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Abstract 

Odysseus in Democratic Athens 

PhD 1999 

Gara Lauren Suksi 

Graduate Department of Classics 

University of Toronto 

This is a study of the many-faceted usage of the traditional character Odysseus by 

the culture of democratic Athens. Evidence is drawn largely from texts of and about 

dramatic productions. Athens in the fifth and eariy fourth centuries BC maintained a 

remarkable equilibrium arnid the sociopolitical tensions between the democratic and 

egalitarian interests of the majonty of citizens and the elitist concerns of an aristocracy 

recently deposed from an institutionalized position of power, but still vital to the 

successful management of the polis. Attic drama, as a civically-sponsored art form 

produced by and for Athenian citizens, necessarïly reflects and expresses these tensions 

and concems of the polis as a whole. 

One of the vehicles for this expression is characterization. But characterization on 

the Athenian dramatic stage was limited by the fact that the plays drarnatized traditional 

stories with characters well-known to the audience from narratives originating in a socio- 



political context in many ways quite different from that of fifth-century Athens. Certain 

of these traditional characters e-g. the heroic icon Achilles, are by nature resistant to 

adaptation to varying roles in subsequent cultural products. On the other hand, a 

traditional hero such as Odysseus, whose most defining quality is his manysidedness, or 

polytrapeia, lends himself quite readily to a wedth of interpretations and so may reflect a 

number of different values and concems. Odysseus as a character is traditionally 

versatiIe, and so is his charticterizution in the culture of democratic Athens. 

The varied characterization of Odysseus in texts from demwratic Athens h a  long 

been problematic for scholars of Greek literature. The interpretation of his 

charactenzation as a reflection of conflicting ideological concerns offers a resolution to 

the problem within an interdisciplinary perspective. 



Acknowledgemen ts 

A great many people have helped me, in ways various but d l  crucial, in my 

progress through the work culminating in this dissertation. It is a great pleasure to 

acknowledge publicly my debt of gratitude to my doctoral supervisor Professor Emmet 

Robbins. not only for his intetlectual guidance through Greek language and Iiterature, but 

also for his exquisite editorial advice and for his encouragement through the rough 

patches. 1 am also grateful to the other members of my dissertation committee in 

Toronto. Professor Eric Csapo's conversations stimulated much of my thinking in the 

formulation of the thesis. Professor Jonathan Burgess provided invaluable and gracious 

comrnents on the work in progress. Professor Catherine Rubincam was kind enough to sit 

on the examination committee and offer her exîremely usefùl remarks. 1 would like to 

thank the external examiner, Professor David Konstan, who read and made many very 

helpful comrnents on the work. 1 would also like to thank Professor Brad Inwood, who in 

his role as Graduate Coordinator at the Department of Classics gave the very best advice 

and support wiîh the pragmatic problems of completing a PhD. 

There are colleagues at both the University of Toronto and the University of 

Alberta who have been a source of intellectual stimulation and just about every other kind 

of support. 1 would like to thank Andrew Comolly, Cecily Devereux, Mike Evans, 

Patncia Fagan, Susan Hamilton, Alison Keith, Fiona MacMurran, Robert Nickel, Julie 

Rak, Jane Samson, Kathryn Simonsen, and Heather Young-Leslie. 

Much of the work on this dissertation was done while 1 held a Doctoral 

Fellowship from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 1 also 



received support in the early stages fiom the Woodbury Foundation. A University of 

Toronto Open Fellowship saw me through a fmal year of work. 1 would like to express 

my thanks to al1 of the above for financial support. 

Then there are those who helped at home. Robert Foell, Frances McShane, Mike 

Suksi, Patricia Suksi, and Ronald Suksi al1 gave more than 1 can ever repay. Those who 

are the reason why so much help was needed also deserve great thanks; my children 

Xavier, Magdalena and Dylan bore my distraction with generoàty and provided the most 

cornpelling reason to persevere through difficulties. 

Finally, I could have profitted fiom none of the above without my constant source 

of delight, cornfort, and perplexity, Myron McShane. 



Table of Contents 

. . 
Abstract .......................................................................................................................... 11 

........................................................................................................ Ac knowledgements iv 
Table of Contents .......................................................................................................... vi 

......................................... Introduction ....................... .. 1 
Chapter One: The Epic Background ................................................................................ 5 

.............................................................. Odysseus as Champion of Established Order 5 
.......................... Odysseus is the Agent of Necessary Conditions for the Fa11 of Troy 14 

................................................................................................ Odysseus as Survivor 16 
Odyssean Cunning versus the Bnwn of his Opponents ............................................ 19 

............................................................................................ Odyssean Deceitfulness 2 6  
Odyssean Culture versus Cyclopean Nature .............................................................. 32 
Odyssean Disguise ................................................................................................. 3 3  
Odysseus' Divine Cornpanions .................................................................................. 38 
Odyssean Piety ........................................................................................................ 4 7  
Odysseus and the Aristocracy .................................................................................... 48 

.......................................................................................... ................ Surnmary ... 57 
Chapter Two: Odysseus and Democratic Athens ................................................ 6 3  

The Patronage of Athena ..................................... ... ................................................... 63 
............................................................ Athens is Contested by Athena and Poseidon 67 

........................................................................... Athens and Political Reconciliation 70 
Rhetorical Excellence ............................................................................................ 9 4  
Athenian resourcefulness and self-humiliation in hardship ...................................... 100 

................................................................. Athenian Ambiguity Towards Ancestors 102 
..................................... Athenian Expeiience at sea and wealth gained from abroad 105 

S u m a r y  ................................................................................................................. 105 
Chapter Three: Polyphemus, Philoctetes, and Ajax in Athens ..................................... 113 

............................................................................................................ Polyphernus 1 13 
Philoctetes ............................................................................................................... 134 
Plato's Noble Savage .............................................................................................. 140 
Ajax ........................................................................................................................ 147 
Philoctetes 2 ............................................................................................................ 162 
Surnmary ............................................................................................................... 180 

...................................... Chapter Four: Hecuba, Agamemnon, and Achilles in Athens 188 
Hecuba ........................... .. ..................................................................................... 189 

............................................................................................................ Agamemnon 205 
................................................................................................................... Achilles 207 



................................................................................................................. Hecuba 2 209 
Summary ............... ........ ............................................................................... 211 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 215 
Bibliography ..................... ......... ....................................................................... 217 

vii 



In troductioo 

This dissertation will be k t  and foremost a study of the utilization of the 

traditional character Odysseus by the culture of democratic Athens in the fifth and early 

fowth centuries BC. The evidence for the characterizattion of Odysseus during this 

period in Athens consists largely of texts of and about dramatic performances. These 

performances. presented at great expense at a civically sponsored festival, were mainly 

composed and produced by and for Athenian citizens. These Athenians all participated, 

in diverse ways, in the socio-political tensions between the democratic interests of the 

majority of citizens and the elitist interests of an aristocracy recently unseated fiom their 

traditional position of power, but still acutely necessary to the successful management of 

the polis of ~thens . '  These tensions were reflected in debates about many aspects of life 

in the polis, including education, rhetoric, heredity, good citizenship, and the acquisition 

and use of wealth. 

The drama of Classical Athens was presented in the context of a competition in 

which the merits of the playwrights were judged officially by a panel of judges, and 

unofficially by the audience of citizens as a whole, with al1 of theu various ideological 

concems.' It is not in the least surprising, then, that fifi-cenhuy Anic drama, like 

oratory, should reflect and express the tensions and concerns of the polis as a whole? 

One of the vehicles for this expression is characterization. But characterization 

on the Athenian dramatic stage was to a certain extent defined and limited by the fact that 

the plays dramatized traditional stories fiorn myth, stones with characters aiready well- 

known to the audience from a long tradition of narratives which took theu origins fiom 



songs composed in a socio-political context in many ways quite different fiom that of 

fi fi-century Athens. Certain of these traditional characters are by nature resistant to 

adaptation to varying roles in subsequent cultural products. Foley comments: 

A poetic tradition peopled by self-assertive and often explosive kings, 
queens, and aristocratie waniors hardly suits the ideology of an egalitarian 
democracy in which the state circurnscribes and subordinates the interests 
of the farnily and the extraordinary individual." 

For example, a rigidly-defmed hero such as Achilles, who becomes an icon for a certain 

kind of heroism which is quite strictly delimited, is less prone to undergo extreme 

variations in characterization in later representations. In fact, Achilles comes to provide 

the mode1 for many tragic heroes. On the other hand, a traditional hero such as 

Odysseus, whose most d e f ~ n g  quality is his polysemic many-sidedness, or polylropeia, 

lends himself relatively easily to a wealth of interpretations and so may be used to 

express many different values and concems. This is partly because Odysseus, as a 

trickster-figure, has the huiction of mediating between opposing ideas and values. In this 

way, traditional fictional character comes to be reflected in the use of the artistic device 

of characterizution. Odysseus as a character is traditionally versatile, and so is his 

characterization in fif3.h-century Attic culture. 

The characterization of Odysseus is generally employed in ancient Greek and 

Latin literature as a foi1 in defining other major characters with whom he is paired as a 

contrasting paradigm. In juxtaposition with Odysseus, characters as diverse as Achilles, 

the Atreidae, Ajax, Diomedes, Polyphemus, Neoptolemus, Philoctetes, Hecuba, and 

others are defined by contrast with Odyssean attributes of trickery, deceit, the clever use 



of words, service to the dominant political order, flexibility, and survival. Throughout 

the Greek literary tradition, texts exploit the oppositions between Odysseus and other 

characters to serve their various ideological and artistic purPoses.' The Odes of Pindar 

provide an illustrative example of a fi Ah-century non- Athenian pet ' s  remodelling of 

versions of myth fkom the epic tradition. His reworking of the myths is informed by his 

artistic, ideological, and practical concerns and at times is structured upon an opposition 

between Odysseus and heroes of the Aeacid c l a d  While the Aeacid heroes retain their 

praiseworthy statu from epic, Odysseus is demonized in contrast to them. 

Likewise, in fifi-century BC Attic tragedy current ideological tensions are often 

represented with reference to the system of polarities set up by the juxtaposition of 

Odysseus with other major characters. Odysseus' traditional and distinctive venatility 

cornes, in this process, to ailow for an equally distinctive versatility in the moral 

characterization of him by different texts. Uniike most other heroes, who maintain 

stability of characterization at least in the tradition's perspective on their moral character, 

Odysseus is sometimes glorified, as in the Odyssey, but sometirnes vilified, as in Pindar's 

Odes and in Euripidean tragedy, and sometimes a single author seems to present him 

favourably in one text and despicably in another, as appears to be the case with 

Sophocles' Ajax  and Philoctetes. 

The characterization of Odysseus in fifth century cirama, then, involves the 

meeting of a mostly epic tradition and a set of concerns peculiar to the specific social and 

pofitical fabric of the Athenianpolis. In order to consider how the characterization of 

Odysseus in the f i f i  century reflects those peculiar concerns, it will be necessary fust to 

survey the evidence for the characterization of Odysseus in the epic tradition and to 



highlight some of the more important features of this trickster-hero that make his 

characterization, unlike that of many other important epic figures, as hotly contested as it 

was by opposing interests in fifth-century Anie culture. Such a survey will be the subject 

of Chapter One of this dissertation. Chapter Two will set forth the socio-political 

circurnstances particular to democratic Athens which would resonate loudly with 

Odysseus' traditional characterization. Chapter Three will consider those texts fiom 

democratic Athens in which Odysseus is portrayed in opposition to a savage and 

threatening aristocratic figure. Chapter Four will look at instances where Odysseus is 

played against a sympathetic aristocratic victirn. This reading of the texts f?om 

democratic Athens will demonstrate that Odysseus' character fumishes an opportunity for 

exarnining and gloriQing or critiquing specifically Athenian attributes. The texts to be 

examined in this dissertation are ones which reflect the contemporary nvalry for control 

over public speech, education, policy-formation, and moral behaviour. 

Such a reading of the texts in which Odysseus occurs seems to be the best way to 

understand the notably varied and numerous ways of characterizing our polytropic hero 

in democratic Athens. 



Chapter One: The Epic Background 

Even in the epic literary evidence, representations of Odysseus Vary widely, 

depending on the text under consideration. Aithough his main attributes of intelligence 

and persuasiveness endure throughout the evidence, the interpretation and emphasis 

placed on these Vary from one text to another, with resulting variations in the kinds of 

behaviour in which he is shown to engage. While the IZiad and the Odysey present us 

with a praiseworthy Odysseus who uses his cunning in the pursuit of beneficial and 

approved undertakings, the summaries of the non-extant poems of the epic cycle provide 

us with some different perspectives on Odysseus. The Cypria, for example, recounts the 

feigned madness of Odysseus in his attempt to avoid participating in the war he had 

swom to join. This chapter will s w e y  the epic presentation of Odyssean charactenstics 

which consistently occur. if not aiways with the s m e  emphasis and moral colouring. 

Specifically to be focussed on are those characteristics which would subsequently have 

special meaning for democratic Athens. These traditional Odyssean characteristics as 

they appear in Athenian texts will be re-exarninedin later chapters. 

Odysseus as Champion of Established Order 

In the niad, Odysseus' consistent role is that of a well-respected Greek chef, who 

is loved and relied upon by the supreme leader of the hon, Agamemnon. Although he is 

s h o w  to be a competent warrior on the battlefield, is given a brief aristeia in Book 1 1 

(3 10-488), and is instrumental in acquiring, with Diomedes, the horses of Rhesus during 

a night raid in Book 10, his activities in the niad are rnainly in the sphere of mediation 



and diplomacy. Odysseus in general is the hero who formally restores, or attempts to 

restore, the estabiished order afier it has been disturbed by hostilities between others. 

Accordingly, it is symbolically fitting that Odysseus' naval camp lies midway between 

the two vulnerable ends of the Greek line of ships, held respectively by the great but 

notonously uncornpromising warriors Achilles and ~jax. '  Furthemore, it is in fiont of 

Odysseus' camp that the army has established its site for the civic institutions of agora, 

assembly, and communal sacrifice: 

àhh' or€ 6fi r a ~ a  mas '06uaaijo~ 0iioio 
T ~ E  8É0v TlCr~po~hos. h a  a$ ayopfi TE ûfp15 TE 
jqv .  f l 6 i   ai agi 8rov  C T E - ~ E ~ ~ T O  porioi. 

(1 1.806-08). 

Odysseus generally acts as a representative of Agamemnon, who is the supreme leader of 

the Greek army, but in a manner more acceptable than that of Agamemnon to those 

characters who are hostile to the latter's leadership. As mediator between Agamemnon 

and Chryses, Odysseus is the one chosen to return Ciuyseis to her father in Book 1 (430- 

87); in Book 2 (244-77), much to the approval of the host in general, Odysseus upbraids 

and beats Thersites when the latter has attacked Agamemnon's authonty; immediately 

after the Thersites episode Athena has Odysseus use his gift of speech to stay the 

untimely flight of the Greeks fiom Troy (278-335), thus making him the agent who 

restores events to their destined sequence; in Book 3 (204-24), Antenor remembers 

Odysseus as an official arnbassador with Menelaus to Troy in their attempt to recover 

Helen; when a duel between Paris and Menelaus, meant to put an end to the war, is 

agreed upon, Odysseus is one of the witnesses to the oaths taken by the enemy rulers 

Priam and Agamemnon (268-309), and then he and the Trojan Hector together measure 



out the boundarïes of the dueiling site (3 14-15). Most notably, in Book 9, Odysseus l e a b  

the embassy to AchiUes' tent, an embassy meant to reconcile the withdraw hero to 

Agamemnon. In al1 of these incidents, Odysseus is a peace-maker working for 

reconciliation between hostile parties while maintainhg the stability of the established 

politicai order on the Greek side. 

Another aspect of Odysseus' service to the Greek cause is seen in his involvement 

in recruiting heroes to the Greek expedition to Troy. in lliad Book 9 (252-60), he recalfs, 

as one who was present, Peleus' parting words to Achilles as he left for Troy. Ln Book 1 1 

(765-68) we hear fiom Nestor, with reference tc the same occasion, that Odysseus also 

witnessed the leave-taking between Menoetius and Patroclus. in the Odyssey, and again 

by Proclus, we are told that Odysseus was also responsible for bringing Neoptotemus 

from Scyms to fight at Troy after Achilles' deathS8 

The above examples show that Odysseus, in his role as servant to the established 

order, is generally aligned in the niad with Agamemnon's authority as d e r  of the host. 

When these two men do quarrel(4.329-55), they are so quickly reconciled that their 

closeness is only emphasized, especially when Agamemnon remarks that Odysseus 

thinks the same way he does: ra yQp tppovf~is a T' kych TIEP, (4.361). In Book 14, 

Agamemnon, contrary to the destiny of the Greeks at Troy, again proposes flight (65-8 l), 

but Odysseus (83 - 1 02) reminds him of his place in the political hierarchy as leader of the 

host, and Agamemnon is again persuaded by the diplornatic words of his subordinate. 

A symbolic extension of Odysseus' alignment with the established political order 

in the Iliad is his role as the agent of Athena, the goddess of strategic intelligence and 

political stability, and defender of the Greek cause? An example of this is to be seen in 



her direct influence in Odysseus' prevention of the Greeks' flight fion1 Troy in Book 2 

(182 ff.). 

Odysseus' conciliatory role and his alignment with Agamemnon as leader of the 

host are underscored by his repeatedly king  contrasted with the character of the dissident 

Achilles. In Book 19 we fmd Odysseus acting on behalf of Agamemnon and the weffae 

of the Greeks in general. After Achilles' decision to r e m  at last to the battle, 

Agamemnon tells him that he will bring him the promised gifts in a public gesture of 

reconciliation (1 37-44), but Achilles replies that he is only interested in his personai 

project of fighting to avenge the death of Patroclus (146-53). Though Achilles has 

addressed his speech to Agamemnon, Odysseus is the one to answer him (155-83), and he 

speaks in favour of perfonning the reconciliation between Achilles and Agamemnon in 

the established way, by observing the occasion with the delivery to Achilles of 

Agamemnon's gifts and with feasting. When he is finished speaking, Agamemnon 

approves his words (1 85-97), but Achilles refuses to be penuaded. Odysseus persists in 

his attempt to convince him, contrasting Achilles with himself: 

Although Odysseus then leads the procession bearing the gifts from Agamemnon to the 

agora (247-48), Achilles refuses to join the celebratory feast (344-49, which is, as 

Edwards remarks, "an important element in social harmony."" This episode typically 

demonstrates Odysseus' role in the lliad as an agent of reconciliation and as one who 



often speaks with the same voice as the leader of the expedition, albeit in a way which 

can win more sympathy, both fiom the other characters in the poem and fiom the poem's 

audience. Al1 the same, Achilles, even though he has now decided to defend the Greek 

cause again and does not actually oppose the ceremony of the display of the gifts, is not 

won over by Odysseus' words and does not participate in any of the action to which 

Odysseus, on behaif of Agamemnon, invites him.12 As a mediator between the opponents 

Achilles and Agamemnon, Odysseus can act as a defender of the established political 

order, without suspicion of the greed and arrogance of its leader, and also as the witness 

to Achilles' value to the Greeks as a supreme warrior, without condoning Achilles' refusal 

to participate in the social institutions. Thernatically, Odysseus represents an attempt to 

bridge the gap wKch these two characters expose in the heroic ethic between what is due 

to an aristocratic d e r  and what to an indispensable warrior, but in the economy of the 

plot itself Odysseus' role is ineflectual. In this episode of Book 19, Achilles' decision to 

return to battle has nothing to do with Odysseus' speeches, nor is he moved by this 

attempt at reintegrating him into the society of the Greek army Dy Odysseus' words. 

Odysseus' intervention here highiights Achilles' characteristic steadfastness as a man of 

action, not of words, one who reacts to deeds and not to speeches. Odysseus speaks on 

the side of what is beneficial to the community as a whole and of its cohesive rituals, 

while Achilles, as befits a tragic hero, stubbornly remains untouched by such 

considerations. 

This last point is of course best illustrated in the episode in which Achilles and 

Odysseus are contrasted most vividly and at length in the IZiad, in the pivotal scene of the 

poem, the embassy to Achilles by Agamemnon's representatives Odysseus, Phoenix, and 



Telamonian Ajax in Book 9. Achilles welcomes the ambassadors as the dearest of the 

Achaems to hhself:  xaipcrov fi c p i h  6v6pq i r a v ~ ~ o v -  fi n paha xp& / di poi 

a~v<opÉvq, rrrp 'Axaidu cpih~a~oi  ~ T O Y  (197-98, cj: 204).13 When they take theu 

seats for dinner, Achilles sits opposite Odysseus (2 18), so that their imminent rhetorical 

agon is already foreshadowed by their physical opposition. M e r  the meal, Ajax nods to 

Phoenix, Achilles' beloved childhood mentor, to indicate that he should begin speaking, 

but Odysseus catches the nod, and pre-empts Phoenix by beginning to speak himself 

(223-24).14 

Odysseus, unlike Phoenix and Ajax, who will speak later, does not address 

Achilles here entirely in his own words. He has been especially coached by Nestor (179- 

8 l), and acts as the spokesman of Agamemnon. indeed, a large part (264-99) of his 

appeal to Achilles is practically a reproduction of Agamemnon's words (122-57). A11 the 

same, Odysseus' speech is a carefully constructed piece of persuasive oratory, in which 

Odysseus fust greets Achilles and compliments him on the fuie meal he has served them 

(225-28) but then moves on swiftly to more pressing rnatters: the Greeks are in great 

danger and their very survival is in doubt, since Hector has the favour of Zeus and is 

pressing hard on the Greek camp, threatening to burn the ships and slay al1 the Greeks 

(229-46). He asks Achilles to think of the "sons of the Achaeans" (247-48), and warns 

him (prophetically) that, if he does not, grief may corne to Achilles himself as a result, 

when it is too late to do anything about it (249-50). Odysseus then moves on to recall the 

parting words of Peleus to Achilles and the advice given by the father to the son: he must 

restrain his proud spirit within his breast, for cpi Aotppoahq is better (256), and he must 

avoid quarrels, the better to win honour fiom the Greeks (252-58). Odysseus upbraids 



Achilles for forgetting Peleus' instructions but says there is still t h e  to put aside his 

anger (239-60). Odysseus now shifts to the subject of the conciliatory gifts which 

Agamemnon is offering if Achilles retums to battle and it is here that he reproduces the 

words of Agamemnon for some 35 lines. This reproduction of Agamemnon's words, 

while making clear Odysseus' support for the Greek chief, serves at the same tirne, in the 

few deviations Odysseus makes fiom Agamemnon's original speech, to highlight the 

contrast between Odysseus and Agamemnon. M e r  cataloguing the gifts promised, 

Odysseus admits the possibility that in the end Achilles may not be able to bring himself 

to give up his hatred for Agamemnon (300). He then adds an appeal to him, on behalf of 

the rest of the Greeks, to have pity on those who, in contrast to Agamemnon, would 

honour him as a god (301 -03)" and he hirther attempts to move Achilles by telling him 

that now he has a very good chance of slaying Hector, who is presently mad with 

confidence (305-06). 

Odysseus' aims in his speech to Achilles do not coincide exactly with those of 

Agamemnon. Characteristically, Odysseus wants Achilles to be reconciled with the 

army, so that the Greeks in general may benefit. Odysseus' interests here are the same as 

those of the host in general at this critical hour. Agamemnon, on the other hand, has also 

a personal interest in bringing about a reconciliation with Achilles. Achilles' acceptance 

of Agamemnon's gifks and his r e m  to battle at this point would also mean the 

acceptance of Agamemnon's claim to superiority in rank and nobility-and thus to his 

authority over Achilles. The fact that Odysseus understands Achilles well enough to 

know that this element of persona1 interest in Apamemnon's sending the embassy couid 



only be extremely offensive to Achilles is demonstrated by the lines he speaks in place of 

the lines of Agamemnon: 

Instead of repeating these lines Odysseus says: 

Odysseus admits the possibility that Achilles will always hate Agamemnon but he makes 

his own appeal to Achilles' pity for the rest of the Greeks, and to his regard for the 

honour with which they wodd reward him, rather than asking him to recognize the 

authority of a man he despises. At the same tirne, Achilles himself understands 

Agamemnon well enough to know the spirit in which the leader of the host has sent the 

embassy. At lines 391-92, he responds to the idea behind the above words of 

Agamemnon which went unreported by Odysseus- O 6' 'AxaiOv ahhou t h 4 ~ 8 ~ ~  / OS 

 TI^ or T' ÉTT~OIKE  ai 05 P a u i A ~ h ~ ~ o <  ~ O T I V .  Odysseus ornits Agamemnon's fuiai 

lines fiom his own speech, not because he is trying to deceive Achilles, but because he 

knows that he and Achilles both understand Agamemnon's attitude and he wants to offer 

his own alternative basis for his appeal. Achilles, in here refusing the embassy, ignores 

Odysseus' own appeal to his pity, and responds only to Agamemnon's attempt to recover 



hirn as his subordinate." Odysseus' attempt to use rhetonc to mediate between Achilles 

and Agamemnon for the benefit of the Greek host is a failure because Achilles' feelings at 

this point are absorbed by his hatred for Agamemnon and remain uotouched by pity for 

the host in general. 

