 
Athenian panegyric is emblematic of the hegemonic outlook of the Athe
nian suppliant plays, which represent the allies' dependency to the empire in 
positive terms by recognizing the contributions that the suppliants made to 
Athens. Heracles' daughter becomes an envoy of Athens' hegemony, as she 

enunciates the stance befitting the ideal ally: 

Ti po otv ydp, Ei At.te cv LtoL 

Iv~voV CIV Qv oUvEr' aIp1o-8tL .Lyav, 

acl0 s187rpoo-TLOv'Ex CGo0-Lv 7r6vooq, 

7rap6v o-pr o'C-at,, pE6o-9c actveiv; 

o) 8 T, E7rEL Tot xaL yEATOc aLta, 

o-TVivEtv v ixrTac S ft6vwv W c xxe1vovS, 

ircT'rp; ' cxELvoU p1vTzg o 7rrEacctEv 

xaxo opca-ate. iro t&' v pvo-Toie 7p7rEt; (503-510) 

For what shall we say if this city is willing to run great risks on our behalf, 

and yet we, who place toil on others, run away from death when it is pos

sible for us to save them? For it is surely worth of mockery if we sit and 

groan as suppliants of the gods and yet, though we are descended from 

such a father as ours, are seen as cowards. How can this be fitting in the 

eyes of noble men? 

She exhorts the suppliants to show themselves worthy of the risk, which 
Athens is willing to entertain on their behalf. She argues that her sacrifice is 

the only fitting response to the great risks that Athens is willing to undertake 
on their behalf. In urging her own sacrifice to support her choice, she affirms 

the city's willingness to defend Heracles' children. Her exhortation echoes the 
chorus' earlier words, as they praise their city for undertaking myriad toils on 
behalf of others (329-331).142 But Heracles' daughter also underscores suppli
ants' obligation to contribute to Athens' venture (503-506). Her intervention 
realigns the course of the plot with the ideal depiction of Athens as a hege
monic city. This is achieved largely through a reciprocal exchange of "toils": 
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those undertaken by the city and those Athens enjoins upon the suppliants 

to accept.  

The terms of the exchange dictate an active negotiation of consent on the 

part of the subordinate group. At the same time, the play coopts the voice of 
the foreigner and thereby suppresses its potential for articulating protest and 

dissent. The play acknowledges the contributions of the suppliants, effecting 
thereby a nominal recognition of the participation of foreigners and allies in 
Athens' imperial enterprise. The emphasis on the suppliants' contribution to 
their own and their city's salvation is born out of the same historical realities 
that prompted Pericles to characterize Athens' rule as akin to tyranny (Th.  
2.63.2), as he urged his fellow-citizens to go to war against the Spartans. Chil
dren of Heracles also attempts to come to grips with the problems which im

perial domination had already produced. The play sets in relief the unequal 
distribution of power between Athens and her allies by acknowledging the 
sacrifices that war required not only of the Athenians, but also of the allies.  

But on the ideological level, it also dramatizes scenarios in which the allies are 
offered choices; these choices are not free of constraints. The outcomes, how
ever, are negotiated, not imposed, and though Athens sets the terms of the 
exchange, such outcomes uphold the promise of Athens' hegemonic ideals.  

The battle lends further evidence of the suppliants' military contributions 
as allies. Significantly, it is their contributions that receive special mention in 
the messenger's speech. He reports to Alcmene that Hyllus, Heracles' oldest 
son, led an allied army into battle and that he challenged Eurystheus to single 
combat (8oo-8i8). The Argive king's refusal underscores his cowardice and 
Hyllus' bravery (815-817). Second, Iolaus too plays a key role in the battle.'4 3 

Praying to Heracles and Hebe to grant him his former strength for one day, 
riding on Hyllus' chariot, he succeeds in capturing Eurystheus (843-863).  
Both Hyllus and Iolaus, then, are prominent in the battle, proving themselves 

to be worthy allies, and set up the trophy at the site of the battle (786-787, 
936-937). Their eagerness to avenge themselves against Eurystheus explains 
the key role they play in this battle, especially in light of the play's final shift 
to Alcmene's revenge against Eurystheus.'4 4 But as Athens' mythical foreign 

allies, they are granted unusual prominence in the battle narrative.1 4 5 

EURYSTHEUS: SAVIOR AND HERO 

The end of the play lends support to Pericles' view that the war against Sparta 

had to be fought to support the empire and makes a clear statement that 
Athens was morally superior to her foe by juxtaposing Athens' generosity 
towards Heracles' children with the later ingratitude of their descendants, the 
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Spartans; the Spartans, who, as Eurystheus says in his prophecy (1027-1037) 

before his death, 14 6 failed to recognize their debt to Athens.'4 7 Eurystheus' 

prophecy operates on a number of levels of ideological signification, which 

tie together the different facets of Athens' image as benevolent hegemon, as 

the play draws to its end: 

CTEiv, o) 7tapatOTa0Lc 0E. VT#Ve & 7VrT)V, 

i~rEi t a43K K0L K Lat0G81 K-'TVEIV, 

XpVo-}tJ t7rakatCt Aoiou 8pv cat, 

8; Wpr o-tS iLtLOV' V 0KEi XpoVCt.  
cv 6VTa yacp LE wateS' o1 T po-t v, 

ia; 7rapotE 7rap6evo1H 11acvi oe.  

ca -oL iv EvoV KaL 7aEtU 0-1]pto; 

otLTZKo; aie KELOOalt KraT OOV 6
;, 

Toi T)V8I 8' EKyQVOto- 7rroL t.TcarTO, 

O6aVv 6k-ct apo u-'v ro?2.L Epi 
XapLV 7rpo86VzEg Z1Tvp . TOL0)T&V VOV 

rposo-T1TE. (I027-1037).  

Kill me, I do not beg you not to. But as for this city, since it spared me and 

refrained from killing me, I shall make a present to it of an ancient oracle 

of Loxias, an oracle that will in time be a greater benefit than it seems. For 

you will bury me in the place I was fated to lie, in front of the shrine of the 

divine maiden, Athena Pallene. I shall lie for all time beneath the earth, a 

foreign visitor who is kindly to you and a savior of the city but most hos

tile to the descendants of Heracles' children when they come here with 

a powerful army, betraying the kindness you showed them. Such are the 

guests you protected.  

His prophecy links the aftermath of the supplication with the return of 
Heracles' children, which is mentioned twice in the play (310-311, 873-888).  
Eurystheus invokes the Spartans' ancient debt (1036) to the Athenians to 

highlight their ingratitude toward the Athenians in the present.  

Unlike their rivals, the Athenians come off better in keeping score and re
ciprocating the favors they have incurred. The telescoping of past and future 

in Eurystheus' prophecy thus alters the dynamics, which underlie the re
lationship between Athens and the former suppliants. The change of roles 

between friend and enemy is conveyed through a concomitant shift in the 

genealogical register, which defines the Heraclids' ties with Athens as suppli
ants to those that link them with Sparta by highlighting their Dorian con

nections. The identification of the Heraclids with the Spartans sets the stage 
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for his change of allegiance, as he pledges his loyalty toward the Athenians in 
light of their shared enmity toward the Spartans.  

His conversion from enemy to hero accords well with the current events 
at the beginning of the Archidamian War. Eurystheus' paradoxical conversion 
into friend and ally of Athens sets in relief the constancy of Athens' commit
ment to her hegemonic ideals. Eurystheus' role as Athens' ally is consistent 
with his earlier one: as a hero, he will continue to inflict harm upon those who 
harmed him.148 His violent death at the hands of Alcmene provides justifica
tion for his persistent hostility: his violent death will not be avenged, and he 
describes himself as "a victim demanding vengeance" (rpoo-rp6iruov, 1015).149 
Eurystheus' transformation from inimical foreigner to savior-hero resembles 
that of Oedipus and the Furies in OC and in Eumenides. Like the Furies, 
who become residents of Athens after accepting Athena's offer of metoikia 
("residency"), Eurystheus emphasizes his religious and civic status. He will lie 
under Attic soil as "a foreign visitor," a savior, favorable to Athens (1033). The 
aetiology thus brings his personal enmity toward Heracles' children in line 
with Athenian interests. Against the background of the Spartans' ingratitude, 
Eurystheus' conversion from enemy to hero endorses Athens' perspective, as 
another foreigner lends his voice to defend her moral standards.  

PUNISHING EVIL: EURIPIDES' SUPPLANT WOMEN 

As a coda to the discussion of Children of Heracles, I turn next briefly to 
Euripides' Suppliant Women to highlight the play's contribution to an under
standing of the development of Athenian hegemonic ideology. In Children 
of Heracles and Suppliant Women Athens fights to defend the cause of foreign 
suppliants, based on a different set of motives. King Demophon in Children 
of Heracles seeks to ascertain the primacy of the city's interests-a position 
compatible with that of Pericles, who stressed the necessity of war for the 
survival of the empire (Th. 1.140-144). Theseus, Athens' king in Suppliant 
Women, aligns his role as "chastiser of evils" with Athens' pursuit of just 
causes (339-349).150 When Adrastus, king of Argos, first requests Theseus' as
sistance in the war against Thebes, Theseus refuses on the grounds that Argos' 
war against Thebes was wrong. Significantly, the play's claim that democ
racy and the rule of law alone guarantee protection from injustices5' carries 
the burden of articulating Athens' moral hegemony, distancing Theseus' city 
from the palpable distortion of these claims in the 420s. 5 2 At this time, 
Cleon's proposals carried the day in the Assembly, advising the Athenians 
to cast off emotion when making decisions on policy matters and reminding 
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them, as he did in the debate on the fate of Mytilene, that democracy'and 

empire ought to stand firmly apart from each other (in. 3.37.1-2).  
As a key expression of the Athenian panegyric, Euripides' suppliant plays 

offer critical insights into how the Athenians negotiated their image as be
nevolent leaders against that of cruel imperialists imputed against them.  

Euripides' Children of Heracles provides a fuller picture of the way in which 
Athens' hegemonic ideals began to change. His Suppliant Women, however, 

articulates emphatically that democracy as the rule of law underpins the em

pire. This is paralleled in Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus (and is germane to 

the characterization of Theseus, the archetypical democratic king). Euripi
des' Suppliant Women thus allows us to trace another stage in the evolution 

of Athenian hegemony in the 420s BC.  

Regardless of what position one takes on how to read the praise of Athens 
in the play,'53 its negotiation of the motives that prompt Theseus' and Athens' 

going to war frame this play's stance toward empire. Suppliant Women was 

performed around 424 BC, a few years after the debate at Mytilene in 427 BC.  

In Suppliant Women, the key debate between pity and self-interest forms the 

subtext of the negotiation surrounding the evaluation of Adrastus' appeal, 

as Konstan has shown. Theseus, unlike Aethra, Theseus' mother, who both 

experiences and finds the Argive mothers to be deserving of pity, focuses 

initially on considerations of right and wrong and rejects Adrastus' request, 

since his going to war was not justified (155-249). Aethra next approaches the 

case from a different angle and exhorts her son to undertake the war against 
Thebes by following a different tactic and urging to pragmatism by exhorting 

Theseus' reputation and highlighting the benefits that have accrued to Athens 

as a result of her past military undertakings (338-341). But Aethra qualifies 
her argument on moral grounds, appealing as she does to the need for morally 

principled action. To this effect, she insists that Theseus must act to punish 

evil and choose a just course by insisting on his duty to uphold the customs 

of all Greeks (301-313).'1 

Theseus follows Aethra's advice and commits to helping Adrastus and the 
Argive mothers, seeking first to ratify his decision by consultation with the 

demos (E. Supp. 354-358). As Rosenbloom puts it: "In Euripides' Suppliants, 

the equivalence of panhellenic laws and democratic decree underwrites insti

tutions of democracy and empire that defined themselves in terms of the rule 

of law and legal justice. Athens imposed Councils selected by lot on poleis and 

laws and legal jurisdiction on subject cities."1 5 

As Rosenbloom shows further in his analysis of this play, Theseus' de

fense of democracy highlights the privileges that it imparts to all citizens, 

poor and rich alike. While democracy guarantees freedom (353, 403-405), 
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justice (433-437), equality, and participation in decision-making (352-353, 
406-408), tyranny, as Theseus argues, negates freedom and precludes access 
for all to the law and to right of free speech (438-441). The attack on tyranny 
not only holds true for the antithesis between Thebes and Athens in Theseus' 
speech but also emerges in his rationale for rejecting Adrastus' plea, refusing 
to go to war and ally his city with a cause he deems unjust and insolent and 
hence not deserving of Athens' support (220-249). But Aethra's arguments, 
as we have seen, succeed in imposing a different view, when she argues that 
in helping victims of injustice, Theseus and Athens would uphold the divine 
imperative of burial, a law common to all Greeks.  

The play unites the city's hegemonic mission with its democracy, whose 
laws aimed to ensure the protection of the weak and the defenseless against 

those who violate them (511-512, 574-577). Thus, by preventing the Thebans 
from violating the common laws of Greece, Athens earns in return a glori

ous reputation and abiding gratitude for her righteous interventions (165
1179). The play concludes with Athena's appearance as dea ex machina ("god
dess from the machine") announcing a defensive alliance between Athens 
and Argos (1183-1200)-and here again we see the consistency with which 
suppliant plays highlight the exchange of benefits between Athens and the 
suppliants.' 56 

As opposition to the empire continued to mount, the message of Athens' 
moral hegemony turned more defensive: it sought to highlight morality, 
not gains, as its primary motive-a message that continued to fluctuate
illuminating the process through which the plays continued to adapt the core 
message of hegemonic ideology against the changing realities of Athens' rule.  

CITY of SUPPLIANTS 

104



Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, the last of the Athenian suppliant plays, dates 

to ca. 407/6 BC' and dramatizes the reception of the suppliant Oedipus by 

Theseus shortly before his death and heroization at the end of the play.2 Com

posed close to the end of the Peloponnesian War that marked the empire's de

feat by Sparta and her allies, the play at once constitutes a panegyric of Athens 

and raises a host of questions pertaining to the character of this panegyric. At 

the heart of the play is the treatment of outsiders, a concern directly relevant 

to the praise of Athens' piety.  

As we have seen, the reception of strangers was broadly regarded a measure 

of individual and collective piety, and the reception of the suppliant Oedipus 

tackles this issue from a variety of angles. 3 The treatment of suppliants, for 

example, was relevant to the opening of the hostilities between Athens and 

Sparta. At the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, both Athens and Sparta 

used instances of the violation of asylum as negative propaganda to cast asper

sions on their opponent's morality and values.4 Similarly, Athens' compassion 

toward the suppliant Oedipus furnished a strong argument in support of her 

conduct during the war and to justify her actions by claiming that Athenians 

had consistently offered their assistance to those who sought their protection.  

Oedipus fits the portrait of the suffering stranger probably more than any 

other character in tragedy.5 At the end of the Oedipus Tyrannus, following 

the revelation of his own identity and his crimes against his closest of kin 

the murder of his father, Laius and his marriage with his mother, Jocasta

Oedipus blinds himself and decides to leave Thebes an exile. When he arrives 

at Colonus with Antigone at the beginning of the play, he first presents him

self as a wanderer and beggar (1-2) and emphasizes his prolonged suffering.  

Oedipus, however, is no ordinary beggar and soon his identity begins to be 

drawn in accordance to the Athenian panegyric.  

Significantly, the progress of Oedipus' integration in this play addresses

105



Athens' reputation as a pious city. Theseus' portrait as a leader affirms the 

principles that underwrite Athens' hegemony. His eagerness to protect the 

suppliant from suffering outrage at the hands of the Theban Creon endorses 

the ideal image of Athens as a city that helps the weak and punishes the 
insolent.6 

Oedipus' reception is similar to that of other foreigners in the other sup

pliant plays we have examined-Orestes, Eurystheus, and the Furies-whom 

Athens annexed in the capacity of allies, as he too offers the city benefits as a 

token of his loyalty and gratitude. Nevertheless, the image of the city's open

ness toward foreigners is challenged in the course of the exile's reception. The 

peripeteia of the suppliant plot, which begins when the chorus bid the exile 

to leave Colonus, thwarts the progress of asylum. The chorus next initiate a 

stringent procedure, to evaluate Oedipus' supplication on account of his pol

lution, which is at odds with the city's reputation for piety. Only after Oedi

pus reveals to Theseus the future benefits that lie in store for his city does the 

Athenian king offer Oedipus a home in Athens by making him a citizen. The 

negotiation of his reception relates his pollution, which hinders his reception 

and threatens to undermine Athens' praise, to the requirements of admitting 

foreigners as naturalized citizens.  

As in the other suppliant plays, the dramatic crisis mobilizes a dialectic be

tween the ideal of the city's openness and the necessity of inscribing limits to 

foreigners' reception. The chorus at first are not willing to accept the polluted 

stranger and instead take steps to guard themselves and the city against his 

defilement. The emerging crisis articulates from the outset specific limits to 

Oedipus' integration that impede the enactment of Athens' cherished ideals.  

The exigencies arising from pollution register a heightened tension between 

ideal and reality.  

The play also affords a closer look at the contradiction that underlies the 
collocation of democracy and empire in Athenian imperial ideology. As in 

Euripides' suppliant plays, imperial ideology readily made use of democratic 

precepts such as justice and the law to justify Athens' power and mitigate its 

enforcement, enabling in this way what we may call the manufacturing of 

consent. At the ideological level, the treatment of Oedipus as polluted for

eigner points to the implicit contradiction between the two facets of Athens' 

rule, democratic and imperial, whose system of governance was predicated on 

the exclusion on non-Athenians and the allies. The confrontation between the 

city and the foreigner, I suggest, shows signs of a deeper crisis. The constraints 

imposed upon Athens' ideals in this play point to the decline of Athens' hege

monic ideology at the end of the Peloponnesian War.7 

We witness a shift from Aeschylus' Eumenides, which celebrates the height 
of Athens' power. Oedipus' reception differs noticeably from that of Orestes
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and the Furies. The change is palpable if we compare Athena's impassioned 

plea to the Furies to become her civic partners with Oedipus' elaborate ar

gumentation by means of which he strives to persuade the chorus that he 

is worthy of admission. In Oedipus at Colonus, the resolution contrived to 

overcome his pollution aligns his reception more closely with the stringent 

requirements for citizenship and naturalization, prescribed by Athenian law, 

than do any of the other plays. 8 As such, Oedipus' reception as a foreigner 
registers far more directly an underlying tension between hegemonic ideol

ogy and democratic practice. By this I mean that the foreigner's exclusion is 

entertained as an alternative, though it conflicts with Athens' image as a city 

of suppliants. The play reconciles the emergent contrast between hegemonic 
ideals and democratic norms by treating Oedipus as an exception to the rule.  

His accession to citizenship is an honor that Theseus grants Oedipus in recog
nition of his unique contribution. After his reception, Athens' panegyric is far 

more voluble in the play. But the scrutiny to which Oedipus is made subject 

undermines confidence in the strength of Athens' ideals.  

The play does not succeed in advertising Athens' prestige and power in 

the same way as, for example, Aeschylus' Eumenides. The resistance that 

Oedipus's reception meets with reflects the progressive weakening of Athe
nian hegemonic ideology, while Athena's able defense of Orestes reflects the 

growth of Athens' imperial power. Similarly, Oedipus' standing as a foreigner 

is far more closely scrutinized, despite the civic benefits that, like Orestes, he 
promises to confer upon the city. As the Peloponnesian War was coming to 

an end,9 the enactment of these ideals falls short of realizing the promise that 

Athens' leadership had held in the early years of the war.  

EXCLUSION FROM THE GROVE 

Like his divine sponsors, the Eumenides of Colonus, who receive their devo

tee after his death, Oedipus has the ambivalence and marginality that charac

terize chthonic powers. Oedipus promises Theseus that as a hero he will em

ploy his powers to inflict harm against his own and Athens' enemies. While he 

is still alive, however, his pollution renders him enormously threatening for 

the community when he arrives at Colonus. The play articulates the liminality 

of the hero by characterizing his social marginality as a problem in need of a 
resolution. Oedipus' standing as a foreigner is far more complex, because his 

pollution is simultaneously an obstacle to his integration and a mark of his 

kinship with the goddesses, who inhabit the grove.  

The process of Oedipus' integration at Colonus serves as the aetiology for 

his heroization at the end of the play.10 The play progressively redefines his 
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marginal standing in a manner beneficial to the city by asserting the priority 
of his civic integration. To this end, prologue and parodos problematize Oedi
pus' access to the religious space of Colonus and disrupt the process of his 
religious integration, which Oedipus initiates by supplicating the goddesses.  

The opening scenes of the play articulate the problematic contours of 
Oedipus' status as a foreigner in Athens." Oedipus' reception, staged within 
a space that was liminal and sacred, aptly expresses the way that the hero's 
belonging was envisioned. Heroes at large are imagined as being part of the 
city, yet located in a space apart. The religious cult complex of Colonus Hip
pius lay at the outskirts of Colonus.'2 The Stranger tells Oedipus that the 
entire space (Xcpo;, 52), including the precinct of the Eumenides, is sacred to 
Poseidon. Deictic references in the text describe the rest of the stage setting; 

"this horseman Colonus" (59) and "the name of this man" (61-62) refer to 
the statue of the founding hero Colonus, which probably stood on the other 
side of the grove (stage left), closer to the parodos that led to Athens.'3 It also 
contains the brazen-footed Threshold of Athens, an entrance from which 
Theseus returned from the Underworld (56-57), and the allusion to "this 
god" probably refers metonymically to the cult complex itself (65, 714-715).'4 

As soon as father and daughter arrive onstage, Antigone describes the place 
they have come to as a sacred space, brimming with bay, olive, and vines, and 
a home to sweet-singing nightingales (16-18). No sooner has Oedipus taken 
a seat to rest after his long journey (1, 21) than a local man (the Stranger), 
probably a peasant, advises them to leave (36-43), because they have entered 
a space that is pure, inviolate, and inhabitable (7rpiv v5v T i'XEiov' IoTopEiv, Ex 
Tcijo ' 0pacg/s E28'- y; y&p X6pov oiX &yvv raTiv... xo; oS8' oixir. at 
yap g popot/8Eas op' souovt, F rTE ai EK6orou 6pat... Eip.Evi~ac, "before you 
ask me any more questions leave this seat! The ground you occupy cannot be 
trodden on without pollution. .. inviolable ground, which no one can in
habit, sacred to the daughters of Earth and Darkness, . . . the Eumenides," 

36-37, 39-40, 42).  

Though his accidental trespass marks an inauspicious beginning to the 
suppliant's reception,'5 Oedipus disregards for the moment the Stranger's 
warning and supplicates the goddesses (84-110). He declares that Apollo had 
decreed that the grove of the Eumenides would be his refuge and final resting 
place (89-93).16 He further stresses the ritual kinship between the goddesses 
and the suppliant (96-98),17 noting that he encountered them in a state 
of sobriety (vipov) (100).18 As Albert Henrichs has shown, the Eumenides 
and the Semnai Theai were propitiated in Attica and elsewhere with vpata, 
"wineless" libations consisting of water mixed with honey.'9 By mirroring 
winelessness, one of the well-known ritual attributes of the goddesses, Oedi
pus defines himself as their devotee, seeking to gain their goodwill.20 
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Oedipus' supplication is first directed to the goddesses and anticipates 

his heroization at the end of the play, but this process is temporarily sus

pended, giving way to the negotiation of his civic reception. As soon as the 

chorus arrive, his reception takes a different course by concentrating on his 

"negative" standing as a foreigner: the chorus cast him as a transgressor and 

an interloper (118-120).21 They call attention to the fact that he is a foreigner 

(ilav&Tag, "wanderer," 123-124; o8' yxwpos, "an outsider," 124-125; aIcTa, 
"vagrant," 165),22 and though they attribute the defilement he causes to his 

ignorance of local custom (125-137), they nonetheless regard his behavior as 

deviant (123-124).23 They order his departure from the grove out of fear that 

his defilement may harm the city (152-169).24 

The first movement of the play therefore disrupts the progress of Oedipus' 

religious supplication and sets the stage for the negotiation of his civic recep

tion, following the rules of supplication within the secular sphere of the polis.  

As in Children ofHeracles, the play draws upon contemporary practice25 - the 

Stranger tells Oedipus that the local demesmen will decide his petition (roit 
Evc 8' a&TOU 4 xa' ao 8rW ! 6bts/) .Sw& ' Tab)6ev. Oi E yap xptvoU o ot/i Xpr 

as E .t.VSLV, ji roptiEoeat ir&lv, "I will go and speak to the men of the deme 
here, not to the citizens. They will decide whether you must stay or depart 

again," 78-80). The chorus whom Oedipus addresses as sXopot Xpag ("guard

ians of the land," 145) first discharge their duties by guiding Oedipus safely 

out of the grove, following a path that brings him from the innermost, most 

sacred part of the grove right to its physical borders.26 

The careful demarcation of spatial boundaries points up the foreigner's 

liminality and underscores his "in-between" standing. The chorus designate 

a new seat for him that lies at the edge of the grove, a place where speech is 

lawful and no longer sacrilegious (169-170). He is asked to take a seat that is 

made of natural rock (a&ro3: g.o kI Trof' c O7rEopou/@Lacro slow7rc68acx)ivr 1s, 

"here! do not incline your steps outside this ledge of native rock," 192). This 

appears to be an in-between zone, in the margins between nature and culture, 

between the chthonic and earthly realm. The unpolished stone, symbolic of 

the purity of nature, constitutes the very antithesis of the polished step from 

which speakers addressed the assembly.2 7 Oedipus occupies a position oppo

site to that of the citizens: he speaks from a marginal location. If we were to 

block Oedipus' position onstage for a modern production, we could draw a 

clear line between the grove and the rest of the stage and would define it as 

an in-between "neutral zone" to demarcate the foreigner's pending status.2 8 

This first encounter between the chorus and the suppliant anticipates the ob

stacles surrounding Oedipus' civic reception.  
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RITUALLY POLLUTED, CIVICALLY PURE

The integration plot reveals a pattern similar to that of other narratives that 
revolve around the reception and assimilation of foreigners. In many of these, 
the foreigner figures as a threat and as a source of power. Oedipus fits this 
pattern clearly: he is at once harmful (pollution) and powerful (savior-hero).  
As we saw in Chapter i, the closest example to Oedipus of this pattern is the 
integration of the Furies in Aeschylus' Eumenides, who as outsiders threaten 
Athens with disease and infertility, but in the end, they accept Athena's hon
ors and become her civic partners, offering many advantages in return. The 
process of Oedipus' reception also takes stock of the duality that he embodies 

as threat and boon for the community.  