At the end of his great speech, Achilles tells the embassy that he will set sail for 

home the next morning. He had expressed this intention before at 1.169-71, to 

Agamemnon. His position thus remains at this point unchanged by Odysseus' speech 

Achilles' response is in keepùig with the famous choice offered to hirn by his immortal 

rnother Thetis: Achilles was fated to either stay and fight at Troy and be denied his 

v6aro5, but win undying fame, or he could enjoy a long life at home in Phthia, but 

without d i o s  (4 1 2- 1 6). His intention here to withdraw hirnself tiirther and more 

permanently fiom the action at Troy is Achilles' intensified response to the insult to his 

honour offered by Agamemnon, an insult which Achilles now realizes cannot be retracted 

by Agamemnon's offerings of gifts. Since the insult to his T I V ~  cannot be healed, then 

the choice lefi to hirn is that of a long life lived in obscurity at home, and the 

abandonrnent of the Greeks to defeat at the hands of Hector. 

In Book 2, when Thersites insults Agamemnon with an abusive speech, Odysseus 

gives hirn a tongue-lashing and a beating (2.212ff.). In the Aethiopis, Thersites insults 

Achilles, who in response kills him on the spot. As a result, Achilles incurs the wrath of 

some of the ~ r e e k s ' h d  receives ntud purification at the hands of Odysseus. As Davies 

suggests, this act of Odysseus may have been instrumental in calming the dispute among 

the Greeks in a way similar to his involvement in the retum of Chryseis in niad 1.19 



When we look at Odysseus' role in championing order in the Odyssey, we find 

that the entire narrative of the p e m  culminates in Odysseus' arriva1 at Ithaca where he 1) 

restores order in his home by sIaying the suitors, and 2) reconciles the rival parties to 

restore peace to his kingdom under the patronage of Athena. 

Odysseus is the Agent of Necessary Conditions for the Fall of Troy 

The above section showed how the epic tradition, especially in the Riad, presents 

Odysseus as a mediator between hostile parties, acting with the common good of the 

larger community in mind. In the Epic Cycle, Odysseus several times benefits the Greeks 

in another way, which can be thought of as a mediation between the Greeks and their 

goal, the fall of Troy, a goal which ofien seems unattainable. Odysseus most graphically 

removes obstacles placed between the Greek host and their desired object of taking the 

city through his role in the device of the Trojan horse, but before this event takes pIace he 

also is instrumental in bringing about the fated conditions without which destiny forbids 

that Troy be taken. These conditions, pronounced prophetically, include the capture of 

the horses of Rhesus, the fetching of Philoctetes fiom Lemnos, the recruitment of 

NeoptoIemus, and the rernoval of the Palladium fÏom Troy. 1 will consider these 

conditions one at a time. 

Although the lZiud does not mention it, a scholiast to f 0.435 refers to an 

alternative version of the raid on the camp of Rhesus, in which the attack was motivated 

by the appearance of an oracle saying that once Rhesus and his horses had drunk fkom the 

river Scamander, they would be invincible.20 Fenik (5-1 6) has argued persuasively that 

this version, modified, is likely to have been a source for the Iliadic Doloneia, and that it 



probably belongs to the epic tradition. Motivated by this oracle, Diomedes and Odysseus 

set out by night, slaughter Rhesus and his followers, and make off with his horses, thus 

precluding the invincibility of this late-arriving champion of Troy. 

In Proclus' summary of the nias Puma, Odysseus captured the Trojan seer 

Helenus, son of Priam, fiom whom he forced prophetic information about the fa11 of 

~ r o ~ . ~ '  The next event narrated in the summary, and so probably required by the 

prophecy, is the fetching of Philoctetes fiom Lemnos by Diomedes. According to 

Proclus, Diomedes performs this act unaccompanied by Odysseus. Nevertheless, as in 

the capture of the Palladium, below, and in the Doloneia, Diomedes and Odysseus both 

play a crucial and characteristic role. Odysseus uses his stealth to ambush and capture 

Helenus and obtains the information vital to the Greek cause and, as a result, Diomedes 

executes the action required in fetching Philoctetes. Odysseus' role in the epic tradition is 

closely enough comected to Philoctetes' arriva1 at Troy that he could become a much 

more active participant in the treatment of the incident on the fifbcenniry Attic stage, as 

will be discussed in Chapter Three. 

Perhaps motivated by the same prophetic utterance of Helenus, Odysseus himself 

goes to Scyrus to recruit Neoptolemus and gives to the son of Achilles his father's a r m ~ . ~  

In any case, later sources record that Neoptolemus' presence at Troy was another 

condition for the city's faIl? 

Proclus' summary of the Little Iliad also tells us that Odysseus, in the Company of 

Diomedes, stole into Troy and captured the Palladium. This exploit was also motivated 

by an oracle saying that, as long as the Palladium remained in Troy, the city could not be 

taken. Again, as in the Rhesus incident, this collaboration between Diomedes and 



Odysseus is characterized by the secret penetration of enemy temtory and by the& in 

which Odysseus provides the strategic cunning and Diomedes the bravery in action." 

Odysseus and Diomedes are then several times in the epic tradition paired in 

exploits requiring both the use of cunning and of bravery. In their respective and discrete 

contributions of these qualities they act as foils for each another, thus exempliQing the 

opposition between physical strength and cunning intelligence so often played out in 

Greek culture and so ofien participated in by Odysseus. Both heroes enjoy a particular 

patronage of Athena. In the exploits of Diomedes and Odysseus in which necessary 

conditions for the fdl  of Troy are brought about, Odysseus' stealth and cunning, whatever 

their moral flavour, help to ensure the success of the Greek cause. 

Odysseus as Suwivor 

If in the lliad the characterization of Odysseus is shaped largely to provide a 

distinct, and therefore defining, contrast to characters such as Achilles, Agamemnon, 

Diomedes, and Ajax, in the Odyssey his characterization as the epic's hero informs the 

entire poem, distinguishing it from the niad to the same degree that the arete of Odysseus 

is distinct from that of Achilles. In order to compose a poem about Odysseus, an entirely 

different world from that of the lliad must be constructed, a world in which Odysseus' 

resourcefùlness, patience, and versatility are necessary and rewarded, while the artless 

bravery and superhuman strength of Achilles would be of Little use. One of the most 

important messages of the Riad is that nostos was never really an option for Achilles, 

while on the other hand the Odyssey has as its heroic goal Odysseus' r e t m  home. But in 

order to return home successfùlly, one must survive the threats and perils of war, the sea, 



foreign hosts, and enemies at home. Achilles did not survive the war at Troy, and so l o s  

his nosfos. 

As a nostos poem, the Odyssey also traces an explicit contrat between the 

successful retum home of Odysseus and the catastrophic retum home of Agamemnon, 

who, like Odysseus, encountered his worst enemies at home, but, unlike Odysseus, was 

not prepared to survive his encounter with them. 

The great encounter between Odysseus and Achilles in the Odyssey occurs d u ~ g  

Odysseus' visit to the brink of the underworld, in Book 1 1. The ghost of Achilles appears 

along with those of Patroclus, Antilochus, and Ajax: 

Achilles addresses Odysseus using the same formulait phrase he used in IZiud 9.308 

when replying to Odysseus' embassy speech. Here Odysseus replies ta Achilles by 

hailing him as most blessed of men, and himself echoing his words to Achilles in the 

embassy : 



But Achilles swiftly replies to this: 

This episode of the Odyssey seems to offer a reinterpretation of Achilles' decision to fipht 

at Troy and to die early. Achilles seems here to think that a nosros without glory would 

have been better than his present condition. To exist in the undenvorld as lord over the 

dead is worthless to him. The humblest human state here imagined by Achilles is very 

like the role which Odysseus himself will have to play upon his return to Ithaca, when he 

will humiliate himseIf in order to ensure his s ~ r v i v a l . ~ ~  Achilles' comments here serve to 

validate Odysseus' determination to avoid death by any means. Achilles goes on to Say 

that part of the misery of being in the undenvorld is the anxiety he feels about the fate of  

his father Peleus, in Phthia, who does not have his son nearby to defend him from 

violence and dishonour (494-503)." Odysseus, in contrast, by the end of this poem will 

arrive home to defend his father fiom those who have treated Laertes in the way that 

Achilles fears Peleus is being treated. Again, the contrast here between the two heroes 

shows Odysseus in a very favourable light, and, while perhaps not detracting from the 

magnificence of Achilles, places hirn f m l y  in the unenviable Company of the lifeless 

heroes of the past. Achilles, for al1 of his bravery and strength, is now permanently in 

Hades and filled with bitter regret at his helplessness to succour his father. Odysseus, in 

contrast, has not only won the glory of being named as responsible for the sack of Troy, 

but his own presence in the realm of the dead is merely a temporary errand from which 

he will soon return to the land of the living. Odysseus' success in the O&ssey as one who 



achieves both v b o s  and KMOS as mohhop8os (8.3) seems to make Achilles' tragic 

choice obsolete. Odysseus, unlike Achilles, by surviving, was able to a& e~eryt.hin~.*~ 

Odysseus also meets the shade of Ajax in the underworld. In reaction to losing 

the contest for Achilles' m s  to Odysseus, and with it the sign of honour which he felt 

was his due from the Greeks, Ajax has reproduced the action of Achilles on a larger 

scale: he not only withdraws his aid from the Greeks, but cornmits suicide-the ultimate 

withdrawal from human society to a place whence there is no question of his ever 

retuming to rejoin his former companions. Ajax thus, Iike Achilles, has lost his v w ~ o s .  

while the Odyssey is the story of how Odysseus survived to achieve his. 

Odyssean Cunning versus the Brawn of his Opponents 

In Book 8 of the Odyssey, while Odysseus is an anonymous Pest  in Scheria, the 

bard in Alcinous' palace, Demodocus, is bidden by the Muse to sing a famous Song about 

the quarrel of Odysseus and Achilles: 



The scholia on this passage explain that afler the death of Hector, there was a quarrel 

behveen Achilles and Odysseus about how Troy could best be taken-by force 

( a v ô p ~ i a ,  @a&aBai. u o p a ~ i ~ a )  or by cunnuig (oW~uy. G6Aos. ylv)(i~& vrlxavil. 

cppovqots). The other two songs sung by Demodocus in Odyssy 8 are structured around 

the same theme of force versus cunning. At 266-369, he sings of how Hephaestus 

managed to trick Ares, the god of war, and catch him in the act of committing adultery 

with Aphrodite. Hephaestus' trick is an exarnple of the victory of one who is physically 

deficient but, like Odysseus. xohVqpov (297), over the physically perfect Ares' military 

prowess and strength: 

Hephaestus' 66hos is emphasized several times in this passage (276,28 1,282, 3 17). It is 

used to reveal and punish the adultery of Aphrodite, a very beautiful but faithless wife. 

As a mythological example, the story not only demonstrates the victory of 60Aos over 

Qiq, but it also presents a cornic and divine paradigm for the much more tragic and 

human adultery of Helen and Paris and its subsequent punishment by means of Odyssean 

68Aos. 

That very Odyssean M A O S  is the subject of the last Song Sung by Demodocus in 

Odyssey 8, a Song, requested by Odysseus himself, of the Trojan horse and the capture of 

Troy (492ff.)." Of course the ruse of the Trojan horse was not used until afier Achilles 

had died at the hands of Paris and Apollo in an attempt to storm Troy." Here again is an 



occasion on which Odysseus failed to persuade Achilles, although he was prophetically 

correct in his predictions just as he was when he predicted in his embassy speech that 

Achilles would bring personal grief to himself if he failed to r e m  to battle in tirne. 

Of course the hero of the Odyssey is Odysseus, not Achilles. We would expect 

the songs of Demodocus to celebrate Odysseus' special attributes to the necessary 

disadvantage of Achilles, the hero of the niad. In the Iliad Achilles seemed to be fated to 

have either VWTO~ or  hio os. In the Odyssey Odysseus achieves both. Demodocus' 

song, in the presence of the living Odysseus, about a quarrel between the two heroes 

serves to demonstrate how in the end Odysseus, who lost the debate, was vindicated by 

events and earned his epithet mohi~1op0os t h u g h  his pq-ris. But the song M e r  

hc t i ons  to foreshadow the encounter between Odysseus and Achilles in Book f 1 in 

which Achilles seems to take back what he said to Odysseus during that other debate 

between the two in Book 9 of the Iliad. 

The songs of Demodocus in Odyssey 8, therefore, serve to glorifi Odyssean 

qualities as demonstrated in other important episodes of the poem, for example his 

encounter with the Cyclops. 

In Odyssey 9 Odysseus narrates the story of his encounter with Polyphemus, the 

Cyclopean son of Poseidon, a giant of huge strength and proportions but singularly 

lacking in wit. Odysseus brings his especially potent wine along with him on this 

adventure for he has a feeling that he is going to encounter an àv8p' ... txyahqv 

h ~ i ~ É v o v  ahKrjv (215). Here is a common alignment, often opposed to the 

constellation of Odysseus' quaiities, of size and strength with savagery and lawlessness. 

M e r  Odysseus offers wine to the Cyclops in return for a hitherto unnamed guest-gifi, 



Polyphemus believes himself to be very clever and noally reveals how he bas 'tricked' 

Odysseus. The guest-gift promised to him will be given: "Nobody" will be eaten last of 

the Greeks trapped in the cave (368-70)? Here the barbarity of the Cyclops is 

highlighted along with his incapacity ever to be a match for the clevemess of Odysseus. 

As soon as he utters his generous promise, he is completel y overcome by drink and sleep, 

so that he lies supine, unconscious, and vorniting, having lost al1 control of his mind and 

body as a result of Odysseus' gift of wine. Now Odysseus uses his wits and 

resourcehilness to overcome his gigantic opponent. The olive-wood club belonging to 

the Cyclops is sharpened and heated in the fue until glowing, then driven into the single 

eye of Polyphemus." 

Odyssean cunning is also featured in the niad. M e r  the failure of the embassy to 

Achilles in Book 9, the Doloneia of Book 10 is a compensatory episode which cheers the 

despainng Greeks and re-establishes Odysseus' worth and efficacy as a military asset. 

Since the Greek army cannot benefit from Achilles' strength in combat on the batdefield, 

the focus shifts to a different type of warfare-the type at which Odysseus 

excels-strategic spying, reconnaissance, and the surprise amb~sh.'~ 

Nestor initiates this enterprise when he proposes that a volunteer go out to spy on 

the Trojans. Diomedes is the only one to offer himself but he asks to have a companion 

go along with him, not to supplement his strength, but for the sake of increasing the voos 

and D ~ ) T L S  (226) available to the venture. Odysseus and Diomedes are traditional foils for 

one another in the epic tradition. Together the two drown Palamedes, a grandson of 

P o s e i d ~ n , ~  penetrate the city of Troy to steal the Palladium," and kill Philomeleides, an 

insolent Lesbian king, in a wrestling match." As much as these types of encounter differ 



from hand-to-hand combat on the battlefield, so much, in their execution, does Odysseus 

differ fiom Diomedes, providing the strategy for these crucial accomplishrnents while 

Diomedes provides the brawn. Both heroes claim a special relationship with Athena, 

who favoured Diomedes' father Tydeus as openly as she does Odysseus." Athena henelf 

as the child of Zeus by his ingested wife Metis embodies a fusion of strength and 

strategy. 

When Odysseus and Diomedes arrive at Rhesus' camp, again Odysseus proposes 

a successfûl strategy and Diomedes valiantly does his part in carrying it out, slaughtering 

thirteen Thracians, including their king Rhesus. Meanwhile Odysseus, again displaying 

his forethought, drags the slain corpses out of the way of the hoaes' hooves, so they will 

not panic, and shows his resourcefulness in using his bow as a whip to drive them out of 

the camp. Diomedes, though Odysseus is giving him a signai to corne out, is possessed 

by the heroic impulse to do even more damage by slaughter or by plunder, and it is 

necessary for Athena to intemene and to remind him to take thought for his r e m  

(V~UTOV, 509)." Odysseus needs no reminding. 

There is one other scene in the niad in which Odysseus' cunning is contrasted 

with another hero's brawn. At 23.700-39, during the fimeral games for Patroclus held by 

Achilles, Ajax and Odysseus together enter a wrestling match (Üaeha ... rrahaiopodvq5 

a h a y ~ w f i s ,  700-01). The course of the match is a foreshadohg of the contest which 

these two heroes will later enter for the arms of the slain Achilles, which are a prize in his 

own fimeral games. In the wrestling match, ~ É y a s  (708) Ajax and rrohV~q~is (709) 

Odysseus are for a long time unable to break a deadlock, but when Ajax fmaily uses his 

strength to I i f t  Odysseus, Odysseus uses his clevemess to attack Ajax from behind and 



throw him backwards onto the ground. This is a trick Odysseus couid accomplish o d y  

afier Ajax had lified him. He effectiveiy uses Ajax' strength to obtain the leverage he 

needs for his own manoeuvre, which places him on top of Ajax' chest (725-28). Next 

Odysseus is unable, by using 5 s  strength, to lifi Ajax, so he trips him and the two heroes 

land again on the ground. At this point in the wrestling match it seems as though 

Odysseus, though unequal in strength and size to Ajax, has been able to get the better of 

him. The two are about to try a third round when Achilles calls a hait to the match, 

awarding them both equd h o n o ~ r s . ~ ~  In awarding equal prizes to both, Achilles leaves 

open the question of whether Odyssean cleverness or Ajacian strength is superior for a 

later more momentous occasion. If Achilles had not intervened at this point, cutting short 

the match before Odysseus could once again bring Ajax d o m ,  Ajax' rage might not have 

been containable. 

In the Odyssey, the interaction between Achilles and Odysseus in the underworld 

also illustrates the theme of Odyssean cunning versus Aeacid strength and courage. In 

spite of the way in which this episode presents Achilles' bittemess about his early death, 

he is still eager to learn from Odysseus whether his son Neoptolemus has foiiowed in his 

heroic footsteps (492-93). It seems that Achilles would be sorely disappointed if 

Odysseus were to tell him that Neoptolemus had declined to go to war and was living in 

peace and obscurity on Scyrus. But Odysseus does not tell him this. Rather: 



The passage reports that the son of Achilles is good both at war-councils and in battle, 

but Odysseus, in his praise of the young warrior, cleverly makes it clear that, excellent as 

Neoptolemus is, Odysseus is superior. Neoptolemus is so good at speaking that only 

Odysseus and Nestor can outdo him. Odysseus goes on to give examples of 

Neoptolemus' bravery and excellence in battle, demonstrating that Neoptolemus is indeed 

just like his father in martial excellence," but he singles out the occasion of the Trojan 

horse for special mention. This, of course, is Odysseus' most glorious moment, in which 

his own Gohos is responsible for the fmd capture of Troy. He pointedly underscores his 

own role in this episode with the words, &oi 6' Cri r r a v ~ '  e ~ i ~ a h ~ o  (524). Odysseus 

drives home the significance of his ruse by mentioning its result- ahh' OTE 8h n p i a ~ ( o ~ o  

n6hiv 8 i m i p a a p ~ v  aimjv (533). In satisfying Achilles about the valour of 

Neoptolemus, Odysseus also manages to point out that the son of Achilles cannot outdo 

himself in speaking in war-councils nor is Neoptolemus' bravery and rnilitary excellence 

as efficacious as Odysseus' own cunning in the final outcome of war. 

Odysseus has already mentioned that in the underworld Achilles' shade was 

accompanied by that of Ajax. 8s &pio~os Eqv TE 6Cvas TE / TOU Ühhcav 

A a v a e v  PET' apljpova l ?qh~ îova  (469-70). The qualification in the words EEOT TE 

GEpas TE is significant. Was Ajax really best ofthe Achaeans afier Achilles? The 

question is raised by the episode of the contest for the anns of the dead Achilles, waged 

by Odysseus and Ajax, and won by Odysseus. The Odyssey tells us that the divine Thetis 



presided over the contest, and that the judges were the rrai8rr 6k Tpowv ... irai 

TTahÀàs 'AB j v q  (1 1 S47). There is no suggestion here of corruption or foui play as in 

later texts about the episode. The inheritance of the amis of Achilles here suggests that 

Odysseus is the true heu of Achilles' title "best of the Achaeans". 

Odyssean Deceittulness 

Odysseus, by the end of his appeal to Achilles during the embassy of niad 9, has 

used his famous rhetorical ski11 to exploit several different avenues for penuading the 

proud hero and to work on a broad array of Achilles' emotions: benevolence for his 

fellows, pity, fear, filial love, desire for materiai wealth, and ambition for glory. At the 

same time Odysseus has not k e n  devious or û-icky in his speech and he has certainly told 

no lies." It is true that Odysseus, after cataloguing the gifts promised by Agamemnon, 

diplomatically chooses not to report these final comments of the leader of the host: 

I t  is rernarkable, then, that so many cornmentators Say that Achiiles is referring to 

Odysseus when, in reply, he follows his famous assertion that he will speak openly (309- 

K E ~ ~ T - J  hi q x u i v .  ÜhAo 661 6n-q (3 l2-13). '~ Achilles, with his v e q  fmt  words of reply, 

has opened his speech responding to Odysseus with respect rather than suspicion. He 



addresses Odysseus as 6ioy~vÈs Aacp~ia6q. nohvpfixav' '06vao~Ü (308). This 

address for Odysseus is used seven times in the niad, always by those who feel fnendship 

and respect for him." Indeed, there are examples of the marner in which Odysseus is 

addressed by those who are nuf very happy with him, e-g. Agamemnon's rebuke at 4.339: 

 ai d. ~ a r o b i  8ohoiai K E K ~ U ~ ~ É V E .  r~pbakoqqov, which with his quick shifi to a 

kindlier disposition towards his favourite becomes, at 358, the same address which 

Achilles uses here. 

Achilles' words regarding the man who says one thing and hides another in his 

heart are offered as a general statement in support of his own declaration that he will 

speak openiy at 9.309. This interpretation supposes the meaning 'to speak out' for 

QTTOE~XE~U as at 7.416, 23.361, Odyssey 1.91, 1.373, and 16.340, pace Willcock, who 

translates 'to refuse', citing as parallels Iliad 9.43 1 (which could bear either meaning), 

9.5 1 0, and 9.675. If the latter translation is used, then Achilles' general statement at 309- 

10, with its explanatory yap, could seem more to refer to deceit he suspects in the speech 

of Odysseus. But given Achilles' attitude in the speech that follows, if there is an oblique 

reference to another specific person, it is more likely to be Agamemnon than Odysseus." 

It is Agamemnon's cowardly and unjust behaviour as leader of the expedition, as well as 

his motive for fighting in the first place, which Achilles attacks in his speech, in which he 

several times accuses Agamemnon of decePtion? At 378 he says of Agamemnon: 

+pà 6i poi TOC 6opa. rio 66 piv Pu ~ a p o s  aiq. This language, by means of its 

verbal parallels with his cornments at lines 3 12-1 13, suggests a common subject. 

Achilles feels that Agamemnon has betrayed him. His reply to Odysseus, ignoring 

Odysseus' appeal to his pity, is really addressed to Agamemnon, through his official 



spokesman. It nevertheless play an infiuential part in establishing the tradition in 

literature of the polarity between Achillean plain-speaking and Odyssean deception. 

In the Doloneia of the following book, d e r  Diomedes has chosen him for a 

partner. Odysseus is eager to get started, because the night-tirne, the time for his own 

special type of martial excellence, is almost gone (10.25 1-53). In the following arming 

scene, Meriones gives Odysseus a helmet to Wear which was originally stolen by 

Autolycus when he had infütrated the house of Amyntor. No mention is made here of the 

fact that Autolycus is Odysseus' materna1 grandfather, though we do hear of it in the 

Odyssey : 

Whether or not this relationship is called to the mind of the audience of the Doloneia, the 

cunningly-wrought helmet may represent the transmission to Odysseus of some of 

Autolycus' capacity to penetrate another's temtory secretly, a capacity most fitting for a 

hero whose name means "the wolf himself'. Odysseus also carries a bow and quiver, 

weapons with which one strikes from concealment at a distance, while Diomedes has 

only a sword and shield, weapons used for close hand-to-hand combat. 

The clandestine and cunning nature of this expedition is accentuated by the 

parallel undertaking which is sirnultaneously getting under way in the Trojan camp. 