Oedipus' expulsion from the grove and the city distances the drama from 
the panegyric. At the beginning of the play, Oedipus' dangerous liminality 
portends harm, not blessings for the city. The full disclosure of his identity 
(220-225) prompts the chorus to suspend his supplication29 and to leave 
the city (233-234), fearing his pollution "lest you fix a greater debt to the 
city" (235-236).3 They also reject Antigone's plea (237-253) and refrain from 
further communication (256-257). Pollution furnished legitimate grounds 
for denying a foreigner asylum. Oedipus' crimes are extremely polluting: by 
uniting what must remain separate (incest) and severing ties that must re
main intact (parricide), he unleashes danger for the entire community.3 ' For 

the chorus, there is no other alternative for containing Oedipus' pollution 

than to bar his entry and protect the city against contamination.3 2 

Concerns with the suppliants' purity emerge in the other suppliant plays 
as well. Tragedians depict Athens as the only city able to incorporate polluted 
suppliants and devise solutions to transcend the risk of contagion33 and as 
a haven for those stained by kin murder, which is germane to representing 
Athens as a city of justice in Aeschylus' Eumenides. As Athena's role as judge 
in that play shows, the city's judicial supremacy was part and parcel of her 
hegemonic reputation. What is more, in Aeschylus' play, Athens is depicted 
far more strongly in the role of champion of strangers through the agency of 
Athena, who founds the lawcourt in response to Orestes' request for asylum.  
In Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, Oedipus is not offered the option of a trial; 
instead, he formulates a defense against his crimes. This plea seeks to estab
lish the legitimacy of his request in the wake of the chorus' rejection of his 
supplication. There is a subtle but critical shift in the perceptions surround
ing Athens' openness toward suppliants. For unlike Athena, who succeeds in 

thwarting the risk of pollution in Eumenides, in this play, the burden of de
vising a solution lies at first with the suppliant, not with the city.  
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Oedipus' supplication is not summarily rejected, thanks to the discursive 
strategy that he chooses.34 Seeking to temper the chorus' extreme reaction, 
he defends his "purity" on legal grounds,3 5 by arguing against the charge of 
incest and parricide: 

xaOtyE rot TACT' QTiv, oLTtvEi S apWv 

Ex TWvU ' a &pwvTEs ET' iAtVETE, 

ovopc P6vov 8Eio-tvTES; oi yap 8 T6 YE 
6w-' 'o8Tapya Ta t'. inelT& y' Epya (E 

7rlrOVG6T' I-t aov 8E8pax6Ta, 
Ei O Tc Lp 7rxa w rpO; Xptii EyEtV, 

6V oUvE' ixpoC ~ fli. ZTOUT' y. xaa& 

iot8c. xiTOit 7rCg &y& 1Cxax po-Tv, 

0oTt; 7LaO&JV V cVTEp)V, )-T' Ei Lppov)v 

7rpacoov, oR ' &v c8' ytyv6tv Kxcx6; 

vvv 8' oUBEv ei& ix6 aiv iv' ix6 gv, 

Up' cv 8' 7rao-ov, Ei86Tov & X??tvv. (263-274) 

And where are these things for me, when you made me rise up from this 

seat of rock you are driving me away, fearing my name alone? For you do 

not fear my persona nor my person or my actions; since my actions have 

consisted in suffering rather than doing, if I should mention of the story 

of my mother and my father, on account of which you are afraid of me. Of 

this I am certain. Yet in my nature, how am I evil, I who retaliated a wrong 

against me, so that if I had acted knowingly, not even then would I have 

been evil? But as it is, I have come to where I came to in all ignorance; but 

those who wronged me have knowingly ruined me.  

His plea stresses his suffering by recounting his problematic past, hoping 

to gain the chorus' sympathy.3 6 But his speech is also tantamount to a legal 
defense of his crimes. Oedipus sets out to demonstrate that he is a victim 
rather than an instigator of the crimes (266-267) for which the chorus hold 
him accountable and does not refrain from naming openly the charges of 
parricide and incest (268-269 ). 7 

In his supplication speech, Oedipus emphasizes the paradoxical nature 
of his predicament and justifies his crimes, as though he were presenting his 
defense before an Athenian court. The counterfactual condition (i ppov6v 
97rpcwogov, "if I had acted knowingly," 271-272), and the result clause within 

which it is embedded (kT'... oi8' &v 68' iytyv6 tv xcx6; "so that ... not 
even then would I have been evil?" 271-272), contain two arguments relevant 
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for the refutation of both crimes. Oedipus attempts to undermine the validity 
of the charges, using his ignorance of his parents' identity as the strongest 
argument in his favor. He incriminates his mother and father instead for 
knowingly doing him wrong (p' ckv 8' s~acXwov, si&Tov &a onvnv, 274)-an 

oblique reference to his exposure. Oedipus chooses ignorance of his victims' 
identity as his main line of defense. Ignorance could serve as grounds for 
acquittal in an Athenian court, as our sources indicate (e.g., [D.] 59.79-81; 
D. 23.53; Pl. Ap. 25c-26a). Oedipus makes similar claims in the first stasimon 

(o8av i8ptv, "ignorant," 525; v6 .a s> Kc8tp6. atpt e T68' eov, "I am pure 
according to the law; I came to this unknowingly," 548) and in the second 
epeisodion, when he defends himself anew against Creon.38 His plea remains 
consistent throughout. Provoked later by Creon, he argues that he is guilty 

of neither incest nor patricide because he did not know who his parents were 

(a&ov, "unwittingly," 64; 6 y' &cov p ', "unintentionally," 977).  
Though Oedipus argues that he is not guilty of parricide, he qualifies the 

killing of Laius further, claiming that he was retaliating (avTispov, 271). For 
an Athenian, Oedipus' description of Laius' murder as retaliation could prob

ably be regarded as an act of self-defense, which MacDowell and Gagarin 
propose. 39 It could also be placed more broadly within the category of 8ixato; 
c6vos ("justifiable homicide"). The law, as stated in Demosthenes, applies to 
a variety of cases (e.g., homicide occurring in athletics, war, self-defense) 

for which the perpetrator was not subject to punishment and did not incur 

pollution. 4 0 Demosthenes' iv 6&w xG8d~v ("killed on the road," 23.53) ap
plies exactly to the circumstances of Laius' murder. In his discussion of the 

ritual status of the justified killer, Parker characterizes such a person as svay ; 

("pure") and argues that from a legal point of view, the killer was not consid

ered polluted. When the chorus question Oedipus on his father's murder, he 
claims that he is pure, according to the law (548).  

By rejecting the responsibility for his crimes, Oedipus in effect rejects his 
guilt. He argues that the chorus' fear of his pollution (269) is based entirely on 
their belief that he is culpable (xaxg pao-tv, "evil by nature," 270). The implicit 
connection between pollution and guilt is a notoriously difficult topic.4' Plato 

in the Laws (716e-717a), however, relates pollution to morality: &x1acpto; 
yap TIV tuxpv' 0 yE Kxx6g, Kep; St 0 VavTios, rap & l. WpOv &>p oiE avap' 

ayce6 v OTtE ev sGoTtv IT TO yE 6p60v xEo"et. aT1V oUv ItpI EOz 6 to $; o-rt 
ir6vog oig avoo otg,/roiagtv 8 olot; S cyxtpTaTog &atcv. ("For the evil man is 
unclean in his soul, while the good man is clean. And it is never proper that 

any good man or god receive gifts from a polluted person. For the great toil 

that impious men lavish upon the gods is in vain, though it is most timely for 

the pious ones.") But, as we have also seen in Chapter 1, penal and ritual resti

tution did not, for the most part, overlap. Oedipus in his plea defends him
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self against his guilt to establish the legality of his supplication. To be sure, 
the source of Oedipus' defilement, incest and parricide, makes his pollution 
impossible to remove. Even so, like Orestes in Aeschylus' Eumenides, Oedi
pus defends himself on the basis of extenuating circumstances, while ritual 

restitution for his crimes is not entertained. The purification, which Ismene 

undertakes soon after (465-509), aims at remedying his unlawful trespass into 

the grove of the Eumenides, initiating in this way the process of his religious 
reception, as Walter Burkert has argued.4 2 

The next stage of Oedipus' reception is no longer contingent upon the 

claims of innocence and guilt but is further subject to the norms governing 

citizenship and naturalization in Athens. The transition from ritual defile
ment to civic purity enables the process of his reception as a foreigner and a 

suppliant to move forward.  

A PLEA FOR NATURALIZATION 

Oedipus' plea is also relevant to his integration as a foreigner. As in the other 

Athenian suppliant plays, the crisis of supplication invariably places con

straints upon the image of Athens' openness. When the chorus reject Oedi

pus' supplication, he retorts that their conduct is at variance with Athens' 

reputation as the most pious city, the one that above all others helps any 

stranger in distress (258-262).43 To be sure, the danger of contagion or the 

threat of war impeded the acceptance of suppliants in real life. The chorus' 

fear and anxiety make it clear that Oedipus' pollution cannot be disregarded, 
frustrating as a result an auspicious outcome to his plea for admission. The 

barrier pollution poses to the suppliant's acceptance, however, also provides 

the backdrop for exploring the emergent contradiction between Athens' 
claims to piety and openness against the realities of foreigners' exclusion from 

civic participation. More specifically, Oedipus next tailors his request for ad
mission by representing himself as a foreigner who brings the city benefits.  
He thus casts himself as a candidate worthy not only of admission but also of 

the rare honor of naturalization awarded to Athens' benefactors.  
To begin with, Oedipus exhibits an awareness of the limits that his own 

predicament places upon his reception and at the end of his plea underscores 

the benefits that will accrue to the city if he is granted asylum. Shifting atten

tion away from his defilement, he describes himself as ip6s, or "partaking in 
the divine,"44 SnQ s, that is, "reverent toward the gods and the city,"45 and 
refers to his civic contribution: 6vov-v &orois ToQo', "an advantage to the citi
zens here." 4" Sacredness, reverence, and benefits suggest a homology between 

his religious and civic standing. Oedipus stresses his religious benefaction 
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again in his second appeal to the chorus in the first epeisodion (457-460), dis
closing its details later when Theseus arrives (551). Only then does Oedipus 
reveal that he will enlist his supernatural powers against his native Thebes in 
the service of Athens as a favor to the city, after Theseus' promise to shelter 
him and oversee his burial (576-628).47 

The civic significance of his future standing as a hero is especially pro
nounced in this context because such "benefits" serve as prerequisite for his 
admission. Viewed within the framework of Athenian institutions, Oedipus 
fits well the profile of those foreigners whom Athenians naturalized. Benefac
tion was the only criterion for naturalization in Athenian law. In the fifth cen
tury, the law stated that a non-Athenian was eligible for citizenship in return 
for a singular benefaction: [D.] 59.89: A ivat7 roioto9 t AevaAj v, 8v v d1 at' &v8payaiav di -rv iv.ov -rov A~jvaiov altov T yEvo~8t rolrvtv ("that it not 
be permitted to grant citizenship to anyone who is not worthy of becoming 
a citizen on account of some extraordinary act of valor"). Such an honor 
was as a rule bestowed to those who made significant financial, political, or 

diplomatic contributions.48 The military protection that Oedipus offers as a 
hero can be seen as the equivalent of an av8payaat ("an extraordinary act of 
valor"). Oedipus' reception is tailored to the actual requirements for natural
ization in terms that would probably appear as legally binding to an Athenian 

audience.  

CITIZEN OEDIPUS 

The question of Oedipus' accession to citizenship is significant for evaluating 
the implications of the Athenian panegyric in this play. As in the other sup
pliant plays, the tensions that emerge between ideology and practice lie at 
the heart of the negotiation of Athens' hegemonic ideals. In this light, I sug
gest that Oedipus' adoption as s .t7ro)ts ("citizen") resolves nominally Athens' 
ambivalence toward the foreigner by contriving a resolution that attempts to 
bring into congruence Athens' ideology of openness and generosity toward 
non-Athenians with the requirements imposed by the Athenian laws of citi
zenship. The marginality of the foreigner, however, looms large in the back
ground, and the resolution contrived in the end brings into the open the very 
tension that it seeks to mask.  

Theseus' gesture of accepting the suppliant Oedipus as a citizen becomes 
emblematic of the ideology of Athenian piety, openness, and compassion 
towards foreigners that the play overtly promotes.49 Oedipus is the only non
Athenian in tragedy who acquires the status of citizen ( c7o2Ls), even though 
he is an immigrant. One of the heavily debated questions in Sophocles' Oedi
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pus at Colonus, however, is whether Oedipus becomes a citizen in Athens or 
not. Admission into citizenship becomes crucial for assessing the relationship 
between Athens and foreigners, since non-Athenians were rarely naturalized 

in fifth-century Athens.  

Reference to Athenian institutions must be further contextualized within 
the dramatic and ideological coordinates of the play. Oedipus' standing as a 
foreigner is not only a matter of civic origin. His indelible pollution makes 
him an outsider in any community. The Thebans will not allow him to live in 

the city, even if he were to return (781-790). Oedipus himself denies Theseus' 
offer to go to Athens as his guest for the same reason (638-641, 643-644).  
In Athens, the pollution that attaches to Oedipus is rendered relevant to his 
heroic destiny. As a hero, his association with the Eumenides, the chthonic 
deities of the grove at Colonus, necessitates his segregation from the civic 
realm. But his marginality is also negotiated in relation to his standing as a 
foreigner. Thus, when he pleads for asylum, he pledges such benefits to Athens 
as would make any foreigner worthy of admission to the city. For this reason, 

it is possible that Oedipus' new status as s rolta may have been chosen to 
convey Oedipus' unique standing: a naturalized foreigner who, owing to the 
special quality that attaches to his destiny through his unintentional pollu
tion, is relegated to a space apart.  

When Theseus announces his decision, he gives three reasons for accept
ing the exile into the city (631-637): the amicable relations between Athens 
and Thebes ' opi vog cotv -rcap' iv caiv to-nv s'ria, "the hearth of a spear
ally is always open to him," 632-633),5 his status as a suppliant ('sErrct ' 
Min'S at6vcov &pty ivo, "he has arrived as a suppliant of the gods," 634) and 
his anticipated contribution to the welfare of Athens (y7 Tg-r x- & .oi 8co} 6v 

oi o txpv rivst, "he is contributing no small gift to this land and to me," 
635). Of the three motives, the last one seals the offer of citizenship and, 
thereupon, Theseus announces Oedipus' reception (636-637): &y fcag eg s 
o0 oTr' EiXcL X&ptv/T'v ros, wpa 8' oLEt&.cvxarQoKtc) ("for these things I 
have respect, and I shall never reject his kindness, but I shall settle him in 

the country as a dweller in the city"). Theseus refers to Oedipus by using the 

term X&pts, which in this context has religious overtones.5 ' Taken together 
with the verb Kacrotxio ("settle") in the following line, it refers to Oedipus' 
religious status as a hero and his tomb at Colonus.  

The offer of citizenship is the outcome of an ideal exchange, based on reci
procity. Oedipus' religious X&pts ("favor") earns him his reception as s 7oat; 

("dweller, insider"). The term X&ptL ("favor") is here used metonymically to 
refer to Oedipus' religious identity as a hero.52 His reception is tailored to the 
actual requirements for naturalization in terms that would probably appear as 
legally binding to an Athenian audience. His citizenship is nonetheless purely 
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honorary, just as the award of citizenship was for the few illustrious foreigners 
who were naturalized by the Athenians. His honorary standing, however, 
does not remedy the exile's marginality but brings it into congruence with 
the play's panegyric.  

I discuss the technical aspects of the rare term s LroL; in the Appendix to 
this chapter. But it is important to note briefly here as well that s uolt de
notes primarily physical belonging, not active participation. Outside Sopho
cles' play, it is attested through Pollux's gloss in a fragment of Eupolis ([fr.  
492 PCG 5], Pollux (9.27): Trov Ei-r7v Eiroits s rohtv sypvpcEv, oov iyTCpLov, 
Evrontov ("Eupolis refers to the town-dweller as a city-resident, namely, as 
though he were one of the local inhabitants"). The equivalence of tirXolt 
with &o-6;, yxptos, and EvT6Ittog would suggest that Oedipus becomes an 
"insider," in the sense that he now belongs to the polis. In dramatic terms, 

the status of .7o)&t; (6 iv r6Xt) denotes that Oedipus ceases to be &ro)t and 
&7br7rTo)t and that he will be now part of the Athenian community. Given 
how rare the usage of the word is, it is possible that Sophocles created or 
selected this word precisely to define Oedipus' status with a term that fused 
the paradox of his unique standing: his Athenian identity is represented by a 

term that conveys the honors that Athens is able to bestow upon a foreigner 

with Oedipus' heroic destiny by remedying his plight as an exile.  
The choice of this particular term, however, also fits Oedipus' inherent 

marginality. To begin with, Oedipus' membership to the city remains nomi

nal; his physical membership, on the other hand, is concretely expressed 
through his tomb, the site of his cult worship. Since he is relegated into the 
sacred grove of the Eumenides and occupies a liminal position, the term 

strolt aptly defines both facets of his Athenian identity as citizen and hero.  
The city remedies his permanent exclusion by embracing his marginality and 

affirming his kinship with the Eumenides. Oedipus is no ordinary foreigner 
and the dramatist may have chosen this particular term to express his belong
ing in manner apposite to Oedipus' unique destiny. 53 His reception as citizen 
sanctions his contributions and affirms Theseus' gesture of accepting one of 

the most heavily defiled characters in tragedy.  

LIMITS TO ENTRY? 

The contours of Oedipus' standing as citizen (foreigner) and hero (ally) 
define the Athenian identity of this heavily defiled hero. In this play, pollu
tion acquires ideological valence as well, that is, it furnishes a trope for ar

ticulating foreigners' secondary standing in Athens. As such, the outbreak of 
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the crisis brings to the fore the limits of Athens' inclusivity and casts doubt 
upon Athens' professed commitment to remedying the suffering of others.54 

The shortfall between ideology and practice registers a deeper anxiety about 
Athens' power than do the earlier suppliant plays.  

The historical context of the play offers some indication in this regard.  
It is difficult to identify how specific historical events impinge upon the 
hegemonic image of Athens in this play, since the precise date of the play's 
composition is unknown and since the period between that date (probably 
407/6 Bc) and its first performance in 401 BC, which postdates Sophocles' 
death, also followed Athens' defeat by Sparta in 404 Bc. Even so, the chal
lenge to Athens' piety in the play, which Oedipus addresses to the chorus 
(258-262), also suggests that Athens was less able to live up to the strength 

of her ideals.  
The ongoing war had tested Athens' financial and military capacity, and in 

the wake of the disaster at Sicily in 413 BC, Athenians found themselves less 
eager to support a war for the same reasons, which had prompted them earlier 
to fight to maintain their rule. Athenian citizens, rich and poor alike, had 
been eager to continue reaping the wealth and prosperity that had accrued 
to Athens and its democracy until the 4205 BC as a result of the expansion of 
Athens' rule." Then, a different reality had begun to emerge. The mounting 
costs of war forced Athenians to exhaust their reserves and compelled them 
in 411 BC to suspend temporarily full constitutional rights to all Athenians to 
reduce public payments for office, when other fiscal measures had failed to 
procure the funds necessary for military expenditures.5 6 The oligarchic revo
lution of 411 restricted Athenian citizens' eligibility for office and suspended 
public pay.57 

Though scholars have argued for a more narrow connection between the 
events of 411 and the play, owing to its setting at Colonus, where the first As
sembly met in 411 in the precinct of Colonus Hippius (Th. 8.67.2), their im
pact on the ideological framing of Athens' praise acquires broader resonance 
in the play. 58 For in addition to the internal political pressures, the empire 
also faced an increasingly high rate of desertion on the part of the allies, and 
at the same time, the Spartans' presence in Decelea had brought the war in 
close proximity to Athens.59 Despite the difficulty in identifying correspon
dences between historical events and Athens' hegemonic image in this play, 
the contradiction between democracy and empire is more pronounced than 
in the earlier suppliant plays and is symptomatic of a less robust ideology.  
Indeed, the emphasis on the suppliant's role in procuring benefits shows in

directly the Athenians' changing stance toward the empire. Though ideology 
is resistant to change, the enactment of Athens' ideals takes stock of the at
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tenuation of Athens' power (though Athens had gained some victories at the 
time).60 The balance sheet of the empire was by now more costly, and the on
going war had become detrimental to the city and its democracy.  

By way of concluding the discussion on Oedipus' standing as a foreigner, 
I submit that his designation as i.iroXt; ("citizen," "insider") attempts to re
solve the emergent tension between foreigners' exclusion from the polity and 
the demands posed by hegemonic ideology. Even so, the effort expended in 
defining Oedipus' reception in accordance with the actual norms of natu
ralization stretches the limits of the ideals that the city purports to uphold.  
In the end, Oedipus' accession to citizenship reinforces the very limits that 
Athens' commitment to openness seeks to transcend. The process of his re

ception underscores the disparity of his standing vis--vis his Athenian hosts 
and defines clear limits to the privileges that foreigners could lay claim to in 

Athens. The uncertainty surrounding Athens' capacity to lend her support 

freely and unconditionally begins to reflect a sense of anxiety about the via

bility of her hegemonic commitments and the status of the empire.  

ATHENS AND THE SUFFERING OF OTHERS 

The help that Athens lent Heracles' children and Adrastus and the Argive 
mothers when they sought it, celebrated by playwrights and orators alike, let 
Athens advertise its superiority to all other cities by commending her con

duct on behalf of the wronged, the destitute, and the oppressed. The enact
ment of the Athenian panegyric in this play is closely patterned after such 

celebrated myths; in like fashion, the play's panegyric highlights the city's 
selfless dedication to remedying the suffering of others, especially when their 

suffering is the outcome of political hostility and persecution.6 ' The story of 
Oedipus was not part of the regular repertory of the suppliant stories in the 
funeral speeches (only Demosthenes makes mention of Oedipus' reception 
[i8.i86]). In fashioning the story of Oedipus in Athens, Sophocles aligned 
his earlier treatment of the myth in a manner apposite to Athens' panegyric.  
The praise of Athens then dictates to a large extent Oedipus' story in Athens.  

First, Oedipus himself gradually shifts the emphasis away from his pollution 
and redefines the story of his exile from Thebes as the outcome of an intra

familial political strife. This sets in motion the familiar enactment of the topos 

of Athens' praise, as Oedipus and Theseus enact the parts of the weak and 

outraged suppliant and compassionate, magnanimous king respectively; the 

latter defends the suppliant against Creon, when he attempts to force Oedi

pus' return to Thebes against his will.  
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But the praise accorded the Athenian king for his pity, justice, and flexi

bility fails to convince. Rather, it reproduces in formulaic fashion the ex

aggerated praise of Athenian ideals by the orators who praised the city's 

commitment to moral causes. Unlike the other suppliant plays in which the 

suppliant's reception is actively negotiated against such ideals and lends a dis

tinctive image of Athens' hegemonic capacities, in this play the panegyric of 

Athens as a pious city reproduces its contours mechanically.  

As the war progressed, the earlier justifications of Athens' power were 

no longer felt to be necessary. Instead, the praise of Athens' piety may have 

served to soften the negative impression of her conduct during the war by 

commending Theseus' city for its steadfast commitment to morally prin

cipled action. Respect for suppliants had been, as we have seen, a live concern 

at the beginning of the war, when both Athens and Sparta claimed the moral 

high ground by casting aspersions against one another for the treatment of 

suppliants.  

Given that the true objectives of Athens' power were by now clear and un

mistaken, however, fulfilling her hegemonic ideals appears more standardized 

and less open to change and negotiation. Accordingly, the perceived disso

nance between Oedipus' threatened expulsion and Athens' praise for his re

ception is only nominally resolved by paying homage to Athens' hegemonic 

reputation. To put it another way, the play imposes an encomiastic depic
tion of Athens, not fully sustained by the dramatic negotiation of Oedipus' 

reception.  

The suppliant plot next highlights Athens' openness by focusing on The

seus' role as a champion of suppliants against the backdrop of Oedipus' ex

clusion from Thebes.62 To this end, the play's panegyric relies heavily on the 

contrast between Athens and Thebes to justify Athens' hegemonic reputation.  

Attention shifts from Athens to Thebes, when Ismene, Oedipus' daughter, 
enters onstage. After Ismene announces that the city is on the brink of civil 

war, and Creon is bound for Athens to force Oedipus' return (361-390), 
Oedipus responds with anger and indignation. In recounting his past suffer

ing, he now gives a different account of his exile, blaming his sons for casting 

their father out of the city (427-430, 448-449).63 He further explains the 
motives that led his sons to banish him and emphasizes that his banishment 
was first and foremost political; he further states that the city enforced his 

banishment violently, long after the perpetration of his crimes: T6 -'1vix' v1 
TOUro dEv br6 Xt; @q/jpavv& .t' ix y XP 6vtov ("at that time the city drove me 
out by force, after many years," 440-441).64 

Ismene's account corroborates Oedipus' version of the motives behind his 

expulsion by recounting the consequences of the strife between Eteocles and 
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Polyneices, Oedipus' sons, over the throne (371-373), which now leads yet 
another family member into exile: Eteocles usurps the throne and casts his 
older brother out of the city (374-376). Both Oedipus' and Polyneices' exile 
are represented as the outcome of strife, motivated by the pursuit of xproS 
("power"). It results in the banishment of the weaker party and is destructive 
both for the individual (Oedipus, Polyneices) and for the community (civil 
strife).  

When Oedipus concludes his reply to Ismene, he declares that he will 
never become an ally of his sons and that they will never acquire the throne.  
Moreover, he stresses his determination to resist both Creon and anyone 
else who attempts to force his return to Thebes (450-456). At the end of his 
speech, he appeals strongly to the chorus and the goddesses to shelter him 

from Creon. He now refers more explicitly to his role as savior for the Athe
nians and as an enemy to the Thebans (457-460) than he had earlier at the 
end of his first supplication -keeping the full disclosure of his benefaction 
for Theseus (288-291).  

The history of Thebes, past and present, highlights Oedipus' plight as a vic
tim of political strife, deserving of Athens' compassion and generosity. Oedi
pus' misfortunes, framed against the political context of Theban tyranny, re
align the coordinates of his relationship with Athens. It is at this point that 
the chorus begin to relax their fear and distrust: they express pity for Oedipus 
(461-464)65 and take steps to remedy his pollution,66 cognizant of his heroic 
capacity (ir 1 & T y g/o>Tilpa T o ct'rrv ir' in Ane&t y>, "since with 
your speech you present yourself as a savior of this land," 462-463). By cast
ing his exile as the outcome of Creon's and his sons' political scheming for 
the throne, Oedipus resembles more closely Iolaus and the children of Hera
cles, who have fled their native city for political reasons. But as in Children 
of Heracles so in this play, the suppliant's reception remains predicated upon 
Athens' interests.  

PITY IN ACTION 

Theseus in this play embodies in ideal fashion pity and generosity, core traits 
of Athens' image as a hegemonic city, and his handling of the exile's request 
articulates Oedipus' reception in accordance with the idealized portrait of 
Athens' exchanges with foreigners in the other suppliant plays. Theseus' para
digmatic display of pity, however, though consistent with his role as helper of 
exiles and suppliants, contrasts with the more pragmatic negotiation of pity 

in Athenian politics and with his role in Euripides' Suppliant Women and that 
of his son Demophon in Children ofHeracles. As Konstan has argued, in these 
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suppliant plays both leaders do not invoke pity as a motive for political action 

but are guided by pragmatism. 6 7 

Instead, orators explicitly distance Athens from considerations of self

interest and present her military undertakings as guided by pity for the suf

fering of others. Theseus' expression of pity toward Oedipus accords with this 
fixed depiction of Athens' exalted praise in the speeches. Similarly, his offer 

of benefits to the king and the city, though cast as an act of gratitude, is not 

the product of the active exchange that takes place between the king and sup
pliant in the earlier suppliant plays.68 

When Theseus appears on stage, he immediately reassures Oedipus that 
he will come to his aid, as he too knows the troubled lot of exiles (562-566).  
For like Oedipus, Theseus had grown up away from his native city and spent 
his childhood in Troezen (562). He also shares with him the experience of 

the perils that accompany life in exile (564), a reference to his Isthmian ex

ploits.69 Nevertheless, his career as a hero is not an exact parallel for Oedipus' 

Theban deeds, which cost him the kingship and led to permanent banish

ment. 70 The depth of understanding that he exhibits towards the suffering of 

a fellow human being points up his empathy. Theseus experiences pity in its 

truest form (xai o-' oiKTrio-ac, "and feeling compassion for you," 556) because 
he has experienced similar suffering. Yet the enactment of pity also holds dis

tinctive benefits in store for Athens. Oedipus readily reciprocates Theseus' 

generosity and compassion when he offers his body as a gift to the city and 
promises that in time the city will reap profits in return (577-580). He next 

provides some details of his singular bequest. Asking Theseus to oversee his 

burial (582), he then reveals the future hostilities between Thebes and Athens, 
when he tells the king about his enmity with his sons, who are fated to die in 

Athens (605-628).71 
The exchange that takes place casts the relationship between the Athenian 

king and the suppliant as an idealized alliance between the two heroes, based 

upon consent and reciprocity. As the city representative, Theseus accepts 

Oedipus formally into Athens by honoring his standing as a suppliant and 
grants Oedipus honors equivalent to those reserved for distinguished guests 

by invoking the ties of 8opuosvia ("spear-alliance") between the two cities, 

using the language of diplomacy to honor the new partnership between the 
hero and the city (631-637).72 But Theseus goes further: he awards Oedipus 

not only asylum but also a grant of citizenship by accepting him into the city 

in recognition of his benefaction (637).  
The process of Oedipus' reception brings the ideal in line with the de

mands of hegemonic ideology by representing the benefits that his annexa
tion brings to the city as the outcome of the king's exemplary treatment of 

the suppliant. At the same time, the emphasis on pity, a cornerstone of Athe
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nian imperial ideology, precludes a more active negotiation of the nature of 
such exchanges and suggests more readily the need to defend Athens' ideals 
on their own right.  

ATHENS AND THEBES 

The Athenians had already experienced a long war against Sparta and her 
allies. The play may not have been completed before the naval battle at Argi
nusae in 406 BC, which the Athenians won, and it is by no means certain 
that Athenians had given up hope of winning the war. Yet its emphasis on 
the city's openness toward foreigners during a war that Athens fought to pro

tect her right to rule over the other Greek cities is consistent with the aims 

of the Athenian panegyric in the suppliant plays, which aimed to justify her 
policies before her subjects and enemies alike. Even if the introduction of 
Oedipus' promise to protect Athens could be associated with a specific his
torical event-the prophecy he delivered (616-623, 1524-1537) has been said 
to allude to the defeat of Agis and Boeotian cavalry contingency near Colonus 
in 407 (Xen. Hell. 1.1.33 and D.S. 13.72) -the political message has broader 
resonance. Lowell Edmunds has argued that the play, composed in the after
math of the oligarchic coup of 411 BC, whose first Assembly met at Colonus, 
furnishes an apology for Sophocles' involvement. 7 3 The resonance of these 

events, I would suggest, must be construed more broadly and are relevant to 
the mounting political, military, and financial strictures that Athens faced in 

the ongoing war.  
Athens' rule was no longer financially beneficial for the city and its democ

racy. Instead, the cost of war continued to foster internal instability and in 

411 BC prompted temporarily the suspension of Athens' democratic constitu
tion. In the years following the Sicilian expedition, however, Athens had won 
significant victories between 411 and 406, and so the play's patriotic tone is 
not muted by any sense of impending defeat but rather may have imparted 
hope for Athens' fortunes in the war. In this vein, the play revisits the famil

iar depiction of foreigners as beneficial allies.  
The concern with the city's proper treatment of suppliants, I submit, 

aimed at highlighting her superiority on moral grounds by setting Athens 
apart from her foes and Sparta, in particular, who were besetting Attica and 

Decelea in the last phase of the war (413-404 BC). The strong opposition be
tween Athens and Thebes 74 furnishes a foil for the historical antagonism be
tween Athens and Sparta. The juxtaposition between Theseus and Creon and 
between their respective offers of integration aims at underscoring Athens' 
openness toward foreigners and recalls the contrast Pericles draws between 
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Athens' and Sparta's respective treatment of foreigners (Th. 2.39.1-2). This 
message would have resonated even more clearly with the audience of the play 

in 401 Bc, who had experienced the harsh rule of Sparta under the reign of 

the Thirty in 404-403 BC.  
At the same time, Oedipus' eagerness to return the favor of his recep

tion by defending Athens against his native Thebes endorses the image of 
Athens as a city that gained friends through her benefactions. The suppliant's 

hostility toward his former friends paints a negative image of Theban poli

tics. Oedipus rejects both Creon's and Polyneices' offers to return to Thebes, 
as each of them seeks to secure political benefits for themselves (761-799); 
uttering curses against both of his sons, Oedipus cuts off his ties with his sons 

and Thebes (1370-1396).71 

Oedipus expresses his goodwill toward Athens by showing himself to be 
an enemy of Thebes and a friend of Athens.76 His gradual heroization con

stitutes a variation on the pattern of the "enemy-hero," whereby following 
the command of an oracle, an individual inimical to a certain city while alive 

becomes a protecting figure for that city after his death. 7 7 The prophecy that 
Thebes would in time become Athens' enemy (616-623) probably rang true 

for the contemporary audience, since Thebes and Athens were already on 
opposite sides during the Peloponnesian War.  

The contrast between Athens and Thebes defines Athens' moral and politi

cal integrity against that of an inferior and unjust foe. The negative depiction 

of Thebes as a city characterized by factional strife, tyranny, and injustice 

serves as the antithesis of Athens' idealized image as a stable and just city.  
Zeitlin has argued that Thebes is the inverse of Athens, the negative image 

of the self that is safely displaced upon another city.78 I argued in my discus

sion of Children ofHeracles that this mode of self-definition derives from the 

attempt to distance Athens' rule from tyranny and injustice by representing 

the city as a benevolent leader. The antithesis between the two cities frames 

the dramatic and ideological coordinates of Athens' depiction as a pious city 
in this play as well. In particular, the play tests Athens' moral superiority by 

juxtaposing Theseus' superior leadership with that of his morally and politi

cally inferior opponent.  

Creon's conduct, the inverse of the model of compassion and piety that 
Theseus embodies, casts him from the outset as a morally inferior opponent79 

He first attempts to deceive Oedipus and the chorus by feigning pity and con

cern for Oedipus' plight, claiming that he has come in the name of the city 
to bring him back to Thebes (737-738). He gradually reveals his true colors: 

his kidnapping of Antigone (818-819); the violation of Oedipus' supplication; 

and his patent disrespect for the gods, justice, and law (922-923) all reflect 
his duplicitous character. His pity is feigned, his piety is false, and his appeal 
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to Athens' laws deceptive (939-959). Oedipus points up the discrepancy be
tween words and actions (782): 80 his deeds, past and present, reflect that he 
is guided by political expediency (765-775).  

Theseus' portrait as just and compassionate ruler8' reflects his familiar 
role in tragedy as protector of refugees and suppliants (e.g., Euripides' Hera
cles and Suppliant Women). 82 His confrontation with Creon establishes very 
clearly the political values of each leader. Theseus' defense of Oedipus is based 
on justice and law and is contrasted with Creon's undemocratic political tac
tics, which consist in the pursuit of expediency and violence: 

6oTTts Sixad ao-av EiAecv 7r)tv 

xaVE vOp.OU xpaLvot-av oV~v, iT ' apEL 

T& TV] TV1 ; )xvpt' 68' C Ex 7rE v 

ayEts 0' & p cd xairapi- t @ia.  
xai Ot 16 ctv xcvav8pov vo0,v TtVc 

dos 4Eivct, xa ' ioov T MaEvi. (913-918) 

You came to a city that stands by justice and decides everything accord

ing to the law and then scorned this land's authorities when you made 

this attack to drag away all that you wished and subjugate it by force. You 

thought my city had no men or was enslaved, and I counted for nothing.8 3 

As others too have noted, the portrait of the Athenian leader represents 

Athens' polypragmosyne ("interventionism") in a positive light, but the mes
sage of Theseus' piety and compassion differs from that of the earlier pane
gyrics. At the end of the war, Athens defended her moral ideals to provide 
justification for her conduct. At that time, Greece had bore witness to the 

cruelty of the empire and suffered a long and costly war. In highlighting above 
all Athens' piety (260-262), the panegyric of her commitment to suppliants 
seeks to defend the city's reputation, as the war was coming to its end. In 
this light, the protection that Athens offered victims of persecution, a staple 
of the encomion, is developed in its own right, as the second epeisodion enacts 
this theme, emphasizing Theseus' resolve to curb Creon's violence and pro

tect his suppliant.84 

Oedipus' heroization, set against the exigencies of the war, prompted 

Athens to defend her superiority by laying claims upon the Theban hero.8 5 

In this context, the depiction of Athens' true openness emerges as a concern 

in this play. While mounting anxieties over the preservation of the empire 
intrude upon the depiction of Athens as an inclusive city, the play in the end 
delivers the promise that Athens' ideals hold by contrasting Oedipus' inclu
sion by Athens against his exclusion from Thebes. This positive depiction of 

CITY of SUPPLIANTS 

124



Oedipus' interaction with Athens depends on the dramatic elaboration of the 

offers of integration from Thebes and Athens.  

While Theseus admits Oedipus in the city and thus remedies his exile, 

Creon invites him to return to Thebes, but he does not allow him access to 

the city. The offer of repatriation falls short of achieving a full restoration 

since, as Oedipus says, he will not be allowed ever to return to the city and 

will live outside the city's boundaries ('rapapc5ov, "dwelling beside/dwelling 

on the borders," 785). Thus, if repatriation amounts to complete restoration, 

and if integration in a foreign community stands for partial integration, the 

equation here results in a significant chiasmus. Repatriation is partial, and the 
prospective participation in the welfare of the city is not voluntary (772-775).  

By contrast, integration in Athens offers complete restoration: Oedipus is ad

mitted to Athens, attains hero status, and provides voluntary service to the 

community.  

As Bernard Knox has emphasized, the play treats the process of Oedipus' 
growth of prophetic power.8 6 This sense of empowerment is presented as the 

result of his inclusion in Athens. Oedipus' potential return to Thebes would 

bring no benefits to the hero; on the contrary, Creon and the city intend to 

exploit Oedipus' power by enlisting him on their side without allowing him 
ever to live in the city. Ismene says that the Thebans seek his protection for 
the sake of the city alone: o -roi ExEi JT'rrv &vepnrot; nrar/Gcv6vT' sa6toet 

vra T' Esoig Xaptv ("that you shall one day be sought by the people there 
in death and in life for their welfare's sake," 389-390). In this context, Eioota 

refers to the political supremacy of Thebes over Athens: Ev aol -a xivOv Tac
ytyvEO6ct xp&rT ("they say that their power will depend on you," 392). The 
Thebans plan to exert their dominance over Oedipus as well by stripping him 
of any power: &s a' ayXt yg a-igao ot Koa CF , 6;w/xpcer at v aof, y SE f 
.aivfi; pwv... To rov aptV ToivoV O-S 1poo-esa B at lag/Xscpac 8Xovat, a' iv' 

av cwoo xparoig ("so that they can settle you near the Cadmean land, where 

they can control you while you cannot enter their borders . . . then that is 

why they wish to place you near them, and not where you would be your own 

master," 399-400, 404-405).87 

Furthermore, the two cities' attitude towards pollution is instrumental 

in illustrating the differences in the relationship between exclusion and in

clusion in each. Athens is able to overcome Oedipus' pollution because here 

Oedipus is allowed recourse to justice and law, and Theseus goes beyond the 

call of duty by inviting Oedipus to join him in his home, a gesture of his 
friendship, in spite of his defilement. By contrast, Oedipus tells Theseus that 

his banishment from Thebes is permanent because of his pollution (6oo

6oi). He understands well that Creon uses his pollution as a means of per

petuating his exclusion (785-786). Creon confirms his mistrust by bringing 
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the charge of pollution against Oedipus in an attempt to sever his newly 
formed ties with the city (944-949).88 

Thus, the confrontation between suppliant, enemy, and savior is deployed 
to dramatize Athens' hegemonic openness. In this way, the play reminded 
the audience not only that Athens provided the necessary protection to her 
subject-allies but also that under Athens' empire, foreigners would always fare 
better than under the tyrannical and oligarchic climates of some of Athens' 
opponents.  

The difficulties surrounding Oedipus' reception, however, suggest that 
Athens could no longer lay claim as easily to the influence she wielded in 
the earlier days of the empire. We have seen in Aeschylus' Eumenides that 
the Furies' integration is the singular achievement of Athena's intervention: 
a proof of the power that Athens commanded at that time in the eyes of the 
other Greeks. Instead, this play registers anxieties surrounding the empire, 
even as Oedipus' adoption as a hero celebrates the same moral standards that 
Athenians claimed had propelled their rise to power. As Athens was coming 
to the end of the Peloponnesian War, the play's engagement with the plight of 
the foreign suppliant indicates that the empire no longer possessed the same 
power and prestige and could no longer inspire trust in Athens' ideals, as it 
had done in the past.  
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"E nro.v (637) is Musgrave's emendation of the manuscript reading 8 7ral)tv. The best ren
dering of i .rc&ty in the present context is that of the scholiast who takes the word to mean 
Ex rov vav-iou, "on the contrary." Jebb endorses this meaning in his note on this passage 
and rejects, for example, Ellendt's alternative "in return" or Paley's "once more."8 9 Kamer
beek defends the manuscript reading by adducing a parallel usage in S. Tr. 358.90 The ex
pression et7raiLtv )Xeity (S. Tr. 358), however, is not an exact parallel for S. OC 637, X4p 
SArcaltV xarotxt>. Even though both usages are adverbial, the phrase is.Csaltrv)dyetv means 
"to speak in the opposite way" and is not equivalent to the meaning of irc tV "on the 
contrary (I will settle him in the land)" in line 637. The usage of rcXty meaning "on the 
contrary" is unparalleled in extant tragedy. The emendation is not in doubt. Vidal-Naquet 
and Joseph Wilson, however, have rejected the emendation and argued against the idea 
that Oedipus becomes a citizen in Athens, but neither presents valid grounds for rejecting 
8iL ortV. Though the emendation is not in doubt, we must take another look at s soLt, 
since the term specifies Oedipus' civic standing in Athens.  

Literally translated, 6"rolta means "belonging to the city" and constitutes the exact 
opposite of Oedipus' status, designated by the term aroltg or a7r67rordtX. It is alternatively 
translated "dweller" (Lloyd-Jones) or as "citizen" (Jebb, Knox, Vidal-Naquet), depending 
on whether one understands s trolts in the substantive as denoting the city as a physical 
and geographical entity or more abstractly as a political entity. The word i .Ltro2t. is used 
once more in this play (1156) and is also attested through Pollux's gloss on Eupolis' frag
ment ([PCG 5 F 492], Poll. 9.27): rOv ao-rbv E&ro)ts iroltv eiplpcEv, o0ov yywptov, vr67tov 

("Eupolis refers to the town-dweller as a city-resident, namely, as though he were one of 
the local inhabitants").9' The lexicographer's definition relates i ro)tS with terms that 
associate membership with physical belonging. Nevertheless, it also leaves open the possi
bility that .tyrotL might also denote the citizen in the political and legal sense, since ao-6S 
was used for the designation of the citizen as a technical term (see discussion below).  

The precise meaning of S tsrdXL4 also remains elusive in lines 1156-1157: pcoiv Ttv' iv 
avapa, o-o1 v I E' Vi Ltv okc 6v-roa, o-vyy8vi ... ("they say that a certain man who does not 

belong to the same city as you, but is a relative of yours. . .").NE voitv clearly refers to the 
status of residence of Polyneices and does not appear to be used in a technical sense. Those 
reporting his arrival to Theseus may have told him that Polyneices and Oedipus "are not 
from the same city," either because Polyneices informed them that he came from Argos 
instead of Thebes or because he told them that he was an exile from that city. It is also 
possible, as Jebb suggests, that some trait of his physical presentation betrays his associa-
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tion with Argos. (Otherwise, how could one account for Theseus' suggestion later in line 
1167?) 

Vidal-Naquet points out that in all of the limited occurrences of this word, "the origi
nal meaning was one of locality, rather than of juridical status" (p. 344) and that the word 
does not carry any of the juridical connotations of the term irodi-rS: ". . . nothing that 
we know of the word, even if we accept Musgrave's emendation justifies any assumption 
that Oedipus might have become a citizen in the juridical sense of the word."9 2 He rejects 
the emendation on the grounds that Oedipus could never become a citizen in Athens be
cause of his heavy pollution.9 3 He concludes that Oedipus' status would be equivalent to 
that of a privileged metic who was allowed to hold land in Attica (normally not granted 
to metics). 4 Oedipus' position in that respect, he argues, resembles that of the Athe
nian metics, who could not participate in political deliberations and remained partially 
integrated.95 

Vidal-Naquet derives his interpretation of empolis from the verb ' ro)LrEtv: he 
points to two uses of the verb in Thucydides (4.103.4, 4.106.1) and suggests that the verb 
Sroltr Tos referred to a citizen's involvement in politics. 96 Yet, semantic ambiguity also 
surrounds the verb E ro)-rTEw, which is derived from 7rodts. The verb signifies active 
participation in politics. In the examples from Thucydides, it appears to be used of those 
residing in a city other than their own (in this case, Athenians residing in Amphipolis), 
who became citizens there (without necessarily giving up citizenship in their city of ori
gin). It is unclear what the status was of the Athenians who had emigrated to Amphipolis.  
Any change of residence naturally brings with it questions of status. It remains uncertain 
whether the verb refers to those who hold citizen rights in their own or in another city.  
Whatever the case may be, the fact that o rokreo may have denoted citizenship in the 
legal sense does not suggest that is. ro 2t was used in the same way.  

Let us now return to Pollux's gloss.97 NE tiro)t and &o-r6s are not exact synonyms. Even 
though &o-rs6 can be used in reference to political rights (e.g., Ar. Av. 33-34, Ec. 459-460), 

the collective &o-roi could be used to include women, as attested by Pericles' citizenship 
law, according to the testimony of Arist. Ath. 26.3: t FEriXEtyTs b7r

6)1ICOs... av a &[oiv 

ao-roiv yEyovcw4 ("restricting participation to citizenship to those born of citizens on both 
sides"). 98 This, however, is not the case with the term 7ro)dira, which in classical usage ex
cluded women.9 9 Patterson argues that &o-r6 ("insider, dweller") semantically defines and 
repeatedly occurs in contrast whether explicit or implicit with ivo; ("foreigner, outsider") 
(e.g., Pi. O. 7.89-90; S. OC12-13 , 927-928; [D.] 59.16; Pl. Lg. 849a-d).  

Patterson further distinguishes daor6s from 7ro)d-rvS :l 00 "In brief, polites denoted the 
member of political community with public and competitive connotations; astos derived 
from the word for town (asty), which unlike polis remained limited to its physical, concrete 
meaning, retained a more communal meaning of 'insider'-especially as viewed against 
the xenos or 'outsider' .. .The word has an inclusive and communal, not legal or politi
cal, connotation." According to Pollux's definition, all three synonyms through which 
he glosses is.o7roXL refer to physical rather than political membership, and hence Vidal
Naquet's rationale against the adoption of i.oro)t is not entirely defensible.
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The Athenian suppliant plays, whose production coincides roughly with the 
rise and the decline of the Athenian empire, promoted an image of the city as 
open to non-Athenians and as bent on protecting the rights of those wronged.  
At its core lie quintessentially Athenian traits such as justice, piety, com
passion, and generosity. Taken together, these plays trace the beginnings of 
Athens' preeminence in the distant past and sketch discrete facets of the city's 
hegemonic history, past and present. Suppliant drama offered an apt template 
for articulating the mythical history of Athens' ascendancy. Her mythical vic
tories in wars, fought on behalf of others, asserted her military superiority and 
legitimated her claims to leadership.  

Viewed against the backdrop of empire, the suppliant plays afforded an 
alternative view of Athenian interstate relations. The suppliants' interactions 
with Athens underwrite an ideal model of leadership, based on consent and 
reciprocity. The free and unimpeded access that foreigners gain to the city 
represented Athens as an open and inclusive city, intent on punishing injus
tice and abetting suffering strangers. Funeral and panegyric speeches of the 
fifth and fourth centuries also promoted a similar portrait of Athenian hege
mony. But the justifications that the suppliant plays offered in support of 
Athens' leadership were far more complex than those presented by the ora
tors. More specifically, the tragic variety of moral hegemony looked back to 
Athens' hegemonic alliance in 478/7 Bc and instantiated Athens' leadership 
as deriving from the Athenians' idealized conception of their past and present 
conduct.  

The suppliant plays document the progressive evolution of Athens' hege
monic ideology in the course of the history of the empire. The panegyric of 
Athens as a city of justice (Aeschylus' Eumenides), a free city (Euripides' Chil
dren of Heracles), and a pious city (Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus) varies the 
coordinates of the shared pattern in response to key transitions during the
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history of the empire. More specifically, Athens' claims to sole leadership over 
Greece and the unrest in Athens following the reforms of Ephialtes under
pin the negotiation of her representation as a hegemonic city in Aeschylus' 
Eumenides. In turn, Athens' depiction as a free city in Euripides' Children of 

Heracles defends Athens against the charge of tyranny and offers a response to 

Sparta's criticism at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War. Sophocles' last 
play is also the last encomium of Athens before the end of the war. Oedipus at 

Colonus underscores Athens' reverent treatment of suppliants as the empire 
was coming to an end. While its outward aim is to defend Athens' conduct 

during the war, the manipulation of the play's hegemonic message suggests 
that this ideology was by then probably on the wane.  

Placed against the broader framework of the history of Athenian imperial

ism, the Athenian suppliant plays also document the progressive evolution of 
the concept of moral hegemony through which tragedy addresses the evolv
ing realities of Athens' rule. We can sketch the contours of this evolution as 

well by situating the development of this ideology against the historical cir
cumstances that prompted Athens' rise to power. In this regard, the origins 
of the empire in the Athenian alliance of 478/7 BC condition the parameters 
of the dialectic that shapes the suppliant plays, themselves the product of im

perialism at a later stage.  
The confrontation that takes place between Athens and the suppliants' 

enemies in the plays provides a foil for the positive character of Athens' inter

actions with mythical outsiders. The suppliants' recognition of Athens' power 

and their willingness to reciprocate her generosity in kind idealize Athens' 
hegemonic leadership and model the partnerships that issue from them upon 
the principles of a hegemonic alliance. Closely probed, the plays differentiate 
Athens' hegemonic image from the empire's forceful tactics of domination.  