Hector assembles the chiefs on his side and offers a prize to the man who will volunteer 

to sneak up to the Greek camp as a spy. The only man to put himself fonvard is Dolon, 

whose speaking name means 'cunning'. Besides his javelin, Dolon's weapons, like those 



of Odysseus, are a bow and quiver. He dresses in the skin of a wolf, an animal known for 

its cunning night-raids on domestic livestock. But as Dolon advances alone towards the 

Achaean ships Odysseus catches sight of him and proposes a successhil strategy to 

Diomedes, showing forethought for the contingency that the stranger may be swift-footed 

and able to outrun the two of them? In this way Odysseus beats the cunning wolf at his 

own garne, and Dolon is captured. Not only does he not bring back any information 

about the Achaeans to Hector but he is compelled to give up vital intelligence about his 

own side to the Greeks. Not only does he fail to win the divine horses of Achilles, son of 

a goddess, but he makes it possible for Odysseus and Diomedes to win the great horses of 

Rhesus, who is also a goddess' son. Odysseus' perspicacity is emphasized by Dolon's 

failure to see the two Greeks as he runs past them "in his witlessness" (aqpaSigoiv, 

350), and then when they are running after him he at first mistakes them for fkiends rather 

than foes ( E ~ T I E T O  y+ r a ~ a  0vvbv a r r o o ~ p f y i o v ~ a s  B~aipovs  / i~ Tphov  iivai. 

TTahlv "EKTOPO~ O T P ~ Q V T O ~ ,  355-56). 

As the pursuit begins, Dolon's wolfish resemblance vanishes and he is compared 

to a doe or a hare being pursued by Odysseus and Diomedes, who are like two skilled 

hunting dogs (360-64), animals who have the canine qualities of wolves, but who use 

them in the service of the human community. Here Odysseus is called "sacker of cities" 

( m o h i n o p 0 0 ~ ,  363) in a forshadowing of his scheme for penetrating enemy temtory 

that finally results in the fa11 of Troy. His knowledge of how to do so is emphasized by 

his success here in stopping Dolon fkom crossing over into the Greek camp. Recall too 

the tradition recorded in the scholia to line 435 of the "conditional fate" concerning 

Rhesus and his horses: if they drank from the river Scamander, Troy would not fall?' 



The exploits of Diomedes and Odysseus in this episode prevent Troy's survival as does 

their legendary abduction of the Palladium. 

Diomedes, in accordance with Odysseus' plan, apprehends Dolon, and then 

Odysseus "of many wiles" (.rroh\juq~is, 382,400,423) takes over to interrogate him, 

afier first offering false reassurance in bidding the terror-stricken captive not to worry 

about being killed (eapoei. vq6E Ti ~ o i  eava-cos ~a~a0ijvios Emw, 383). M e r  

giving a great deal of important information to Odysseus, pemerting the herald's ski11 

inherited from his father, Dolon expects to be taken for ransom, but he has been deceived 

in this expectation. Diomedes tells him that even though he has k e n  such a good herald 

( $ a B A a  nEp ayy~ihas, 448), he will not be allowed to live, and before Dolon is able to 

touch him with a supplicatory gesture, Diomedes decapitates him? Odysseus offers 

Dolon's armour to Athena, and prays for her help in the coming venture, in which he and 

Diomedes will accomplish al1 that Dolon failed to do and more. In Odysseus' ability to 

vanquish "the deceitfûl one" he demonstrates his superior expertise at deception. 

Although Hesiod and Plato both understand that those who are able to know and 

tell the truth are also best able to tell lies when they wish-to make false things seem 

true-in Odyssey 6 King Alcinous seems to lack this unde r~ tand in~ .~~  Alcinous, like 

Polyphemus, is descended from Poseidon, although his father Nausithous took pains to 

distance his people from the overbearing Cyclopes. Like Polyphemus Alcinous, too, is 

ready to believe the things that Odysseus tells him: 



Because Alcinous and his people are so impressed by and accepting of Odysseus' speech, 

they offer him al1 that his heart desires: safe passage home and enormous wealth. 

On the other hand, like Odysseus in his interview with Athena in Odyssey 

lT250ff., Odysseus' swineherd Eumaeus is suspicious of the tales of strangers, well 

aware that people make up stories to fiuther their own personal gain (14.36 1 ff.), though 

the stranger in his hut has swom a solemn oath to him that Odysseus will soon return 

(1 3.15 1 -64), asking no reward for the news until it proves tnithful. The stranger has 

M e r  asserted his honesty in so predicting by declaring. i x 0 p o ~  y a p  vol K ~ O S  ovos  

'Aî6ao dAqui  / y iy~€~a i .  Ôs mviq ~ k w v  arra-nihia (365~1. (14.156-57). This 

echoes the farnous line spoken by Achilles to Odysseus in niad Book 9.'' The irony is 

that while Odysseus had uttered no falsehood of his own in the exchange with Achilles, 

here, where he asserts his contempt for falsehood, he is in the process of deceiving 

Eumaeus about his identity (though his prediction is certainly me). Also ironic is the 

fact that Eumaeus believes al1 the falsehoods the disguised Odysseus tells him about his 

personal adventures, but disbelieves the truth about Odysseus' imminent r e m  home. 

Later, in Book 19, when Penelope interviews Odysseus disguised as a beggar, he 

tells her a Cretan tale. At line 203 the text tells us ~ K E  yrijâea ~lohha Aiymv 

i-njpo~a~v opoîa. This is the sarne c l a h  made by the Muses to Hesiod in his 

autobiography at the beginning of the ~ h e o ~ o n ~ . ' ~  The effect on Penelope of Odysseus' 

lie is that she melts and offers the stranger g i h .  This gift-giving of hers recalls that of 

Alcinous in reaction to Odysseus' narration of his adventures, although Penelope shows 



her greater likeness to Odysseus in her testing of his story, in spite of her emotional 

response. This h a t i c  and profitable effect, achieved by the ski11 of one who c m  make 

the false seem like the true, becomes important for the perception of rhetonc in the fifth 

century B.C. 

Odyssean Culture versus Cyclopean Nature 

In his narrative of his encounter with Polyphemus, Odysseus calls the Cyclopes 

ae~piu~oi-'1awless'-and he goes on to describe the kind of life they lead: like those 

who dwell in the Golden Age described by Hesiod (Works and Days 109@, they do not 

have any need for the agriculturai arts of plowing the earth and sowing seeds, since food 

and grapes for wine, with the help of Zeus' min, spring from the earth spontaneously 

(1 08- 1 1). Nor are they govemed as a community, either by decisions of assemblies 

(ayopai @ovhqp6poi) or by established laws (ûCpim~s), but each one d e s  over his 

own household alone and apart fiom the rest (1 12- 15). There are no ship-builders and so 

no traders (125-30). Odysseus' reference to al1 of this as remarkable sets him apart from 

it as one who participates in the traditional institutions of political cornmunities. 

Odysseus imagines what agricultural technology and sea-f&ng in ships could make of 

such a land as the unexploited Goat Island across fiom the home of the Cyclopes. By 

presenting the thoughts of Odysseus in this way, the text sets him up as a civilizing agent 

in the face of raw nature, of which Poseidon's son Polyphemus is a rather threatening 

element. 

Later, when Odysseus uses the olive stake to blind the drunken Polyphemus, two 

similes are used to describe the process, one from shipbuilding technology and one from 



metallurgy: Odysseus and his men twirl the stake as they drive it into the eye "as when a 

man drills the plank of a ship with a borer twirled by thongs" (384-86); and the eye 

sizzies around the glowing stake "as when a man dips bronze in cold water to temper it" 

(39 1-93). These similes remind us of the structure of the confrontation talchg place here. 

Specifically, in the fint simile, the technology of ship-building, Athena's civilizing gift to 

humans which allowed them to tame Poseidon's element, is used to figure Odysseus' 

disabling of ~ o l ~ ~ h e r n u s . ~ ~  

Odyssean Disguise 

The ability to seem to be what he is not is a distinctive characteristic of Odysseus 

in Greek epic. As Odysseus and his men sail away fiom the island of Polyphernus, the 

first taunt he addresses to the Cyclops emphasizes how little Polyphemus expected that 

Odysseus would be able to be a match for his own violent strength: Kiji<ho\y. O~SK àp'  

E~ehAq à v a h ~ i 5 0 ~  a d p o ~  É~a ipour  / E'6prvai tv  yyhaqwpa K P Q T E ~ ~ ~ N  

Piqqi (Odyssey 9.475-76). This jeer provokes a great show of Polyphemus' strength in 

the hurling of a piece of mountain, which al1 but destroys Odysseus' ship and its sailors. 

Against the advice of his companions, when the ship is twice as far away as when he first 

provoked him, Odysseus proudly calls out to the Cyclops, identiQing himself as 

'06uaofja m~ohimopeiov (504). Polyphemus experiences a blow of recognition when 

he remembers that it was prophesied to him that a man named Odysseus would deprive 

him of his sight. As usual in Greek myth, the prophecy has been fulfilled in an 

unexpected way: 



This outcorne, so contrary to expectation, is reminiscent of the Trojan Antenor's 

cornments about Odysseus in IZiud 3. He recounts the tirne when Odysseus came to his 

own home in the Company of Menelaus on an embassy to retrieve Helen. That occasion 

gave Antenor an opportunity to get to know the way each man looked (?Mu, 208), as 

well as the way he thought (pi8ra m ~ v a .  208). Like that of his brother Agamemnon, 

Menelaus' appearance was well in conformity with his character. He spoke in a way that 

might be expected fiom the way he presented hirnself. Odysseus, on the other hand, was 

remarkable in the contrast between his physical appearance and the nature of his mind as 

it was revealed when he opened his mouth to speak: 

During this scene in the teichoscopia, Antenor has been emphatic in agreeing with 

Helen's previous description to Priam of Odysseus' cunning intelligence. He has 

supported this evaluation by giving a memorable example of how Odysseus, unlike the 

two sons of Atreus, is not what he seems at first sight. If one has the opportunity to know 

him more thoroughly than mere sight allows, he proves to be indeed the opposite of what 



he appears. To look at, he seems a stupid fool, but when he reveals his rnind in speech, 

he is without rival in intelligence. 

The word that Priam uses when he compares Odysseus to a ram in the 

feichoscopia is u~ihos (iliad 3.196). The only other Homeric use of this rare word is in 

Book 9 of the Odyssey. Odysseus, narrating to the court of Alcinous the story of his 

traveis, uses the word ~~ihos of the ram who was foremost in Polyphemus' flocks. This 

ram is of course the animai under whose belly Odysseus clings as he escapes f?om the 

cave of the blinded Cyclops. The Odyssean Cyclopeia is only one version of the folktale 

motif of a trickster escaping fiom the cave of a monster by disguising himself as a sheep. 

In most variants, the trickster escapes, not under a iive sheep, but clothed in the skin of a 

dead one? In any case, the hero saves himself fiom his murderous enemy by disguising 

himself as one of his enemy's own sheep. This ruse is emphasized in Book 9 of the 

ûdyssey by the irony of Polyphemus' tender address to his beloved ram as the animal 

leaves the cave with Odysseus hidden underneath it. During this address, Polyphemus is 

charactenzed as a solicitous shepherd and we are able for once to feel some measure of 

compassion for him. Once Odysseus escapes from the cave, he loads Polyphemus' entire 

flock on board his ship and takes thern over to his cornpanions on Goat Island for 

sacrifice and feasting. 

Odysseus has escaped victorious over his unciviIized and stupid opponent 

Polyphemus, and contrived to steal his flock by the use of trickery, narnely by disguising 

himself as a sheep when in fact he acts as a wolf who raids the fold. Odysseus' theft of 

Polyphemus' sheep is concomitant with the recovery of his real identity. It is only f i e r  

he has loaded the Cyclops' livestock on board his ship that he gives up the disguise of a 



sheep and the title of "nobody" and, in an uncharacteristically imprudent gesture of heroic 

pride, proclaims his full identity as Odysseus of Ithaca, son of Laeries. It is this 

proclamation of his identity that makes his name, related to the verb 08haovai, which 

means 'hate', 'be angry', disastrously m e  for him, because it allows Polyphemus to 

name his enemy in his appeal to his father Poseidon to avenge his losses and so to make 

Odysseus hated by the god who will cause him to suffer so much and to lose his entire 

crew before he reaches home? Odysseus wiil not make a similar mistake again. 

The sheep disguise enables Odysseus to escape from a tightly enclosed space in 

which he has been trapped by an enemy. On another occasion fiom the epic tradition, 

disguise enables him to penetrate a tightly guarded forbidden space, the walled city of 

enemy Troy. Proclus' surnmary of the nias Parva narrates: 

Fr. 8 (Davies), from the scholiast to Lycophron, adds that the nias Pana included the 

story of Odysseus' wounding by Thoas when they went up to Troy. Odysseus, it appears, 

went to extrerne lengths to disguise himself as an outcast of the Greek army, even 

submitting to physical disfigurement. Helen recalls the incident in Odyssey 4: 



mohhoÙ~ & Tpcbov rrr ivar  ~ a v a f i ~ ~ ~  xah r@ 
PET' 'A YE~OUS. ~artr 61 qp6vtv fiyay~ nohhfiv- 9 Évû' ühhai  p q a i  hiy' IKU~KUOV- 

(244-59) 

Odysseus' disguise as a beggar requires that he deny his true identity as a great hero of 

the Greeks. In r e t m  for this self-humiliation, which allows him to penetrate forbidden 

temtory, he is able to get vital intelligence back to the Greek camp and to slaughter a 

number of Trojans while he is at i t  Since this episode cornes in the llias P m a 5  which 

seems to have consisted largely of a series of incidents delaying and leading up to the fall 

of Troy after the death of Achilles, it may be supposed that the information gathered by 

Odysseus while inside the walls was as instrumental to the capture of the city as was his 

ambush of Helenus, the fetching of Philoctetes and Neoptolemus, and the abduction of 

the Palladium. The incident also foreshadows the final penetration of Troy by the host of 

Greeks disguised within the wooden horse, a device for which Odysseus is fiequently 

given credit." 

In addition to these self-contrived disguises, Odysseus also benefits from the 

disguises in which the divine Athena clothes him on Ithaca. As Odysseus awakes on 

Ithaca, Athena casts a mist over him, so that he will be unrecognizable (Üyvomov, 

Odyssey 1 3.1 9 1 ), but her magic also has the reciprocal effect of making al1 that he sees 

unrecognizable (aAho~iGfa. 194) to him as well. He looks around him and cries out in 

dismay, wonderhg whether the people whose land he has corne to are ijppio~ai TE  ai 

Üypioi oV6È 8iratoi. / p h 6 ~ ~ i v o i .    ai aqiv v 6 0 ~  8 ~ 0 ~ 6 f i s ;  (20 1-02). Here he 

recalls both hosts like Polyphemus and hosts like the Phaeacians. In fact, in his 

homeland of Ithaca alone Odysseus will fuid that there are both kinds of people, with 



whom he will have to deal at the sanie tirne. It wili be necessary to distinguish between 

hem, and then to gain the help of the latter to overcome the threat of the former. This is 

a new challenge, more tricky than that of overcoming the Cyclopes by conceaiing his true 

identity, or that of winning treasure and a passage home by persuading the Phaeacians of 

his tnie identity. On Ithaca Odysseus rnust both conceal the tmth fiom some and 

persuade others of it at the same t h e .  

The humiliation entailed by Athena's disguise is similar to that entailed by 

dec!aring to PoIyphemus that he was "Nobody". The humiliation is extended and its 

necessity exemplified when he is threatened by the dogs of his own household as he 

approaches the hut of Eumaeus. In order to Save himself from their savagery, he 

crouches low to the ground and lets the sta f f (o~mpov)  fa11 fiom his hand (3 l), until 

Eumaeus calls off the dogs. 

Another of the many examples of the self-preserving humiliation entailed by his 

disguise occurs when Eurymachus jeers at a ragged Odysseus, offering him a job for hire 

( ~ ~ T E u ~ ~ E v )  on his fami (18.356-64). Here is an echo of Achilles' assertion in the 

underworld to Odysseus that he would rather be the slave of such a one ( ~ ~ T E U É ~ E V  

ci hhq,  Odyssey 1 1 -489) than lord over al1 the dead. In the confrontation with 

Eurymachus the text calls Odysseus m o h i ~ 1 0 p 0 0 ~  (1 8.356), thus awarding him a heroic 

status equal to that of Achilles in the ~ l i o d . . ~ ~  

Odysseus' Divine Companions. 

In early Greek epic Odysseus is remarkably intimate with his divine protector 

Athena and he also has a more minor c o ~ e c t i o n  with Hennes. These divine associations 



in epic contribute to Odysseus' later significance in the culture of democratic Athens, in 

which Athena and Hermes both play important roles in the general configuration of the 

civic ideology. 

Athena's patronage of Odysseus is noted in the Doloneia of lliad 10. When many 

heroes volunteer to accompany Diomedes on the spying expedition into the Trojan camp, 

Agamemnon allows him to choose his own cornpanion, "whoever is best", and reassures 

him that he need not choose an inferior man (Le. Menelaus, who has offered his services) 

out of deference to noble birth or royalty (233-40). Diomedes, without hesitation, 

chooses Odysseus: 

p' a h o v  Ihta8ai. 
8iioio Aa0oipqv. 
rai 0vpo~  ayi lvop 
i nahhàs 'ABfpq. 

~ o h o v  y~ asro~Évoio rai C r  mpor ai8ouÉvoio 
Üvqw vooiaaipev. Cmi mpioiâr voqaai. 

(242-47) 

Diomedes wants Odysseus for his courage, for the fact that Athena loves him, and 

because he is such a good strategist that as cornpanions the two of them could return 

(voa-rrjaaiu~v) even through fire. It has aiready been noted that Diomedes and 

Odysseus are repeatedly paired in the epic tradition, and that they are both closely 

connected to   the na?^ 

We hear of Athena's favouritism of Odysseus elsewhere as well. Proclus' 

surnrnary of the Aethiopis tells of the death of Achilles and the fierce battle which took 

place over his corpse, which was fmally rescued by Ajax while Odysseus fought off the 

Trojans. This joint action leads to their fatal cornpetition over the arms of Achilles at 



Achilles' fimeral games." Proclus' summary of the ïïim Parva takes up the narrative to 

Say that on the advice of Athena, Odysseus was awarded the prize and that this caued 

Ajax to go mad, to attack the livestock, and to Li11 hixnseK6' Fr. 2 (Davies) gives more 

information: Nestor advised the Greeks to eavesdrop on two Trojan maidens disputing 

about the two heroes. The fmt  girl asserted that Ajax was stronger, since he carried the 

corpse back to the ships, but the second girl, under the influence of Athena ('Amvbrs 

npovoia), belittled Ajax' contribution by asserting that even a woman could carry such a 

weight, if it was placed on her, Dut she could never fight in battle, as Odysseus had done. 

In the Odyssey, Odysseus telis the court of Alcinous that it was Athena and the "children 

of the Trojans" who decided the contest of Achilles' anris (1 1.547). This contest, 

presided over by Athena, between Ajax and Odysseus later became a popular subject of 

fifth-century texts and vase paintings. 

In the Odyssey, when Polyphemus fmds Odysseus and his men in his cave, the 

Cyclops asks the strangers who they are: 

He assumes that they are either traders (TI K ~ T Ù  ~~ppi{iv) or raiders (hqlafipc~), both 

of whom undertake the danger of taming the sea in ships in order to win profit. As the 

son of Poseidon, god of the sea's elemental force, Polyphemus naturally views with 

suspicion any who seek to dominate the sea with Athena's nautical technology? In his 

view, such men tend to bring evil with them. 



In the ensuing encounter between Polyphemus and Odysseus, the brains are al1 on 

the side of the civilized Odysseus, the strength al1 on the side of the uncivilized 

Poly phemus, and this confrontation is re flected in their respective divine patrons. The 

moming after their arrival, when Odysseus and his surviving companions are left in the 

cave by the Cyclops, Odysseus sits thuiking of some way to pay back Polyphemus, if 

only Athena might grant him his wish. ùnmediately a plan presents itself to him, which 

suggests that Athena, goddess of the process of civilizîng nature by means of various 

forms of technology, is indeed lookuig out for him.63 Odysseus notices the Cyclops' club, 

made of the wood of Athena's olive, and this t u s  out to be the matenal fiom which he 

forges his revenge and escapesH This olive stake is compared to the mast of a ship able 

to withstand a great s tom (32 1 -24), an image suggesting Athena's gift to mortals of boat- 

building, whereby Poseidon's elements are tamed by technology. Odysseus' other 

weapon is the wine he has brought with him, also a god-given gifi to mankind, produced 

when nature is converted by technology. When the Cyclops has tasted it, he declares it to 

be like nectar and ambrosia in comparison to the wine of the uncultivated grapes which 

he knows fiom his own island (357-59). "In his witlessness" (36 l), he drinks his fill, 

until his mind is in a state to be worked upon by Odysseus' "honey-sweet words" (363), 

that is to say, the lie about his name k i n g  "Nobody" (364-67). 

Now Odysseus makes use of the technology of fire to overcome his enemy. The 

pointed olive-stake is heated until glowing, then driven into the single eye of 

Polyphemus. That Odysseus' technology is put into practice with Athena's help, and in 

community with his companions, is a mark of his advanced state of civilization, while the 

unconscious passivity and subsequent disfigurement and impotence of Polyphemus, son 



of Poseidon, provide another inythological example of Athena's characteristic ability to 

tame the forces of her forceful uncle with her intelligence. 

Roused by the injury done to him, Polyphemus once again decides he will be 

clever. He moves the Stone from the cave entrance and sits in the openia& feeling around 

with his hands to catch any escaping Greeks (41 6-19), "for he thought in his hem, 1 

suppose, that 1 was such a fool," comments Odysseus. Odysseus, however, has already 

considered how to rescue himseff and his cornpanions corn death: nanas 6È 66hou~ 

 ai ~ Q T ~ u  üqaiuou. / TE TTE@ m s  (420-23). Once again, Odysseus makes use 

of the materials he fmds at hand in the cave, in this case the ropes that form the supports 

for the Cyclops' bed, in order to overcome the threat of violent death. Here again too, the 

cunning intelligence of Odysseus is expressed in terms of a technology associated with 

Athena, through the use of the verb "to weave"? As a result, not only do Odysseus and 

al1 of his remaining men escape with their lives, but they also manage to nistle 

Polyphemus' flocks and make off with them on their ship. Odysseus calls Polyphemus 

vjmos (442), for he is so gullible that he doesn't realize that his own sheep are carrying 

his enemies to safety. 

The result of Odysseus' forethought and cunning speech is seen when Polyphemus 

tells his fellow Cyclopes that "'Nobody' is destmying me by deceit and not by force" 

(408), and they al1 decide he is mad, and so leave him alone, telling him he must pray to 

his father Poseidon. Odysseus punningly congratulates himself for his "blameless 

intelligence" ( p i j ~ i s  avVvwv, 414). The tenuous community of the Cyclopes fails 

Polyphemus here, overcome by Odysseus' word-trick. With his crude civilization of no 

help to him, in the end he will take the advice of his fnends and cal1 upon his father 



Poseidon, the great god of natural elemental forces, to corne to his aid. in him he finds a 

much more effective resource. Poseidon hears Polyphemus' prayer and the torch of 

natural force has k e n  passed on to a much greater opponent. Odysseus, eventually with 

Athena's open aid, will have to fight with the angry god for the rest of his long journey 

home. It is dwing Odysseus' voyage f?om Calypso's island to Scheria that Athena fust 

begins to help her favourite openly and actively on his way home. The transition made in 

the narrative between Poseidon's persecution and Athena's protection is marked by the 

visit of Hermes, crosser of boundaries, to Calypso's cave to deliver Zeus' command that 

she release Odysseus. Scheria is the frrst of al1 the piaces arrived at by Odysseus in 

which Athena seems to feel fiee to intervene directly in a way that will lead to his 

homecoming. 

Despite their descent from Poseidon, the Phaeacians, more than any other people 

depicted in the Odyssey, are the result of al1 that Athena has to offer hurnanity: their 

political Iife is stable and well-ordered; they are master ship-builders and navigators; they 

are rich in the arts of fine textiles and they anoint themselves with olive oil (Odyssey 

7.95ff.). In complete opposition to Polyphemus' behaviour, the Phaeacians graciously 

offer rich hospitality to the stranger in accordance with the Iaws of Zeus. Once Odysseus 

has reached Schena, he gains Athena's active protection and is no longer troubled by 

Poseidon on the final leg of his journey home, though Poseidon punishes the Phaeacians 

for their betrayal of their ancestral god.66 

In the narrative at the beginning of Book 13, Odysseus' voyage from Scheria to 

Ithaca is remarkable for the number of references to the overlapping tif normally 

incompatible States. As soon as the Phaeacian ship begins to move in the water, 



Odysseus, iying in the stem of the boat, is overcome by a sleep "most like death" (80). 

During this 'karabasis', which lasts fkom dusk of one day to dawn of the next, the 

sleeping mortal Odysseus is aiso "most like the gods" (6v6pa ... Orois ivahiyria 

Ëxov~a: 89). When the ship enters the harbour, calm within and wave-batîered without. 

the cave of the nymphs is described. It has two entrances, one for mortals and one for 

immortals. The nymphs who fiequent the cave partake of qualities of both. The ship is 

so strongly rowed by the Phaeacians that it stops with half of its length on shore, half in 

the sea (1 14). Odysseus and his possessions are then left on the margin of the island, and 

the Phaeacians leave him, still sleeping. The details of the passage collaborate to 

designate Odysseus as a traveller between two incompatible states, between life and 

death, mortality and immortality, sdfering and peace, wayfarer on both the sea and on 

the land. 