The dialectic that the plays mobilize between consent and force is endemic to 
the process of ideology. The manifestations of Athenian hegemonic ideology 

are the outcome of a dynamic and open-ended process, conditioned by both 
external and internal forces. Athenian ideals are defined against the changing 

historical circumstances of the empire and against other ideologies, which the 
plays counter, rival, or attempt to align with the message of Athens' moral 

hegemony.  
From Aeschylus' Eumenides to Euripides' Suppliant Women to Sophocles' 

Oedipus at Colonus, the major changes that the empire underwent under 
Athens' imperial democracy left their imprint on the plays, which date to 
the post-Cimonian phase of the empire. By the 450s, the practices of Athe
nian imperialism had been more fully established, and hence the hegemonic 
outlook of the plays begins to change, following the consolidation of Athe
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nian democracy-a process that begins with the reforms of Ephialtes and 

continues under Pericles. While Aeschylus' Eumenides bears witness to the 
vigor of Athens' hegemonic superiority, the tendency, which Euripides' later 
suppliant plays exhibit, is a shift toward more closely aligning the two facets 

of Athens' imperial democracy. More to the point, the representation of 
Athena's hegemonic justice in Eumenides presents the Athenian justice sys

tem as the source of benefits for foreigners and programmatically unites 
democracy and empire. The later plays paint a different image of Athens' 
moral hegemony, better suited to the development of imperialism under 
Athens' imperial democracy. While the earlier play touts Athens' strength 
by celebrating Athens' alliance with Argos and the civic partnership between 

Athena and the Furies, the later plays are more intent on justifying the legiti

macy of the benefits that Athens reaps from her ventures on behalf of mythi
cal suppliants.  

After Euripides' plays, only Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, the latest of 
the plays of this group, returns to the theme of Athens' protection of suppli
ants (Heracles goes to Athens at Theseus' invitation at the end of Euripides' 
Heracles [416 Bc], but the play is not staged in Athens). Similarly, Euripides' 
Ion (ca. 414 Bc) is not staged in Athens; the play is significant for its claims 
of Ionianism and promotes imperialism on the basis of genealogical claims 

between Athens and Ionia. Like his Erechtheus (ca. 422 Bc), Euripides' later 
Athenian plays promote Athens' distinctiveness, based on claims of autoch

thony. On the other hand, Euripides' plays on the aftermath of the Trojan 

War (especially Hecuba and Trojan Women) approach the problem of empire 
from a different angle. These plays no longer examine pity from a civic per
spective but adopt the point of view of the defeated enemy and lend promi
nence to marginal voices: those of the lamenting, captive women of Troy.  

Engagement with the plays, which confront the suffering of war, brings 
us back to the problem of ideology, that is, the stance, which the plays take 
on empire and the message, which they impart to Athenians and foreigners 
in the audience. The plays do not represent a static or unchanging image of 
Athens' hegemonic ideals. The process of the reception of the suppliants is 
fraught with obstacles, which raise questions about the moral legitimacy of 

her power. While the plays support the unequal distribution of power be

tween Athens and her allies, the suppliants' voluntary dependence on Athens 

promotes and validates the principles that underlie hegemony, not empire.  

To this end, the inclusion of the voice of suppliants, who at times resist and 
at others support Athens' enterprise, offers a far more realistic scenario of the 

process of legitimization. Within these parameters, questioning and contes

tation are part of the process whereby relations of domination are explored, 
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negotiated, and redefined. In this vein, the Athenian suppliant plays do not 
subvert the empire; instead, their engagement with morality and power offers 
a space in which alternatives to force and domination are entertained, probed, 
and sanctioned. Seen from this angle, the idealized image of Athens offers not 
only justification but also an alternative to the empire's might.  
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Thucydides' speeches and history, see especially Strassburger 1958. See also Loraux 1986, 
360-70; Mills 1997, 79-86.  

100. Mills 1997, 8o.  
101. Other plays register the changing nature of Athenian imperialism in the post

Periclean phase of the war. Outside the panegyric context of the Athenian suppliant plays, 
scholars demonstrate that tragedy offers a complex view of empire. See, for example, 
Rosenbloom 1995, 2oo6a; Futo-Kennedy 2006, 2009; Dui 2006. Comedy, on the other 
hand, offered bold criticism against Athenian imperialism from the earliest plays, such 
as Aristophanes' Babylonians (426 BC), which voices the criticism of the tribute-bearing 
allies, to later plays, notably, Aristophanes' Birds (414 BC), which offers contrasting views 
on Athenian imperialism in the wake of the Melian revolt and the Sicilian expedition and 
especially in his war plays (Acharnians, Peace, Lysistrata).
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102. Loraux 1986, 123.  

103. Loraux 1986,125-126. The primary justification for hegemony is naturally securing 
the freedom of others and defending the city from the charge of tyranny and domination.  
The orators too stress that the relations between Athens and her allies were voluntary, as 

does Pericles in his funeral oration in Thucydides, though, unlike the orators, Pericles' 
speech does not define Athenian identity on the basis of descent but on national charac
ter. It is possible that definition of Athenian identity was a gesture toward Athens' metics 
who served in Athens' wars. In this connection, this speech contrasts with the more chau
vinistic speech of Plato's Menexenus.  

104. This began in 426/5 after the decree of Cleonymus, which tightened the existing 
regulations on tribute collection (ML 68).  

105. Goldhill 1987 sees these ceremonies as integral to the democratic character of the 
festival and the plays. For the scholarly debate on this issue, see Carter (2004); P. J. Wilson 
201. On the financing of theatrical productions, see P. J. Wilson 2000. For an account of 
the relationship between cultural production and democracy and empire in fifth-century 
Athens, see Kallet 1998, 43-58.  

1o6. At the Panathenaea, the allies brought a cow and a panoply to Athena (Cleinias 
decree [ML 46]; see further Smarczyk 1990, 549-592). On religion and empire, see Barron 
1964; Smarczyk 1990; Parker 2008.  

107. Carter 2007, 41-43. On the audience, see further Goldhill 1997.  

1o8. As we have seen, the only play that does not conform to this pattern is Aeschylus' 
Suppliant Women, staged in Argos. The keen interest in democratic institutions is largely 
owed to the fact that Argos was a democracy at the time and enjoying favorable relations 
with Athens; see Podlecki 1966, 50; Sommerstein 1997; Grethlein 2003, 97-107. By con
trast, references to democracy and its institutions appear in some of the Athenian sup
pliant plays, where they serve to highlight Athens' imperial democracy and promote her 
portrait as a hegemonic city. On the impact of Athenian democracy as a shaping force in 
the Athenian suppliant plays, see Grethlein 2003. Athenian democratic institutions and 
discourse shaped Athens' image as a hegemonic city and contributed to the examination of 
Athens' imperial democracy. The bibliography on this issue is extensive. See, for example, 
Fornara and Samons 1991; Boedeker and Raaflaub 1998; Rhodes 2007, 24-45; Forsdyke 
2007. See further Rosenbloom 2006a; Futo-Kennedy 2009.  

109. On the theme of Athens' protection of outsiders in Euripides' Medea, see further 
Sfyroeras 1994. On Euripides' Heracles, see Tarkow 1977.  

110. For a discussion of techniques of closure in Euripidean aetiologies, see Dunn 1996.  
i1. See Goff (1999), who relates the aetiologies historically to the anxious mood of the 

Athenians during the years of the Sicilian expedition.  
112. Naiden 2006, 160-162. Athens in a number of plays takes the lead in remedying 

the plight of severely defiled murderers. The city acquires the reputation of offering a safe 
haven for the polluted by accepting Orestes, Oedipus, Heracles, and Medea, all heavily 
stained by kindred blood (Seaford 1994, 132-139). From the vantage point of ideology, 
the severe pollution of kin-killers offered an additional strategy for legitimizing Athenian 

claims to superiority. Athens earns her reputation for inclusiveness by entertaining re
quests from suppliants whom every other city would justifiably have shunned. The narra
tives of the annexation of heavily defiled murderers helped construct the mythical image 
of Athens as a stable center and used it to justify the city's primacy.  

113. Euripides' Suppliant Women is discussed in Chapter 3 ("Punishing Evil: Euripides' 
Suppliant Women").  
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114. Kowalzig 2006.  

115. See Rosenbloom (2011), who relates the ideology of Panhellenism to the develop
ment of Athenian imperialism.  

116. See further Mills 1997, 229-234.  
117. On hegemony in Eumenides, see further Rosenbloom 1995; Futo-Kennedy 2006, 

2009; and below, Chapter i.  
118. Gramsci 1971.  
119. Fiske 1992, 291.  

120. R. Williams 1977, 113.  

121. Eagleton 1986.  

CHAPTER I 

i. Quincey 1964, 190.  
2. Th. 1.102. See further de Ste. Croix (1972, 181-183), who argues that fear of the 

Spartans after Cimon's ostracism was an operative motive behind the conclusion of the 
alliance.  

3. Ar. Lys. 1137-1144 parodies Pericleidas' supplication. The terms helots and perioikoi 
(orperioeci, "dwellers around") refer to Sparta's slaves and resident population respectively.  
The latter did not have citizenship rights.  

4. Th. 1.102; D.S. 11.63; Plut. Cim. 16.8. See further Fornara and Samons (1991, 127
129), who emphasize that the Spartans' refusal to accept the Athenian force reflects con
cern with the revolution in Athens.  

5. On the ostracism of Cimon, see Arist. Ath. 27.4; Plut. Cim. 14.3-5. See further Fors
dyke (2005, 167-170), who notes that the political divisions that led to Cimon's ostracism, 
were profound and that political unrest persisted for a few years after the murder of Ephial
tes (Antiph. 5.68; Plut. Per. 10.7-8; D.S. 11.77.6) and is evinced within the play, when the 
chorus, following Athena's speech, pray for the absence of civic discord (976-986). Inci
dentally, she also notes a minor plot to overthrow the democracy in 457 BC (Th. 1.107.4).  

6. On the opposition between Cimon and Themistocles, see further Fornara and 
Samons 1991, 125-126.  

7. Podlecki 1989, 19.  
8. Dover (1957, 235) notes that the triple reference to the alliance deviates from the 

practice of introducing explanations for contemporary institutions and cults at the end 
of the play. The seeming incongruity may be explained in part by the bipartite division of 
the plot into Orestes' trial and the Furies' conflict and reconciliation with Athena. As in 
Eumenides, so in Euripides' ITthe mythical aetiology for the feast of the Choes (IT 9 4 3
960) precedes the aetiologies of the double cults of Iphigeneia at Brauron and Orestes at 
Halai Araphenides (IT 1435-1474). On the play's mirroring of the historical alliance, see 
further L. A. Jones 1987, 70-71; Podlecki 1966, 88-94; Sommerstein 1989, 30. Thus, in 
his introduction to his commentary, Alan Sommerstein comments that the fictionalized 
account served to present the recently concluded alliance with Argos as "a great and un
mixed blessing for Athens; a proposition with which not all Athenians would necessarily 
have agreed." 

9. Both Dodds (1973, 23) and Macleod (1982,132) also interpret the Argive alliance and 
the political reforms of the Areopagus more broadly.  

to. After concluding two alliances at once in 462/I BC- one with the Argives and a 
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second one with the Thessalians (Th.1.102.4)-they soon accepted the Megarians as their 
allies and entered into war against Sparta's allies, Corinth, Aegina and Epidaurus (Th.  
1.105-106). See further Fornara and Samons 1991, 129-131.  

11. Costa 1962, 24-31 and esp. 27-28; Lardinois 1992, 321-322.  
12. The rules and procedures governing the judgment of supplication varied in actu

ality. In the Athenian suppliant plays, suppliant and enemy consistently debate their claims 

before the civic authorities, usually the king, who decides whether to accept the suppli
ant(s), if he proves worthy of assistance. On both institutional and dramatic practices, see 
Naiden 2006, io6-ix6.  

13. Sommerstein 1989, 165-166 (ad 469) points out that Athena's dilemma echoes 

Orestes' dilemma in Ch. 924-925.  
14. I follow Lobel's transposition of line 475 after 482 and emendation & 6 rpoug 6vra 

("being blameless," referring to members of the Areopagus) of the manuscripts' reading 
8' ayto pov 6vra o-', which could refer only to Orestes. Sommerstein 1989, 169 ad 475 notes 
that "the phrase is admirably suited to the members of the Areopagus council, for the 
most stringent precautions were taken to preserve the integrity and irreproachability of 
this body. All members of it had passed a severe scrutiny (oict.aoia) of their public and 
personal lives before taking office as archons (cf. Lys. 26. 11-12; Arist. Ath. 55.2-5) and 
another a year later before "going up to the Areopagus" (cf. D. 24.22; Arist. Ath. 60.3).  

15. Naiden 2006, 173-183.  

16. Despite the play's overt political allusions to the politics of the day, the debate on 
the relationship of the foundation of the mythical court of Areopagus (681-710) and the 
reforms of Ephialtes has been one of the most controversial aspects of the interpretation of 
the political message of Eumenides. For a detailed exposition of the history of the scholar

ship on this problem, see Braun 1998, 105-133. Braun's discussion of the historical reforms 
surrounding the Areopagus leads him to see Aeschylus as a democrat who supported the 
Solonian constitution but not the radical democracy. I concur with the opinion of Jacoby 
1954 and Dover 1957, that the depiction of the mythical court reflects broadly the reforms 
of 462/1. On the interpretation of specific allusions relevant to the interpretation of the 
court's functions, see also Dodds 1960; Macleod 1982; L.A. Jones 1987; Meier 1990 and 
1993, 132-137. On the question of Aeschylus' political sympathies, scholarly opinion is 
similarly divided. In support of Aeschylus' conservative views, see Calder 1981; Rhodes 
1981, 261-263; Conacher 1987, 195-206. I have cited above representatives of the opposite 
view. Others such as Macleod (1982), Goldhill (1992, 89-92) Meier (1993), Griffith (1995), 
and Pelling (2000, 167-177) like to see Aeschylus as rising above partisan lines by celebrat
ing the ideals that united all Athenians; by helping to overcome the civic conflict, which 
the reforms had brought about; or by specifically attempting to reconcile democrats with 

aristocrats by praising the democracy for its institutions by preserving all the while the 
power that the aristocrats traditionally held. On the dramatic mirroring of these issues, 
see further Grethlein 2003, 210-247. See also Bowie 1993 for the relevance of Athenian 
rituals in this play.  

17. Macleod 1982, 128-129; Sommerstein 1989, 13-17, 25-29. For the historical back
ground of the development of the functions of the Areopagus Council, see Wallace 1989 
and de Bruyn 1995.  

18. Apart from Homer (Od. 3. 307), who mentions that Orestes returns to Argos from 
Athens, Orestes is represented as arriving in Athens as a polluted exile in the aetiological 
myth for the feast of the Choes at the festival of the Anthesteria, attested in E. IT947-96o 

(cf. also Phanodemus FGrH 325 F 11; Scholiast Ar. Ach. 961; Scholiast Ar. Eq. 95) and in 
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the mythical tradition of his trial by a jury of gods (E. Or. 1650-1652; D. 23.66; Apollod.  
6.25). For fuller testimonia and discussion of Aeschylus' innovations concerning the trial, 
see Sommerstein 1989, 3-6, and Grethlein 2003, 200-204 -both of which agree that Aes
chylus was probably innovating by replacing a preexisting tradition of a divine tribunal 
with a jury of mortals. On the dramatic and ethical issues raised by the mythological trial, 
see Mitchell-Boyask 2009.  

19. In this respect, my argument parts way with Futo-Kennedy (2006), who also views 
the Argive alliance as typifying the ideal model of an alliance between Athens and her 
allies. Her reading is that the play is proimperialist and attempts to tie Orestes' trial to 
historical evidence on Athens' judicial authority over allied trials, which were later judged 
in Athens, by dating this practice as early as the Phaselis decree in the 460s BC. To this 
end, she emphasizes Athena's role in imperial administration. Against this view, see Rosen
bloom 1995.  

20. Text from Page 1973 and translations from Sommerstein 2009.  
21. On the political implications of Apollo's support of Athena here, as interpreted by 

their relationship as patrons of the empire-the treasury of the league was still on Delos 
before its transfer to Athens in 454 BC-see Shapiro (1996), who argues this point based 
on one group of vase paintings representing Athena and Apollo with Orestes and a second 
group of vases representing Athena and Apollo receiving joint sacrifices.  

22. Pollution posed a significant obstacle to entry (cf. Oedipus in S. OC 229-236), 
and thus most suppliants are concerned with dispelling their hosts' suspicion that they 
are seeking asylum on account of defilement (cf. A. Supp. 5-7 [and 366-367, 375, where 
the Danaids' threat of suicide compels Pelasgus to bring their case before the Argive 
Assembly]; E. Med. 846-850). Orestes had already addressed his ritual status (235-243) 
by claiming that he is no longer a suppliant, seeking purification (o rpoorp67ratov o8' 
&poiavrov Xipa, "not one seeking purification nor with an impure hand," 236-237); 
though note Apollo's preceding statement that he will protect the suppliant to avoid in
curring the wrath of the "one seeking purification" (eivi yap v poroiot x&v eeoi4 7EL/ 
Tou 7rpoorpoirciou .vtS, i 7rpo&8> op' d6v, "for the wrath of the one seeking purification is 
terrible among mortals and gods, if I intentionally betray him," 233-234)-a statement 
that acknowledges that the issue of bloodguilt remains unresolved by Apollo's attempt to 
purify him at Delphi. On the meaning of 7rpoorp67rato, see Sommerstein 1989, 124 (ad 
237); Parker 1983, 108. In Orestes' prayer to Athena, he provides a detailed explanation of 
his purification, mentioning both his purification by Apollo through the customary sac
rifice of a pig and the purificatory effect of his subsequent wanderings (276-285). On the 
vexed question of Orestes' pollution and purification, see Neitzel 1991, 69-89; Sidwell 
1996; and my discussion of his purification in this chapter.  

23. Athena's role as apoy6; ("advocate," 289), taken together with Apollo's earlier in
structions to Orestes, refers to her role as judicial rather than as military advocate. Dover 
1957, 237, makes this point, arguing against the military connotations of eRot apilyoo' 
("helping friends," 295). Futo-Kennedy 2006, 56 with n. 69 and 70, takes apcy6; in a 
military sense, offering as the only parallel for this usage Hom. Il. 8.205 (its other occur
rences in the Iliad: 4.235, 408, 18.502, 21.360, 428, 23.574 are, as she admits, ambiguous).  
The mixture of the military and the judicial flavor of the term are evident in Agamemnon 
(47). Its use in the present context does not preclude that both meanings are applicable, as 
Orestes invokes Athena in her guise as a military leader in this passage (292-298).  

24. My argument here relies on Dover 1957 and Futo-Kennedy 2006.  
25. The Egyptian campaign (460/59 to 454 BC) marked a great defeat for the Delian 
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League. The Athenians initially sent their fleet from Cyprus to Egypt to help Inarus, who 
had persuaded the Egyptians to revolt against the Persians; and though they were success

ful at first, by 454 Bc after six years of operations in Egypt they were forced out of Mem
phis by Megabyzus, the Persian commander. On the failure of the Egyptian campaign, 
see further Meiggs 1972, 103-108, 473-476; Fornara and Samons 1991, 88 n. 32, with the 
relevant sources and bibliography.  

26. This precise linking of these geographical references with historical events has 
not always met with acceptance. Dover (1957, 237) has argued against both identify
ing the Athenian campaign in Egypt and inferring that there was trouble in Potidaea, a 

Corinthian colony. But see Podlecki 1989, 133; Sommerstein 1989, 133 ad 292-296. Futo
Kennedy (2006, 43-47) argues that the reference to the Phlegrean plain may allude more 
broadly to the sphere of operations of the empire in Chalcidice and Thrace, citing Herodo

tus (7.123) as evidence for Phlegra as an ancient name for Pallene in Thrace. As she notes, 
the Athenians had already successfully pursued their strategic interests in the area of the 
Strymon and Thrace (p. 47). In her response to Dover's arguments against the Egyptian 
campaign, she cites Herodotus' testimony (2.15-17) on the relationship between Egypt, 
Libya, and the Nile Delta.  

27. Athens had undertaken operations in the Aegean and northeast in the 460s Bc, 

including the capture of Eion (Th. 1.98.1), the subjection of Thasos and the attempt to 

colonize Ennea Hodoi at the Strymon (Th. 1.100.2-3), the capture of Scyros (Th. 1.98.2), 

and the campaign in Chersonese. The campaigns against Cyprus and Egypt date to the 

450S BC. See further Meiggs 1972, 68-io8. For Futo-Kennedy 2006, 47-48, the inclusion 

of the mention of these locations, which include specific regions of activity associated 
with the empire, also "supply a mythological precedent or charter for Athenian presence 
in those regions ... and link it explicitly to an expansionist agenda" (p. 48). Her argument 

on geography and empire is a refutation of Dover 1957.  
28. Futo-Kennedy 2006, 56-57: "ayoixo is a hapax ... and in addition to the tech

nical term summachos, places the geography and also the court proceedings squarely in 

the realm of military (and allied) action." In addition, Athena's appearance from the area 
of the Troad (397-402) reinforces this interpretation. Athena's presence in the vicinity of 
the river Scamander similarly evokes the league's early military operations in the area to 
free Greek lands that had been conquered by the Persians. The suggestion that Sigeum 
furnishes the most historically apt allusion to Athena's presence in the area of the Troad 
must be taken as referring to the annexation of Sigeum to the Delian League rather than 
to the sixth-century conflict between Athens and Mytilene over Sigeum, as Futo-Kennedy 

suggests (p. 42). Though see Macleod (1982, 125), who posits that in the sixth century the 
Athenians had invented a myth that Theseus' sons bequeathed to Athena territory in the 
Troad to justify their claims on Sigeum against Mytilene.  

29. The role of Athena has been seen as analogous to that of the king in other suppliant 

plays. See Mills 1997, 56. Futo-Kennedy 2006 has argued that Athena in Eumenides rep
resents the Athenian empire and its interests: the role she played historically after 454 BC, 

when Athens was made the seat of the empire with the transfer of the allied treasury from 
Delos to Athens.  

30. The semantic implications of "without a spear" are not to be taken as literally, as 

Quincey (1964, 191-193) suggests, when he points out that the alliance will require that 
Athens will intervene militarily on behalf of Argos in the future. For 8opv via ("spear
alliance") as defining the character of the alliance between Athena and Orestes, see Griffith 
1995, 100.  
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31. Futo-Kennedy 2006, 54-55, suggests that the expression "without spear" readily 
refers instead to the reality of imperial domination. She cites the examples of Carystos, 
Naxos, and Thasos as evidence of cities that had been brought into the empire through the 
use of force already by 458 BC. But Orestes' representation as Athens' ally deploys Athens' 
and Argos' shared antagonism against Sparta to solidify Athenian hegemony.  

32. Pericles' account of Athenian altruism and the political exchanges, which it helped 
to foster, is at odds with the realities of imperial expansion and the allies' plight as subjects.  
Denying that self-interest played a role, he attributes instead the empire's growth to the 
Athenians' confidence, inspired in them by freedom (Th. 2.40.5). See further, Low 2007, 
246-247, on the relationship between Athenian altruism and imperial acquisitiveness. On 
reciprocity, see further Herman 1987, 116-142; Konstan 1998; Missiou 1998.  

33. The only other source where Zeus, Apollo and Athena appear together is Homer 
(Il. 8.540, 13.827, 16.97). Harrison (1927, 501-502) points out that the alliance between 
the three gods whom she identifies with the tripatores in Eumenides reinforces the claims 
of patriarchy. On Zeus as Savior and Fulfiller, see Burian 1986. It is important to note that 
Apollo claims that he is carrying out the will of Zeus (616-618). On the ambiguities sur
rounding Apollo's role, see Roberts 1984 and Bierl 1994.  

34. His return restores the disruption in the line of succession, caused by Clytemnes
tra's usurpation of the throne. Not surprisingly, as Griffith (1995, 79 n. 66) notes, Clytem
nestra and Aegisthus are mostly referred to as tyrants, not kings. Clytemnestra's power is 
recognized during Agamemnon's absence (A. A. 258-260); see further Denniston and Page 
1957 ad 259-260. On Clytemnestra's political aspirations and the complexities inherent 
therein, see Thomson 1941; Jones 1962; Betensky 1978; Zeitlin 1978; Winnington-Ingram 
1983, 101-131.  

35. On the form of the oath that Orestes swears, see Quincey 1964, 199-200: "Oaths 
taken by states and individuals were commonly reinforced with an imprecation by which 
the contracting party invoked a dire penalty, normally ito ("destruction"), upon him
self in the event of any transgression." Among the parallels that he cites, note especially 
the oath prescribed by the Athenians upon Colophon, dated to 447/6 BC, which includes 
similar language regarding the infringement of the oath, also brought against the Colo
phonian's family as well as the mention of blessings. In pronouncing the oath, Orestes also 
takes on the role normally assigned to a god in other plays, which end with aetiologies of 
hero-cult, as do also Oedipus in S. OC and Eurystheus in E. Heracl. On this type of oath, 
see also E. Supp. 1183-1196. On the role of gods in bringing about closure in Euripidean 
aetiologies, see Dunn 1996, 26-44.  

36. Quincey (1964, 202) suggests that the aetiology refers to Orestes' Spartan cult, a 
view with which I disagree; see further the following section: "Relocating Orestes from 
Sparta to Argos." Though there was no known cult of Orestes in Argos at the time, the aeti
ology relates Orestes' Argive cult with the recently concluded alliance and more broadly 
with Athens' change of foreign policy toward Sparta. On this count, the dramatic fiction 
of his burial in Argos counters the established tradition of Orestes' Spartan cult, explain
ing the new ties between Argos and Athens by locating his tomb in Argos.  

37. Kowalzig (2006) also situates the adoption of non-Athenian heroes within the spe
cific historical background of the plays she discusses and more broadly within the context 
of Athens' imperial democracy.  

38. J. M. Hall 1999; McCauley 1999.  
39. The introduction of new hero-cults could also be prompted by political realign
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ments in the sphere of interstate relations. Blomart (2004) offers representative examples 
of the different types of the transfer of the hero, which served military and political pur
poses. I mention two of the examples: the transfer of Theseus' relics from Scyros to Athens, 
which enabled Cimon to annex the island to the Athenian empire (Paus. 1.17.6, 3.3.7), 
and Cleisthenes' introduction of the Theban Melanippus (to Sicyon) whose worship was 
intended to supersede the existing cult of the Argive Adrastus (Hdt. 5.67) (the Argives 
at the same time probably established a memorial in honor of the seven Argive leaders to 
enhance their military power) (p. 84). J. M. Hall (1999, 49-59 provides the best account 
of the phenomenon of "multilocal" heroes, that is, heroes who were worshiped in diverse 
locales. He argues that while in some cases an army could appropriate a hero to win the 
military advantage over another city by transferring his cult into their own, the founding 
of hero cults also articulated new ties with another city, as the cults of the Argive Seven 
and those of Agamemnon in the Argolid in the archaic period evince. On the distinc
tion between hero-cult and tomb-cult, see Antonaccio 1993: "Hero-cult is distinct from 
tomb-cult.... It finds formal expression in scheduled ritual action at specific locations, 
including processions, sacrifice, and games and is often emphasized by the construction 

of a monument such as a naiskos and/or an altar" (p. 52). Orestes' burial in Argos corre
sponds more readily to a tomb cult, though in this discussion I use the term "hero-cult" 

as well to draw connections with other types of heroes with whom he shares typological 
similarities.  

40. For a typology of the transfer of heroes, see Blomart 2004, 92-93. Kowalzig (2006) 
considers an even broader spectrum of non-Athenian heroes who receive burial and heroic 
honors in Athens in tragedy. Among these, she includes the appropriation of the Sala
minian Ajax, whose heroization, she argues, reflects the degree to which his Athenian 
identity was contested, even though Athens' possession of Salamis was not. On Sopho
cles' Ajax and the much-discussed problem of his prospective hero-cult, see, for example, 
Burian 1972; Henrichs 1993.  

41. Festugiere 1973; Kearns 1990; Visser 1982; Seaford 1994, 126-139.  

42. Like Oedipus and Eurystheus, Orestes' future worship centers on his tomb (cro 
y&p ,i sis 6vre av -rcEpot -6-, "when I am in my tomb," 767), but he does not die at the end 
of the play, as do Oedipus (S. OC 1657-1666) and most probably Eurystheus (E. Heracl.  

1026-1037; the text is lacunose after 1052).  
43. Dunn 1996, 45-63.  
44. On the talismanic power of heroes, see Brelich 1958.  
45. By this I mean that that most savior heroes in tragedy are noteworthy non

Athenians, while the funeral orations do not specifically commemorate the contributions 

of non-Athenians (metics or the allies). On the representation of the Athenian dead in the 
funeral orations, see Parker 1996, 135-140.  

46. Kowalzig 2006. Seaford (1994) has argued that the social power of hero-cult in 
tragedy resides in transforming reciprocal violence and rendering it beneficial for the entire 
city, often at the expense of another city.  

47. On savior heroes in Athens, see Kearns 1989. For a typology of patriotic heroes, see 
Kron 1999. On hero worship, see, in general, Burkert 1985a, 203-215.  

48. Kearns (1990) emphasizes the vital role played by figures normally relegated to the 
periphery of the city. She singles out civic marginality as the identifying mark of those who 
performed saving acts on behalf of the city such as foreign heroes and women.  

49. Bolmarcich 2003 cites Th. 3.70.6, 3.75.1, 7.33.5; Xen. Hell. 2.2.20, 5.3.26; 
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Aeschin. 3.100; Plut. Pel. 27. See Griffith (1995, 104), who views Orestes' promise of the 
alliance as the equivalent of an aristocratic alliance, brought about through elite networks 
of exchange, but depicted as a benefit for all Athenians regardless of rank and standing.  

50. Athenian rituals, in particular, furnish a framework for exploring the manner in 
which tragedy defined the empire against the legacy of Panhellenism. See further Said 
2002; Kowalzig 2006, 79-86; Rosenbloom 2oo6a,Rosenbloom 2011. On Panhellenism 
in the fifth century, see Georges 1994; Green 1996; Flower 2000; E. Hall 1989; J. M. Hall 
2002; Mitchell 2007.  

51. Snodgrass 1971; Nagy 1999; Hall 1997, 2002; Morris 2000.  
52. Lardinois 1992. On hero cult and the Homeric epics, see Farnell 1921, 280-322, 

and Coldstream 1976. On the emergence of hero cult and its antecedents, see Bdrard 1982, 
89-105; Morris 1988; Snodgrass 1987, 159-164; Antonaccio 1994; Whitley 1988.  

53. de Polignac 1984; Snodgrass 2000.  

54. Malkin (1994, 28) aptly remarks that there is no contradiction between myths 
that relate Sparta to legendary "Achaean" figures such as Menelaus and Agamemnon in 
the eighth century BC and those of the return of the Heraclidae to the Peloponnese, 
which established the Spartans' identity and claims as Dorians (earliest literary attesta
tion in Tyrtaeus fr. 12 Gentili/Prato). As he notes: "The Achaean connections that seem 
to have become prominent in Sparta after the mid-sixth century were not an alternative 
to any of its constitutive historicizing self-images. Sparta's past was enriched and pan
Hellenized but underwent no fundamental metamorphosis.... Now other princes of the 
land from the Achaean past, especially Agamemnon, Odysseus, Orestes, and Teisamenus, 
now found new emphases and articulations in ad hoc political contexts in response to ex
ternal challenges." 

55. On the uses of Spartan genealogies, see Calame 1987, esp. 176-177, on the role of 
Achaean genealogies in consolidating Spartan hegemony from the middle of the sixth to 
the fifth century.  

56. Blomart 2004, 81-94. Capturing the goodwill of the hero did not always involve 
transfer, as evinced by the example of Solon, who offered sacrifices to the heroes of Sala
mis (Plut. Sol. 9.1-2).  

57. Podlecki 1966, 141-142; Malkin 1987, 81-84.  
58. Leahy 1955. Tisamenus' transfer takes place soon after that of Orestes, but he was 

not as prominent as Orestes; the tomb of the latter was located in the Agora according to 
Pausanias (3.11.10).  

59. Argos' power in the Peloponnese had increased significantly under the tyrant Phei
don, who unified the Argolid in the seventh century BC, following his important victory 
on the plain of Thyrea in 545 BC (Hdt. 1.82). By the sixth century BC, however, Sparta had 
already displaced Argos; Cleomenes weakened Argos' power further (Hdt. 6.76- 82), and 
the Argives later refused to join the Hellenic League (Hdt. 7.148-152). See Stadter 2006, 
250. On the history of Argos in the archaic period, see T. Kelly 2009, esp. 73-144. On 
Sparta's relations with Argos, see CAN 4, 363-364; and on Argos and the Peloponnesian 
League, see CAH 4, 353-358.  

6o. Tegea was probably the first in a series of alliances that Sparta entered into with 
other cities in the Peloponnese and eventually grew into what is commonly referred to as 
the "Peloponnesian League," a modern name for what the ancient sources more accurately 
refer to as "the Lacaedemonians and their allies." After the conclusion of the treaty with 
Tegea (Plut. Mor. 292b), Sparta was able to settle her claims over Thyreatis and Cynouria 
and defeat Argos in 546 BC. On Sparta's alliances in the archaic period, see CAN 3, 351-359, 
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4, 350-353, and Yates 2005, 65-76, with ample testimonia and bibliography. Cawkwell 
(1993) and T. Braun (1994, 44) have argued against the mid sixth-century date.  

61. Dickins 1912, 21-24; Leahy 1958; Cartledge 1979, 138-139; Huxley 1979; Forrest 
1980, 73-83; Malkin 1987, 26-33.  

62. Boedeker (1993, 165-167) disagrees with this view and doubts that the Tegeans 
would have accepted Sparta's attempt to legitimize her hegemony in this way.  

63. Spartan kings claimed their descent from Achaean heroes: Hdt. 6.53; Malkin 1994, 
19. Through Orestes, the Spartans traced their ties back to Pelops via Atreus' lineage.  

64. J. M. Hall 1997, 91-93.  
65. Hdt. 6.61.19-20; Paus. 3.19.9. See Cartledge 1987, 339; Antonaccio 1993, 57.  
66. Argos in Homer designates the territory that Diomedes ruled as king (I. 2.559-568; 

Od. 3.180-181) and is also used more broadly in reference to the regions over which Aga
memnon held sway (I. 1.30, 4.171, 6.456, 9.22).  

67. Stesichorus fr. 39 PMG; also Simonides, scholiast E. Or. 46. Athenaeus (513 A) says 
that Xanthus was Stesichorus' source, though Garvie (1986, xvii) says that no evidence 
supports Xanthus' existence as a poet. On the political alignment of Stesichorus' Oresteia 
with the Pelopids' presence with Sparta, see Bowra 1961, 107-119; though see further Gar
vie (1986, xviii with n. 29) who suggests instead that the genealogy Stesichorus follows is 
older and derives from Hesiod, Catalogue fr. 194, where Agamemnon is the son of Pleis
thenes, son of Atreus.  

68. Pi. P. 11.31-37; N. 11.34. Antonaccio (1993, 54) argues that the cult site at Sclavohori 
near Amyclae appears to have been active already in the Iron Age and that votive offerings 
increased significantly in the sixth century. Cassandra and Agamemnon were worshiped 
at Amyclae in Pausanias' time.  

69. See Fraenkel (1962, 209-210 ad 400 with n. 2), who argues that a motive for the 
change of setting was to strengthen the case against Paris by representing both brothers 
as plaintiffs of Priam (retIpL& .oV/ dyag av-rib o&/Mv vaog a r' Ayac.d vtov, "when 
Menelaus, Priam's great adversary and lord Agamemnon," A. 40-42).  

70. Costa 1962, 24-31 and esp. 27-28; Lardinois 1992, 322; Braun 1998, 102-104.  
71. J. R. Cole 1977 elaborates on the connections between Agamemnon and Cimon in 

an effort to argue that the play supports Cimon's early recall from ostracism. See further 
Rosenbloom (1995 and 2011, 364-366), who argues that the Oresteia represents a transi
tional moment between Cimon's and Pericles' policies on the empire.  

72. On the use of genealogical claims in Athenian imperial ideology, see Bremmer 1997 
and Zacharia 2003.  

73. Orestes' sojourn in Athens, whence he departs to return to Argos to murder Aegis
thus, is attested in Homer's Odyssey (3.306-307).  

74. Meier (1990, 251 n. 49) argues against Dodds 1986 that the ambivalent outcome 
of Orestes' purification is integral to representing the "factional conflict" between Athena 
and the Furies. On the ambiguities surrounding purification, see discussion below.  

75. Orestes himself announces at the end of Choephori that he will go to Delphi to be 
purified by Apollo (1034-1039).  

76. Pollution, however, is suppressed in the Agamemnon. The killings within Atreus' 
family are described as singular departures from the norms that underwrite the proper 
performance of sacrificial rituals. See especially Zeitlin 1965 and 1966.  

77. The possibility of exile is raised by the chorus, who state that Clytemnestra should 
be banished from the land for Agamemnon's murder (A. A. 1410-1411). She retorts (1412
1420) that no such punishment was imposed on Agamemnon for his pollution (xpiv o' 
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av8p1aTiv/ LaLL-racv arov', "you ought to have banished him as punishment for his 
pollution," 1419-1420). Toward the end of the play, the chorus call Clytemnestra the 
"pollution of the land and of its gods" (1645), and accuse Aegisthus of "polluting Justice" 
(1669). These references characterize the "corrupt" new order. Occurring as they do late 
in the play, they set the stage for the emergence of pollution in Choephori where, not inci

dentally, the chorus also make reference to Clytemnestra's and Aegisthus' pollution (944).  
Alternatively, the coexistence of reciprocal violence and exile is not incompatible, since 
homicide between two kinship groups could be settled by exile or compensation; the two 
alternatives coexist in Homer's epics: see especially Westbrook 1992; Cantarella 2001. Dra
matically, however, such measures are not imposed against those who perpetrate crimes 
against their own kin. Inbred violence (i.e., violence among members of the same kinship 
group) is dramatically treated in Agamemnon as coextensive with the earlier regime of 

self-help, which the advent of the polis and its institutions had abolished. The persistence 
of Atreus' family vendetta then is represented as a manifestation of this earlier law of ven
geance whose poetic conception is attributed to the curse of the house, its avenging spirit 

(.a)roTp,1500-1502) or alternatively the child-avenging Fury, who works through human 
agents (1433). It is difficult to pin down more precisely the correspondence between the 
historical and dramatic reality; the mixing of mythical and historical elements from dif
ferent periods was a feature of anachronism in tragedy, where references to practices and 
institutions belonging to different times existed alongside each other. See further Easter
ling 1997.  

78. Garvie 1986, 314-316 (ad 966-68) discusses some of the textual uncertainties in 

these lines. Garvie follows Page's text and translates: "when all pollution has been driven 
from the hearth by rites of purification." The chorus then for their part suggest that ritual 

cleansing may be sufficient, though the killings that Orestes is about to perpetrate will re

quire his removal from the house and the city. Garvie also cites numerous parallels from 
tragedy on the purification of the house from pollution (e.g., A. Eu. 63; S. El. 69-70, OT 
1228; E. IT1216).  

79. See chorus' words at A. A. 1217-1222, 1242-1244); Zeitlin 1965.  
8o. As Parker (1983, 133-143) has shown, there is no secure date for the emergence of 

pollution historically. See below, "Why does Purification Fail?" 
81. I am not seeking to revive Thomson's theory (1941, 1966) that the Oresteia depicted 

an evolution of social organization from tribal society (Furies) to aristocracy and purifica
tion (Apollo) to democracy and the lawcourt (Athena).  

82. On the transition from oikos to polis and its relevance for the evolution of justice in 
the trilogy, see Conacher 1987, 5; Meier 1993, 123-137 and 1990, 69-119; Seaford 92-105.  

83. Orestes wraps Clytemnestra's and Aegisthus' bodies in the blood-stained garment 
in which Clytemnestra had ensnared Agamemnon, so that his vengeance mirrors that of 
the perpetrators (A. Ch. 1010-1015). In Choephori 577-578, Aegisthus' murder is specifi
cally conceived as part of the chain of kin-murders to be traced back to the quarrel be
tween Atreus and Thyestes. Thus, the "third drink" suggests either that Aegisthus is third 
after Thyestes' children and Agamemnon or, as Garvie 1986, 199-200 notes ad loc., that 
the number 3 is meant to evoke more generally the "blood" drink of the Furies with cor
rupt performance of the third libation to Zeus Soter.  

84. Both the images of a storm and of wounding are conveyed hereby; see Garvie 1986, 
112 ad 271-272. See also Ch. 291-294; Orestes' projected trials are similar to the treatment 
of the polluted killer; see Garvie 1986, 118 ad 291-296.  

85. I agree for the most part with Delcourt 1959; for other interpretations on Apollo's 
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oracle, see Garvie (1986, III ad 269-296), who argues that there is no specific Delphic 
doctrine here but that the punishments Apollo mentions are associated with the chthonic 
realm. The Furies as chthonic deities and protectors of the rights of dead kin inflict the 
same kind of punishment upon the perpetrators as upon the relatives of the deceased who 
neglected their duty toward his kin.  

86. The worldview of Choephori is permeated by blood vengeance; both the Furies and 
the laws of vengeance structure the mental attitude of the participants toward the crimes, 
emphasizing all the while the perpetuation of violence within the family (A. Ch. 287-290, 
398-404, 471-475, 575-578, 648-651). See further Lebeck 1971, 80-91.  

87. To be sure, Clytemnestra not only undertakes responsibility for Agamemnon's mur
der but also engages in an exploration of the motives, alternating between viewing herself 
as bringing justice against Agamemnon (A. A. 1431-1433, 1551-1559) or as the avenging 
spirit that perpetuates the killing of children (A. A. 1475-1480, 1497-1504).  

88. On Orestes' dilemma, see Garvie 1986, 293 ad 899, with the relevant bibliography.  
89. When he claims responsibility for his action, Orestes addresses Clytemnestra as a 

"father-slaughtering pollution, hated by the gods" (wrarpocT6vov c c a xa 6v omyo, 
1028), calling attention again to the pollution that attached to her heinous and impious 
action.  

90. As Parker (1983, 108-109 with n. 13) points out, ltpoorp67rato4 refers to the sup
plication of Orestes qua killer (cf. also 234), though it is also used of suppliants at large 
(A. A. 1587; S. Aj. 1173, Phil. 930, OC1309). More broadly, 7rpoorp67rato can designate the 
pollution of the killer, that of his victim, and that of the avenging spirits.  

91. Taplin 1977, 381-384; Brown 1982; 1983, 30-32; Parker 1983, 386-388; Neitzel 1991; 

Sidwell 1996.  
92. See Dyer (1969), who remarks that "these oracular instructions [Dyer is referring 

to lines 74-84] are fulfilled by Orestes (235-243) and lead to his trial and acquittal on 
the Areopagus. No words in the text indicate that any purification ritual takes place at 
Delphi, and it would be natural to assume that, when Apollo later claims to be xaucpoio 
("purifier," 578) of this murder, he only claims responsibility for giving Orestes an oracle 
that leads to purification (in the same way that he admits responsibility for Orestes' crime 
[579-580, cf. 84] on the grounds that his oracle suggested the deed), and does not refer to 
an actual purification" (p. 39).  

93. Taplin 1977, 382. On the timing of the purification, see Dyer (1969, 39 n. 5), who 
divides the various solutions into three groups: (1) Orestes is already purified, when the 
Pythia enters; (2) Orestes is in the process of being purified, when the Pythia first enters, 
but she does not or cannot see Apollo; (3) Apollo purifies Orestes after the Pythia leaves 
and is in the process of purifying him when he first enters onstage; (4) Apollo purifies 
Orestes onstage, that is, after his entrance in line 64. Alternatively, Sommerstein 1989, 
124 ad 237 suggests that Orestes was purified some time after he left Delphi and before 
reaching Athens, as he is described as 7rpoo-rp67rao at 234, but claims that he is no longer 
polluted (237, 445).  

94. Brown 1982, 26-30; Sommerstein 1989, 92-93 ad 64-93; Sidwell 1996, 53.  
95. Taplin 1977, 365-374. Sommerstein (1989, 93) notes that Orestes is sitting close to 

the altar and that there are at least three chairs in front of him on which the Furies are 
sleeping (cf. 140).  

96. See A.R. 4.685-717 for a description of Medea's and Jason's purification: their 
silence serves to indicate their standing as polluted murderers awaiting purification. To be 
sure there are instances when polluted killers converse with other characters onstage. But 
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the danger of contagion is noted, as it is by Heracles, for example, who fears that his pollu
tion will affect Theseus S. OC9 4 . Similarly, Oedipus shows similar concern, when Theseus 
invites him to come to Athens with him E. HF1200-1202. This is where I part ways with 
Sidwell (1996, 52-56), who argues that the scene the Pythia describes-the bloodstained 
Orestes, seated at the altar, surrounded by the sleeping Furies inside the temple-already 
represents the aftermath of purification. He argues further that Apollo appears in the guise 
of purifier, holding a sacrificial piglet and a branch of laurel (as he is in South Apulian vase 
paintings [p. 53 n. 46]), an indication that the ritual had already been performed.  

97. They are agents of Clytemnestra's vengeance; Clytemnestra offers them libations 
in contravention of ritual custom (106-109)-the Furies never received libations qua 
Erinyes, but only in their positive guise as Eumenides.  

98. Seaford 1994, 102-105.  

99. A.R. 4.712-717: 8' io-o 7rclavos F tSRt1Tp t V ipalV-tv/1ci1V e7r' 1UXCXOOL 

7rapo-to, &ppa X6loto/o- spalsac ra-dtov'Eptvacg i18ccK cai a 6/ t.mt rt IrJoLTO ia 

7rtos & porTpoto- v,/Lr 'O ouv66ViV eL taiO-VOL accrt Xipac/eir a i dp6c rpoooUEs 

&vrtopev. "And she (i.e., Circe) was burning cakes of appeasement without wine by the 
hearth that she might check the terrible Furies from their wrath, and that Zeus himself 
might be propitious and gentle to them both, whether they should happen to supplicate 
him with hands polluted by the blood of a stranger or by the blood of a kinsman." 

100. Parker 1983, 370-374.  

101. Parker 1983, 387. On vengeance and honor, see Visser 1984.  
102. Such offerings were made in cult to the Eumenides, who represented the Furies' 

benign attributes, as Henrichs 1983 and 1991 has shown.  
103. MacDowell (1963, 33-84) discusses the different types of courts: the Areopagus 

was assigned cases of intentional homicide; the Palladion, cases of unpremeditated mur
der; and the Delphinion, justifiable homicide. The court of the Phreatto tried cases of un
intentional homicide for persons who had gone into exile but were not yet pardoned by 
the family of their victim, while the Prytaneion charged unknown murderers as well as 
animals or inanimate objects cf. Arist. Pol. 1300 b2 4 -3 o.  

104. Parker 1983, 113-115 with nn. 42, 387.  

105. Parker (1983, 114) notes that only in cases of justified homicide was the killer con
sidered pure in the eyes of the law. As Visser (1984, 196 with n. 6) points out, the trial 
itself did not obliterate defilement. As a result, trials at the Areopagus, for example, were 
held in open air to guard against pollution, and the city had to close down for three days 
during the trial.  

io6. Parker 1983, 387-388.  
107. For a comprehensive discussion of examples of exile and purification of the killer 

in Greek myth, see Parker 1983, 374-392.  
1o8. As Parker (1983, 125) notes, the doctrine of pollution may have emerged even 

earlier, as it is suited to a society without recourse to a developed legal system. Dramati
cally, the regime of exile and purification similarly suggests a stage before the development 
of judicial institutions. See further Moulinier 1975; Blickman 1986.  

109. The development of homicide laws did not erase pollution: in Draco's law, 
the relatives of the victim are ordered to make a proclamation for excluding the killer 
from public participation (IG 12 115, lines 20-21; thus Blickman 1986, 201 with n. 32; 
contra, see Gagarin 1981, 165-167); it was also made by the basileus before whom the rela
tives brought the charge against the accused (D. 20.158). See also MacDowell 1963, 25-26, 
139-140.  
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11o. Orestes states that he has already been cleansed by Apollo and then again later 
in the course of his wanderings. Further weakened by the long interval of exile, he is no 
longer defiled and can thus reassure his Athenian hosts that no harm will befall them by 
coming into contact with him (235-242).  

in. See Samons 1998-1999; Seaford 1994, 92-105.  

112. Sommerstein 1989, 11. For a fuller discussion, see Brown (1984), who does not ac
cept the identification of the Erinyes with the Eumenides. But see Henrichs 1991.  

113. On the interplay between the animal sacrifice and xenia, see Bacon 2001.  
114. On the gender dynamics, see especially Zeitlin 1978. As she argues, the association 

of the Furies with the past and regressive models of administering justice presages their de
feat, as their time-honored rights are rendered obsolete by the new male Olympian order.  

115. For the transformation of enemy to hero, see Visser 1982. This pattern refers to 
mortal heroes such as Eurystheus and Oedipus, but it also applies to the Furies' dramatic 
conversion. On the gradual change of the Furies throughout the trilogy, see Lebeck 1971, 
145-149.  

116. The Erinyes in Homer punish a variety of offenses against family members (e.g., 
I. 9.447-457); they can be seen as the embodiment of the curse of the parent (e.g., Il.  
9.454; Od. 2.134-136); they punish oath breaking (e.g., Il. 19.259-260) and are purveyors 
of justice and order (e.g., I. 19.418). For a fuller discussion, see Harrison 1903, 203-256; 
Rohde 1925, 178-182; Solmsen 1949, 178-224; Wiist RE Suppl. 8.82-166; Zeitlin 1978, 
163-165; Brown 1983, 1984; Henrichs 1984; Garvie 1986, 344-348; Sansone 1988; Podlecki 
1989, 1-9; Sommerstein 1989, 6-12; Lloyd-Jones 1990, 204-205; Padel 1992, 172-181 and 

1995, 79-80; Johnston 1999, 139-142, 251-258.  

117. Lloyd-Jones 1990, 205. On their association with Zeus' justice, see Solmsen 1949, 
189, 197; Winnington-Ingram 1954, 21; Brown 1983, 27-28.  

118. See A. 147-55, where the connection between the cyclical repetition of sacrificial 
violence and vengeance is rendered explicit and attributed to the "child-avenging Anger." 
Menis, the personification of wrath, is closely associated with the role, which the Furies 
embody as avengers of kin-killing. Sommerstein (1989, 7 with n. 25) notes that the name 
Erinyes as an abstract noun means "Wraths." 