Presiding over this collapsing of oppositions at the very heart of the epic is the 

goddess Athena. The nymphs in the cave occupy themselves with marvellous weaving, a 

craft which falls under the patronage of Athena. It is by her olive tree that the Phaeacians 

place the possessions which Odysseus won &à v~ya8vpov 'ABijvqv (121). It is partly 

because of these possessions, more abundant than what Odysseus would have brought 

home had he retumed unscathed fkom Troy, that Poseidon, Odysseus' divine persecutor, 

feels moved to lay his grudge before Zeus. Poseidon's cornplaint parallels that of Athena 

to Zeus on behalf of her protégé (1.45-62) when he was still being held on Calypso's 

island with nothing to his name, because of the wrath of Poseidon (1.16-2 1). Athena had 

complained to Zeus about Calypso's behaviow in keeping Odysseus from home. Now 

Poseidon complains about the behaviow of the Phaeacians in bringing Odysseus home to 



Ithaca, behaviour which threateos his own prestige by workulg against his will. In both 

cases Zeus exclaims in protest at the situation described by the petitioner and grants the 

request being made. During Odysseus' stay with the Phaeacians Poseidon and Athena 

have exchanged places with respect to their influence over Odysseus' fortunes. 

Poseidon's 1 s t  act of hostility towards Odysseus is his punistirnent of his own 

descendants, the Phaeacians, for giving hirn safe passage over the sea in their ships. 

Better than his son Polyphemus at throwiag mountains around, Poseidon plans to enclose 

the city of the Phaeacians with an encircling mountain, imprisoning them in Stone as 

Odysseus and his men were imprisoned in the cave of the Cyclops, and tuming their 

beautifully-made ship into rock.67 

On Ithaca, Athena fust appears before Odysseus in disguise as a pnncely 

shepherd (221-25). And just as Athena lies about her identity at this meeting, so does 

Odysseus reply to her with the false story that he lay in ambush by night and slew the 

swift-footed noble youth Orsilochus over a dispute about honour in Troy, lefi his children 

behind, and persuaded the Phoenicians to take him on their ship. The ship was blown off 

course to Ithaca, where the Phoenicians lefi him on the shore with his treasure. This story 

is surely false in its details, but it summarizes the truth of Odysseus' experiences and 

character rather well. He fought at Troy, demonstrated the supenority of his cunning 

over the fleet-footedness of a young aristocrat, was forced to leave his home behind, 

persuaded a sea-faring people to give hirn conveyance, and was left alone on the shores 

of Ithaca. Athena is delighted by his composition and, as a reward for his beautifid lie, 

she reveals herself to hirn in her true identity for the fust time in the poem and addresses 

him lovingly and with admiration for his cunning and caution. She remarks on the 



similarity between their natures, but before warning him of the troubles still ahead, teases 

him for not recognigng her. His reply is that it is hard for even a very knowiag person to 

recognize her, for she makes herself look like anyone (3 12-1 3). Now that he knows who 

she really is, he no longer trusts her words that he has corne home to Ithaca but suspects 

her of trying to trick him. Athena's reply shows that it is this very suspicious nature of 

his that endears him to her. Odysseus upbraids Athena for abandoning him in his 

troubles on the voyage home fiom Troy. She excuses herseif by saying that she always 

knew he was fated to get home to Ithaca but that she was unwilling to fight against her 

uncle Poseidon's persecution of Odysseus. The opposing influences of both Athena and 

Poseidon cannot be seen to be openly at work in the same place at the same tirne. She 

then reveals a11 of the farniliar signs whereby he may recognize his homeland. Together 

the two conceal Odysseus' wealth in the cave, and Athena sets a Stone to seal the door in 

a happy inversion of the sealing of his terrible cave by the son of Poseidon. The paralle1 

gesture helps to mark the end of Poseidon's persecution of Odysseus. 

Soon after, the disguised Odysseus tests Eumaeus' hospitality by declaring that he 

will go to Odysseus' house the next moming and try to win a living by s e h g  the suitors: 

Hermes is here credited for makhg Odysseus good at being lowly, that is, at reversing 

and disguising the real social order, in which Odysseus is a noble man who presides over 



many servants. Hermes is the only other character in surviving epic poetry to share with 

Odysseus his most famous epithet, mohiirpomo~. His own trickstensh nature, which 

allows hm to cross boundaries, penetrate spaces, disguise himself, and take the property 

of others, as in the Homeric Hyrnn to Hermes, parallels that of Odysseus. Hermes comes 

to Odysseus' aid on Circe's ide, teaching him how to overcorne the witch's powerfid 

magic, and it is Hermes who comes down to CaIypso's island to tell the goddess to send 

Odysseus back to the world of men. Hermes, in some traditions, is even related to 

Odysseus as the father of his matemal grandfather ~ u t o l ~ c u s . ~ ~  

Odysseus' close associations with both Hermes and Athena will be featured with 

new significance in his treatment in the texts fiom democratic Athens. 

Odyssean Piety 

In the encounter between Odysseus and Polyphemus, a major thematic contrast is 

between Odysseus' piety and the godlessness of the Cyclops. Even though Poseidon is 

his father, Polyphemus has no respect for the laws of the gods (9.273-78). Odysseus 

overcomes Polyphemus with an especially potent wuie that he has brought with him. 

This wine is a testament to his ready mercy towards the family of Maron, a priest of 

Apollo. who gave him the wine in return for the reverence and pity shown to him, as a 

priest, and his family (9.197-20 1). In this behaviow Odysseus sets himself apart from 

Agamemnon, whose selfish attitude towards the family of Chryses, another pnest of 

Apollo, had such disastrous consequences for the entire Greek army, as the occasion for 

Apollo's devastating plague and for Agamemnon's disastrous quarrel with Achilles. The 

contrast between Agamemnon and Odysseus is of course a major thematic thread of the 



entire epic, one in which Agamemnon's fatally heedless hybris casts Odysseus' caution 

and humility in a favourable Light. 

Like Polyphemus, the suitors in Odysseus' household show great disregard for the 

laws of the gods, and this provides a justification for their slaughter by Odysseus and his 

son. On the other hand, Odysseus' decision to spare Phemius and Medon in Book 22 

provides a counter-exampIe to the sacriiegious behaviour of Achilles' son Neoptolemus, 

who at the sack of Troy slaughtered Priam on his household altar to  eus.^' 

Odysseus and the Aristocracy 

In the embassy to Achilles, in spite of his fame as a good speaker and in spite of 

the impressive composition of this speech in particular, Odysseus fails to persuade 

Achilles, and in fact, is the least successfùl of al1 three members of the embassy in 

wiming Achilles over. Mer Phoenix' speech, Achilles has sofiened enough to say that 

he will think about what to do. Finally, Ajax, in despair of moving Achilles, does not 

even bcgin by addressing him directly but tums to Odysseus, commenting on Achilles' 

aypiov ...6vi.~6v (629) and Achilles says to him, Aiav Gioy~vÈs T ~ h a p 6 j v i ~ .  ~ o i p a v ~  

haou.  / n a v ~ a  ~i poi ~ a ~ a  8vpbv k ioao u d i a a a 8 a i  (644-45), indicating his 

sense of their kinship of spirit.70 He seems at this point to have decided to stay in his 

camp, and even to fight Hector, but not before his own ships are about to be set on fue 

(650-55). Though he takes his cue from the mode1 of Meleager offered by his old mentor 

Phoenix, it is Ajax' response to Achilles' refùsal to help which evokes f?om Achilles the 

truest statement of his intent. He now seems to recognize that the choice of a return 

home without glory is not a real choice for him?' Odysseus has spoken on behalf of the 



Greek host as Agamemnon's agent but Ajax is the closea mode1 in th: IZiad to Achilles' 

bravery, strength, and styie of waging battle. Phoenix acted as Achilles' guardian in 

Peleus' house, caring for him as for a son of his own. Odysseus, entirely unaitached to 

AchiIlesl family and household, and much more the strategist than the brave warrior 

whose excellence lies in hand-to-hand combat, has the l e s t  claim to the hero's personal 

sentiments. Achilles' demonstrated allegiance to the claims of his household and his 

impeniiousness to the claims of the larger community as put forth by Odysseus are an 

indication of his aristocratic heroic ethic, in contrat to Odysseus' more civic-minded set 

of values. 

As mentioned earlier, in niad 10 Agamemnon gives Diomedes the fieedom to 

choose whomever he pleases to be his cornpanion on the spy-mission into the Trojan 

camp? Agamemnon is afiaid for his brother Menelaus who has volunteered but in 

seeking to keep him fiom going on this dangerous mission he offers the following 

guidance for Diomedes: 

Agamemnon makes a clear distinction here between nobility of birth and excellence as a 

warrior. Diomedes' choice of Odysseus then suggests that though Odysseus is the best 

man for the task at hand, he is not the most aristocratic of those present. 



Odysseus descnbes his visit to the island of the Cyclopes at 9.1 O6ff. He calls the 

Cyclopes Ùmpcpiahoi (106), a word used to describe the Trojans in the h d ,  and the 

suitors in the Odyssey, and meaning 'overbearing', 'arrogant', but LSJ aiso note other 

meanings for the word: 

Orig. the word seems only to have signified puissant, without any bad 
sense, as is prob. fiom 0d.21.289, where Antinous uses it of himself and 
the rest of the suitors. Gmpqiahoiai &' i ~ T v  Gaiuvaai; and Aristarch. 
read hrepcpiahov for h i p 8 v p o v  in 11.5.881 : later writers also used it 
without any bad sense, 6 ~ a ~ ( o s  ir. a huge bond, Pi. Fr.92; oivov 
hspcpiahov KEAQPISSETE pour the noble whe, or pour it without stint, 
Ion Trag.10:-this notion appears most clearly in the Adv. IjTT~pq~hh05. 
exceedingly. excessively, 6. V E N E ~ ~ V  iZ.13.293, Od 1 7.48 1 ,2  1.285; ... but 
the Adv. also passed into the sense of haughtily, urrogantly, Od. 1.227, 
4.663, etc. 

And so the word also bears the meaning 'noble', 'great', 'powerful', 'large', 'abundant'. 

Odysseus lürther differentiates himself from the Cyclopes by relating that he called an 

assembly of his men (1 70-71) to tell them that he is planning to visit the inhabitants of 

the opposite island to determine which type of men they are: fi b' oli y' C@pi<rrai TE   ai 

Odysseus' mind, to be savage is to be hubnstic and iuijust, and is the opposite of being 

hospitable andgod-fearing. He fmds that the giant inhabitant of the mountain cave he 

cornes upon is isolated from others and lawless ( a r r a v ~ v û ~ v  LOU Crûepiorla 156~. 189). 

Compare Plato Laros 676ff., where, in a discussion of dunasteia, he uses the lawlessness 

of the CycIopes as an example: in this type of society, pst-diluvian mountain herdsmen 

lived scattered on mountain-peaks (677b); they were lacking in sophisticated technology; 

they were neither perfectly virtuous nor perfectly vicious (678b); because of their 



isolation and lack of metallurgy, there was no war (678e); they were neithcr very rich nor 

very poor (679b); they were endowed with the quality of naive simplicity ( ~ W h a ) ,  so 

that they believed whatever people told them, and did not suspect that they might be Lied 

to (679~); they had no sophisticated political arts, or rhetorical training, so that they were 

"simpler (E~TT]MYTEPOI) and braver and more moderate and more just" (679e); they had 

no need for law-givers, for they had no writing and simply followed their father's d e s  

(680a). The Cyclopes as described by Homer are given in Plato's dialogue as an example 

of this son of society, whose ways are attributed to savagery (TO apxaiov a h o v  im'i 

f i v  a yp i6-rrl~a 6ià ~ v 0 o h o y i a ~  t n a v ~ y ~ c b v ,  680b-c). This is an aristocratie 

Like Hesiod's Golden Age race, the Cyclopes are close to the gods. niey 

live in caves situated high on the peaks of mountains, and Polyphemus himself, though he 

has little concem for the civilizing laws of the gods, is a much-loved son of Poseidon, and 

so of tmly noble birth. Odysseus incurs Poseidon's wrath because of his injury to his 

son. 

At the beginning of Book 14 of the Odyssey Odysseus approaches Eumaeus' 

dwelling. Homer pays remarkable attention to the swineherd, whom he several times 

calls "leader of men" ( 6 p x a ~ o s  a ~ 6 ~ o v ) ~ ~  and whom he repeatedly accords the 

significant honour of addressing in the second person (14.55, 165, 360,442; 15.325; 

16.60, 135; 17.272). Eumaeus on his own had built a beautiful dwelling in which 

Odysseus' swine could be raised, al1 without the knowledge of Penelope and Laertes (9). 

Why does the text include this detail? Perhaps in order to show the initiative of the 

swineherd, who serves the interests of Odysseus even without the orders of those who are 

formally in charge in Odysseus' absence. Laertes has withdrawn from the palace and 



from any responsibility for what goes on there. Telemachus is only now beginning to 

show an ability to take things in hand, and Penelope is preoccupied with staving off the 

suitors. It is as if the text is marking Eumaeus as the most kingly of those lefi on 

Odysseus' estate. He is in charge of the swine, but he carries out this job as if he had 

human companions in his care, companions which he must give up to the feasting of the 

suitors. We have already seen Odysseus' own human companions transformed into swine 

by Circers magic, and serving as dinner for Polyphernus. The implication is that the 

10 wly Eumaeus, Odysseus' servant, and Odysseus are equais in character, while the 

nobles of Ithaca are quite different in their nature frorn Odysseus. 

Eumaeus, then, is a servant with a humble calling-looking after swine-who is 

regarded by the poem as an equal of Odysseus' true nobility. In the autobiography he 

narrates to his guest, he telIs of his noble birth to King Ctesius of Syria (1 5.403-14) and 

of his privileged place as a servant in the household of Laertes and Anticleia (1 5.363-64), 

in which Anticleia treated him with the same fondness which she bore her daughter 

Ctimene. As a young child, he was characterized as clever (wep8ahÉo~, 45 1) so in this 

quality, too, the swineherd is very like his rnaster. At 16.17ff. Eumaeus' welcome of the 

returned Telemachus is compared with that of a father greeting a long-absent and much- 

beloved son. At this point in the story, Eumaeus' fuie qualities and the privileges to 

which they should entitle him have been hidden by misfortune and necessity, while those 

of Odysseus have been hidden by choice. The situations of both will be set right 

simultaneously once Odysseus has overcome the suitors. But already the closeness in 

spirit of the two men is consistently emphasized in the text. 



This affïinity between Odysseus and his swineherd is to be contrasted with the 

opposition between the characten of Odysseus anci the noble aristocrats who are wooing 

Penelope in his house. They are not only insolent and destructive guests but towards 

strangers they act as insolent and inhospitable hosts in another man's court. They behave 

witlessly and have no idea of the hiture in store for them, in spite of repeated warnings. 

Physically, as we shall see, they cannot corne close to matching Odysseust strength and 

courage. 

This contrast between common people like Eumaeus and aristocrats like the 

suitors is M e r  established by the presentation of Penelope's dilemma at 16.73ff. and 

19.525ff.: she is trying to decide whether "to honour her husband's bed and the voice of 

the peode" T' ai60~6vrl ~ 6 a i o s  W ~ o d  TE @RULU, 75) or to choose the best and 

wealthiest of the aristocratie suitors ( 'Axaiov  6~ TL< Ü O ~ C J T O ~  / p v O ( ~ a ~  iv't 

pay&poioiv avhp irai n h ~ i a ~ a  nopgolv, 76-77). To remain fa i f f i l  to Odysseus is 

also what the people would have her do, while to marry another is what the leading 

noblemen want her to do.75 At 16.375, d e r  the failure of the suitors' ambush of 

Telemachus, Antinous declares that they must find another way to do away with him, 

because it is becoming clear that Telemachus is "intelligent in mind and counsel" 

(É~~iamjpov  povhij TE v 6 ~  TE, 374). What is more, "the people no longer favour the 

suitors at alln (haoi 6' OÙKCTL n a v n a v  tg' @v fipa cpipouaiu, 375). He then goes on 

to wm the suitors that the people will be still less pleased with them if they fmd out 

about the deeds which he himself characterizes as "evil" ( ~ a ~ a ,  380). Later, Penelope 

reproaches Antinous for plotting against Telemachus, reminding him of the tirne his 

father sought refuge fiom the anger of the people (67ivov) in Odysseus' house. The 



people were angry with him because he had betrayed theu ailies. Odysseus gave him 

protection (418ff). Antinous was thus bound to honour Odysseus' house because of the 

service done to his father. Eurymachus, another of the well-born suitors, owes his 

alIegiance to Odysseus' house because in it he was treated as a son, in the same way that 

Telemachus was treated. We l e m  this fiom his own lips while he is in the middle of 

falsely reassuring Penelope that he would never hann Telemachus, but the narrator 

informs us that in his heart he plotted against Telemachus (434ff). Of course, during al1 

of this, even while Penelope and her whole household waver in the uncertainty of her 

final decision, the audience knows what she, in her courage and intelligence, will do, and 

this too serves to ernphasize the moral distinction being made between the people and the 

nobility. The only noblemen to act honourably are Odysseus and Telemachus, and they 

behave as and consort with humble people, while the oniy other truly honourable souk in 

the story belong to a swineherd and a cowherd. Those who are noble in social status are 

morally evil. 

The encounter with Melanthius in 17.2 12ff. m e r  underscores the likeness of 

Odysseus and Eurnaeus, and although Melanthius remarks on the Iikeness in an ironically 

and insultingly negative wayy6 he is discredited by his subsequent uttering of the wish 

that Telemachus couid be killed by the suitors, and that tie himself could have the 

opportunity to sel1 Eumaeus as a slave in a foreign land. Eumaeus himself points out 

how Melanthius neglects his responsibility of looking f i e r  the goats while he spends his 

time in town. Recall how Eumaeus himself spent as M e  time as possible in town when 

sent there to bring news of Telemachus' r e t m  to Penelope. Melanthius' monstrous lack 

of ethics is M e r  underscored by the reaction of the disguised Odysseus to his insults, 



which parallels his reaction to Poiyphemus' cannibdism of his companions: for the sake 

of the success of a grander plan, he must restrain himself from kiiling the goatherd on the 

spot. Furthemore, Melanthius' closeness to Eurymachus, the suitor most in favour of 

killing Telemachus, is mentioned at 256-57. His sister, Melantho, though as a child a 

favourite of Penelope, now betrays her by sleeping with Eurymachus (1 8.320-25). 

At the beginning of Book 18 Odysseus disguised as a beggar confronts Irus, 

another beggar, who threatens him and compares him to a "pig who eats the crop" (29). 

The ensuing contest with In i s  for the prize of a blood pudding foreshadows the imminent 

contest with the suitors for the prize of Penelope and Odysseus' estate. In this way the 

noble suitors are paralleled with the gluttonous beggar Irus. Furthemore, Antinous 

warns Irus that if he loses the contest, he will be shipped off to king Echetus, who will cut 

off his nose and ears, and tear out his genitals to feed to the dogs. The stakes of the 

contest are thus raised horrifically, in a way that fûrther foreshadows the loss of the 

suitors in the contest with Odysseus. In the end, it is Melanthius who receives this 

punishment, at the hands not of Echetus, but of Telemachus, Philoetius, and Eumaeus. 

In Book 21 Odysseus reveals himself to his only two faithiid servants, Eumaeus 

the swineherd and Philoetius the cowherd whom we first met in Book 20.185ff. At that 

time he was described by the text, like Eurnaeus, as 6pxapos avàpov  (1 85) and then 

demonstrated his loyalty to Odysseus through a speech in which he described himself as 

being caught in a dilemma which is stnicturally analogous to that of Penelope beset by 

the suitors. Philoetius does not know whether it would be better to take his cattle and go 

to another land, although Telemachus is still dive, or to remain and watch the cattie 

reared for Odysseus being consumed by the suitors of Penelope. He only stays on 



Odysseus' estate because he still has hopes that his master may retum. We get an 

example of the poor use to which the suitors are putting these cattle at 20.287ff., when 

the suitor Ctesippus hurls an ox-hoof at the disguised Odysseus. Later, the tables are 

turned on the suitors by Odysseus, and at 22.229ff. the suitors themselves are compared 

to a herd of cattle driven headlong by a gadfly.77 But first here in Book 2 1, on the verge 

of the battle with the suitors, Odysseus promises to give these two men each a wife, 

possessions, and a house built near his own, honouring them as the fi-iends and brothers 

of Telemachus (2 1.207-20). Here is a fùrther indication of the equality granted by 

Odysseus, and by the text, between Odysseus and his faithful servants of lower birth, 

while the noble suitors are shown to be moral inferiors by their irreverent and foolish 

behaviour. 

In the case of Odysseus' own son his father's blood shows itself clearly . 

Telemachus' similarity to his father is not only remarked upon by Helen (Odyssey 4.140- 

46), but is also iIlustrated by his traveling adventure, which is modeled afier that of 

Odysseus in several ways. He receives hospitality fiom Nestor and Menelaus, who, like 

Alcinous, are wealthy kings who share the same values as their guest; he efudes the threat 

posed by the suitors, who lie in a seemingly inescapable ambush to murder hirn; he 

cautiously stows the treasure he has acquired from his hosts in a safe place, the house of 

Peiraeus, until the suitors are eliminated (1 7-78-83); he is under the constant protection of 

Athena; he is welcomed home as one given up for lost; once arrived at Ithaca he goes 

first to the house of Eumaeus the swineherd; at 17.15, while telling a fdsehood in aid of 

the pIot to kill the suitors, he claims to be one who likes to tell the truth; he demonstrates 

his reverence for the laws of hospitality by offering refuge to the suppliant 



Theociymenus, who is constantiy referred to as a "siranger", and he fights beside his 

father to slay the suitors. 

Summary 

This chapter catalogues some of the ways in which Odysseus is characterized in 

the epic tradition as we know it. In particular, those aspects and traits that would strüce a 

chord in the democratic Athenian consciousness have been selected for discussion. It is 

this epic tradition which provided the material for mythoIogica1 treatments of the Trojan 

cycle on the dramatic stage and in other texts fiom the Athenian democracy. The 

c haracteristics of Odysseus that have been identified here are generally defmed in terrns 

of contrasts with other major characters, thus highlighting the characteristics of those 

figures as well. The qualities of Odysseus which will be important for fia-century 

Athens and which are already well established in the epic tradition are: his championship 

of an established order; his fulfiliment of necessary conditions for Troy's fall; his talent 

and desire for survivai; his skiil at rhetoric; his intelligence in the face of brute strength; 

his capacity for deceit; his championship of culture in the conquest of nature; his talent 

for self-disguise; his close association with Athena and Hermes; his piety; and his 

simiiarities with and sympathy for the cornmon people as opposed to the aristocracy. 



Notes to Chapter One 

' For a recent and cogent discussion of these tensions as  they are manifested in rhetorical texts, see Ober 
1989. On their reflection in Greek tragedy, see Easterling and Ober & Strauss. 
See Meier 87-89: "Playwrights to present at the Dionysia were chosen by the archorz eponymos from a 

number of candidates- The archon also had to choose the three choregai. No expense was spared. The 
winner was chosen by a jury of ten citizens, selecteâ by lot from the various phylai on the basis of a list 
drawn up by the Council of 500. This guaranteed a fairly discriminating jury, but it also ensured that the 
prize would not be awarded by specialists, and certainly not by champions of particular persuasions. 
Moreover, the juron could only to a limited extent disregard the audience's applause or disapproval." (87). 
On the ways in which the audience might indicate their own reaction to the production, see Wallace. 

Farrar 30: 'Tragic drama, whose emergence coincided with the period of political upheaval that gave birth 
to Athenian democracy, both instantiated and promoted exploration of the questions raised by and the 
answers embodied in, democratic politics: what is political fiedom, and what underlies a purely political 
daim to authority? How does democracy in fact transform claims grounded in persona1 or social 
considerations into political claims, and political claims into ones grounded in persona1 or social 
considerations?" See also Meiefs interpretation of the Oresteia fiom this standpoint, 87R 

So Pucci 243: "The Odyssey and the /fiad never cease to confiont =ch other in relation to their typical 
heroes or characters, Achilles and Odysseus, and the ramifications of these polemic views extend beyond 
epic to Iyric poetry, drarna, and again to philosophy." 

Nemeans 3,4, 5,6, 7,8, Isthmiam 4,5,6,8, Paean 6,  Fr. 260. 

Oajmey 11.508-09, I1ia.s Pawa Frs. 12-13 Davies 1988. 

'O Edwards ad foc. draws the comparison with 18.106, where Achilles admits that there are others better 
than himself at speaking in the agora. 
" Edwards ad foc. 
'' Ses the discussions of this episode in Whitman 178-79, and in Stanford 1992 67-68, where it is pointed 
out that Athena, at Zeus' request, intervenes in Achilles' stubbom refusal to eat by feeding him with nectar 
and ambrosia. "Thus obliquety Homer, Athene, and Zeus agee  with Odysseus' advice" (68). Even 
Achilles eventually comes around in Book 24, when he urges the grieving Priam to eat, as Edwards notes 
on 19.198-2 14. 

l 3  The problern of the dual verb fonns in this episode does not seem soluble. but if their presence reflects a 
tradition in which one of the three ambassadors was not included, it is rnost likely to have been Phoenix, 
who belongs more appropriately to the camp of Achilles and the Myrmidons than with the rest of the Greek 
host. See Griffin 5 1-53. 

" Hainsworth od foc.: ''The ... reason is doubtless that the heroic tradition opposed Odysseus as the 
embodiment of pfj~1s to Akhilleus as the embodiment of $in, so that in the present clash of wills they are 
the natural protagonists for the p e t  to choose." 



l5 Euripides' Hecuba shows Odysseus as an advocate of so honouring Achilles. 
I6 These will be discussed fiirther on 26. 
l7 SO Hainsworth 100: "Odysseus had insinuaied that the issue was between Akhilleus and a distressed 
Achaean army and thai by inaction his fiiend was missing an opportunity for glory. Akhilleus quickly 
names the real enemy, Agamemnon . . . ." See more on this exchange below 26. 
'' Supposedly instigated by Diomedes, who, centuries later, in Quintus Smymaeus is a relative of Thersites. 
l9 Davies 1989 55. 

n - Proclus Ifim Pana 11.12-1 3 Davies 1988:  ai N ~ o m o h ~ p o v  '06vooEirs EK XlcVpou ayaywv ~a 
onha 6i6uai ràr roü narpCy. 

Sophocles' Philocteres 114, 1434-35; Apollodoms Ep- 15-10. 
'' See Faraone 96-100. Anderson 19: 'The Palladion itself mirrors the wooden horse in two significant 
respects. Both horse and Palladion are statues, and both are associated with the goddess Athena ... While 
the first statue guarantees Troy protection fiom her enemies-the city cannot be taken while the sacred 
Palladion remains within its walls-the second statue, once accepted within the walls, guarantees the city's 
destmction." He cites Odyssey 8.5 1 1 - 12: aba yàp fiv anoAEoûai. Èmv 1 r o A 1 ~  apqi~ahjqq / 
G o v p a ~ ~ o v  piyuv ïmov.  
?5 cJ lliad 9.302-03. 
'6 Nagy 1979 35 cites Riiter's comment: "Achilles seems ready to trade places with Odysseus, whose safe 
homecoming will be marked by a painfiil transitional phase at the very lowest levels of the social order." 
" Achilles here seems to be recalling Priam's words to him at Iliad 24-486-92. Achilles in the first nekuia 
of the O4ssey identifies most closely, as he did in IZiad 24, with his defeated enemy. 
'8 Na= 1979 34ff. argues that the ending of the Odyssey itself, with Odysseus' successtiil revenge against 
the suitors and possession of Penelope, proves him to be the "best of the Achaeans." 

Clay 99fE reviews the scholarship on the occasion of the quarrel benveen Odysseus and Achilles, which 
is unattested elsewhere, and concludes, with the scholiasts, that, 'The first song of Demodocus 
complements the last. Together, they articulate a central theme of the Odyssey, the confrontation of bie and 
metis in the persons of Achilles and Odysseus, a contestation leading to the ultimate triumph of mefis." 
( 102) See also the discussions by Hainsworth 35 1 and Nagy 1979 18-25 and 42-59. 

Proclus Aerhiopis 11.20-21 Davies 1988. 
31 O h v  &y& m l p a ~ o v  ÉOopa~ p ~ ~ à  01s i~apotui .  / TOCS 6' &Mous n p 6 ~ 8 ~ v -  ro 6 i  .roi @ivfi~ov 
Ëarai. 

32 The symbolic significance of fire as knowledge in Greek mythology, as in the Prometheus myth (see 
G fenn 1978) underscores the theme of the episode. 
33 Anthony Edwards 18-38 contrasts the types of combat preferred by Achilles (moh~pos) with that 
preferred by Odysseus (Aoxos). 

Euripides lphigeneia ut Aulis 198. Cypria Fr. 20 Davies 1988. = Pausanias 10.3 1.1 ff. de Polygnori 
Necyia: Aiop~j6rlv 6i TOU a r r o ~ ~ ~ i v a v ~ a  duai  cri '06vofla irriTih~Çap~vo~ iv  imuw oBa TO~S 

Kurrpioi~. Here, as in the Doloneia, the two overcome theu enemy by stealth and trickeq rather than by 
open battle. The Cypria also pairs these two heroes when telling of the  death of Polyxena, wounded by 
Odysseus and Diomedes and buried by Neoptolemus. 
The ruse whereby Palarnedes reveals Odysseus' true nature and his sanity (Proclus Cypria 11-41-43 Davies 
1988) has a parallel in the story of Odysseus' own recruitment of Achilles in disguise as a daughter of King 
Lycomedes on Scyrus. Though both episodes involve the exposure of a trick rneant to help the perpetrator 



avoid the dangers o f  war, the differences between them are far more informative. In the case of  Odysseus, 
his o ~ m  trick is brought to light when the trickster Palamedes demonstrates Odysseus' sanity by forcing him 
to respond to a stimulus which it will be impossible to ignore: the danger in which the infant Telemachus is 
placed when Palarnedes puts him in the path of  his fathefs plough. Odysseus' true nature is thus revealed 
through his patemal instinct to preserve his son. In the case o f  Achilles, it is the ruse not of the hero 
hirnself, but of his solicitous mother which is uncovered by the trickster Odysseus, who is acting in 
response to an oracle which has declared that Troy cannot fall without the presence of Achilles among the 
Greeks. The true nature of Achilles which is revealed is that of a warrior as he responds to the sound of  the 
war-tnimpet. The Trojan war will take Achilies to his naturd arena of  action, while it will remove 
Odysseus far from his. Palamedes will be severely punished by Odysseus for this act, while Odysseus will 
eventually win the arms of his recruit AchiHes. This story of the recruitment of AchilIes, however, does not 
appear in the Cypria, which tells us that Achilles mamed Deidamia, a daughter o f  Lycomedes, on the way 
to Troy. The explanation for the narne given by Phoenix to Achilles' son contrasts with the explanation 
sometimes offered for the name of Odysseus' son: Neoptolemus was so named because his father was 
young when he first went to battie, white Telemachus got his name from the fact that his father was 
fighting far away at Troy. The youth o f  AchilIes at Troy suggests his early death there, and the fact that his 
entire aduIt life was spent fighting the Trojan war, while the distance of  Odysseus suggests his alienation 
from the proper sphere of his adult life on Ithaca with his household. 
35 Proclus IIias Parva 11-23-24 Davies 1988. 
36 Scholiast to Odyssey 4.343, as noted by Hainsworth ad Iliad 10243 where he comments, "The two 
heroes complement each other in the tradition of the Cycle as they do in this Book; Odysseus is the planner, 
Diomedes the man of action. In the rest o f  the i k d  that characterimtion is still in germinal form. The 
reputation here bestowed on Odysseus alludes to his deeds in the tale of Troy as a whole." 
" Theboid Fr. 5 Davies 1988. 
38 Her warning here echoes her restraint of the angry Achilles (Iliad 1.188-214) by pulling on his hair when 
he was about to slay Agamemnon. 
39 735-37: PI~KÉT' i p ~ i 6 ~ 0 0 0 ~ .  vq% T ~ ~ P E Q ~ E  K Q K O ~ I '  / v i q  8' ~ ~ ~ O ~ ~ P O I U I V -  à68A1a 8' 70' 
~ V E A ~ V T E ~  / Ep~~aû ' .  &ppa  ai &Moi  a ~ 8 A n j o u i v  'Axatoi. 
.<O In particular, Odysseus mentions Neoptolemus' slaying of Eurypylus, the son of Telephus, an old 
opponent of Achilles. Eurypylus, as one of the late-arriving allies o f  Troy, presents Neoptolemus with a 
challenge similar to those posed by Memnon and Penthesilea to Achilles. With the slaying of Eurypylus, 
then, as he wears the amour  of Achilles, Neoptolemus demonstrates that he is worthy of  being called his 
father's son. 
'' Stanford 12- 13 on Odysseus in the iliad in general: "Anyone who expects to find Odysseus' proverbial 
wil iness prominently displayed in the Iliad will be disappointed. ,..his conduct is scnipulously honest and 
his words are studiousIy candid." On this speech in particular, see 18: "He speaks candidly and fieely, 
though his arguments are chosen and marshalled with superb skill." 
'" An early example is the character Hippias in Plato's Hippias Minor 365b5-6: ~ l o t ~ l  y a p  TOV ' A ~ i A h i a  
E ~ S  TOV 'O&maÉa hiyov~a ~ a - a  ~a Ë q .  Stanford 18: "likely those ancient commentators are right 
who take it as an oblique criticism of Ulyssean wiles." See also Nagy 1979 52-53 and 58, in support o f  his 
thesis that the embassy scene reflects a lost tradition about a quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles, and 
Martin 21 3: "rather than calling his interlocutor 'most hatefûl' (although the thought underlies his words), 
Achilles mutes his expression to the simpler 'hateful is that man."' Taplin 1992 70 comments: "Achilles 
senses a deception", but Taplin also considers how the lines apply to Agamemnon, noting the resonance 
between Achilles' lines here and the Iines spoken by Agamemnon at 158-59: 6 ~ q û f i ~ o - ' A 6 q s  ~ o i  
ap~ihlxos fib' à 8 a ~ a m o y  / TOWEK~   ai TE 4p0~0loi ~ E & V  EX~IUTOS a n a v ~ ~ v  but diplomaticaily 
omitted by Odysseus from his own address to Achilles. Similady, Hainsworih ad lm. comrnents: 
"Akhilleus is suspicious of Odysseus, although on this occasion he has faithfiilly conveyed the sense of the 
Achaean council. But there is also permanent characterization: Akhilleus is open, Odysseus indirect, c/: 
644-55 where Akhilleus' attitude to Aias, a personality similar to his own, is noticeably warmer. ... But it 



wodd be pointless to make Odysseus, the obvious candidate for a charge of duplicity, the sole target of 
Akhilleus' remarks: rather it is Agamemnon ..." 
'3 It is not used "indifferentlyW, as Hainsworth maintains ad [oc. The other passages are: IIiad 2.1 73 
(Athena), 4.358 (Agamemnon), 8.93 (Diornedes), 9.624 (Ajax), 10.144 (Nestor), 23.723 (Ajax). 

So Motzku 1 1, cited by Grifin ad foc. 
4 344,37 1,375,376. 

Compare the description in Xenophon Hipparchicus 4.18-19 of the cunning of wolves in arnbushing their 
prey: 
 ai  ai oi h k o i  6i  . TQ TE 1pqpoIIp~va tpvhams aypE\jouui.   ai ~à iv rois Guaopa~ois d i m o u c ~ i .  
~ â v  p ~ ~ a û i o v  yf ns i-rriyiyvqrai &wu, ijv uiv i j r r o v  6. TOUT* krritif3~rai. fiv 6i ~ p ~ i r r w v .  
ànoaqacas  O n Sv &q anoxwp~l .  "Orav  66 y~ qvhaKiis ~ a ~ a t p p o ~ u o a i  Ahcoi. T ~ ~ Q V T E ~  
i a inG jv  TOÙS p h  a n d a o a i  *v qdamjv .  T O Ù ~  6È apnaÇ~iv. o h o  ra ilrlTi16~10 n o p i ~ o v ~ a i .  

See above n. 20. 
This avoidance of a suppliant's appeal is not normal in the liad, but is paralleled in Euripides' Hecuba 

when Odysseus dodges the expected supplication of PoIyxena, a scene to be discussed in Chapter Four 197. 
49 Hesiod Theogony 27-28 has the Muses Say: i g p ~ v  yrd8~a rrohhà AÉy~iv ÈTlj~o~aiv o p o k  / ~ ~ C I E V  6' 
d ~ '  È û i h ~ p ~ v .  àhqôia yrlp\iuaa0ai. Throughout Plato's Hippias Minor, Socrates argues that it is only 
the person who has a knowledge of the tmth who also has the ability to deceive intentionally. 

0cS)ssey 6.204-06, 13.130. 
51 &8pos yap poi KE(VO~ opGjs 'Aîôao mjhquiv / o s  X' h p o v  ~ i v  K ~ & J  ivi qq~uiv.  àhho 6 i  ET- 
(Iiiad 9.3 12- 13). 
" See above n. 49. 
53 See Cook 109. 

Glenn 1979; It is of interest to note here that one of the only two men in the Company of the suitors to 
survive Odysseus' vengeance is the herald Medon, whose speaking narne is suggestive of counsels. He 
preserves himself through the slaughter by concealing himself in an ox-hide (O4ssey  22.34477)- 
5S The connection is emphasized by the wordplay at 5.339-40: ~irrn TOI G ~ E  i?oa~ibaov  ivwix8wv / 
cb61ha~' È~mkyhos: 
56 Fr. 52 Davies 1988. 
" Davies 1989 68: "The building of the wooden horse is variously ascribed in ancient writers to Athena, to 
Epeius, or to Odysseus, most ofien to Epeius on the prompting of Athena or Odysseus." 

Another comment on Odysseus' particulas form of heroism is the great counter-example to his 
humiliating disguise upon his home-coming provided by Agamemnon's unwary self-proclamation upon 
arriving home fiom Troy, with its disastrous results. 
59 See above p. 16. 

Proclus Aethiopis 11.2 1-23 Davies 1988. 
Proclus II ias  Parvu 11.3-5 Davies 1988. 

61 At 9.125-30, Odysseus relates how there are no ships or shipbuilders among the Cyclopes. They do not 
cross the sea. 
For Athena's association with ship-building in early epic, see lliad 15.412. cJ 5.59-64. The connection is 
explicitly made at Apollodonis 1.9.16, where Athena oversees the building of the first ship by Argus, just 
as she oversaw the building of the Trojan horse by Epeius (see n. 57 above). Apollodonis may be drawing 
on a much older tradition about the Argo. See Detienne and Vernant 2 15-58. 
63 Cook 107. 
61 For an alluring argument for the eady association between Athena and the olive tree, see Cook 104-10. 
Whether or not he is right that the association exists in Homeric epic, a Classical Athenian audience would 
certainly associate the olive with Athena, and so Odysseus' technical invention here with her protective 
inspiration. In Pindar, Ofympiam 3 it is HeracIes who introduces the olive to Greece, bringing it back from 
the land of the Hyperboreans to Olympia. He may have had Athena's help. A late Archaic vase painting 



(Munich 2648) shows Athena pouring a drink for Heracles. She is holding her owl and there is an olive 
tree behind them. 

Homeric evidence for Athena's association with weaving: IIiad 14.178-79; with weaving and navigation, 
Odyssey 7. 108-1 1 : 

haov O a i q ~ q  m p i  R ~ V T O V  SPIES au6pG)u 
vfla 00 j v  Évi nov~q ihawÉ~~~.  &s 6i ywakq 
i m G v  ~ f l a u a r  nÉp yap aqlal ~ K E V  'Aeriv~) 
ipya T' Ènimaoûai mpi~aMia  ai q p f v a ~  idAu$. 

This description of the skills given to the Phaeacians by Athena follows a narrative of her visit to Scheria 
and her depirture fiom there directly to the temple of Erechtheus in Athens (78-8 1). 
66 For the genealogy of the Phaeacian royal house fiom Poseidon, see Odyssey 7.56-66. Poseidon himself 
says that the Phaeacians are his descendants at 13.130. 

AS Anderson 79 points ouc the AthenaG'oseidon opposition is also played out in Menelaus' narrative of 
the death of Ajax the Locrian in Odyssey 4. "...afier Aias' ship is destroyed in the storm, Poseidon 
intervenes to bring the hero to safety on sorne nearby rocks. Despite Athena's wrath... the god offers Aias 
the hope of survival." When Ajax is ungrateful for the help, Poseidon kills him. 

From sources later than epic, but even in the Odyssey Autolycus is a favourite of Hermes (19.396-98). 
69 SO Anderson 90-9 1. 
70 lheir blood relationship may not yet be established as part of the tradition. See Jebb's introduction to his 
commentary on the Ajm xvii, and O. Rossbach in RE, S.V. "Aias". 
7' n i e  embassy to Achilles is not the first time that Odysseus' farnous skilf to persuade by speech has let 
him down. We have already had a reference (3.203-24) to his attempt to avert the war by persuading the 
Trojans to give Helen back to Menelaus in retum for ransom. This occasion won praise for his oratorical 
ski11 fiom Antenor, but he was obviously unsuccessfül there as well. 

See above p. 39 ff. 
This part of Plato's Lrnvs will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter pp. 140 K 
17.184, 17.272, 17.311, 17.512, 17.579 

" Penelope's dilernma is further suggested by the two-tenned comparison of her to "Artemis or golden 
Aphrodite" (1 7.37, l8.55), the goddesses of chastity and sexual activity, respectively. In the Odyssey 
generally, Aphrodite is an evil influence, as when she leads the faithless handmaidem to sIeep with the 
suitors. 

n At 20.5 1 Athena reassured Odysseus about the corning battle, "If fifty cornpanies of men should 
surround the two of us and be eager to kill us in war, then even so you would drive offtheir cows and fat 
sheep." Benardete 122 remarks, "Athena seerns to be talking about the actual killing of the suitors, which 
she casually assimilates to a cattle raid." 



Chapter Two: Odysseus and Democratic Athens 

Tragic theatre in the Athenian democracy in the fim century dramatized and 

reflected upon the concem specific to the contemporary polis. However, it did so 

through the medium of stories and characters already long known to Greeks fiom the epic 

tradition.' Chapter One examined some important aspects of the epic characterization of 

Odysseus, arguably the most prominent figure in the epic tradition. In Chapter Two, 

these aspects of the epic characterization of Odysseus will be compared with the traits of 

the city of Athens itself, as the polis is characterized by writers of the fifth and fourth 

centuries B.C. Such a cornparison will demonstrate why Odysseus so readily lent himself 

to the Attic stage as a medium for ciramatic reflections on Athenian civic identity. The 

Odysseus of early Greek epic and the city of Athens of the fifth century have a great 

many attributes in common. 

The Patronage of Athena 

In the epic tradition, Odysseus enjoyed a uniquely intimate relationship with the 

goddess  then na.^ Whilr the goddess was said to have helped and protected many other 

Greek heroes, most notably Heracles, Perseus, Tydeus, and Diomedes, oniy Odysseus is 

seen to be favoured by her, not just because of his heroic function but also because of his 

persona1 characteristics.' In the Odyssey even Penelope, Odysseus' wife and ferninine 

counterpart, excels at the textile crafts overseen by Athena, and through her cmning 

weaving she is able to put off the demands of the suitors that she many one of them in 



Odysseus' absence. Through Athena's craft, Penelope preserves Odysseus' household 

until his return.' 

Similady, though everywhere in the Greek world Athena was seen as a protector 

of the polis and civic life, she has a special relationship as such with the city of ~ t h e n s . ~  

In spite of her perpetual virginity, Athena is the closest thing to a mother for the ancestral 

hero of the Athenians, Erichthonius, whom she adopts fkom the arms of Ge on the 

Acropolis and numires to rnanh~od.~ The goddess shares her name with the city which is 

dominated by her temple the Parthenon. Her special gift to Athens, the olive tree on the 

Athenian Acropolis, was sacred to her and served as a symbol of the survival of the city 

in the face of her enexnies.' Likewise, the olive tree which fomed the foundation of 

Odysseus' conjugal bed served a similar symbolic fûnction for his househo~d.~ 

As the deity empowered to protect cities, Athena is also in an opportune position 

to help those she favours to capture their enemy's citadel. In the epic cycle, Athens's 

protecting image had to be removed fiom Troy before the city could be taken by the 

Greeks and it was her favourites, Odysseus and Diomedes, who performed this feat.9 

When the Persians came and devastated the city of Athens in 480 the only divine image 

recorded to have been singled out for rescue from the advancïng Persians to safety in the 

Company of the retreating Athenians was the wooden statue of Athena. 'O This occurred, 

according to Herodotus, after an omen helped persuade the Athenians that the goddess 

herself had left the citadel: the snake guarding the Acropolis for the first tirne failed to eat 

its monthly meal of a honey cake.'' The Persians were famously defeated in the ensuing 

sea-battle, before which Athena's owl was said to have appeared in the ngging of 

Themistocles' ship. l2 



In fifth-century drama, the city of Athens, like the epic character Odysseus, under 

Athena's influence acts to preserve order and peace. For example, in Aeschylus' 

Eiimenides Athena mediates between the new Olympian order represented by Apollo and 

the old chthonic order represented by the Furies. She appeals to a specifically Athenian 

democratic institution, the law-court with its jury of citizens, to resolve the conflict. 

Athena in the end intervenes in the voting process to turn the tied vote in favour of the 

new Apollonian order of justice rather than the older chthonic order which appealed to 

ties of blood. After the vote Athena is able to reconcile the ancient Furies to the new 

regirne, appropriating their chthonic powers into the civic sphere, and transforming them 

fkom dread goddesses, Erinyes, to kindly ones, Eumenides." This is comparable to the 

epiphany of Athena at the end of the Odyssey, where she urges and aids Odysseus to 

reconcile the new civic order led by him and his faithful servants with the vengefid kin of 

the slain suitors.'' 

The Eumenides presents just one of the rnythical trial scenes in which Athena 

typically involves herself. In Aeschylus' play, her influence in the outcome of the vote is 

decisive, but presented as legitimate. Elsewhere, her intervention is not always 

represented as being beyond the charge of corruption. In the epic contest between 

Odysseus and Ajax for the arms of Achilles, she is said to have influenced the outcome of 

the contest in various ways." Vase paintings fiom the early fifüi century show the 

contest being decided by a vote presided over by i the na? By friends of the aristocratie 

Ajax, Athena's intervention on Odysseus' behalf is bitterly reviled." There are also 

stories in which the contest between Athena and ber older uncle Poseidon for the 

patronage of the city of Athens is decided by a vote. Some sources daim that here, too, 



Athena illegally influenced the outcome of the contest on her own behalf, to the enraged 

indignation of   ose id on. " 

Athena is patroness of carpentem. In particular, she invented the technology of 

shipbuilding. l9 Under the direction of Themistocles shipbuilding became the deliverance 

and glory of Athens in the fifth century. Athena also inspired the device of another 

wooden construction, the Trojan horse, which under the direction of Odysseus penetrated 

and destroyed the citadel of Troy for the ~reeks .~ '  An image of the Trojan horse was 

represented in bronze on the Athenian ~ c r o ~ o l i s ? '  

Athena is commonly known as the goddess of wisdom, but her particular wisdom 

is the practical, technical, and strategic intelligence that allows the victory of the weak 

over the strong, or of the small over the great. It is with this sort of wisdom that humans 

tame the forces of nature and establish sovereignty over their natural environment. In her 

role as protectress and champion of her favourites, Athena irnparts this wisdom to 

Odysseus and to the city of Athens, and this is what brings them both their salvation and 

their glory. Christian Meier notes that Dernocritus spoke of Athena Tritogeneia as the 

three-fold nature ofphronesis and ofphronesis as the kind of calculating understanding 

that can cornpete with chance. Phronein is to calculate correctiy, to speak correctly, and 

to do what is nece~saxy.~ Compare Thucydides' description of the Athenian character 

(1.70): 



This corresponds closely to Odysseus' characterization in the Odyssey. 

Athens is Contested by Athena and Poseidon. 

In Greek myth and cul& Athena and Poseidon are thematically opposed to one 

another. As mentioned already, where Poseidon represents the savage elements of 

nature, whose main characteristic is irrational strength @a), the physically weaker 

Athena provides the means of dominating those elements by means of craft (TÉ~~)." In 

her ships mortals traverse Poseidon's sea and her invention of the bridle allowed for the 

taming of the horse, Poseidon's wild offspring." Athena is the female and celibate young 

daughter of Zeus, while Poseidon is his older maIe brother and the sire of many offspring. 

Both divinities fostered Athenian heroes: Athena stimulated the conception of 

Enchtho~us  and then cared for the hero, from whom al1 Athenians claimed descent. 

Enchthonius grew up to defend Athens from the invasion of Eumolpus, a son of 

Poseidon. Poseidon in tum is the father of Theseus, the hero who liberated Athens fiom 

the tyranny of Cretan Minos. Minos' dominion arose from his command of a great navy 

of ships." 