119. Cassandra describes them as drunk with blood in A. 1188-1190; Orestes refers to 
the "third drink" of the Furies (Ch. 577-578) in reference to his impending murder of 
Aegisthus. Their participation in corrupting hospitality and the ritualized conviviality of 
the symposium occurs at the point, when they prepare to punish Agamemnon for the 
sacrifice of Iphigeneia, since the chorus make mention of her participation in her father's 
sympotic gatherings in their account of her sacrifice in the parodos (A. 243-247).  

120. See also A. 1431-1433, where Clytemnestra also justifies Agamemnon's murder by 
swearing to the trinity of Justice, Ruins and the Erinys of (her) daughter." Clytemnestra 
also describes herself as the instrument or personification of the "savage avenging spirit of 
Atreus" (1500-1504).  

121. See especially, A. Ch. 646-650. The Erinys, an instrument of justice, will punish 
the blood pollution for the murder of Agamemnon, perpetrated long ago.  

122. See Lloyd-Jones 1990, 205: "Since Clytemnestra has no heirs to avenge her, they 
must appear in person; thus Aeschylus takes the momentous step of departing from the 
general rule that Greek gods work not directly, but through human actions to accomplish 
their purposes on earth." 

123. See further Brown 1983, 13-22.  
124. Their close association with the dead victim may suggest that their origin as per
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sonifications of the souls of the dead, as Rohde 1925, 146-279, first proposed. Lloyd-Jones 
1990, 204-206, suggests that the Aeschylean conception of the Furies as closely identified 
with their dead victims is closer to their earlier, pre-Homeric function (though he notes 
that the Furies do not figure in the kommos in Choephori, where the participants instead in
voke Agamemnon's ghost). On the Erinyes as souls, see discussion of the Derveni papyrus 
in Henrichs 1984; Johnston 1999, 127-160, 273-279.  

125. On the impasse that intrafamilial violence in the Oresteia, see especially Seaford 

1994, 103-105.  

126. In Hesiod's Theogony (180-187) they are children of the Earth, born of the cas
trated genitals of Uranus.  

127. On the Keres and their association with the Erinyes, see Harrison 1903, 163-172, 
213-232; Sommerstein 1989, 8.  

128. As Brown 1983, 14, notes, the idea of the blood-drinking Furies, which is empha

sized at the beginning of Eumenides as a source of concern, arises earlier in the trilogy and 
may be an Aeschylean invention. In addition, Brown suggests that Aeschylus may also be 
basing his depiction on the Hesiodic Keres (Hes. [Sc.] 248-257).  

129. On their association with the dead, see Henrichs 1994, 54-58; Johnston 1999, 
273-279. On artistic representations of the Furies, see Prag 1985, 48-51; Lissarague 2006.  

130. Henrichs 1991 has demonstrated that the dramatic conception of the Aeschylean 
Furies is based on their nature of chthonic goddesses. Thus, the positive powers that they 
acquire in Athens are not the result of a transformation, as has previously been assumed, 
but a manifestation of the benign side of their religious character. For a review of earlier 
views on the topic, see pp. 164-166 (and esp. 165 n. 10, where he refutes the views of Rein
hardt 1949; Meier 1990 and Herington 1986).  

131. Henrichs (1994, 38) states emphatically that "the Erinyes qua Erinyes" never re
ceived cult (with the exception of the special cases of Demeter Erinys at Arcadia and that 
of the Erinyes of Laius and Oedipus at Sparta and on Thera). On the euphemistic appel
lations of these chthonic divinities, see Henrichs 1991, 169-179. On their designation as 
"anonymous goddesses," see Henrichs 1991, 174-179, and 1994.  

132. On the duality of the Furies' dramatic character, see Winnington-Ingram 1954, 
18-22; Lloyd-Jones 1983, 244; Visser 1984, 202.  

133. The name Eumenides appears only in the title of the play, in the Hypothesis, 
in a scholium on line 761 and in the list of dramatis personae. See further Brown 1984, 
267-276; Sommerstein 1989, 280-282 ad 1027, on the likelihood that Aeschylus named 
the Erinyes Eumenides (contra Brown 1984) or Semnai in the course of Athena's speech.  
Brown 1983 and 1984 has argued against the identification between Erinyes, and Eu
menides/Semnai Theai. But as Henrichs 1991 has argued the eventual identification of the 
mythical Erinyes with the Eumenides/Semnai Theai stems from the polarity that is char
acteristic of chthonic deities at large. For full literary references, see Brown 1984, 260-265 
and Henrichs 1991,170 with n. 18; e.g., Eumenides: E. Or. 38, 321, 836,1650; S. OC4 2, 486; 
and D. 23.66 refer to the Erinyes as Eumenides. Semnai Theai: Ar. Eq. 1312, Th. 224-225; 
S. OC 89-110, 458; Th. 1.126. 11; Din. 1.47. In Eu. 383, ioo6, and 1041, the Furies appear 
to be identified with the Semnai Theai of the Areopagus. "Anonymous goddesses": E. IT 
944.  

134. For sources and discussion, see Henrichs 1983, 97-99. For the offerings to the 
Semnai Theai in Athens, see Eu. 834-836 (first-offerings), 107 (libations), 108-109 (burnt 
offerings), ioo6 (animals). In S. OC100, 469-481, wineless libations are also mentioned 
(though without sacrifices); Aeschin. 1.188 (prayers); Callim. fr. 681 Pfeiffer suggests that 
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the female members of the genos of the Hesychidae in charge of the cult of the Semnai 

Theai/Eumenides in Athens poured wineless libations over sacrificial cakes. On the cults 

of the Eumenides and the Semnai Theai, see Brown 1984, 260-263.  

135. Henrichs 1991, 166.  
136. Henrichs 1991, 164-169.  

137. Though no such sacrifices were attested for the Furies, Pausanias (2.11.4) mentions 

the sacrifice of a pregnant sheep to the Eumenides of Sicyon -indicating their association 
with fertility. On Demeter Erinys, see Johnston 1999, 260-264. As she notes: "Erinys' 

interest in the parent-child relationship, particularly the mother-child relationship, would 

make it especially easy for her to be identified with Demeter in the context of a story where 

Demeter's actions are motivated by the loss of a child.... But the similarity between the 
two goddesses that allowed them to be combined in these myths goes beyond this into a 

broader context for fecundity, particularly human fecundity" (p. 261). Beyond the asso

ciation of chthonic divinities with fertility, it must be noted that the association of the 

Furies in Athens with marriage and thank-offerings for successful births are in line with 

the restoration of the sacrificial murders of children as well as offer a counterpart to the 

ill-omened union of Paris and Helen (A. A. 699-749). See further, Lebeck 1971, 48.  

138. In terms of gender dynamics, this shift emphasizes the progressive relegation of 

the female to the power of the male that Athena champions through her close association 
with Zeus A. Eu. 736-738.  

139. Sommerstein 1989, 10 n. 35: Paus. 1.28.6; E. El. 1270-1272; IT 968-969; Th.  

1.126.11; Paus. 7.25.2.  

140. Ar. Eq. 1312, Th. 224; Th. 1.126.10-II; Plut. Sol. 12.1; Paus. 7.25.1.  

141. Historically, the Areopagus' authority in deciding asylum must have been signifi

cant before the court was assigned homicide trials. In fact, not only the Areopagus, but 
other courts as well were located close to sacred sites, since those escaping murder may 

have sought protection there first. Orestes in Eumenides supplicates Athena before his trial 

(cf. also Paus. 1.28.6).  
142. D. 23.67; Wallace 1989, 123.  

143. The Furies attempt to persuade Orestes to swear an oath (429). See further Lardi

nois 1992, 319. On curses in Greek poetry, see further Watson 1991.  

144. As Visser (1984, 198) aptly notes: "Areopagite procedure, too, undoubtedly incor

porated pollution symbolism and avoidances." 
145. On the reforms of the Areopagus and the new functions of the tribunal, see 

Wallace 1989, 94-127.  

146. As Visser (1984, 194) points out, there are vestiges of the family's right to avenge 

their kinsman in contemporary Athenian legal practice: only family members could prose

cute on behalf of their dead relatives; in addition, before the formal initiation of the pro

ceedings, relatives of the victim would place spears on his tomb (Din. 1.46-47).  
147. Hdt. 1.68.6: 7roA& 1ctt7rpT pOL r4 nro 7)1t ~VOVTO o AcOcc t ovLoL.- Y831 o I a 'tK 

7 ro?) rii HXoirovvoou byv oxa -rpca vv, "since then the Spartans were far superior (to 
the Tegeans) in battle; and they had already by them subjected most of the Peloponnese." 

148. Sommerstein 1989, 263 ad 919-921 demonstrates that the Athenians presented 

themselves as avenging the Persians' widespread acts of sacrilege in Ionia and Greece (Hdt.  

6.19.3, 6.96, 8.143.2, 8.144.2) that were discussed at a congress that took place in Athens at 

the instigation of Pericles (Plut. Per.17). Rosenbloom (1995,105-III) contrasts the positive 
image of the empire with its negative instantiation, embodied by Agamemnon who sacked 

the altars of the gods at Troy (A. 338-342, 527-528). On the cautionary attitudes toward 
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empire, contained in Persians, see further Rosenbloom 2oo6a; on history and drama in 
this play, see further Pelling 1997a, 1-15. On similar negative resonances of the Athenian 
empire in Agamemnon, see also Bakewell 2007.  

149. 807: or' &o-rTv r v E Tt pouv vag, "honored by my citizens here"; 833: &) 
o- 1v6rt.os xaid UVO(v TLrcop i oi, "since you will receive honors and live with me"; 854- 855: 
xal o- iT lav/spav iXouoc 7p64 oLot'EpXe6ios, "and you will have an honored seat near 
the house of Erectheus"; 868-869: v pc~ocv, Ev aoXovoav, o vti u vv/Xcpag wrcw(eiv 

& O opi2eorcArs, "giving and receiving benefits, honored, you will share in this land, 
most dear to the gods"; 890-891: 1s0 o-t yap oot Tvio& ya6pcot X6ov6S/Iivat 8txosdo is T6 Tv 

rLt i.tvLt, "it is possible for you to have a share of this land, honored justly for all time"; 
992-995: TaEo yap sEppovag Eippovt Ei/.dya t cvrEg xa yiv iaci 7r6tv/6p6o8ixatov/ 

SpIteravros 8tayovTES, "for, if you always greatly honor with kindness the kindly ones 
as well as your land and city, you will be renowned, keeping a straight path of justice." 

150. Headlam 1906, 272-274 points out that red robes were worn by the metics at the 
Panathenaic procession. The term metic (io), however, is not used in a technical sense, 
but served to denote the Furies' change of standing from outsiders to honorary foreign 
residents in Athens and is initially described by Athena as uvotxia ("living together," 916).  
On processions in tragedy, see Kavoulaki 1999.  

151. Rabinowitz 1981.  
152. In this vein, the generational conflict between old and new gods has been seen 

as recasting the partisan struggle by representing the Furies as proponents of oligarchic 
interests and Athena as the spokesperson for radical democracy. For a detailed review on 
the scholarship concerning this issue, see Braun 1998, 150-203.  

CHAPTER 2 

1. The anti-Persian objective is also present in Herodotus' narrative of 470-489 BC 
(Hdt. 8.3.2, 108.4, 9.90.2, 106.2).  

2. Raaflaub 2004, 84-89, 118-122, 126-128; Samons 2004, io6-io8.  
3. Meiggs 1972, 47. See also, Th. 3.10.3, 6.76.3.  
4. Rawlings 1977.  
5. Meiggs 1972, 68-91; Sealey 1976, 248-253; Samons 2004, 107-Ill.  

6. For detailed treatment on this question, see Meiggs 1972, 42-305; Sealey 1976, 238
323; Rhodes 1985; Fornara and Samons 1991; Samons 2004, 76-146.  

7. First mentioned in the fourth century (I. 4.120). On the historicity of the Peace of 
Callias, see Meiggs 1972, 129-151; Sealey 1976, 278-282; Fornara and Samons 1991, 96-99 
and 171-175.  

8. Meiggs 1972, 220-233.  

9. Hornblower 1991a, 15-17.  
10. Aegina and Thasos were among the highest paying members, each paying 30 talents 

a year.  
ii. On the dating of the decrees, I follow the orthodox view, proposed by the editors of 

ATL, that the form of the change in the form of the letters around the middle of the cen
tury can be used to date texts, which do not otherwise contain information on their date.  
See further Rhodes 1985, 1-3. For the opposite view, which favors dates in the 420s Bc, 
see Mattingly 1996. Mattingly's dating suggests that the decrees furnish evidence pertain
ing to the bureaucratic administration of the empire, which emerged in the later years of 
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Pericles and was implemented under Cleon. However, if the specific measures date earlier, 
as is generally accepted, their evidence provides firm insights into the institutionalization 
of the allies' subjection.  

12. Meiggs 1972, 234-238.  

13. ATL.  

14. Meiggs 1972, 238-254; Sealey 1976, 273-278.  

15. D.S. 11.47.1; Meiggs 1972, 46-49.  

16. I have benefited from the discussion of tragic Panhellenism in Rosenbloom 2011, 

353-381.  

17. For example, when Theseus decides to accept the suppliants, following Aethra's ad
vice, he is careful to distinguish between persuasion and force-and argues that he will go 
to war only if he fails to persuade the Thebans to give back the bodies for burial (E. Supp.  

346-348). But he also specifically presents himself as Koca-r ; rcv xcx'v ("chastiser of 
evils," E. Supp. 341; cf. also Adrastus' similar characterization of Theseus in lines 253-256).  

CHAPTER 3 

i. Text from Diggle 1984 and translation adapted from Kovacs 1995. On the myths re
garding the children of Heracles, see Nilsson 1951, 68-73; on the cults of the Heraclidae 
in Athens, see Wilkins 1990a.  

2. Marathon and the Tetrapolis (32, 8o-81) is the setting of Euripides' play, primarily 

because of its association with Heracles and the Heraclidae. See further, Wilkins 1993: 
xxvii. Athens is the location in Paus. 1.32.6 and Apollod. 2.8.1 and in the oratorical tradi
tion (Lys. 2.11-16; Isoc. 4.54-60, 5.33-34, 10.31; D. 60.8-9).  

3. Williams 1993, xiv-xv. Hecataeus of Miletus (FGrH i F 30) mentions the persecu
tion of Heracles' children by Eurystheus, Pherecydes (FGrH 3 F 84) their arrival in Attica; 
Herodotus (9.25-28) is the first to mention the protection that Athens grants them as 

suppliants. For the protection of Heracles' children, a topos in fourth-century oratory, 
see Lys. 2.11-16; D. 60.8-9; Isoc. 4.54-60, 5.33-34, 10.31, 12.194. The few fragments that 
survive from Aeschylus' Heraclidae are insufficient for a reconstruction of the lost play. See 
further Allan 2001, 25-27.  

4. On the principle of reciprocity on interstate affairs, see Missiou 1998; Low 2007.  
5. Visser 1982; Kearns 1990.  

6. Adrastus also expresses explicit criticism toward Sparta (E. Suppl. 187-189, cf. 210
213 Tr. 208). See further, Stevens 1971, 148 ad And. 445-53; Collard 1971, 157 ad Suppl.  

187-8a.  
7. U. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1882, 343; Pearson 1907, xxv; Grube 1941, 166; Rivier 

1944, 169; Fitton 1961, 460; J. Jones 1962, 266; Burnett 1976, 4.  
8. Pohlenz 1930, 371-379; Grube 1941, 240; Butts 1947, I05-o6.  
9. Zuntz 1955, 27. Textual critics starting with Hermann in 1824 also argued that the text 

was mutilated. Kirchoff in 1867 speculated that the original text contained a speech de

scribing Heracles' daughter's sacrifice, followed by a scene of lamentation. U. Wilamowitz
Moellendorff (1882) next argued that the text had been revised in the fourth century.  
Zuntz 1947 challenged Wilamowitz's point of view. Zuntz's arguments were refuted by 
Lesky (1977) and Lesky's by Cropp (1980). For a complete history of the debate, see 
Wilkins 1993: xxvii-xxxi and Mendelsohn 2002, 6 n. 8 with full bibliography.  

10. Spranger 1925; Delebecque 1951, 74-94; Goossens 1962, 188-230.  

NOTES to PAGES 69-74 

155



11. See Conacher (1967, 109-124), who focuses on charis as a unifying theme. Zuntz 

(1955, 32-54) thinks the play's coherence rests in the depiction of the ideal Athens, despite 
the Athenian chorus' acquiescence toward Alcmene's murder of Eurystheus. Avery (1971) 
sees the parts that different characters play as descendants or opponents of Heracles as in
vested with moral/spiritual consequences. Stoessl (1956) identifies a pattern of "tragic re
versal," as Heracles' children move away from their position of weakness and prevail over 
Eurystheus. Burian (1977) examines the dissonance between the final scene of Eurystheus' 
conversion and the idealism that pervades the rest of the play.  

12. Mendelsohn (2002, 13) seeks to provide "an interpretative strategy that aims to 
integrate fully both the feminine and the political." Grethlein's discussion (2003, 381-428) 
shows that the play undermines Athens' ideal image through the handling of the sacrifice.  
Gbdde (2000, 131-142) discusses the interplay between ritual and rhetorical features.  

13. Acamas appears in the play but remains silent throughout. It is Demophon who 
acts in the capacity of king. Paus. 1.32.6 features Theseus as king of Athens.  

14. For the idea that other mythical cities in tragedy represent the antithesis of Athens, 
see Zeitlin 1990 and Said 1993. I argue that the antithesis between democracy and tyranny 
characterizes favorably Athens' imperial democracy. On democracy and empire, see 
Boedeker and Raaflaub 1998; Rhodes 2007.  

15. Goossens (1962, 187-230) places the events of the play loosely within the context 
of empire; but he dates the play later than most, placing its performance in 426/5, that is, 
after the capture of Plataea and the destruction of the Marathonian Tetrapolis.  

16. Many scholars also emphasize that the ideal Athens is undermined through the 
treatment of Eurystheus as prisoner of war in the play. See, for example, Guerrini 1972; 
Burian 1977, 16-19; Allan 2001, 43; Grethlein 2003, 419-424. For the opposite view, see 
Mendelsohn 2002, 123.  

17. On the role of tyranny in Athenian political thought, see Raaflaub 2003, esp. pp.  

77-81, in connection with empire; Henderson 2003.  

18. For the antithesis between Athens' freedom and Persian despotism, see Aeschylus' 
Persians 402-405; Rosenbloom 2006a, 68-72.  

19. In Euripides' Suppliant Women (467-477), the Theban herald demands that the 
suppliants be extradited under threat of war. As Collard 1975a, 236 ad 476-478 notes cS 
a' kE v pav 7ro62v ixv ("claiming that you have a free city," 477) is heavily ironic and 
hearkens back to Theseus' defense of Athenian freedom (&aX 'e 6pa 7r6),t, 405).  

20. Contrast Lysias' account where pity figures more prominently as the primary mo
tive for the Athenians' help to Heracles' children, while freedom, justice and bravery 
figure prominently among Athenian values: Tooo ov cxiv~uvov inip carrav ipav'ro, Tobs 
.L V atrov vovge v T1SoTvts, ro)8' pi ovr~a g oovl. .. iy l.oLVOL 

2 ev8pias g . v LLov Mlvat Jaev 7rotEAV axovrag, &xatoovi)V1 r1ois 'rai ov cK vot o1e1iv, 1Uoiag ' Ua 7p OVTCV 

, pOIipLv, iot, .Ca Olo vOs d7roevlOx1tv ("they made this perilous venture on behalf of 

those children, pitying the wronged ones and hating the oppressors ... conceiving it a sign 
of freedom to do nothing against one's will, of justice to help the wronged, and of courage 
to die, if need be, in fighting for those two things at once," 2.14).  

21. On the combination of religious and political motives surrounding the reception 
of suppliants in tragedy, see Gould 1973, 90; Mikalson 1991, 70-72.  

22. Raaflaub notes briefly that freedom is primarily associated with sovereignty in Chil
dren of Heracles; see further Raaflaub 2004, 166-193.  

23. Raaflaub 2004, 187-190.
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24. Loraux 1986, 81, notes that the term "subject" (irpcoo) was not used in funeral 

orations and that the term "ally" (oc o) was also used infrequently.  
25. Strassburger 1958; de Romilly 1963, 13-104; Mills 1997, 79-86.  

26. Hdt. 8.3.2. For a more detailed account of Athens' challenge to Sparta and her 

claims to political leadership, see Raaflaub 2004, 169-172.  
27. On the language kinship diplomacy, see C. P. Jones 1999. Alcmene serves as the 

link between the Heraclidae and the Pelopidae. She is the first cousin of Aethra, Theseus' 

mother. See further Allan 2001, 149 ad 207-209.  

28. Raaflaub 2004, 195. On the Spartans' use of freedom as motto, seeTh. 2.72.1, 3.13.1, 

3.59.4, 4.85.1, 4.85.5, 4.86.1, 4.86.4-5, 4.87.2-6, 4.108.2, 4.114.3-4.  
29. On its negative associations, see further Raaflaub 2003, 77-81.  

30. On Athenian suppression of other Greeks' freedom, see Th. 3.10-I, 4.60.1-2, 

4.64.4-5, 5.86, 5.91-93, 5.99-100, 6.20.2, 6.69.3, 6.77.1, 6.88.1, 6.66.2, 6.68.2.  
31. Fear: Th. 1.75, 5.91, 5.95; tyranny: 2.63.2.  

32. Raaflaub (2004, 141-143) argues that the idea of Athens as apolis tyrannos arose not 

only by the use of force in response to individual rebellions but also through the gradual 

restriction of the allies' equality and independence compared to the initial stipulations re

garding treaties and institutions.  
33. References to violence, especially in connection to the violent disruption of sup

plication abound in the play: 47, 59-60, 64, 79, 96-97, 102-103, i05-o6, 112, 127-128, 
221-222, 225, 243, 249, 254, 365.  

34. Zeitlin 1990; Said 1993.  
35. Demophon comes close to using violence against the herald (271-273). On this 

point, see Allan 2001,153. See also E. Supp. 347, 56o, 749. Moreover, the Athenians' acqui

escence to Alcmene's violence against Eurystheus compromises Athens' virtuous character.  

36. Burian 1977, 4.  
37. Both Wilkins (1993, 82 ad 243) and Allan (2001, 152 ad 244-246) briefly note 

that freedom here refers to the protection of Athens' external and not internal freedom.  

Euripides' Suppliant Women also presents the conflict between Athens and Thebes in simi
lar terms and stresses the danger to Athens' sovereignty (518-520). Freedom, however, as 

Theseus uses it, refers to the democratic freedom of the citizens (see 404-405, with the 

herald's rebuttal in lines 476-478).  

38. See further Raaflaub 2004, 129-130.  

39. Raaflaub (2004, 181-184) relates the defense of Athens' sovereignty in Euripides' 

suppliant plays to Pericles' admonition that Athenians not yield to outside pressures in 
connection with the Megarian decree (Th. 1.140).  

40. Strohm 1957, 17-28.  

41. Lloyd 1992, 73.  

42. The chorus do not vote, as does the demos in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women. Burian 

(1977, 6) does not attribute the difference in the way that each poet handles the suppli

cation to politics, but to the dramatic situation, arguing that in Children of Heracles the 

situation is so "clear-cut" that no vote is necessary to decide the fate of the suppliants.  
43. Fitton (1961, 451-452) compares this relatively simple agon with the more complex 

agon in Suppliant Women. Dubischar (2001, 74) classifies the agon in Children of Heracles 

as a simple form of a supplication debate that takes place between suppliant and enemy 

before the savior.  
44. Lloyd 1982, 72.  
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45. Farnell 1896-1909, vol. I, 112.  

46. There is no evidence for Zeus Agoraios in Marathon; but since the altar of Zeus 
Agoraios was in the Agora in Athens, it was possible to imagine it as being similarly located 
in the Agora and, as Allan (2001, 135 ad 32, 138 ad 70) remarks, this was part of the blend
ing of Athens with Marathon in the play. As Wilkins (1993, 59-60 ad7o) and Wiles (1997, 
195 with n. 23) both note, later sources mention the Altar of Pity as the site of Heracles' 
children supplication (e.g., Apollod. 2.8.1; Zen. 2.61). Wilkins (1993, xix) maintains that 
Euripides did not link the two traditions. Zeus Agoraios is mentioned also in A. Eu. 973

975; see Sommerstein 1989, 269 ad 973.  
47. Allan 2003, 48.  
48. Wilkins 1993, 6o; Allan 2001, 48-49.  
49. Rosivach 1978 argues unconvincingly that Euripides is intentionally blending 

the altar of Zeus Agoraios in Marathon with that of Zeus Eleutherios in the Athenian 

Agora.  
50. Naiden (2006, 173-191) argues that such requests were judged by the Council and 

the Assembly.  
51. Naiden 2000, 14 n. 34. The relevant inscriptions mention honors to foreigners: the 

three fourth-century inscriptions come from Attica (IG 112 218, 276, 337) and one, dating 
to the third century, comes from Samos (Michel 371= LSGG 123). Naiden offers an extensive 
comparison of IG 112 218, the supplication of the metic Dioscurides, with the supplication 
of the Danaids in Aeschylus' Suppliant Women.  

52. See further the Introduction ("Supplication and Democracy [Aeschylus' Suppliant 
Women]).  

53. The king usually decides the outcome of any supplication in tragedy, with the ex
ception of Aeschylus' Suppliant Women, where the demos votes in the Assembly, and Aes
chylus' Eumenides, where Orestes is judged by a jury of citizens (though here too Athena 
casts the deciding vote).  

54. Naiden (2000, 15) notes that the stages of supplication are the same whether the 
petition was heard first by the Council or by the Assembly.  