The city of Athew itself was the object of a specific contest between Athena and 

Poseidon, who were competing to become her principal divine patron.26 Each of them 



offered a gifi to the city. Poseidon gave the sea-girt land the gift of a s p ~ g  of  salt-water, 

a uselessly redundant offering, whiîe Athena gave the olive tree, thus providing light, 

heat, hygiene, and nutrition. With this gifi she won the city as her own. Apollodorus 

tells the story of how the agon between the two gods was decided by a jury of 

Olympians. When Poseidon lost the contest, he flew into a rage and used his power over 

the sea to flood the Thriasian plain, destroying Attic agricultural lands." The olive tree, 

on the other hand, though destroyed by the fue of the Persians under Xerxes, put forth a 

new green shoot frorn its charred stump two days after the sack of the ~ c r o ~ o l i s . ' ~  

Athena's gift of culture was thus renewed in the face of the assaults of her foreign 

enemies. 

Euripides dramatized the aftermath of the contest between Athena and Poseidon 

in his Erechlheus, which survives only in fragments.29 As the play begins, Erechtheus 

rules Athens and has as his queen Praxithea. Eumolpus of Eleusis, son of Poseidon, is 

advancing on Athens, accompanied by an army of Thracians. The Delphic oracle has 

counselled Erechtheus that if he sacrifices his daughter Chthonia before battle, the enemy 

will be defeated and driven back. With the consent of Praxithea, the sacrifice is 

accomplished, and Athens is victonous in battle." Eurnolpus is killed by Erechtheus, but 

Erechtheus is in turn killed by Poseidon. Furthemore, as a resuIt of an oath taken by al1 

the sisters that they would die together, Erechtheus' and Praxithea's remaining daughters 

kill themsehes in solidarity with their sacrificed sister. As Praxithea laments the 

destruction of her farnily, an earthquake sent by Poseidon begins to shake the royal house 

but Athena appears and drives Poseidon away (Fr. 41). She then instnicts Praxithea to 



institute sacred ntuals to honour her daughters as the Hyacinthidae and Erechtheus as 

Poseidon, to whom sacrifices are to be made by the Athenians. 

Lycurgus preserved the speech of Praxithea in which she declares her support for 

the sacrifice of her daughter (Fr.50). Her decision to put the welfare of the city and its 

citizens before that of her daughter is a mode1 for the Athenian democratic virtue of 

placing ties of citizenship before ties of blood. As in Athenian funeral orations, this order 

of values is supported by the myth of autochthony, which makes ail Athenians spruog 

from the same source. Praxithea's decision on behalf of the polis results in the loss of her 

entire immediate family. As the saviour of the city without husband and children of her 

own, she is thus assimilated to the goddess Athena, and her speaking name supporis the 

a~sirniiation.~' At lines 46-47 of the fiagrnent she articulates the threat facing Athens: 

The war is clearly an extension of the contest between Athena and Poseidon for honour in 

Athens. Implicated in a victory of Poseidon would be the triumph of barbarian Thracians 

over civilized Greeks. 

Throughout the Odyssey too there is an opposition between Poseidon, the pursuer 

of Odysseus, and Athena, his divine patron and h e l p ~ . ' ~  

Like Attica, Odysseus must pay for his insult to Poseidon by suffering losses to 

the salty waves of the sea god. Also like Attica, he is eventually reconciled to his divine 

opponent by means of ritual atonement. Odysseus' fulfilment of the instructions of 

Teiresias in travelling inland and founding a cult-site to Poseidon among people to whom 



the sea is unknown is paralleled by the institution of a cult to Erechtheus-Poseidon on the 

Acropolis by Athena. Both acts are apotropaic in that they are meant to ward off the 

anger of Poseidon after a victory over one of his sons. 

Athens and Political Reconciliation 

The characterization of Odysseus as a conciliator in the epic tradition is discussed 

in the first ~ h a ~ t e r . ~ ~  Odysseus' major contribution to most of these situations is his 

rhetoncal skill. The history of Athenian politics leadïng up to and including the 

democracy is another story of mediation, now between a small class of weaithy 

aristocrats and the less well-off majority. Before the reforms of Solon (Archon 594 

B.C.), the ruling class were distinguished by noble birth (they were called Eupatridai) and 

wealth, mainly in the form of ownership of land. Further, they controlled religion and the 

offices of the state. A major task of the emerging Athenian democracy was to reconcile 

the interests of this wealthy aristocracy, who had been used to having authority in 

political matters, with the interests of the majority of poorer citizens, who, with the 

evolution of the democracy, had gained access to that political authority and who could 

conceivably use it to threaten the political and material statu of the aristocrats. This 

mediating process took place incrementally and was foreshadowed by the archonship of 

Solon, with his rescue of those Athenians who had fallen into debt-bandage." Solon's 

measures meant that it was no longer possible for Athenians to be made slaves as a result 

of financial failure, with the result that there was a greater distinction between poor 

Athenians and foreign slaves. Thus there was an important shifi from the prestige 

attached to aristocracy to that attached to Athenian citizenship. 



In Fr. 4 IEG Solon expresses a conception of the relationships between gods, 

mortals, and human folly which is reminiscenî, in its sentiment and Ianguage, of Zeus' 

speech in Odyssey Book One: 

Just as Zeus at Odyssey 1.32-43 cornplains that mortals blarne the gods for their troubles, 

when they are in actuality caused by their own folly (oi 6È aai a h o i  / acpîjoiv 

a ~ a o e d i ~ o i v  h È p  vopov &Ayr' E~ovaiv, 34), so Solon blames the folly and hubris 

of the Athenian citizens who, in spite of Athena's protection and care, have &Ay~a 

~ohhà .~ '  Symptomatic of their folly and hubris is a failure to conduct themselves 

properly in feasting. Compare the folly and hubris of Odysseus' crew, when they dine on 

the cattle of the sun god, and of the suitors in his hall. 

Also at this time in Athens there was a change in the prerequisites for holding 

major offices of state: qualification for membership in the political elite was now based 

on wealth rather than birtl~.)~ Four census classes were established, so that there was a 

new possibility for political mobility through the acquisition of wealth, for example by 

means of trade. Solon himself was said to be of noble birth but modest means, which he 

supplemented by participating in trade. 



The shifi of power and s t a tu  h m  the aristocracy to the Athenian citizenry in 

general continued with the reforms of Cleisthenes (508 BC), the champion of the people 

against the Spartans and Isagoras after the fa11 of the Pisistratids. The Pisistratids 

themselves maintained their position as tyrants for as long as they did largely by 

intensifying the prestige attached to Athenian citizenship. This was supported by their 

institution of the civic dramatic festival to Dionysus and by their enhancement of the 

Panathenaic fe~tival.~' 

But one of the most significant factors in the success of the Athenian democracy 

was the leading role of Athens in the stunning naval defense against the great Persian 

invasion under Xerxes, in which the 300 ships of the Greeks defeated the 1207 of the 

~ersians.~' Not only did this David and Goliath story make Athens pre-eminent in 

Greece as its principal liberator-it also vindicated and glorifïed the democratic regime 

for the Athenians themselves as an instrument of freedom for Athenians both at home and 

also in their struggles against a foreign oppressor whose monarchy was seen as corolliuy 

to enslavement. The enormous significance of this victory for the subsequent shaping of 

Athenian ideology is demonstrated by the fact that it is the only histoncal event to have 

achieved the status of myth so as to be dramatized in an extant tragedy, namely 

Aeschylus' ~ersions. '~ In making the historical event the subject of a unified drarnatic 

narrative in a medium where myth typically forms the tale, Aeschylus provides us with 

an example of how the Athenians created their civic identity in mythical form and 

presented it to the city in a public forum. 

The choregos of the Persiam, produced in 472 BC, was none other than Pericles, 

a man who was to become the greatest master at presenting the Athenian democracy with 



a vision of itself as morally and culturaily superior to the rest of the worid, Greek or 

barbarian. In the parudos of the play, the force invading Greece is described by the 

chorus of Persian elders: 

The threat which the Persian force presents to Greece is here spoken of in terms of "a 

great flood of men" and "an invincible wave of the ~ea" .~ '  The threat of Xerxes to Athens 

is imagined as one might imagine the threat presented by Poseidon, god of the sea, when 

he flooded the Thriasian plain after he lost the contest for the city to Athena. Odysseus 

also felt the rage of the god who stripped him of everythmg but his life with the force of 

his storm-waves. As impossible to withstand as the Persian force seemed, the Greeks at 

Salamis, thanks to the daring, foresight, and c levemess of the Athenian Themistocles, 

drove the Persian fleet limping home in ruins. The defeat, in the eyes of Aeschylus' 

chorus, has consequences that reach into every aspect of social and political life: 

T O ~  6' a v à  yav 'Aoiav 6 j v  
OVKÉTI T I E ~ O O V O ~ O ~ V T ~  L. 
0G6' ËTI Baup~~opoüo i~  
G~a~roo\ivoiuiv avay~ais .  
0G6' 85 y6V ~ T ~ o ~ T ~ T v o V T E ~  
~ Ç O V T O L -  ~aatheia 
yap Gi6hoA~v iq@r 



ai~ax&iua 6' üpovpa 
Aiavro~  rnptdiima 
uüoos i ~ ~ i  ra ï ï~pa6u. 

(584-97) 

The Persians have lost royal authority, slavish ways have ended, and speech is made fkee 

because the "yoke of might has been loosed". In each strophe above an opposition is 

drawn between fieedom as slavery's end and the necessity (avay~ais. cvyou) enforced 

by the might (ioXij5. a?i~ûs) of royalty. How was this catastrophic defeat of brute 

strength made possible? At lines 353ff. the Persian messenger explains to Atossa how 

Xerxes was tricked, oir &tu~is 60hov / "EMqvo~ avâpbs où6È TOU BEGU qBovov 

(36 1-62). The gullible and hybristic Persian king was duped, in accordance with the will 

of the gods, by "the treachery of a Greek man". 

Though Aeschylus doesn't name him, that man was Themistocles, the strategist 

who made the existence of a strong Athenian fleet possible and then acted as the brain 

behind the Greek naval force against the Persians. Themistocles' counsels and actions 

not only saved Athens and the other Greeks fiom the seemingly invincible Persian threat; 

they also contributed to the democratic distribution of political power w i h  Athens in 

the fifth century and brought to Athens the power and prestige in the Greek world that 

came with her display of strength and enterprise in this naval contiontation. 

So great a part was played by Themistocles in the saivation and glorification of 

the Athenian democracy that his character and that of the city are ofien spoken of in 

similar terms, be they terms of praise or censure, in texts fiom the f i a  century. 

Themistocles thus provides an example of how a historical figure, through his 

transformation in legend, can come to person@ the character of the city in which he is 

prominent. In ancient texts about democratic Athens, Themistocles shares with the 



mythical character Odysseus the fhction of personifjing the dernocracy, not ody 

representing Athens as a democratic polis as a whole but also serving, within the city 

itself, as a symbol of democratic, as opposed to aristocratic, interests and influences. For 

this reason it will be usefùl to consider sornewhat more closely the career of Themistocles 

as described by those who wrote about him and the Athenian democracy. Here it is not 

my concern to discuss the historical accuracy of the ancient writers who discussed 

Themistocles. It is clear that he becarne almost instantly the subject of legendary 

treatment, and it is this treatment of him which best serves the purpose of cornparison 

with the treatment of Odysseus in the fiflh ~enniry.~'  

Piutarch wrote of Themistocles' birth: 

Oaviar ~ É V T O L  fiv p&pa TOV O E ~ I O T O ~ ~ O V S  oii Opqrrav. &hhà 
Kaplvqv. oir6' 'Agp6~ovov 6vova. ahh' EVrEp~rqv trvaypagci. 
N ~ a v e q ~  8 È    ai TTOALV am f i s  Kapias 'Ahi~apvaoaov 
rrpoa~iûqai. 

(Themisrocles 1 . 1  -2) 

Born of a relatively obscure Athenian father and a foreign mother, Themistocles in his 

poiitical career was considered to be at a disadvantage compared to his aristocratic rivals 

with their noble families, connections, and wea~th:'~ One aspect of the less than 

illustrious status of his family is suggested by his lack of the kind of skills in which 

aristocratic youths were educated. Plutarch refers to this: 



Accordingly, Thucydides wrote with admiration of Themistocles' accomplishments as 

the result of his innate abilities rather than as the product of an arktocratic education: 

It was through the innate virtue of his exceptional mind that Themistocles was able to rise 

to power and to achieve the great military and political accomplishments he did in spite 

of his social disadvantages. Plutarch's text offers an anecdote about Themistocles that 

may be apocryphal but nevertheless is evidence for his established reputation as a 

democrat, one who works to equalize prestige among citizens: 

si6  ai T&V voûov ~ i s  Kwtwapy~s o w ~ ~ h o w r o v  ( T O ~ O  6' Èoiiv i e u  mA&v y v ~ v a a i o v  'HpadÉovs. f n ~ i  K ~ K E ~ V O S  OI~K fiv yvf io io~  
6v 8cois. aAh' ~ V E ~ X E T O  v08~ iq  &à ~v ~ ~ i p a  ûvq*v o h a v )  
irrriei -rivas 6 O ~ p i a ~ o ~ h r J s  T ~ V  €6 y t y o v o ~ o v  v ~ a v i a ~ o v  
r a - r a ~ a i v o v z a y  E ~ S  ri, K w o a a p y ~ s  a h ~ i q ~ o 8 a i  PET' a h o c .  rai 
TOGTOU yrvopEvov 6 0 ~ ~ 7  navovpyos  TOV TOU v68wv   ai yvrloiwv 
&opicrpou aveh~iv.  

(Themis focles 1.2) 



Normally the nobler-bom youths wouid fiequent the Academy or the Lycewn. 

Themistocles, in persuading them to join those of less pure birth at the gymnasium of 

Heracles, effectively erased one social distinction between the two groups." 

Themistocles may not have had a reputation for excellence in the finer graces of 

an aristocratic upbringing, but that is not to Say that he did not exert himself in his own 

project of self-education. According to Plutarch, 

Compare Thucydides' description of the Athenian character: 

Whether for better or worse, both Themistocles and the Athenian state as a whole were 

seen as never content to rest and let an opportunity for advancement elude them. Pericles 

underscores the Athenian characteristic of polupragmosune in his fimeral oration as 

reported by Thucydides: 



Évi TE TO~J airro:~ o i ~ ~ i o v  apa rai ITO~LTIKOV h~ipÉh~ia   ai ( ~ É p o i ~  
rrpo~ Epya TET a~(pEvois f a  X O ~ ~ T I K ~  p i  E v ~ E O ~  yvOvai- ~ O V O L  
yàp TOV TE pq I! iv TOUSE ~ E T ~ X O V T ~  OCK a~~paypova.  au' 
axp~iov vopi<o~rv. ... 

(2.40.2)a 

Mythological examples of this sort of busy-muided character can be found in both 

Odysseus and his divine parallel Hermes. in The Quiet AIhenian Carter analyses the 

depiction of the opposite of this character type. The ampaypwv aristocrat occupies 

himself with non-political pursuits such as hunting, music, and athletics. Examples 

Carter cites are Euripides' Hippolytus, Plato's Charmides, and Anstophanes' Bdelycleon, 

gilded youths to whom such pursuits offer a refuge from politics and public lifee4' 

Odysseus in Euripides' Phiioctetes is an example of the opposite type." The 

a n p a y p d q  of the aristocrat is associated with Spartan ideals? 

As mentioned above, within the city of Athens Themistocles is spoken of as being 

in political opposition to aristocratie rivals. Plutarch speaks of his lengthy hostilities with 

Aristides : 

Later in the text, Plutarch further elaborates: 



Aristides' ostracism most likely occurred in the spring of 482?' It was most likely 

caused by his disagreement with Thernistocles' naval policies. The opposition between 

the characters of Themistocles and Aristides is figured as one behveen democrats and 

aristocrats as well as one between Athenian and Spartan values as laid out in the 

Corinthians' speech in Thucydides (1.70); but the opposition is also similar in structure to 

the contrast between the characterization of Odysseus on the one hand and the noble 

Aeacids Ajax and Achilles on the otherP9 At 8.1 -5, Plutarch tells of how Aristides and 

Themistocles, in recognition of each other's worth in the crisis of Salamis, laid aside their 

differences and worked in concert to drive back the Persians. Like Odysseus and Ajax, 

and like Athens and Sparta, these nvals were able to work together against a common 

enemy, but when senous external threats were absent, they were each other's worst 

enemies, and are spoken of as opposite character types.50 

Another of Thernistocles' greatest rivals was Miltiades, again a weH-bom 

aristocrat with very conservative policies. He led the hoplite victory against the Persians 

at Marathon in 490. The debate about the relative importance of the hoplite victory at 

Marathon and the naval victory at Salamis became in the fiflh and early fourth centuries a 

politically charged one in which were contrasted the men& of the wealthy hoplites under 

Miltiades and the poorer sailors under Themistocles as well as the lasting effects each 



bai-île had on the socio-political climate of Athens. In Plutarch the comection between 

Themistocles' marine policies and the strengthening of the democracy is made very 

c i e d '  

Besides the glory won by the navy at Salamis against Persia, the establishment of the 

naval empire of Athens was dependent on the poorer rowers and resulted in huge 

revenues flowing into the city's coffers. These revenues made it possible for poor people 

to be paid to participate in the democracy without taking too large a chunk fiom the 

wealthier citizens and so were an important factor in maintainhg the tense balance 

between mass and elite. 



Themistocles also shared with Odysseus a brilliant rhetorical ability, which he put 

to use to persuade the Athenians of the merit of his military and economic policies. He 

was able to prevail against the natural desire for personal gain when he persuaded the 

Athenians to put the profits from the silver mines at Laurium into the expansion of the 

navy rather than into their own pckets  in equal shares. According to Herodotus, 

Themistocles on this occasion had the insight to reaiize that if he said the defense 

expenditure was necessary because of the threat from Persia, the Athenians would not 

feel the urgency of the situation enough to agree to his policies, and so he used the pretext 

of the present hostilities with the Aeginetans to bring them around to his proposal." As a 

result, one hundred and thirty triremes were added to the Athenian navy's existing 

seventyS3 Had the Athenians divided their silver windfall arnong themselves, they would 

have had little enjoyment of it under Persia's domination, which almost certainly w-ould 

have corne about without the expansion of Athens' navy. 

Two other examples of how Themistocles' extraordinary persuasive ability saved 

the Greeks from Xerxes should be mentioned. Herodotus tells us that the Athenians 

asked for the advice of the Delphic oracle as they anticipated the Persian invasion. The 

response of the priestess, advising the Athenians to leave their city and houses, lefi them 

so discouraged that they consulted the oracle again. This time the response was: 

h à ~  oij y' i h & w q v  TE ~ E V E L U   ai TE<OV i 6 v ~ a  
noAMv ha' i n ~ i p o v  orpa~bv f i a v ~ o ~ .  a Ah' ~ O X W P E ~ U  



In the ensuing debate at Athens about the meaning of this enigmatic oracle, Themistocles 

was the one to interpret it in ail of its parts to the generai sat isfact i~n.~ He agreed with 

those who took the "wooden wails" to mean the city's navy, in opposition to those who 

took it to mean the Acropolis and he perceived that the "children of women" which 

-'divine Salamis" would destroy were Persians, not Greeks. Compare both Odysseus' 

role in extracting from Helenus the prophecies about the necessary conditions for the fail 

of Troy and his  later strategy of having most of the Greeks feign a retreat £tom the shores 

of ~ r o ~ ' '  while the best fighters entered the wooden walls of the Trojan horse inspired by 

  the na,^^ thus effecting the fa11 of the ~rojans." Having interpreted the oracle, 

Themistocles had the difficult task of persuading the Athenians to abandon their city, 

surrendering it to Persian fire, and to put their faith in the ships and in "Athena, mistress 

of Athens". 

Later, when the fleet at Salamis heard that the Persians had indeed taken the 

Athenian citadel, they panicked and wanted to withdraw. It was Themistocles, we are 

told, who managed to persuade them to stay put.58 He had to do this again the next 

rnorning when an earthquake, interpreted as a bad omen, brought new panic to the sailors: 

Eiipv~ia6ov 6È flv pàv iycvoviav TOU v ~ o v  EXOUTOS 6ià TO T@ 
h a p ~ q s  à&apa. pahawoü 6 i  rrepi TOU ~ i v 6 w o v  duros. aipetv 61 
~ o v h o ~ i v o v  rra\ TTAETY lm TOU 'la0pi)v. OTTOU O ai ~b mcov 
fi8poicrro TOU ~ ~ h o ~ o v ~ c s i ~ v .  O & ~ i a ~ o ~ h q s  ~ V T C A E ~ E V  

(Themistocles 1 1.2) 



Compare Odysseus' role in staying the flight of the Greeks from Troy when it was 

proposed by the Spartan Agamemnon. Plutarch relates also the story of the following 

incident: 

Here, in support of Themistocles, Athena's owl helps to overcome the destructive panic 

aroused by Poseidon's earthquake. 

Not only did Themistocles achieve these feats of persuasion, but he also was able 

to reconcile Athens with her enemy in Greece, Aegina. Furthemore he put aside his 

own differences with the exiled Aristides when the latter was recalled in the crisis to act 

as a general. In addition, when Eurybiades, a Spartan, was chosen as commander of the 

fieet at Salamis, Themistocles smoothed the injured pride of the disgruntled Athenians 

who resented having to obey a Spartan: 

pÉyio~ov 6 i  n a v ~ w v  TO ~arahüuai  r o ù ~  'Ehhqvi~oùs lrohlpovs 
K a i  Giahhatai ~ à s  ~rt>h~is ahhihais. nrioavta T& Ex0 as 61à TOU 
ndkpov ava~aAio0ar  npos O  ai X E ~ ~ E O V  TOV 'Apua a p a h i a ~ a  
owayovioaoeai h~yovui. 

f 
(Themistocles 6.4) 



In this aspect as well, in the traditional legend that arose about him, Themistocles 

is characterized in a way that can be paralleled with the epic charactenzation of the 

mythological figure Odysseus. 

Themistocles, then, was famed as a great military and political strategist, a 

persuasive orator, ready and able to make peace with his opponents when necessary, a 

master of the sea with Athena's dlegiance, and a supporter of democracy in the face of 

aristocratie rivais. In al1 of these attributes he is sirnilar to the city of Athens as 

characterized in texts from the period and also to Odysseus as characterized in the epic 

tradition. 

There are also examples of Themistocles' very Odyssean capacity for deception 

and pretending to be something other than he was. Aeschylus, Herodotus, and Plutach 

al1 recount the brilliant device of the false letter sent by Themistocles to Xerxes by means 

of his servant S i c i n n ~ s . ~  In this letter Themistocles pretends that he has decided to 

betray the Greeks and to support the Persian cause. He tells Xerxes the lie that the Greek 

navy is planning to flee in al1 directions under cover of night. Xerxes believes this and 

deploys his fleet accordingly so that they are lured into the narrows where the Greeks are 

able to confound and disable them? According to Plutarch's account. this device 

succeeded not only in deceiving the Persians, but it also prevented the very real threat of 

despair and flight on the part of the Greeks: 



ahh' irra t r o h ~ p b v  O TE m6h05 fi ' A r r i ~ i j  ~ a ~ à  TO 
@ahIlpiKÔv trpoa(pepop~vos TOCS d p  ic anÉ~pviycv aiyiahoijs. 
a h &  TE pao ih rù~  p ~ ~ à  TOÜ oü mpa-roü ~ a ~ a p à s  id r i l v  
Baharrav Mpous &q&I. È 6wapcov opoü yovopÉvov. 
t c ~ p p b p a v  oi TOO O ~ ~ i u - r o ~ A É o u ~  My01 TGV 'Ehhfivmv  ai traAiv 
t t ramaivov oi  TT~hot rov~a io i  npos TOU 'IaBp6v. €1 ~ i s  & M o  TL 
hÉyoc ~ a h r n a i v o v r ~ ~ .  t66~oi  6L -5 VUKTO~ a s r o ~ o p ~ i v  ~ a \  
t r a p q n É M ~ ~ o  nhoüs  TOT^ r v ~ c p ~ ~ a i s .  Évea 6fi papdos ~ i p o v  O 
O o p i ~ ~ o K h i j ~ .  ~i Tilv ànô  TOÜ TOTTOV T ai TOV UTEVG~V IT~OE~EVOL 
poiûriav oi  "Ehhqvés Gtahv$iiaovra i ~ a ~ à  rrohtis. CpouhElj~~o  ai 
Q W E T ~ ~ E  i Ti)v m p i  r ov  I i~ ivvov mpa ypa-riiav. 

(Themistocles 12.2-3) 

Once the two sides had at last engaged, Themistocles* talent for strategy continued to 

benefit the Greeks: 

PIutarch's narrative here emphasizes the contrast beiween Greeks and Persians. Not only 

did the Persians have a vastly greater number of ships but the ships themselves, k ing  

larger and so more clumsy than those of the Greeks, were actually at a disadvantage 

because of their size and the clever way in which Thernistocles devised to use that size 

against them. The opposition of the small but nimble and clever to the large but slow and 

stupid is also found in narratives of Odysseus' encounters with Telamonian Ajax, during 

the wrestling match in Iliad 23. and with Polyphemus. It also underpins the Corinhians' 



account of the difierences between Sparta and Athens in Thucydides 1.70. Themistocles 

and the battle of Salamis set a new course for Athenians in the conduct of their political 

and mi l i t q  affairs: 

... the Athenians had acquired a quite new mode of political action, which 
had first proved its worth at Salamis, with the daring decision (rohufjoai, 
Thuc. 1.91.4f.) to evacuate Athens and board the ships. It is a bold 
departwe from adherence to traditional modes of action and a consensus 
geared to established d e s  (and determined especially by Sparts)-a new 
capacity for a kind of detached analysis that goes to the heart of the matter 
and is appropriate to a given situation, a kind of action that (not to put too 
fme a point on it) relies less on tradition than on individual judgment.. .. 62 

This "bold departue from adherence to traditional modes of action" fkds a mode1 in 

Odysseus' style of battle, which relies on the pragmatics of stealth and survival as 

contrasted with the traditional heroic conduct, exemplified by open combat and the 

glorîfication of early death met in the performance of deeds of va10ur.~' 

Afier the Persians had been driven away the Greeks characteristically set about 

awarding prizes of excellence to the champions of the battle. Among the cities Aegina, 

in myth the motherland of Achilles and ~ j a x , ~  takes the prize of honour but among 

individuals Themistocles is chosen. Plutarch refers to Simonides as a source of this 

account of the victory: 



Even at Sparta, though the Lacedaemonian commander Eurybiades was given the prize 

for valour, Themistocles was given an equal honour, an olive wreath, for wisdom and 

clevemess (aocpiq~ 6È   ai Ô E ~ L O T ~ T O ~ ) .  The Spartans also awarded him a fme chariot 

and the unique honour of an escort home to the border with ~ t t i c a ?  

Themistocles' talent for strategy and deceit as well as the contrast between his 

character and that of the Spartans in general is exernplified again in the story of the 

rebuilding of the wails around Athens. As Thucydides tells the story, the Spartans had 

corne to Athens and, out of fear of her new prestige, power, and demonstrated boldness, 

tried to dissuade the Athenians fiom rebuilding their walls. Themistocles, however, sent 

them home with assurances that an Athenian embassy would soon anive in Sparta to 

discuss the matter M e r .  Themistocles himself soon arrived in Sparta as Athens' 

representative and took advantage of the trusting friendship which the Spartans felt for 

him to delay an official agreement until the Athenians at home had had time to construct 

walls hastily thrown together fiom whatever resources came to hand. Even though 

reports kept arriving from Athens that walls were being constnicted, the gullible Spartans 

w t e d  Themistocles until it was too late and Athens had been fortified? Themistocles 

then returned home and went on to complete his project of fortiîj4ng the Peiraeus, thus 

ensuring Athens' continuing importance as a ~ e a - p w e r . ~ '  

In comparisons between Athens and other States, particularly Sparta, the Athenian 

character is described in much the same way as is that of Themistocles. The best 

example of this is the contrast drawn by the Corïnthian speech at Thucydides 1.70. 

However, within the city of Athens, when comparisons are made between mass and elite, 



or between the dernos and the aristocratic oligarchs, it is the demos, the majority, that is 

described as having Themistoclean characteristics, while the conservative elite are 

distinguished by the kinds of qualities often attributed to Sparta. Self-restraint 

(awqpodvq) and reluctance to engage in public affairs (arrpaypodvq) are marks of 

aristocrats who are represented as preferring to engage in the idle pursuits of hunting, 

athletic exercise, music, and philosophy? T 'ose  who are allied with the demos, on the 

other hand, fiequent the assembly and the law-courts and cultivate the art of rhetoric 

which they use to sway the people. Sometimes this activity is seen as k i n g  for the 

common good, but sometirnes it is portrayed as k ing  in the service of an individual's 

political advancement (because of his q~ho~qt ia)  or fuiancial gain fiecause of his 

qiho~Épb~ia) .  

Thus it is easy to see how a figure Iike Themistocles couid be admired for his 

cleverness, his darùig, and his rhetorical powers in texts sympathetic either to Athens in 

general or to the democratic cause in Athens while, in texts sympathetic to the oligarchic 

cause within Athens, there is a marked hostility towards Themistocles, in spite of the 

benefits he has brought to the city. In actuality, Themistocles eventually fell out of 

favour in a rivalry with the supporters of the aristocratic friend of Sparta, Cimon, and was 

ostraci~ed.~~ During this penod of ostracism, more serious charges of Medisrn were 

made against him by the Spartans and he was forced to flee from Greece. To Save his life 

he again made the most of his boIdness and cleverness to procure safe passage to safety 

for himself fiom Admetus, king of the Molossians, in spite of the latter's hostility 

towards him. Afier surviving various perils on land and on sea, he arrived at the court of 



the Persian king and eventuaiiy so impressed him with his intelligence and usefulness 

that he was given the govemorship of three nch provinces. 

This part of Themistocles' career as told in the ancient texts again codoms  in 

many ways to story patterns of myth and folktale and again Themistocles' adventures 

have parallels in the career of ~ d ~ s s e u s . ~ ~  He is reduced to fleeing for his life, alone and 

with almost no resources. Through the help of a king's wife he wins the support of that 

king in escaping fiom his enemies and gaining safe passage out of hostile territory. In 

foreign lands he is admired and provided with inducements to stay for a long penod of 

time. He eventuaily becomes very prosperous. Themistocles' eventual legendary death 

by dnnking bull's blood as a way of cornmithg suicide puts a final dramatic flourish to 

the remarkable mythology of his careec7' 

Assessments of Themistocles vary greatly fiom one text to another. In the 

Persians of Aeschylus, the great glorifier in drama of the Athenian democratic ideal, he is 

an unequivocal saviour of Greece, his wily intelligence the instrument of the gods' 

vengeance against Xerxes' barbarian hubris. Herodotus, although his malice towards 

Themistocles may have been exaggerated by ~ l u t a r c h , ~  alleges a number of ignoble 

attributes, motives, and actions in narrating Themistocles' role in the war against Xerxes. 

Some explain this in terms of Herodotus' aristocratic sympathies.73 Thucydides is so 

impressed with the character of Themistocles that he devotes a famous and unusual 

digression to his career and character in his History, where his assessrnent of 

Themistocles' character is remarkably similar to his portrait of the Athenian democracy 

as a whole. The aristocratic Plato scorns Themistocles' 1 r o h u ~ r ~ a ~ ~ o a i 5 ~ . ~ ~  There is 

some notorious invective by Timocreon of Rhodes, who is in turn criticized by 



Simonides, who wrote an elegy on the victory at ~alamis." The orators of the fourth 

century, in their appeals to the Athenian assembly and law court, agree on the heroic 

statu of Themistocles, who is often used as an example of the kind of greatness that 

Athens was capable of.76 

So Themistocles, a fifüi-century Athenian historical figure, receives much the 

sarne sort of varied press in the authors who spoke of him as does Odysseus, the 

rnythological figure with whom he has so much in common." Furthemore, the 

ambivalence expressed towards these two characters is paralleled by the ambivalence 

also expressed towards the Athenian democracy itself. Themistocles, the Athenian 

democracy, and Odysseus are al1 objects of and ground for the stniggle between 

democratic and aristocratic interests in the context of Athenian d e ~ n o c r a c ~ . ~ ~  

This extended cornparison between the legendary accounts that grew up arowd 

Themistocles and the epic characterization of Odysseus goes a long way towards 

explaining the varying attitudes towards Odysseus in Athenian culture. Like 

Themistocles Odysseus embodies the kind of heroic qualities that characterized both the 

city of Athens in its meteoric rise to prominence in the fifth century as well as, within 

Athens, the Athenian democracy itself. 

To return to the evolution of that Athenian democracy, in 462-1 the last 

institutionalized politicai privileges of the aristocrats were removed with the reforms of 

the Areopagus effected by  h hi al tes.^^ Then, during the leadership of Pericles, the 

lowering of property qualifications for office-holding and the introduction of pay for 

govemment service, probably during the 440s, made the actual political participation of 



members of the poor majority even more of a reality. The general effects of these 

political changes were widespread: 

In many respects, the politicization of the civic order involved venturing 
into a wider world where one was no longer protected, exposing oneselfto 
new existentid risks. It involved a new set of attitudes deriving fiom the 
relative weakness of primary institutions. It engendered a new openness, 
but the corollary of this openness was a special kind of exposure. Men 
acquired greater scope for action but were at the sarne time brought face to 
face with the immense difficulty of decision making. Thrown upon their 
own resources, they became conscious of the full measure of human 
suffering. Pnde in man's enormous capacities was matched by a sense of 
the enormity (deinon) of his nature." 

This new political atmosphere of risk, responsibility, awareness of suffering, and 

consciousness of human capacity has a good mythological rnodel in the adventures of 

Odysseus, thrown upon his own resources and forced to make his own decisions in the 

face of both soul-breaking suffering and enormous opportunities for self-advancement. 

Pericles was a son of one of the most prestigious aristocratic families of Athens, 

but his dedication to the democracy, his military prestige, and his brilliance at speech- 

making m e n t  that in his person was embodied the ideal of the unity of purpose of mass 

and elite. Again Odysseus can be thought of as a mythological model, here because of 

his noble birth, his dedication to the common welfare, and his heroic deeds, achieved 

mainly by daring and intelligence tempered by self-restraint In Athens, the dernos was 

held in h a l l  to Pericles' leadership and his political rivals, sympathizers of the oligarchie 

elite, were rejected by the majority. His most serious opponent, Thucydides son of 

Melesias, was ostracized in ~ 3 . ~ '  



When Pencles, the historical figure who most successfdly achieved the unity of 

aristocratic and democratic interests, died in 429, non-aristocratie demagogues like Cleon 

began to vie for the favour of the people. This marked a turning point in the balance of 

the tension between mass and elite. Hitherto Athenian politicians appealed to the masses 

through the prestige of their wealth and noble birth, which brought with them the help of 

powerful friends and relatives and the ability to make ostentatious displays of spending." 

But as Ober notes, "By the third quarter of the cenhiry, however, the developing ideology 

of the Athenian masses was making the established road to a political career more 

problematic. The Athenians became increasingly suspicious of the old symbols of 

aristocratic and class power.. . ." Bany Strauss describes the kind of politician 

exemplified by Cleon as 

a non-aristocrat whose money came from small-scale manufacturing and 
trade rather than agriculture; more of an orator than a general and 
fiequently a rhetoncal show-man, one willing to escalate populist rhetoric 
against the upper classes; a man more at home in the assembly than in the 
aristocratic political clubs (heiairi~~i), more knowledgeable about budgets 
than blue blood; and a man more likely than the previous generation to 
achieve prominence at a relatively young age. Whether called 
'dernagogues' or 'new politicians', Athens' new leaders were a new breed. 
No wonder Anstophanes portrays conservatives (for example, in Knights 
424) as outraged over Kleon's break with what they saw as the glorious 
traditions of past Athenian leadersu 

The outrage of conservatives was expressed in various ways. Many aristocrats withdrew 

from public life altogether in disgust, tuming to private writing and philosophy.'u In 

these texts are expressed the disgust with the democracy felt by many members of the 

elite. Other aristocrats continued to be active politically. The results of this activity can 

be seen in the oligarchic coup of 41 1. 



Even that coup, though, was a short-lived break in the continuity of the 

democratic regime. For the most part, the remarkable achievement of Athens during the 

democracy is the maintenance of a tense balance between the poorer majority and the 

xistocracy for such an extended period of time. The key to this success lies largely in the 

construction of an ideology which spans the interests of mass and elite by using 

aristocratic terms to glorify democratic values and by using democratic terminology to 

universalize aristocratic values through the use of myth and rhetoka5 Myth and rhetoric 

are the forrns of communication which were broadcast to al1 of the citizens in the most 

significant public spaces (the religious monuments, the Iaw-courts, the assembly, and the 

theatre) through the media of publicly sponsored architecture and sculpture, public 

speech, and drama. 

Ian Morris writes of the balance in the civic self-identity constnicted by the 

Athenians: 

Even if relatively few citizens actually futfilled the ideal, when Athenians 
called themselves rneîrioi, they irnagined one another as self-sufficient 
famiers on their own land, heads of households, married with children, 
responsible, and self-controlled. The phalanx provided a usehl metaphor 
for the solidarity and interdependence of the citi~ens.'~ 

The image created is that of an Odysseus, head of his rural estate, the model of self- 

restraint, and reliant on the loyal members of his household to fight beside him in a 

concerted effort to defend justice and order. "To a great extent the rniddle was 

constructed in opposition to the bogeyman of the hubristic aristocrat, defmed-as in the 

fourth century-through his decadence and lack of c~ntrol."~' Again Odysseus provides 

a model as a champion of the middle, the hero who puts an end to the excesses of the 



hubristic arïstocrat, whether it be Polyphemus or the suitors, and restores order by means 

of solidarity and self-restraint. 

Rhetorical Excellence 

With the evolution of the democracy in Athens, the use of rhetoric became 

increasingly important as the major means of influencing decisions made in the assembly 

and in the law-courts. As the fifth century advmced, personai influence depended less 

and less on wealth, noble birth, and connections than on the ability to persuade the 

majority of the citizen5 of one's own point of view. Words not only became more 

influentid than actions; words became very powerful actions in themselves. One place 

where this is clearly exemplified is in the practice of ostracism. As Meier puts it, "...in 

most cases we know of, ostracism was used to decide between two politicians who were 

contending for ascendancy. One of them had to go; this would probably be the weaker, 

but the measure of such weakness was the people's f a ~ o u r . " ~ ~  In the nvalry for who was 

to be "first man" in the community, the old heroic athletic contests which emulated 

military action were now repIaced in importance by the agon of  rhetoric. We see this 

development illustrated in the use of athletic metaphors, such as those taken fkom 

wrestling, to refer to acts of r h e t ~ r i c . ~ ~  

In the epic tradition, two sorts of excellence distinguished the urisfoi: excellence 

on the battlefield and excellence in ~ ~ e a k i n ~ , ~  but fiom the two Homeric epics which 

have survived the hero of the Iliad, Achilles, won his undying glory Uirough his deeds on 

the battlefield9* while the hero of the Odjssey won his by means of his ability to persuade 



others (whether speaking ûuthfûily or not, and whether speaking to fiiends or foes) to act 

as he desired, as in the court of Alcinous and upon his return home to ~ t h a c a . ~  

In texts fiom the fifth century the opposition between speech and action was used 

to define virtue from a number of different perspectives. Pindar, as a praise p e t  of the 

athletic accomplishments of the aristocracy, was aligned with the old heroic value placed 

on the idea of inbom excellence which reveals itself in physicd deeds. His inclination to 

privilege actions over words perhaps c m  be seen most clearly in the odes which refer to 

the mythological exarnple of the contest for the arms of Achilles between Ajax and 

Odysseus. In these odes, the traditional Homeric ideal of the composite hero as a man of 

both speech and actiong3 is taken apart so that the hero Ajax is the man of action with no 

talent for speech while Odysseus' special but suspect talent is persuasive speech 

unaccompanied by corresponding deeds. In this scheme action is clearly vaiued as 

ethically and practically supenor to speech.% 

The Seventh Nemeart was written for an Aeginetan, Sogenes, for his victory in the 

boys' pentathlon.95 Pindar tells us that Sogenes sr6hiv ... qthouoh~~ov O ~ K E ~  

80p I K T ~ O V  Aia~l&ev (9- 1 0). Pindar charactenstically uses the mythology of the 

victor's homeland to gloriQ the victor? In order to glori@ the Aeginetan mythological 

heroes of the Aeacid dynasty, in this case Ajax, Pindar must defend Ajax against his rival 

for the arms of Achilles, ~ d ~ s s e u s . ~ '  But Pindar is working with the material of the epic 

tradition which, as we have seen, presented Odysseus as an admirable and honourable 

hero. The victory poet must then discredit that tradition and criticize Homer, whom he 

calls a 8 u r ~ ~  (21), for giving Odysseus greater fame than he deserved? Lines 22-3 

assert: dm\ q ~ 6 6 ~ a i  oi rro-ravq <TE) ~ a x a v @  / aipvov ËT~EOT~ T 1. o o ~ i a  6L K ~ É T ~ T E ~  



lrapayotoa pMoy. The lines could refer equally to Homer, Pindar's rival, and/or 

Odysseus, Ajaxy rival, both of whom are mentioned in the previous ~entence.'~ 

Odysseus, Iike Homer, was famous for his "honeyed wordsf', and now Pindar, in 

opposing himself to the epic tradition, aligns himself with the heroic deeds of Ajax. 

Homer and Odysseus both share the same attribute, ooqia (23), which is here seen as 

reprehen~ible. '~ Odysseus' oqia robbed Ajax of his due prize, the arms of Achilles, 

and consequentiy of his life. Homer's aqia dso cheated Ajax of fame by exaggerating 

the deeds (-rra8av, 21) of his rival Odysseus. Ajax, Pindar asserts, was, next to Achilles, 

KP~TLOTOS of those who went to Troy (27-30). 

The Eighth Nemeon is in honour of another Aeginetan, Deinias, son of Megas. 

Here again Pindar employs the mythological example of the rivalry between Odysseus 

and the Aeginetan Ajax. He begins with a statement about speech: it is a sweetmeat for 

the envious (2 l), actively hostile towards the noble, while it leaves îhe base alone (22). 

Pindar uses the suicide of Ajax as an example of this. Ajaxf lack of ski11 in speaking (24) 

is contrasted with the deceptive lies of Odysseus, which worked on the envy of the 

Danaans to persuade them to favour Odysseus in the secret vote concerning AchilIesf 

arms (25-27). Even in his consequent suicide, Ajax is an athlete; he "wrestles with 

death (27): 



The following lines offer a tribute to Ajax' aristeia in battle (28-32), and then Pindar goes 

on to speak of Odysseus' special ski11 in very different terms: 

In Homer, Ajax characteristically fought alone in combat against his enemies. Odysseus' 

ski11 in speech, on the other hand, cannot have any effect without the participation of a 

host of others whom his words can persuade. In the lines above, the combination of 

attractive lies and popular envy subverts the proper ethical order, so that the brilliant man 

is assailed even to the point where he is destmyed, while the man of obscure worth wins 

spurious prestige. This dichotomy denies any recognition of value in Odysseus. Ajax is 

the lone defender of the host in battle, while Odysseus merely manipulates the host in 

order to steal the glory which, according to Pindar, belongs by right to Ajax. That this is 

possible implies that the majority is maliciously envious and easily susceptible to false 

rhetoric. Pindar's anti-democratic sentiment here is clear- 

Pindar is himself, of course, a master of the use of words, but he follows up on the 

example he has established by distancing himself fiom the specifically Odyssean use of 

words to draw forth the envy of the masses. In contrast, Pindar claims to offer praise and 

blame where they are due (39). The praise poet, in the service of the aristocracy, will 

restore the ethical order overtumed by lies and envy.lO' Pindar's praise is offered only to 

the deserving.lo2 



The Fourth Isthmian, to Melissus of Thebes, in Pindar the sister-city of A e g i ~ ,  'O3 

also employs the myth of the contest between Ajax and Odysseus for Achilles' arms. In 

th is  ode, Ajax' loss of the contest of the arms serves as an example of virtue which goes 

unrecognized due to the ~ d x v a  x ~ t p o v o v  av8pGv (34-35).'" While Odysseus is not 

named in this ode. he is clearly referred to as the "lesser man" in possession of the ~ É x v a  

(35) which ruins the better man. In referring to the speech of "lesser men" as a techne, 

Pindar places it clearly in the category of skills that are learned by craftsmen, as opposed 

to inborn excellence of the kind displayed by the noble Ajax on the battlefield. Pindar, as 

a praise poet of the aristocracy, again represents himself as one who can restore a 

reputation darnaged by the devices of the inferior and envious. Truthful speech serves 

the aristocracy, but is subordinate to noble action, while false speech relies on and 

manipulates the vicious qualities of the majority. 

Clearly, Pindar's clientele, the pnvileged aristocracy who had the resources to 

enter their horses and chariots in the athletic games, were in a position to be the targets of 

envy and rhetorical attacks. The myth of Ajax' suicide dramatizes just how great a threat 

such attacks could be and so elevates the value of a praise poet like Pindar, whose Song 

c m  counteract the effects of the envious rhetoric of ideriors. Ajax, for Pindar, becomes 

the image of the noble aristocrat wrongfully brought low by the tricks of a deceitfül 

demagogue who works on the envy of the multitude to manipulate the voting process and 

bring about an unjust result. Odysseus is made into the man who uses his rhetorical ski11 

to satise his own ambition to the detriment of the aristocratie ideal of recognition for 

nobility manifested in deeds. The serious and dangerous nature of Odyssean viilainy is 

underscored in order to heighten the value of Pindar's encorniastic remedy.'05 Pindar 



emphasizes Ajax' lack of ski11 in speaking in order to distance his hero from the baseness 

and corruption associated with public speech, to explain Es loss in the contest for the 

arms as unjust, and to provide a role for the praise poet as defender of the glory of the 

deeds of the aristocracy. 

Pindar thus divides the characteristic combined excellence in speech and action of 

the Homenc hero into two opposite attributes. Noble deeds remain as the mark of the 

praiseworthy hero while ski11 in speaking can be the characteristic eitbrr of the dishonest 

manipulator of the base and envious majority or of the praise p e t  in the service of the 

aristocratie athlete. 

For the Athenian democracy, the ability to speak well in the legal and political 

spheres of the law courts and the assembly replaced the older sort of influence that came 

with noble birth alone. So important was the ability to effectively persuade the majority 

of one's policy that words came to have the significance of action. In order for the afYairs 

of the city to be well managed, it was not only important that its citizens have knowledge 

of and insight into how to run things, but they also had to persuade the majority that they 

had this knowledge and insight. These are the virtues combined in the figure of a 

Themistocles or a Pericles. Both men had an instinctive talent for politics and strategy 

but, perhaps more importantly, they were able to persuade even a reluctant or hostile 

audience of their policies. While great accomplishments were still the mark of the 

admirable individual or state, these accomplishments, in the democracy, became 

inextricably bound to the persuasive ability without which they were impossible. 

Odysseus, who in Homer already enjoyed a reputation for persuasive rhetonc as 

well as effective action, became in the aristocratically-oriented odes of Pindar, who 



served clients threatened by democratic trends, a representative of the use of words 

separate fiom, and even opposed to, admirable deeds. As we have seen, howevsr, ine 

Athenian democracy was reliant on the mediation between the needs and values of the 

aristocratie minority and those of the common majority. Furthenore, persuasive speech 

was necessary before admirable deeds on the part of the state could be made possible. 

Persuasive ability again becomes an important aspect of the ideal character, although this 

fact might be resented by the aristocracy, who formerly held the monopoly on politicai 

authority. Odysseus' traditional reputation for persuasive speaking became, in Athens, a 

much more ambiguously valued attribute than it was in the odes of Pindar. When 

conceived of as a mode1 of the leadership of a Themistocles or a Pericles, it served to 

exemplify what was most admired in fi&-century ~ t h e n s , " ~  but when seen as the 

technical ski11 of a self-serving demagogue like Cleon, it represented the state-destroying 

corruption of the qualities that had made Athens so feared and admired. 

Athenian resourcefulness and self-humiliation in hardship 

Thucydides tells of how during the hardship of both the Persian war and the 

Pelopo~esian war the Athenians, under Themistocles and Pericles in tum, were 

persuaded to endure personal hardship and even humiliation for the sake of the success of 

the final outcome. When Xerxes was advancing, the Athenians abandoned their homes 

and possessions to his army, not as an act of submission to the Persians, but as a strategic 

rnove. They had to endure the sight of their citadel occupied and destroyed as they 

retreated, the fighting men to the wooden walls of their ships, the rest to the safety of 

Troezen, Aegina, and Salamis. However, it was this act of self-restraint, this strategic 



endurance of humiliation, which allowed them to defeat their powerful enemy against 

enormous odds and to be able to retum home to rebuild their nined city. It is comparable 

to the self-restraint in the face of enemy insult displayed by Odysseus in the cave of 

Polyphemus or, even more, in the hall of his own home when, disguised as a beggar, he 

watched the suitors consume his resources and woo his wife. 

Again, during the Peloponnesian war, the country dwellers of Attica were 

persuaded by Pericles to abandon their f m s  and nual t o m  and to endure the hardship 

of camping out within the crowded city walls while they witnessed the destruction of 

their lands by the Spartans. Their impulse to venture forth fiom the city and to attack the 

Spartans in rage and vengeance was checked by the rhetoric of Pericles, who urged self- 

restraint upon them, again in the ïnterests of a fmal victory and ultimate s ~ r v i v a l . ' ~ ~  The 

self-restraint embodied in these leaders' policies disappeared soon afier the death of 

Pericles, and Thucydides points to the consequences of failing to heed Pendes' 

instructions when hot-heads such as Alcibiades advocated the Sicilian expedition which 

was to lead to a disastrous defeat for Athens. 