55. On anachronism in Greek tragedy, see Easterling 1985. On figures of political au
thority, see further Griffith 1995 and 2005.  

56. Foreign diplomats also supplicated at the altar of the Twelve Gods (Hdt. 6.108.4).  
57. To be sure, the play does not engage specifically with contemporary issues in Athe

nian democracy, but instead evokes democratic institutions broadly. As Mills (1997, 102) 
notes, Demophon appears to rule democratically, even though he does not explicitly state 
that Athens is a democracy, as Theseus does in E. Supp. 404-405.  

58. Naiden 2000, 11-37. Naiden's thesis is that supplication was a nomos, a procedure 
that was in part legal and in part customary. A suppliant could make a legitimate or illegiti
mate supplication (ivvo!.o versus 7rapavo .o) and his/her supplication would be granted, 
if s/he "were found to have made a legitimate request" (vvoca bci-metv soiv p. 18, cf. IG 
IF 218).  

59. Chaniotis 1996.  
6o. The herald's speech, which follows historical examples of extradition and combines 

legal with political arguments, culminates in a threat of war against Athens. For discus
sion of actual cases of extradition, see Lonis 1987. Among these, only the extradition of 
Pactyes is executed (Hdt. 1.154-161). If the extradition was not successful, the receiving 
cities either entered into war, as is reported regarding the refugees from Sybaris in 51 (D. S.  
12.9.4), or the refugee fled elsewhere, as, for example, Themistocles did (Th. 1.136; D.S.  
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11.56.1-3; Plut. Them. 24.2). Athens refuses to extradite Harpalos, but in the end he flees 
(Plut. Phoc. 21.2, Dem. 25; D.S. 17.108.7).  

61. ayw is the technical term for extradition (64, 68, 135, 139-140). Wilkins (1993, 69 
ad 142 ff.) argues that the matter lacked clear definition and that this kind of ambiguity 
motivates similar conflicts in other suppliant plays, precisely because the city that demands 
the extradition calls into question the sovereignty of the receiving city.  

62. Lonis 1987, 75.  
63. The expulsion of a legitimate heir because he threatens those who have usurped his 

position and the revenge which he exacts upon return is familiar in tragedy: A. A. 879-885, 
Ch. 915-917; S. El. 11-14; E. El. 15-18. In the case of Heracles' children, once their enemy is 
defeated, their nostos, as Alcmene envisions it, will amount to full reintegration (873-878).  
On revenge in tragedy, see Burnett 1998; Belfiore 1998.  

64. He also did so earlier, when he referred to them as his master's possessions, mere 
slaves who are to be "dragged away" (robo&... ao, 67-68). See Wilkins 1993, 58-59 ad 
on 68 and Friis Johansen and Whittle 1980, vol. 2, 499 ad 612, vol. 3, 234 ad/237 ad 918, 
924.  

65. For slaves as oXc ("property"), see Bravo 1980, and Chaniotis 1996, 79-83, on legal 
procedures against suppliant slaves.  

66. Fitton 1961, 451: "But of course the legal plea is a thin disguise for a crude argument 
from strength." 

67. Lloyd 1992, 75: "The proem to Iolaus' speech (181-183) serves not only to draw 
attention to the balance of speeches which is a feature of the Euripidean agon, but also 
makes it clear that the opportunity for speeches on both sides is characteristic of Athenian 
democracy." See Raaflaub 2004, 221-225, for the close association of isegoria with democ
racy. As Raaflaub remarks: "Isegoria was thus the quality best describing the condition
achieved by emancipation from prior subordination-of assimilation with a socially or 
politically higher class in society; for slaves with the free, for metics with the citizens and 
for the lower-class citizens, who hitherto lacked full rights, with those citizens that had 
enjoyed them before" (pp. 222-223).  

68. Raaflaub 2004, 222.  

69. Chaniotis 1996, 83: "The idea that asylia should not be provided anymore uncondi
tionally and automatically to anyone who had reached a sacred precinct is expressed indi
rectly also in Attic drama, which often presents suppliants explaining why they are seeking 
asylum and underlining the fact that they have been wronged." On the notion of a&&xLei6ec 
("being wronged"), see also Bravo 1980, 719.  

70. In Aeschylus' Suppliant Women, the Danaids beg not to be extradited (A. Supp. 341, 
418-432, 608-614). Medea also anticipates the possibility of extradition and seeks asylum 
from Aegeus (E. Med. 749-751).  

71. Exile may have been considered as an alternative punishment to death in trials of 
homicide. MacDowell (1963, 114-117) presents evidence from the fourth century for the 
choice between exile and death for those accused of homicide. The legal evidence is not 
sufficiently clear. In Antiphon 2b.9 the accused was granted the option of going into exile 
after the first set of speeches. The situation in Children ofHeracles probably parallels more 
closely the conversation between Socrates and Crito (Pl. Cr. 44c-45b). Crito's attempt to 
persuade Socrates to flee suggests that this option may have been available to those con
victed to death.  

72. On exile as loss of civic rights (atimia), see Hansen 1976, 55-82; Grasmick 1978, 
16-2o.  
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73. Lloyd (1992, 75) notes that Demophon does not explicitly state that he decides in 
favor of the suppliants because they have won the case legally.  

74. The tribute paid to Athens' democracy in this suppliant play is even more ex
pressly formulated in Euripides' Suppliant Women and has been broadly connected with 
Pericles' ideas and vision of the empire. For a discussion of democracy in Euripides' Sup
pliant Women, see Carter 2007, 115-130. But see Mills (1997, 87-128, esp. pp. 89-91), 
who argues that some traits of the play's encomion may undercut values associated with 
imperial Athens. See further Collard 1975, 29-30; Storey 2008, 45-61. Rosenbloom 2011, 

367, argues that the depiction of Athens as defender of Panhellenic laws is connected with 
democratic ideals of the Periclean phase of the empire.  

75. On the contradictions inherent in Athens' imperial democracy, see Fornara and 
Samons 1991, 76-113. On the question of the "popularity" of the empire, see de Ste. Croix 

1954-1955; Bradeen 1960; Fornara 1977.  

76. Finley 1978. On the allies' dissent, see Xen. [Ath.] 2.3 and Th. 1.75-78, 3.46-49, 
6.76- 83. On the benefits the empire derived from the allies' contributions, see Arist. Ath.  
24.1; Plut. Per. 12-17.  

77. For a discussion of Periclean policy, as viewed against his ideal vision of the city, 
presented in the funeral speech in Thucydides, see Palmer 1992, 15-42. On Pericles and the 
empire, see Samons 2004, 117-142. On the causes of the Peloponnesian War, see Kagan 
1989, 345-374; Pelling 2000, 82-111.  

78. Similarly the Athenian ambassadors in Sparta argue that the unpopularity of the 
empire stems from the allies' resentment toward Athens with whom they had formerly 
been accustomed to dealing as equals (Th. 1.77.1-4). See also Th. 1.99.2. Dissident voices 
were heard from members of other allied cities as well, expressing collective resentment 
over the loss of equality and autonomy as members of the alliance, one of the founding 
principles of the alliance (Th. 1.97.1). On the topic of autonomy, see further Smarczyk 
1986.  

79. See, for example, Th. 1.68.2,1.121.5,1.122.2,1.124.3, 3.10, 3.31.1, 3.63.3, 3.64.3, 3.70.3, 

3.71.1, 4.92.4.  8o. The allies had access to institutions such as the lawcourts, the Council, or the As
sembly; such access, though, was not always regarded as a benefit by the allies in whose 
eyes Athens interfered and controlled their affairs. On courts and imperial administration, 
see Meiggs 1972, 220-233; Schuller 1974, 211-217; Koch 1991; Forsdyke 2005, 205-239" 

81. Nancy 1983; Foley 1985, 59-64.  

82. Burian 1977, 8.  

83. On demands for human sacrifice, see Henrichs 1981; O'Connor-Visser 1987, 211
232. On Kore's demand, see Larson 1995, 107; Allan 2001, 166 ad 408-409. See further 
below, "Sacrifice: Acquiescing to Empire." 

84. See also E. Ph. 588-589.  
85. That internal stasis could lead to tyranny and the overthrow of the democracy con

stituted a standard feature of Athenian political discourse (A. Eu. 976-987; Th. 3.70
81, 3.82-85.1). On stasis, see Price 2001; Loraux 2002. See also Chapter i ("Hegemony 
Revealed").  

86. Cf. E. IT30-41.  
87. The state of ca via ("indecision") is repeatedly emphasized: 464, 472, 487, 492, 

495. Oedipus similarly criticizes Athens for failing to live up to her reputation for piety, 
S. OC 258-265. The chorus' traditional praise of Athenian compassion and generosity is
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echoed in funerary and encomiastic speeches; similar sentiments are echoed in the Platae
ans' address (Isoc. 14. 1-2).  

88. Yet both are also intent upon defending the grounds for such rejection: for the 
king, it is a matter of avoiding conflict with his citizens ( X6'tapM6 o-o tat, 422); the chorus 

focus on divine compulsion (oi is B4 GSivot ap-yEtv -T v e Xp ouo-tv 7r6)tv; "does the god 

indeed forbid this city to help the strangers in need of help, though it is eager to do so?" 

425).  
89. Isocrates in his Panegyricus (4.63) captures precisely this point: "it is not ancestral 

custom for foreigners to place themselves over those born of this land ... nor those who 
are refugees over those who received them." 

90. Among the encomiastic critics, Zuntz (1955, 27, 32-33) does not find Demophon's 
change of mind problematic; instead, he emphasizes the suppliants' duty toward their pro
tectors. Burian (1977, 7) notes that the concern for the city's salvation justifies the king's 
decision to reject the suppliants. On this point, see section on "Sacrifice as Tribute." 

91. Pearson 1907 interprets Iolaus' words at 435-438 as attaching blame to the city. Not 
so Allan 2001, 168 ad loc. The chorus' response at 461 anticipates criticism on the part of 
the suppliants. For parents' willingness to die in the place of their offspring, see E. Hec.  
382-400, Ph. 962-969.  

92. On laments performed by male protagonists in Euripides, see Schauer 2002, 283.  
On laments over exile, see Schauer 2002, 271, 276. On the subversive power of lament in 
tragedy, especially when performed by women, see Foley 2001, 19-56.  

93. On pity in tragedy, see Konstan 2001, 2005; Tzanetou 2005; Johnson and Clapp 
2005; Visvardi 2011.  

94. It is clear nonetheless that his position aims to serve Argive interests by cementing 
an alliance between Athens and Argos under terms which would render Athens a subject 
of Argos (155-157).  

95. In spite of the herald's criticism, pity in that context is marked positively, since 
Athens herself came to be known as ptLotKTip ov, "prone to pity," Pl. Mx. 244e1-3). In 
effect, the herald's speech successfully sets the ideal Athens apart from Argos and re
inforces belief in the civic myth of Athenian pity and compassion.  

96. Konstan 2005, 62-64. Theseus also in E. Supp. 246-249 weighs what is advanta
geous for his city and refuses Adrastus' plea before Aethra's intervention. Cleon (Th. 3.37.2) 
similarly warns the Athenians not to give in to the allies, persuaded by their arguments 
(Xoyove) or out of pity (oiKTt>).  

97. Allan 2001, 34. On the sexual connotations of virgin sacrifice before battle, see 
Burkert 1979, 74-75.  

98. Not so in Lys. 2.15: rapara &.vot 8' i(a 8uva Et uiv i a7& 1HEo7rovvo-ou 
oirpcartav 5eoco v ivi E ov ixw eOVt1VOL, xict 'iTwv 'Hpai)dove 7tcidov Ta zEv Ccr. tiE ;aetav 
KaTiOrt-aV, awa t a &vrES ( EtOU 1OV KC Ta& To4UXa S Xuepocav ("having arrayed their 

own sole force against the host assembled from the whole Peloponnese, they conquered 
them in battle, rescued the sons of Heracles from bodily peril, liberating also their souls 
by ridding them of fear"). But Euripides follows Herodotus who makes Heracles' chil
dren participants in their salvation by fighting in the battle: 'Hpa)Xlei8cg . .. 7rp6TEpov 

S 4avvo.ivove r6 wrvzov'EAvcov 'robe artoicaro giyovrEg Souoovvv 7p64 Muicvadov, 

.LoVvot o & .Ezvot zv Ei puoa-io; t ptv KteRO Z1v, GOv1V irEIVOtOi (.L&X'1 VLKQc VT ToiS TOTE 

sXov Hl~Iso7r6vv1 oQov ("When the Heraclidae had formerly been rejected by every Greek 
people, to whom they resorted to escape the tyranny of the Mycenaeans, we alone re-
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ceived them. With them we vanquished those, who then inhabited the Peloponnese, and 
we broke the pride of Eurystheus," 9.27.2).  

99. U. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1882, iii-x; O'Connor-Visser 1987, 37-38; Wilkins 
1993, xix. Zuntz 1955, 11-13, and Larson 1995, 107-109, argue in favor of a preexisting 
tradition. Heracles' anonymous daughter is named Macaria in the hypothesis of the 
play; see O'Connor-Visser 1987, 37-38. The name survives in post-Euripidean sources: 
Strabo (8.4.6) mentions that Macaria gave her name to a spring at Tricorynthus; Pausa
nias (1.32.6) explains that the spring was named Macaria after the girl died by commit
ting suicide.  

100. For Erechtheus' daughters, see Lyc. Leoc. 98-101; for Leos' daughters, see [D.] 
60.29.  

101. For the theory that there was a lacuna at line 629, see Kirchoff 1867. U. Wilamowitz
Moellendorff (1882) further conjectured that the present text is abbreviated and re
vised by a fourth-century director. Their arguments have since been challenged by Mc
Lean 1934 and Zuntz 1947. See further O'Connor-Visser 1987, 32-43; Allan 2001, 35-37 
and n. 9.  

102. Vellacott 1975, 182-192; Nancy 1983; Bonnechere 1994, 268-269; Galeotti Papi 
1995.  

103. Eagleton 1981.  

104. Demands for human victims as pre-battle sacrifices to guarantee salvation figure 
in Euripides' plays of voluntary self-sacrifice (Hecuba, Erechtheus, IA, Phoenician Women), 
though not in connection with supplication.  

105. Avery (1971), for example, sees Demophon, lolaus, and Heracles' daughter as 
united because they conform to the moral values that Heracles is said to represent in the 
play.  

io6. Furley 1995.  

107. Th. 1.96: this money was initially collected by the Hellenotamiai to protect the 
allies against the Persians. Th. 2.9.5: all allies except Chios, Lesbos, and Corcyra paid trib
ute by 431. Th. 1.99.3: some of the allies had exchanged their participation in military 
campaigns with money which they paid in tribute in the amount that they would have 
invested in ships.  

io8. See Kallet 1993; Samons 2004, 72-99. For the figures of the tribute assessment 
between 454-31 BC, see Meiggs 1972, 524-529, Appendix 12.  

109. The tribute, however, could not have exceeded 400 talents. Meiggs (1972, 253-254) 
argues that Pericles' figure, as reported by Thucydides, does not match the figure for the 
tribute in 432, assessed at 388 talents; this is verified by calculation of the tribute in the 
aparchai, which gives a total of 376 talents.  

no. See Hornblower 1996, 93-97, 206; Meiggs 1972, 254.  
in. Meiggs 1972, 42-49.  

112. On the progressive limitations of the allies' freedoms and the loss of autonomy, 
see Chapter 2 ("Democracy and Empire"). See further Meiggs 1972, 234-254.  

113. Meiggs 1972, 265. Cleinias' decree was formerly dated to 447 BC, and now dated 
ca. 424 BC (IG 3 1, 34).  

114. Mendelsohn 2002, 97.  
115. Mendelsohn 2002, 89-101.  

116. Roselli 2007, 81.  

117. Roselli 2007 follows Loraux (1986), arguing that the maiden styles her civic agency 
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in ideal and egalitarian terms by reproducing closely important topoi of the epitaphios 
logos.  

118. Both critics are interested in demonstrating how the prominent role assigned a 
marginal (female) character contributes to the production of a discourse of civic participa
tion which either privileges democratic egalitarianism (Mendelsohn) or succeeds in nego
tiating tensions issuing from inequities of civic standing in Athenian society (Roselli).  

119. No source before Euripides mentions Heracles' female children (41-44, 544), as 
Allan (2001, 32) notes in his introduction.  

120. For female characters' inversion of social roles in relation to oikos and polis as spa
tial categories, see Shaw 1975, with Foley's 1982 critique of his thesis. Contra Shaw, see 
Easterling 1987. See also O'Connor-Visser 1987, 27; Seidensticker 1995; McClure 1999, 25.  

121. Pericles articulates the ideal of silence and women's exclusion in his funeral ora
tion, see Th. 2.45. For the restrictions governing women's speech and lament, as reflecting 
the curtailment of women's laments in the context of the funeral oration, see Loraux 1986, 
45-49; in the context of tragedy, see Foley 2001, 19-55.  

122. Compare Medea's address to the chorus of Corinthian women (E. Med. 214-218) 
when she first appears onstage before the chorus of Athenian women. On her exit, see 
Reckford 1968. Zeitlin (1990, 85) rightly notes that women who speak on behalf of their 
family or represent the community are not considered dangerous. McClure (1999, 25) adds 
that marital status is also a consideration by arguing that the agency of maidens is con
sidered benign, as opposed to that of married women. Aethra, however, is an exception.  
Aethra, like the maiden, breaks with custom not only by appropriating the right to speak 
in public (E. Supp. 297-300), but also by advising her son Theseus to assist Adrastus and 
the Argive mothers, by adducing arguments in favor of Athens' intervention. Her posi
tion can be summed up as follows: it is Athens' duty to ensure the right of burial for the 
Argive dead by leading a campaign against Thebes; military intervention is desirable and 
advantageous, because it reinforces the city's hegemony (E. Supp. 306-325, esp. 321-323.  
For parallels between the Maiden's and Aethra's agency, see Mendelsohn 2002, 164-170).  

123. For the appearance of parthenoi in public: S. Ant. 579, El. 518; E. Andr. 877-879, 
Hec. 975, Ph. 88-95 and 1276-1283, Or. 1276. In IA 821-834, 1028-1032, Clyemnestra's 
remarks give evidence for women's speech toward men as inappropriate. On women's 
blame for speaking in public, see Euripides' and Supp. 297-300. Many of these parallels, 
also collected by Stevens 1971, 199 on And. 877.  

124. Roselli (2007, 134) notes that the maiden hereby acknowledges her marginality.  
125. On women's ritual agency in tragedy, see Goff 2004; Kearns 1990, 337, discusses 

women's in-between status in relation to their roles as saviors in literary sources.  
126. For the gendered division of social roles in Athenian society, see Just 1989, 13-75; 

for the economic contributions, Schaps 1979; for their legal position, see Sealey 1990. On 
women's speech in drama, see McClure 1999 and, more generally, the essays in Lardinois 
and McClure 2001.  

127. Pericles' citizenship law defined status distinctions between citizens and foreigners 
by making Athenian birth the sole criterion for citizenship and by acknowledging women's 
citizenship only in the sphere of reproduction. For a discussion of Pericles' citizenship law, 
see Boegehold 1994; Patterson 1981; on women's citizenship in the context of the law, see 
also Patterson 1987, 2009.  

128. Foley 2001; Dillon 2002; O'Higgins 2003; Rehm 1994; S. G. Cole 2004; Goff 
2004; Ebbott 2005.  
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129. For the laws and decrees of naturalization, see Osborne 1981. Tragedy, however, 
commemorated foreigners' contributions through the institution of cult, as I argue in 
connection with the heroization of Oedipus in OC and Eurystheus' transformation into 
a savior-hero in this chapter.  

130. Wilkins 1990, 182-184, provides a very useful overview of the common ritual and 
rhetorical elements in Euripides' plays of voluntary sacrifice.  

131. Translation from Collard, Cropp, and Lee 1995.  
132. The fragment that contains her speech was preserved by the orator Lycurgus, in his 

speech Against Leocrates 100, who argues against draft-dodging and holds up the sacrifice 
of Erechtheus' daughter as a model for male emulation, exhorting the Athenians to live 
up to her courage and inviting them to prove their love for their country to be superior to 
women's bravery. For testimonia and discussion of Euripides' Erechtheus, see Collard et al.  
1995, 148-155.  

133. Wilkins 1990, i8o.  
134. For a list of the topoi, see Ziolkowski 1981, 74-99. On the question of originality 

in the manipulation of the topoi, see Loraux 1986, 305-330. On the adaptation of motifs 
and themes from the funeral oration in Children of Heracles, see especially Galeotti Papi 

1995

135. Th. 2.42.2-4; Gorgias DK B6; Pl. Mx. 24 6d1-24 8d6; Lys. 2.24-26; D. 60.27-31.  

136. On the rejection of "lottery," see further Roselli 2007, 128.  
137. In the funeral oration, the individual arete of the fallen had become and aristo

cratic values had been redefined by the egalitarian ethos of the democratic polis. See fur
ther Loraux 1986, 73-94. The idea of a noble death is found in other examples of female 
self-sacrifice: E. Hec. 378, IA 1385.  

138. As Loraux (1990 and 1993) has shown, autochthony operates on the principle 
of exclusion based on gender and civic origin. Autochthony defines citizenship through 
sameness, according at the same time a privileged position to Athenians against all other 
Greeks.  

139. On the inclusion of foreigners, either as allies or metics, in the Athenian casualty 
lists, see Loraux 1986, 30-37. See further Bradeen (1969, 149-152), who argues that the 
xenoi of the lists were metics not allies, because the casualties of the latter with one ex
ception (IG 12 928) were recorded on a separate list. He notes that it is unlikely that xenoi 
could refer to allies, since the xenoi mentioned in the casualty lists are not designated by 
ethnics. For xenoi as designating allies, see Gauthier 1971.  

140. Lys. 2.23.  

141. Loraux 1986, 88.  
142. Cf. also E. Supp. 577.  
143. On Iolaus' arming for battle and the comic elements of that scene, see Mendel

sohn 2001, 109-112; Burian 1977: 11.  

144. Alcmene's intended revenge is problematic, because he is a war prisoner and it 
goes against Athenian law (961-974), as Allan (2001: 46) notes.  

145. In this respect, it is worth noting Theseus' command to Adrastus not to join him 
in the expedition against Thebes (588-593). Adrastus has already been defeated by the The
bans and Theseus deems his cause unworthy and had previously condemned his under
taking (219-237). What is more, in that play, the messenger, an Argive captive, gives an 
account of the battle narrative that explicitly extols Theseus' bravery (707-718), moral 
rectitude (723-730) and compassion toward the dead (764-767). In Euripides' Suppliant 
Women, then, the foreigners' contributions to the military effort Athens expends on their 
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behalf is suitably minimized in favor of highlighting the justness of Athens' undertaking 
of the war.  

146. As Wilkins 1993, xvii, notes, Euripides is probably following Pi. P. 9.78-83. See 
also Apollod. 2.8.1; Str. 8.6.19. There is a lacuna in the text, so we do not know whether 

Alcmene carries out her plan at the end of the play. See further, see Wilkins 1993, 193 ad 
on n. 1052.  

147. Wilkins 1993, xxxiii-xxxv, reviews the scholarship on the dating of the play. I agree 
with Zuntz 1955 who argues that the play was produced in 430, that is, before Archida
mus' main attack against Attica.  

148. Admittedly, the Athenians' acquiescence to Alcmene's violence against Eurystheus 
casts doubt on Athens' virtuous character (962-982); Falkner 1989. On the treatment of 
war captives, see Ducrey 1968.  

149. On the pattern of the enemy-hero, see Visser 1982 and my discussion in Chapter 4.  
As I argue there, the blending of Oedipus' religious with civic standing downplays their 
secondary status as foreigners. Bakewell 1999, by contrast, argues that in Eurystheus' case 
his designation as metoikos refers to his standing as a resident alien in Athens. It is possible 

that for the contemporary audience Eurystheus may have represented a high-standing 
metic in positive terms. If this is the primary meaning of the term here, it undercuts 
Eurystheus' new role in cult by calling attention to his legal status as a foreigner. The end 
of the play instead underscores his permanent reception on the basis of the benefits that 
he offers Athens. For this reason it may be appropriate to define the term metoikos literally 
(and not legally) to designate Eurystheus' change of residence from Argos to Athens.  

150. On the connections between pity, justice and self-interest, see Konstan 2005.  
Konstan rightly argues that considerations of self-interest underlie both Demophon's and 
Theseus' decision. The difference between the two plays concerns the variation in the way 
self-interest is expressed. Thus, Aethra's argument with which Theseus later agrees is based 
on Athens' interest (337-341), but it is aligned with the claims of justice, as expressed 
through the necessity of upholding divinely sanctioned custom (301-313). This is different 

from the course that Demophon follows, as he reneges on his offer to accept the suppli
ants, until they themselves fulfill the conditions necessary for their own and an Athenian 
victory.  

151. E. Supp. 404-408 and 429-441.  

152. I have drawn upon the major recent interpretations of the play and used them 
to highlight its place in the evolution of Athenian hegemony. On the historical back
ground of the play, as it relates also to the theme of Athens' panegyric, see Mills 1997, 
87-128 who denies the limits of the Athenian panegyric (e.g., by reference to the Argive 
mother's mourning, Athena's endorsement of the war with the Epigonoi and Adrastus' 

funeral speech). The relevance of Athens' praise for an understanding of the play has been 
treated from a variety of perspectives. In addition to Mills (1997), Storey (2008 [esp. 11-44, 
90-104]), has discussed the play's historical background and includes an overview of 
major interpretations. There are several excellent recent treatments of this play (Foley 2001, 
36-44 [lamentation]; Goff 1995a [ritual]; Bowie 1997, 39-56 [religious elements]; Pelling, 
1997, 230-235 [ideology]; Mendelsohn 2002, 135-223 [gender and politics]. Among these, 
Mills, Bowie and Grethlein 2003, 109-99 have focused more closely on supplication, 
democracy and Athenian ideals. Pelling 1997c articulates most clearly the debate surround
ing ideology and the pro- versus anti-Athenian orientation of the play. My own remarks in 
this chapter further the line of argument developed by Pelling (1997c) and rely especially 
on the analyses by Konstan (2005) and Rosenbloom (2011).  
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153. Both Bowie (1997, 47-56) who reads the play against the historical battle of 
Delium which the Athenians fought against Boeotia in 424 BC and Pelling (1997c, 229
235) who concentrates on the critique of democracy and the funeral speech, contained in 
the play, offer balanced treatments of the positive and negative evaluation of the play's 
mythical image of Athens.  

154. This is different from the course, which Demophon follows in Children ofHeracles, 
as he reneges on his offer to accept the suppliants, until they themselves fulfill the condi
tions necessary for their own and an Athenian victory.  

155. Rosenbloom 2011, 367.  
156. Collard (1975, 10-II): "Such an alliance was contracted (Elis and Mantinea being 

co-signatories) in 420, and renewed in 416. The similarity in language between the actual 
treaty and Athena's prescription in the play is attributable to the terminology conventional 
in diplomacy and familiar from public inscriptions to all Athenians, not least the poet; 
it does not indicate that Euripides 'copies' the terms of an existing treaty any more than 
it shows that he was recommending those of a future one.... Euripides may perhaps be 
suggesting wishfully an Athens-Argos alliance, but the terms of Athena's treaty exclude 
his post factum endorsement of the historical one." 

CHAPTER 4 

i. Text from Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990 and translations adapted from Lloyd-Jones 
1994. The date of composition is uncertain; Sophocles died in 406 BC, and the play was 
produced posthumously in 401 BC. The year 405 BC, the same year of the performance of 
Aristophanes' Frogs, provides a terminus ante quem for the poet's death. See further Jebb 
1928, xliii; Nemeth 1983. Tanner 1966 argues for a revision of the play after Arginusae.  

2. On the religious significance of the play, see Meautis 1942, 139-171; Linforth 1951.  
Hester 1977, provides a full bibliography of earlier works in this category. Recent political 
interpretations argue against the "moral rehabilitation" of the hero; Vidal-Naquet 1990; 
Slatkin 1986; Blundell 1993; Edmunds 1996; Mills 1997; Markantonatos 2007, 167-193.  

3. Auffarth 1992.  
4. Mikalson 1991, 69-70.  

5. Oedipus' new fate, his death and heroization in Athens, naturally led critics to focus 
on his characterization in the play. See, for example. U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 
1917, 313-376; Rosenmeyer 1952; Easterling 1967.  

6. On the opposition between Athens and Thebes, see Segal 1981, 362; Vidal-Naquet 
1990, 335-339; Zeitlin 1990, 155-167.  

7. Edmunds 1996 interprets the play as a plea for the reenfranchisement of Athenian 
citizens after the restoration of the democracy in 411 BC. Against the view that the play 
offers an apology for the events of 411 Bc and for Sophocles' own involvement, see Mar
kantonatos 2007, 35-39, with the relevant bibliography on this question. See also Calder 
1985.  

8. On foreigners, see more recently Baslez 1984; Lonis 1987. On foreigners in tragedy, 
see Vidal-Naquet 1997; Gibert 2011.  

9. Knox 1964, 154-156 argues that the Athenians already knew that they would lose the 
war. Hence, the praise of Athens becomes the poet's swan song for Athens.  

10. On the traditions of Oedipus' death and burial before Sophocles, see Edmunds 
1996, 95-Ioo; Mills 1997, 161-162. On locality in Oedipus at Colonus, see J. Jones 1962,
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222-235, and on the vocabulary associated with it, see Winnington-Ingram 1980, 339-340, 
Appendix E. On the topography of Colonus in this play and the location of the grove, see 
Jebb 1928, xxix-xxxviii; Kearns 1989, 208-209, Appendix 2. For Oedipus' myth, in general, 
see Robert 1915, 59-118. For its treatment in epic and tragedy, see Markantonatos 2007, 
41-70.  

11. On the setting, see Allison 1984; Krummen 1993; Edmunds 1996; J. P. Wilson 1997.  
12. On the differences between Athens from Colonus, see Kirkwood (1986), who also 

treats the theme of empire.  
13. On the setting, see Wiles 1997, 146-153; Markantonatos 2002, 167-197; A. Kelly 

2009, 98-106.  

14. Though the stage setting probably does not reproduce the actual cult complex in 
detail, we know from Pausanias (1.30.4) that there was a shrine of Colonus Hippius here, 
dedicated to both Poseidon and Athena Hippia and that there were also hero shrines of 
Oedipus, Peirithous, Theseus, and Adrastus and a shrine to the Semnai, who are similar to 
the Eumenides. See also Apollo. FGrH 2 4 4 F 147.  

15. But note that Oedipus instructs Antigone to choose carefully where she will seat 
him, whether it will be in secular or sacred space (io). He recognizes that their position 
as foreigners is secondary to that of the citizens (.tve&vtv yap co v/vot rp6s o-rcv, 
&v 8' oi co o.rtv trEEiv, "we have come to learn from the citizens and to do what we hear," 

12-13). See also A. Supp. 196-203; E. Med. 223-224.  

16. The sanctuary of the Semnai at the Areopagus was a place of refuge, and the audi
ence was wont to relate the two in some measure (see Chapter 1). The text, however, 
provides virtually no information regarding the specific attributes of the cult of the Eu
menides at Colonus. On the cult names of the Erinyes in Athens and elsewhere, see Jebb 
1928, 18 ad43 and 25 ad 84; Henrichs 1994. On the relationship between Oedipus and the 
Erinyes, see Winnington-Ingram 1980, 264-273. On sanctuaries as a place of refuge, see 
Sinn 1993.  

17. On the cults of Oedipus, see Edmunds 1981.  
18. The similarity between Oedipus' and the Eumenides' characters as avengers/ 

&a)drops is evoked through the reference to Oedipus' aldrop, his avenging spirit that 
dwells in Thebes and that could bring harm to the city in the event of Oedipus' forced re
turn (787-790). Polyneices refers to their father's Erinys as the cause of the strife between 
the brothers (1299). Oedipus calls upon the Eumenides at the moment when he curses 
his sons, in Polyneices' presence, to die by killing each other (1390-1392). His association 
with the Eumenides as punishers of injury inflicted by blood kin explains why Oedipus 

takes refuge in their grove and allies himself with the goddesses just before he curses his 
sons-a manifestation of his punitive side as a hero: now while still living against his sons, 
later when he is dead against the Thebans collectively, who march against the Athenians.  
For the curse of Oedipus, see further Hutchinson 1985, 170 ad 772-791.  

19. Henrichs 1983, 96-97. Such propitiatory offerings were also given to a few non
chthonic deities such as the Tritopatores and heroes such as the Erechtheids and Leucaspis.  

20. J. Jones (1962, 222-223) writes that when Oedipus arrives at Colonus, the action is 
"on the brink of fulfillment" but that such progression is interrupted by Theban politics.  

21. Some of the suppliants that Athens accepts continue to pose a threat for the city 
politically, as does Medea and even the Danaids, whose father may subsequently have 
engineered a coup at Argos. Given this possibility, we can see that the play may have 
voiced concerns about preserving the democracy in the wake of the oligarchic coup of 

411 BC that took place at Colonus.  
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22. On the imagery of wandering, see Segal 1981, 365-369.  
23. Oedipus is impious in the eyes of the chorus on account of his trespass into the 

grove. On the sanctity of sacred groves, see Parker 1983, 146-148.  
24. Mills (1997, 167) justifies the chorus' reaction by arguing that pollution is an added 

dimension to the danger of incurring war with Thebes, as it provokes divine displeasure.  
25. Chaniotis (1996, 79-83) notes that petitions for asylum were often judged by the 

religious authorities of a particular sanctuary. The chorus appear to fulfill a similar role 
when they order Oedipus out of the city on account of his defilement.  

26. When Antigone sees them arriving, she appears apprehensive, because they have 
come to spy out Oedipus' seat (og i9pac Erioxoirot, 112). On the chorus' role, see Travis 

1999.  

27. Contrast his own choice of seat (t' ' oASaoU r rpou, "on an unpolished stone," 19) 
in the idyllic setting of the grove; the rough and unpolished stone, a sign of purity, in the 
grove of the Eumenides, indicates that he too belongs in a realm that is sacred, pure, and 
chthonic.  

28. The tripartite distinction between sacred, secular, and defiled replicates spatial 
boundaries that represent important hierarchical distinctions (Parker 1983, 11 n. 53).  

29. Many critics have been concerned with the play's episodic structure. A large por
tion of the earlier scholarship is summarized in Burian 1974a, which counters earlier criti
cism of the play's structure. See also Winnington-Ingram 1980, 249-254. On the problems 
surrounding the Polyneices scene with respect to the play's structure, U. Wilamowitz
Moellendorff (1917, 329-337) defends the play's structure and interprets the Polyneices 
scene in light of the influence of earlier plays such as Euripides' Phoenician Women.  

30. His pollution stems from incest and parricide and is hardly amenable to purifica
tion. Both here and in his defense speech, Oedipus avoids mentioning the specific nature 
of his deeds. On unspeakable words, see Clay 1982.  

31. Parricide represents the worst kind of kin-killing-the father was considered in
violate-and it is doubtful whether it was expiable (Pl. Lg. 869c). Incest constitutes the 
very antithesis of normative social order and "lies in a sense beyond pollution, because it 
is beyond purification" (Parker 1983, 98). On sanctions pertaining to parricide and incest, 
see Parker 1983, 95-98, 122-130.  

32. For the need to guard against the heavy pollution resulting from kin-killing, see 
S. OT 238-24 1; E. HF1281-1286, IT 940-957. As Parker (1983, 123) notes, "Expulsion of 
homicidal relatives by the rest of the clan, and voluntary withdrawal 'in obedience to the 
law', are both found in mythology, but about the fate of actual kin-killers in Athens there 
seems to be no scrap of evidence." 

33. There is a wide spectrum of responses to polluted outsiders in the suppliant plays.  
In Euripides' Iphigenia in Tauris, Orestes' pollution calls for his segregation and is part of 
the aetiological myth for the feast of the Choes at the festival of the Anthesteria (947-960).  
In Euripides' Medea, the chorus cannot envision the infanticide's reception in Athens, 
and they claim that the holy city of Athens will not be able to accept the impure Medea 
(85o). Conversely, Theseus in Euripides' Heracles shows true compassion toward Heracles 
by disregarding his heavy defilement (1199-1201). Theseus in OC invites Oedipus to come 
to his palace, though Oedipus declines by saying that he must remain close to the grove 
(638-648).  

34. For a narratological approach to the play, see Markantonatos 2002.  

35. Parker 1983, 318-321. Mills 1997, 177-179, is more cautious in the evaluation of 
Oedipus' pollution; in particular, she views pollution as an obstacle for Oedipus' integra-
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tion, which is overcome only through Theseus' inrLsixsa ("flexibility"). The issue in the 
play is not whether Oedipus can ever be freed of his pollution but how the issue of ritual 
defilement is handled to facilitate his reception in Athens. On d7Lieta in the Athenian 
lawcourts, see Harris 2004.  

36. On Oedipus' plea, see also Markantonatos 2007, 123-140. For the conception of 
the individual as dependent on communal roles, see Gill 1996, 1-93; Said 1978, 217-218; 
Mastrangelo 2000. For an inversion of his heroic identity, see Kuntz 1993, 143-148.  

37. The view that he puts forth contrasts with Oedipus' conception of his responsibility 
in Oedipus Tyrannus. In the earlier play, acceptance of his criminal responsibility resulted 
not only in his blinding but also in self-imposed exile, since it was Oedipus himself who 
had pronounced this sentence on Laius' murderer (S. OT1369 -1 3 85 , 1436-1437). In com
paring the two versions, Gellie 1972 argues that Oedipus' claim implies a change of moral 
attitude, according to which justice is judged, based on rational and intentional judgments 
rather than on actions alone. Winnington-Ingram 1980, 256, attributes to a certain degree 
Oedipus' change of attitude towards his crimes to the passage of time, "a staple Sopho
clean theme." On Oedipus' guilt and innocence, see Linforth 1951; Knox 1957; Gellie 1972; 
Hester 1993; B. Williams 1993. On the connections between the Oedipus at Colonus and 
Oedipus Tyrannus, see Seidensticker, 1972.  

38. Also in line 521 the manuscript reading is &xov, which Jebb adopts over Bothe's 
eicv, adopted by Lloyd-Jones (1994: 472). Edmunds 1996, 134-138, argues that Oedipus 
defends himself by arguing that the crime of parricide was unintentional. It is difficult to 
support the view that Oedipus' killing of Laius may be considered unintentional homi
cide, on the basis of ipyov ax6vTrOv ("unintentional deeds," 239-240) which refers to Oedi
pus' crimes and o6 y' &xov 7rp&y La ("unintentional act," 976), which refers to the murder of 
Laius (axov/axiwv "unaware, ignorant" recurs in 521, 964, 987). While axwv as a technical 
term refers to unintentional homicide, Oedipus' crimes do not fit that category. Uninten
tional homicide was legally defined on the basis of the absence of premeditation. Oedipus 
argues that the murder of Laius was committed in self-defense in ignorance of his victim's 
identity (273, 548, 976). Note, however, that line 547 has been emended by Meckler on 
the basis of line 271. On the different types of homicide in Athenian law, see MacDowell 
1963, 113-120; Gagarin 1981, 3-4.  

39. On the theme of retaliation in the play, see Winnington-Ingram 1980, 260-264, 
324-326. On self-defense, see MacDowell 1963, 75-76; Gagarin 1978. On the ethical code 
of "helping friends and harming enemies," see Blundell 1989, 226-259.  

40. On homicide, see further Harris 2001.  

41. Parker 1983, 251-256.  

42. Burkert 1 9 85 b.  
43. Slatkin 1986, 219, rightly notes that the city's values and reputation are at stake in 

determining Oedipus' reception or expulsion: "Theseus does not question; Creon does 
not listen. The essential dialogue takes place between Oedipus and the chorus. It is their 
conception of him that he must address and win over, and their collective entity that must 
make a place for him. By the time Theseus arrives, Oedipus and the chorus have achieved 
that end; when Theseus has declared him 'fellow-citizen' (637), their choral praise is not 
for the leader but for the state." 

44. On the concept of ikpos ("sacred"), see Burkert 1985a, 269.  
45. On piety, see Burkert 1985a, 272-275, who notes that "outward eusebeia guided by 

nomos is civic duty" (p. 274).  
46. Oedipus' benefit is expressed as 6vyon in this passage (287-88). Slatkin 1986, 212, 
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notes that the political connotations of 6v10ts are evident at line 452, "where Oedipus ac
cuses his sons of valuing power more than they value their own father, and predicts that 
they will gain no 6viot; ("benefit") from ruling in Thebes." The benefit is also referred to 
as xiEpo ("profit," 72, 92, 578-579, 1421), e4 O-Lts ("benefit," 401), apxeots ("help," 73), 
& pov ("gift," 577) and &%cX ("protection," 1524). Oedipus is also cast as cor p ("savior," 

457-460, 463). See further, Edmunds 1996, 142-146.  
47. Visser 1982.  
48. For the law and requirements for naturalization, see Osborne 1981, 139-154, 

186-192.  

49. On the praise of Athens in Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, see Knox 1964, 154-156; 
Segal 1981, 362; Vidal-Naquet 1990; Zeitlin 1990, 155-167; Blundell 1993, 287-296.  

50. The reference to opuoevia ("spear-alliance") translates the diplomatic relationship 
between the two cities into the heroic tragic register and, moreover, links the two heroes, 
whose mythological careers did not otherwise overlap. On the aristocratic connotations 
of xenia in the context of the Oresteia, see also Griffith 1995, 68-81, 100.  

51. For X&pts in fourth-century decrees of naturalization, see Osborne 1981, 146: "[67rco 
&]v ii&o-tv ranavTes rt 6 jt o [6 Ae]jvvcov ai Lo8iLa -t ptac t[ey]&cg roi uepyeTUootV 

iiw-T6[v] xa'dt t svouoiv iti r e voi[ -ro]N 8 tou> ("so that they all may know that the 
demos of the Athenians bestows great honors upon those who offer benefits and continue 
to act for the goodwill of the demos" (IG IV 222); see also p. 195 with Osborne's comments 
on [D.] 45.78.  

52. Theseus later refers to Oedipus' religious heroization in these terms: X pts { Govia 
("favor bestowed by the nether world," 1752).  

53. My interpretation differs substantially from Bakewell (1999), who argues that the 
Furies, Oedipus, and Eurystheus all become metics in Athens.  

54. On the tension between the ideal and the reality, see further Grethlein 2003, 
282-318.  

55. Samons 2004, 87-93.  
56. Th. 8.67-77; Sealey 1976, 359-362.  
57. On the constitution of the four hundred, see Arist. Ath. 29-34.  
58. See Krummen 1993, 216, and Edmunds 1996.  
59. Sealey 1976, 355-358.  
6o. As A. Kelly 2009, 17, notes: "In a series of battles (Cynossema 411 BC, Abydus 

410 BC, Cyzicus 410 BC, Arginusae 406 BC), however, the Athenians actually defeated 
Peloponnesian fleets, but the instabilities of domestic politics undermined their successes; 
after a loss at Notium in 406 BC, Alcibiades (reinstated in 411 BC) fell from favour once 
more and, when a storm prevented the retrieval of Athenian dead after Arginusae the re
sponsible generals were executed or banished." 

61. Demosthenes includes Oedipus' reception in Athens in his praise of the ancestors 
(18.186).  

62. On Oedipus and Thebes, see Markantonatos 2002, 79-85; on the treatment of the 
Oedipus myth in this play, see, in general, A. Kelly 2009, 36-51.  

63. xaex ph6X(v pvy&s ("I was proclaimed an exile," 430) implies that Oedipus was 
officially expelled by the city, although he implicates his sons because they did not defend 
him. He then argues that it was Creon who banished him (770-771) and finally, holds 
Polyneices responsible for his exile (1362-1364).  

64. Oedipus' exile is alluded to in Pi. P. 4.263. Oedipus' exile in S. OTis predicted by 
Teiresias (454-456), and Oedipus asks repeatedly that he be exiled (1340-1345, 1410-1415, 
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1436-1437, 1449-1454, 1518). The only other evidence regarding his banishment is Euripi
des' Phoenician Women, 1706-1707, even though the passage is considered to be an inter
polation. See further Mills 1997, 161-162, n. 9 and 17.  

65. While the chorus had already expressed feelings of pity, they had explicitly re
frained from offering any kind of help (254-255).  

66. On the purification ritual, described in lines 465-504, see Burkert 1 9 85 b.  
67. Konstan 2005, 54-60, 62-64.  
68. Tzanetou 2005, 99-104.  

69. Jebb 1928, 97 ad 564; Mills 1997, 172.  
70. See Mills 1997, 171-172; Lesky 1952, 100-105.  

71. On Oedipus' secret tomb, see Androtion, FGrH 32 4 F 62, who is probably com
bining the Boeotian version of Oedipus' burial at Eteonos (FrGrH 382F 2) with that of 
Sophocles. See further C. Robert 1915, 1-9; Mills 1997, 161 n. 5; Lardinois 1992. For the 
controversy surrounding the location of Oedipus' tomb, namely, whether it was situated 
at Colonus or under the Areopagus (Paus. 1.28.7 and Val. Max. 533), see Kearns 1989, 
208-209. There is no evidence outside Sophocles' play to suggest that the cult existed.  

72. On ritualized friendship, see Herman 1987.  
73. Edmunds 1996, 95-100.  

74. With the exception of Phrynichus' Capture ofMiletus and Aeschylus' Persians, few 
plays reflect closely specific historical events. Among the suppliant plays, apart from Aes
chylus' Eumenides, discussed in Chapter I, Euripides' Suppliant Women is tied to the Athe
nian defeat at Delium in 424 BC. See further Bowie 1997, 39-62; Mills 1997, 91-97.  

75. See further Mastrangelo 2000; Easterling 1967.  
76. On moral values in the play, see especially Blundell 1993, 291-293.  
77. Visser 1982.  
78. Zeitlin 1990.  
79. On Theseus as embodiment of Athenian values, see Mills 1997, 16o-185. See also 

Segal 1981, 379-382; Walker 1995, 187-189.  

8o. See also S. OC 1003-1013, where Oedipus exposes Creon's dishonesty by under
scoring the city's true sense of religious piety.  

81. See Easterling 1984, 41: "The role of the king is plainly used here [i.e., in S. OC] 
not to discuss political theory but simply to characterise Athens. The implication seems to 
be that if the city was especially favoured in receiving Oedipus (who was to become her 
heroic protector) the favour was deserved: Athens was the best place Oedipus could find, 
and Theseus represents the Athenian self-image at its finest." For a detailed characteriza
tion of Theseus' democratic qualities in this play, see further Blundell 1993, 294-298; Mills 
1997, 164-185.  

82. Refugees and exiles often found asylum at the Theseum. Theseus is presented as the 
champion of democracy from 510 BC in literature and art. For the development of Theseus' 
figure in the fifth century, see Herter 1939; Connor 1970; Walker 1995, 35-81; Mills 1997, 
1-42.  

83. ForAthens as represented by v6 tog, see OC913- 9 14 and E. Supp. 430-431. For v6 to 
as an expression of Athenian democracy, especially in literary sources, see Ostwald 1986, 
83, 250, 252, 258, 273.  

84. Blundell 1993, 300-301, notes the difference between the pursuit ofirolorpa oo-v 
as characteristic of Pericles' democracy and Theseus' behavior whose policies are defen
sive rather than expansive: "Theseus' ideal is a far cry from Pericles' pride in an Athens 
whose adventurous spirit [6 .t] has forced an entry into every sea and into every land.  
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His Athens is immune to the =ovlrpay oo-vv, which Thucydides portrays as the psycho
logical foundation of Athenian imperialism" (p. 301).  

85. On aspects of his religious heroization, see further Calame 1988; Markantonatos 
2007, 157-166.  

86. Knox 1964, 148.  
87. Note that Oedipus insists that no one will have xp&ro over him (408, 1207) and 

curses Polyneices never to acquire the xp-ros that he desires (1386).  
88. Contrast E. HF 1322-1323, where Heracles is told by Theseus to abandon Thebes 

for the sake of law. On the reception of Heracles by Theseus in Heracles, see Gregory 1991, 
121-154.  

89. Ellendt 1958; Paley 1872-1880.  
90. Kamerbeek 1984; J. P. Wilson 1997, 63-90 and 67-68, with a detailed review of 

the bibliography.  
91. Hesychius' lemma (e 2195) on s otsroX reads o racrpla isv ("one who has a 

homeland").  
92. Vidal-Naquet 1990, 345.  
93. Vidal-Naquet (1990) approximates Oedipus' status with that of a foreigner in 

Athens. He first argues that Oedipus cannot escape defilement nor be viewed as a repatri
ated exile such as Cimon or Alcibiades because he never returns to Thebes. Having rejected 
these two alternatives, he justifies his method as follows: "To say that he is a hero, that is to 
say more than a citizen, sharing that quality with other figures-such as Ajax-who have 
sometimes been annexed to Athens, is not enough. For it is both possible and necessary 
to integrate Oedipus more satisfactorily with the institutions and practices of the time of 
Sophocles" (pp. 350-351).  

94. On exile and oyxrnote ("right to possession"), see Edmunds 1997, 113-114.  
95. Vidal-Naquet 1990, 353-354. On metics, see Whitehead 1977.  
96. Vidal-Naquet 1990, 345-346 and 489 with n. 55, with additional sources.  
97. J. P. Wilson 1997, 69-70. Unlike Vidal-Naquet, Wilson argues that the word s ro)us 

does in fact mean citizen in the legal sense of the word.  
98. Patterson 1981, 151-174. For women's designation as ao-rac, see Patterson 1987, 

54-57. On Pericles' citizenship law, see also Boegehold 1994.  
99. Patterson 1981, 16o-161 and 172 n. 28.  
100. Patterson 1981, 54.  
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GENERAL INDEX

Acharnians (Aristophanes), 25-26 
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a military alliance against the Persians, but eventually the league evolved 

into an empire with Athens in control and exacting tribute from its former 

s. Athenians justified this subjection of their allies by emphasizing their fairness and 

-volence toward them, which gave Athens the moral right to lead. But Athenians also 

-ved that the strong rule over the weak and that dominating others allowed them to 

tain their own freedom. These conflicting views about Athens' imperial rule found 

"ession in the theater, and this book probes how the three major playwrights drama

- Athenian imperial ideology.  

I hrough close readings of Aeschylus' Eumenides, Euripides' Children of Heracles, and 

ocles' Oedipus at Colonus, as well as other suppliant dramas, Angeliki Tzanetou ar

that Athenian tragedy performed an important ideological function by representing 

-ns as a benevolent and moral ruler that treated foreign suppliants compassionately.  

shows how memorable and disenfranchised figures of tragedy, such as Orestes and 

ipus, or the homeless and tyrant- pursued children of Heracles were generously 

irporated into the public body of Athens, thus reinforcing Athenians' sense of their 

magnanimity. This fresh reading of the Athenian suppliant plays deepens our un

;tanding of how Athenians understood their political hegemony and reveals how core 

-nian values such as justice, freedom, piety, and respect for the laws intersected with 

erial ideology.  
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