The behaviour of the Athenians afier the death of Pericles, particularly as it is 

seen in the decision to make the expedition to Sicily at the urgings of Alcibiades, is quite 

lacking in the restraint which Pericles imposed upon the polis. Consequently, the 

Athenians undertake a project, which, in its hubristic pride as well as in its doomed 

outcorne, parallels the attempt of their enemy Xerxes on themselves two generations 

earlier. Thucydides, in his narrative of the events of the second half of the fifth century, 

clearly wants to make the point that the democracy did not have the capacity to rule itself 

without the guidance of a strong and prudent leader. In the absence of Pericles, the 



Athenians behaved much as did the crew of Odysseus while their leader slept, both when 

they released the bag of Aeolus' winds, and when they slaughtered and ate the cattle 

belonging to the sun-god. They behaved Iike foolish children, whose baser nature needed 

only the self-interested rhetoric of a Eurylochus or an Alcibiades to draw it into the 

forefkont. 

Athenian Ambiguity Towards Ancestors 

It is instructive to compare the father-son relationships of the heroes of the two 

great Homerk epics. As in many other ways, in this aspect also the Odyssey presents 

Odysseus as a hero whose choice of swiva l  and return home allows him to surpass the 

heroic model of Achilles, whose excellence was bound up with an early death in battle. 

Laertes at home on Ithaca will be rescued by Odysseus fiom the very fate which Achilles 

fears that Peleus is suffering and from which he is powerless to rescue him. Achilles 

almost seems to feel that in meeting an early death he has failed in his duty to his 

father.'08 In a different way the death of Ajax, son of Telamon, Peleus' brother, is also 

related to a failure with respect to his father. At least as interpreted by Sophocles, Ajax 

was driven to commit suicide partly because he was unable to win the glory his father 

won at Both Ajax and Achilles were bom of fathers who were great heroes in 

their own right, each with a rich tradition of stones concerning his adventures, whether as 

partner to Heracles, like Telamon, or as Argonaut and consort of a goddess, like Peleus. 

Odysseus' father Laertes, in contrast, is quite unknown outside of the Odyssey. 

His greatest daim to fame is that he is Odysseus' father. He does not function as a model 

for the choices made by Odysseus. Rather, Odysseus rejects the model of the former 



generation, creates his own new form of heroism, and, consequently, unlike bis Aeacid 

cornrades, is ultimately able to bring aid and cornfort to his aged father. 

This ambiguous relationship between Odysseus and his father, in which he breaks 

from a tradition of values established by earlier geoerations but is thus enabled to protect 

and rescue his father fkom usurpers, is another aspect in which the character of Odysseus 

reflects the attitudes to be found and debated in fifth-century Athens. Along with the 

democracy's reduction of privileges accorded to noble birth and the continuhg shifi of 

bonds of duty based on fami1y ties to those based on cornmon citizenship there came a 

new set of questions about the honour owed to one's father. In Aristophanes' Clouds, the 

son Pheidippides goes to Socrates' school to leam to help his father get out of debt, but in 

the process he l e m s  to beat his father. In Plato's characteristically ironic Euthyphro, 

Socrates, who has been charged with teaching young men to disobey their father~,"~ 

questions the piety of the noble young Euthyphro, a young man who is planning to take 

his own father to the civic court on a charge of murder.'" These new questions of filial 

duty were nevertheless raised within the still very influential old tradition of familial 

allegiance and conventionai belief in the natural excellence passed down with blue blood. 

The tension between these opposing ideas was mediated by reference to the autochthony 

of the Athenian people, making citizenship itself a sort of kinship. The myth of 

autochthony was reinforced by the introduction in 450-5 1 of Pericles' requirements for 

citizenship that both parents be Athenian-bom. 

In the literature of the fifth century, the patemity of Achilles and Ajax remains 

fixed. They are always referred to as the sons of Peleus and Telamon respectively. In 

contrast, new stories a i se  about the genealogy of Odysseus. He is still ofien named as 



the son of Laertes, but his detractors begin to refer to him as the bastard son of Sisyphus, 

in accordance with a tale of the rivahy between the two master tncksters Autolycus and 

Sisyphus which culminates in Sisyphus impregnating Autolycus' daughter Anticleia on 

the eve of her mamage to ~aertes."* Odysseus' detractors in general are representatives 

of the older form of heroism and adherents of the aristocratic idea that character is 

inl~erited.'~~ They thus explain Odysseus' deceidul nature as an inheritance fiom 

Sisyphus, who was so bold and wily that he twice tricked death itself.'l4 The derogatory 

aspect of this genealogy is heightened by the fact that Sisyphus was a legendary tyrant of 

Corinth, Athens' bitter enemy in the fi& century. '15 

According to the tradition that Autolycus is the son of ~ e r r n e s , " ~  Odysseus is the 

grandson of the young upstart god who in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes uses his wily 

nature to transcend his lowly birth by steaiïng agricultural property, the cattle of his 

aristocratic brother Apollo, and then by using his rhetoncai skills to win Zeus' goodwill, 

and fmally by transacting a trade with Apollo in which he receives some of Apollo's 

privileges in return for his invention, the lyre, an object which embodies the enterprishg 

exploitation of nature for the purposes of culture. Hermes was the god who protected 

travellers of al1 kinds, fiom thieves to merchants. Because Hermes was patron of 

merchants, it is possible that the destruction of the Henns in 4 t 5 was an act of anti- 

democratic protest by wealthy landowners who resented the upstart merchant class."' 

Those who could make a better life for themselves through successful trade became rivals 

for the privileges previously enjoyed by the aristocracy alone, whose wealth was based 

on the ownership of inherited land. 



Athenian Experience at sea and wealth gained from abroad. 

The Athenian naval empire, which grew mainly out of the prestige won from the 

sea-victory against the Persians, resulted in a great flow of wealth into Athens. This 

wealth came in the form of tribute fiom the islands under the protection of the Athenian 

navy, and also in the form of profits gained in trade, which grew with the increased 

confidence in sea travel afforded by more experience and greater security. Such trade 

was a path of upward mobility for many peopIe who had hitherto had Little access to 

wealth in the form of land owned by the aristocracy. For the land-based aristocrats, 

therefore, the increased mercantile activit. could be seen as a threat to the political power 

and the prestige which theù wealth afforded them. 

At Odyssey 8.159-64, the Phaeacian youth Euryalus insults the still unidentified 

Odysseus by suggesting that he is a merchant, and he justifies his assumption by 

contrasting Odysseus' appearance with that of an athlete. His words imply that those 

who are skilled in athletic games, namely aristocrats, are not those who make theïr living 

by trade. Odysseus soon proves Euryalus mistaken about his athletic prowess. In the end 

he leaves Ithaca heavily laden with wealth in the form of gifis which make him much 

richer than his lost spoils fiom Troy would have done. On the fifth century Athenian 

stage, Odysseus' traditional opposition to the nobler aristocratic heroes and his reputation 

for searnanship and enterprise sometimes place him in the role of a trader.' l 8  

Summary 

Democratic Athens was charactenzed in several ways that are similar to the 

characterization of Odysseus in the epic tradition, as it is outlined in Chapter One. 



Illustrative of this fact are the similarities in the treatment of Themistocles, a fifth-centwy 

historical figure who became almost instantly legendary as a hero of the democracy, and 

the characterization of Odysseus. Themistocles, democratic Athens, and Odysseus share 

the patronage of Athena, excellence in persuasive in rhetoric and mediation, a cunning 

intelligence which ailows them to get the better of much more powerful enemies, a 

willingness and capacity for self-humiliation for the sake of sunivai, and an enterprishg 

nature which drives them to go abroad, to master the sea, and to win great weaith. These 

qualites are seen in a favourable light from the point of view of democratic interests, but 

are scorned by aristocratic commentators. 



Notes to Chapter Two 

The surviving exception is Aeschylus' Persae, which will be discussed later in the chapter pp. 72 ff. 
See Chapter One 38 ff. 
The locus clarsictls for the personal afinity between Odysseus and Athena is Odyssey 13.329-440. See 

also Stanford Ch.3. He notes on p. 35, "The only other relationship between a divinity and a hero which 
approached its intimacy and mutual understanding was that between Achilles and Thetis, But they were 
son and rnother." 

Athena is identified as the patron of weaving at Odyssey 7.108-1 1. See also Iliad 14.178-79. However, 
what is important for the argument of this thesis is that the audience of the Athenian dernocracy would 
easily make a connection between PeneIope's prowess at weaving and Athena as patroness of textile arts. 

Burkert 1985 139f. Connor 1987 43 notes that the ceremony, mentioned by Herodotus, in which 
Pisistratus is led into Athens by 'Athena' "calls to mind many stories of Athena's willingness to become 
involved with human favourites-Odysseus, Diornedes, Heracles, and now Pisistratus." 
See Loraw 1993 for a full discussion of the significance of Athena as virgin mother of Athens. 
' Herodotus 8.55.1. On the importance of the olive to Athenian civic identity and pride, see the chorus of 
Sophocles' Oedipus ar Colonus 694-705. Sce also Detienne 1973. 

Cook 13 1-32. 
In the /lias Parva. 

'O Herington 6 1, Cook 132-33 
" Herodotus 8.4 1. Plutarch Themisfocles 10.1-4 suggests that Themistocles contrived the omen and used it 
to further his own strategy of abandoning the city for the ships. Themistocles will be discussed below pp. 
74 ff. 
" Plutarch Themisfocles. 12.1. 
I3Meier 109 on Athena's appeasement of the Erinyes: "Athena succeeds only by patience and by deploying 
al1 her powers of persuasion. Twice she appeals to Peitho, the personification of persuasion. Finally she 
asks: '1s it not proper that fair words should point the way to those who have understanding? What is 
effective here, in deliberate conuast with the archaic dispute that the Erinyes have conducted with Apollo 
and their primitive insistence on upholding their honour and their office, is peaceful conciliation and the 
winning power of words, which the Greeks saw as the antithesis of violence. The suspicion of 
'manipulation' had not yet arisen."Compare the rote of Odysseus in the second half of the Ajax. Compare 
also the portrayal of Theseus, representative of dernocratic Athens, in the Oedipus ut Colonus where he 
facilitates the transformation of Oedipus, who is likened to the Furies, into a cult hero benign to Athens. 
I4  But see dso  Seaford 1994 4 1-32, noting the absence in the Odyssey of the forma1 institution of a court of 
law . 
l5 Proclus Ilim Parva 11.3-5 Davies 1988: 'H TGV omhov  pia ais y i v ~ ~ a i   ai 'O8uuaNs ~ a f a  
po\i~rioiv 'ABavüq ha@av~i. The episode was related in the Aefhiopis as well as at 04yssey 1 1.547. 
Compare Locrian Ajax' just accusation of Athena's intervention in the foot-race he lost to Odysseus a t  
Iliad23.782-83, & -rroxor. fi ci' i@hay/~ &a rro6as. fi TO rrapos nEp / srfinp &s '06uUrjr 
n a p i a ~ a - r a i  fi&' inaprjy~i. 
l6 See, e.g. the Attic red figure cup c. 480, ARV 369.2, London British Museum E 69, illustrated in 
Carpenter 229. 
17 For exarnple, Tecmessa in Sophocles Ajm 953-54: TOIOV~E (IEVTOL Zqvos fi 6~ivq 0~0s / TlaMàs 
~IUTEUEL mu' 'O&mdo~ xapiv. 



Apollodorus 3.14.1, Isocrates 12.193. Cook 133 remarks, "Poseidon, as natural embodied bié, is by 
definition the original occupant of the lands fiom which he is displaced, Thus, Isocrates and Apollodonrs 
report that Poseidon staked his claim to Attica fin& but that Athene won the contest with the devices of 
métis, specifically by bribing Kekrops, the first ruler o f  the territory." 
l9 Apollodorus 1.1 10, Apollonius Rhodius 1-19. At I I iad 15.4 12, a shipbuilder works skilfully at the 
promptings of Athena. 

Odyssey 8.493. 
" Pausanias 123.8. 
" Meier 122, citing Democritus 8 2  and B 1 19 (Fragmente der Vorsokrariker 11). 

This structural relationship is discussed at length by Detienne and Vernant 187-258. 
'' See Cook 1 8 1-94, especially his discussion of Pindar OIympiam 13- 

Consider also that while Poseidon possessed Medusa in sexual intercourse, Perseus, with AthenaTs aid, 
slew her and offered her head as a trophy for Athena's shield. Emma Robbins reminds me that Athena 
helps Heracles, another culture hero, to kif1 Geryon, Poseidon's grandson. He accomplishes this by 
stealthily driving a poisoned arrow into the forehead of the monster (SLG S 15). Heracles then makes off 
with Geryon's livestock. Athena helps Heracles by securing the non-intervention of Poseidon (SLG S 14). 
'6 The contest is depicted on the West pediment of the Parthenon. Pausanias refers to a sculptural group 
depicting the contest on the Acropolis (1 -24.3-5). 
" See n. 18 above. This story is structurally parallel to the contest between Odysseus as representative of 
rnetis and Ajax as representative of bie in their rivalty for the m s  of Achilles. Athena intervened in the 
judgement. When Ajax lost the contest, he flew into a rage and destroyed the livestock belonging to the 
Greek army. 
Cook 133 comments, "The contest myth dramatizes the evolutionary process that culminated in the polis as 
an instantaneous event and conscious choice. To become civilized implies Poseidon's defeat, though the 
Greeks felt that a reconciliation was uitimately necessary." Cook's thesis that "the O&ssey acquired the 
form in which it has come down to us in the context of Athenian civic cult" (7), with its implication of 
direct influence of that cult on narrative patterns and motifs in the OrjLFsey, is not a necessary conclusion 
fiom his evidence, though his observations of the parallels behveen the cult and the poem are valid and 
thought-provoking. 
'% Herodotus 8.55. 

Presented by Collard, Cropp, and Lee 148-94. The Erechtheus was probably produced in 423 BC. 
Erechtheus' consultation with Praxithea, and her pauiotic consent to the sacrifice of her daughter provide 

a virtuous contrast to the conduct of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra in similar circumstances. 
Cook 138. 

" See Chapter One 38K 
33 See pp. 5 ff. above. 

Solon Fr. 36 IEG; Aristotle, Constitution ofAthem 6.1-4, Plutarch Solon 13.1-1 6.3. For Solon as 
mediator between rich and poor, Aristotle Constifution ofAthem 5.2. 
" See Campbell's notes ad /oc. 

36 Aristotle Constitution ofthe Ahenians 7.1-4, Plutarch Solon 18.1-4. 
3' On the relationship of the institution of the City Dionysia to democratic politics, see Frost 1990. 

Ps.-Xenophon Athenian Constitution 1 2, Plato Laws 706b-07d. See Euben Ch. 3, "The Battle of Salamis 
and the Origins of Political Theory". 
j9 Isocrates, with his words at Panegyricus 158, "Athenians while away their most pleasant hours with 
stories (rnytho9 of the Trojan and Persian wars" exemplifies the equation bctween the mythical Troy of 
Priam and the historical Persia of Xerxes. 
a Compare the messenger's reference to the PGva ~TEPOIKOÜ m p a ~ o ü  at 412. The metaphor of the ship 
of state, beleaguered by a hostile sea, is of course common in Greek poetry fiom Alcaeus on. 



'' See Lenardon's excellent cautionary notes, in his tint chapter, on the treamient of niemistocles in Our 
sources as a legendary hero. Frost also emphasizes this. 
'" Aristotle refers to Themistocles' humble origins at Eudemian Ezhics 1 233 b. 
*3 Noted by Podlecki 3. 
Cf: 2.63.7, 8.48.5. 

" 52-63. 
26-29. 

" See Ehrenberg on poi'ypragmosune and apragrnosune, North 10 1-02 on sophrosune as a Spartan and 
undemocratic characteristic. On the antithesis between Spartan and Athenian ideals, see Raanaub 40- 

Podlecki 13. 
J9 Exemplified in Athens by the debate about the virtues of Odysseus and Achilles in Plato's H@pias 
Minor, by the opposition of Odysseus and Achilles' son Neoptolernus in Sophocles' Phifoctetes, and by the 
contrast between Ajax and Odysseus in his Ajm. 

We see the opposition between Odysseus and Ajax coming to the fore whenever there is a cessation of 
batîle, as at the funeral garnes, first of Patroclus, and then of Achilles. 

See also Constitution of the Athenians 1.2; Plato LUWS 707b-d, with Podlecki's comments 80; Loraw 
1 98 1 6 1 ; Euben 65,72. On 64 Euben quotes fiom Ranciere 1 : "The whole political project of Platonism 
can be conceived as an anti-marine polemic." 
" Herodotus 7.144. It is a nice coincidence chat Odysseus' rival Ajax was traditionally said to be a member 
of the noblest family of Aegina. 
'j Aristotle says the Athenians had 100 ships, Herodotus 200 

Perhaps because he was in some way able to manipulate the oracular response. See Plutarch, 
Themisiocles 10.1 and Podlecki 1975 13. 
*' Proclus llias Parva 11.6-10 Davies 1988. 
56 Odyssey 1 1 -523-25. 

Anderson 18-22 discusses the close relationship in the epic cycle between the Trojan horse and the 
capture of the Palladium. both of which are wooden artifacts associated with Athena. He also points out the 
ship-like nature of the horse. 

Herodotus 8.59 relates how Themistocles spoke out of tum when Eurybiades had called an assembly. 
Compare Odysseus in the ernbassy to Achilles in Iliad 9.223. When Ajax nods to Phoenix to begin the 
speeches Odysseus pre-empts the older man. 
59 Plutarch Themisrocles 6. 

Aeschylus Persians 355-60, Herodotus 8.75-6, Plutarch ~emis toc l e s  12.3-5. 
See Broadhead's commentary 326 on Themistocles' role at this point in the confrontation. 

a Meier 248 n. 13. 
The contras1 is explored in Anthony Edwards, especially 15-41. 
See Chapter 3 11.102 below. 

65 Herodotus 8.124; See also Plutarch Themisiodes 17.1. 
66 Thucydides 1 -90-9 1. 
67 cf: Demosthenes Agoinst Leptines 20.74. Pany 14 1 comments on Thucydides' descriptions of 
Themistocles and Pausanias in Book One: Themistocles "had got the walls built by successfirlly concealing 
his Giavoia. That is just what the Spartan Pausanias] is unable to do. His Giavoia is revealed by Epyois 
ppaxioi (1 30.1). Here in brief is the fundamental difference between Spartan and Athenian character 
which Thucydides brings more and more to Iight in the latter portion of book 1 ." 

Carter 52-63. 
@ See Podlecki 34-35. 



* So Lenardon 129. 
'' At Aristophanes Knights 82 Themistocles' suicide by drinking bull's blood is called "rnost heroic." 
Jason's father Aeson was said to have committed suicide in the same way (Apollodorus Library 1.927). 
r- Fornara 66-74, Podlecki Part II. Fomara 72 calls Themistocles a "fifih-century Odysseus." Parry 141 
also makes the cornparison. 
73 See Fornara 197 1 66-74. 
" Gorgias 503~5-6,s 19a 1-6. 
75 Timocreon: PMG Frs. 1-4; Simonides' critical epigram to Tunocreon: FGE 37; his elegy on the victory 
at Salamis: Plutarch Themistocles 15.4. 
76 See, e.g. Aeschines Againsr Timarchus 25; Dernosthenes On Organization 2 1; Isocrates Antidosis 233; 
Lysias Funeral Oration 42. 

As Herington 69-72 discusses, Athena herself was abo the subject of similady varied assessments on the 
tragic stage. 
'13 See Raaflaub 68, 'The whole city has taken on the characteristics of the dernocratic citizen: he is an 
innovator, quick to form a resolution and quick to carry it out, daring beyond his resources and against 
better judgement; eager to follow up a victory and reluctant to accept defeat; willing to sacrifice everything 
for the city and preferring hirrdship and activity to peace and quiet. As a result, the Athenians are the worst 
meddlers in other peoples' affairs you can think of. They seem incapable by nature either of living a quiet 
life themselves or of allowing anyone else to do so (Thuc.1.70; cf Eur. Suppl. 476-570,576 f.). And al1 this 
is directly ccmected with their democracy ...." 
79 Aristotle mistakenly but signiîïcantly implicates Themistocles in Ephialtes' reforms. 
80 Meier 86. 

Ober 1989 88-89. 
82 Farrar 28-30: "Qua1 ities once associated with the individual excellence characteristic of mern bers of the 
aristocracy-nobility, courage, honor, glory-are now cultivated and expressed in the exercise of political 
freedom, which secures to each citizen the liberty to pursue his own aims." (30); see also Loraux 198 1 56- 
63 on Pericles' funeral oration and Meier 145. 

Strauss 146. 
1U Such figures are the subject of Carter's book The Quier Arheniun. 
as Farrar 28-29. 
86 Morris 22. 
87 Morris 3 1. 
88 Meier 149. 

See Ochs' discussion of rhetorical personal attack as pankration. 
90 The two kinds of skiIl are named by Phoenix as necessary for a hero at Ifiad 9.44043. 
9' So Iliad 18.105-06. 

This is not to say that both heroes did not demonstrate sound abilities in the other sort of excellence. The 
ideal Homeric hero was accomplished in both areas. Achilles gives a magnificent speech in Ifiad 9 and 
Odysseus performs his military uristeia in the slaughter of the suitors in hand-to-hand combat. See Nagy 
1979 35-4 1. 
93 See, e-g., Iliad 9.443. 

On the logos/ergon distinction from Homer to Pindar, see Parry. 
95 The date is uncertain, but Finley, Radt, Bowra, and Fogelmark agree on 467 BC, while Snell pu& it much 
earlier (485?). 
% Carey 133, "in view of the importance of the Aeacidae in Pindar's Aeginetan odes (cf. Bacch. 13. Hdt. 
5.80,8.63) we may conclude that the Aeginetans felt a proprietary interest in al1 of the descendants of 
Aeacus." 



97 This ode goes on to praise Neoptolemus a h ,  but it is Ajax who is explicitly contrasted with Odysseus. 
Pindar is especially interested, in this ode, in celebrating the virtues of the Aeacid heroes, probably because 
the Aeginetans were offended by his recent representation of Neoptolemus as sacrilegious in Paean VI, to 
Apollo. See Carey 198 1 and Fogelrnark for discussion of the relation between the two poerns. 
98 Compare 0lynpian.s 1.28-34, in which Pindar speaks of how xapis can make old stories deceptive 
when they are adorned with lies, but speaks of how the days of the fiiture are the wisest witnesses-he will 
correct the older version of the myth of  Pelops. 
99 This point is supported by the fact that scholars do not agree about the referent here. See Carey ad loc. 
for a review of opinions, culminating in what 1 believe to be the mistaken conclusion that the references to 
Odysseus are not about the contest for the arms. See also Most 150-5 1, who says ( 15 11, "Pindar seems to 
have written deliberately in a way that makes it impossible to distinguish whose Iies and winged device are 
meant." But Most thinks of the Odyssean Iies as the story he told to the Phaeacians, wheras 1 cannot see 
how that fi& the context here of the opposition between Odysseus and Ajax, in which the respective 
contributions to the war at Troy and the rescue of Achilles* corpse were the issues at hand. 
100 cf. 0yrnpian.s 9.37-38: rimi TO y~ Aoi8opiiaai 8€o\j5 / &Bpa aqia. 
'O1 So Bulman 38, "Encorniastic Song alone can "reveal" this tmth by overturning the former victory of 
q d o v o ~  and thus posthurnously restoring to Ajax his Iost honor." 
la Nagy 1979 ch. 12, and 1990 423-24, discusses how the contrast benveen Odysseus and Ajax also 
supports tne valorization of the poevy of praise over the poetry of blame. 
'O3 The nymphs Aegina and Theba were both daughters of the river god Asopos. 
l m  Here is an early exarnple of the use of the theme, which becornes traditional, of the Iesser defeating the 
better through the use of techne or sophia. It finds a comic dramatization in Aristophanes* Clou&. 

Stanford 94 explains Pindar's hostility towards Odysseus as the product of Pindar's ''iemperarnent" and 
Aeolic hostility to the Attic-Ionic tradition of "mental and political dexterity", as well as his own 
experience as the victim of spitehl envy. This neglects the most obvious explanation, which is to be found 
in the function of epinician poetry-to praise and gratifL the victorious patron. 
1 0 6  See Adam Parry's full and insiphtful discussion of the inseparable unity of logos and ergon that marked 
Athens at her most powerful as well as her rnost admirable citizens in the Hi&iory of  Thucydides. 
'O7 Ober 1996 56ff esp. 66. 
'O8 04yssey 1 1 -496-503, 
'O9 Ajax 434-40. Another famous hero, Theseus. achieved a return home to Athens from Crete, but his 
nosros was the cause of his father Aegeus' death. 
"O Xenophon Apologv 20, Memorabili4 12.49. 
"' Strauss 47-48: "Dernosthenes [in making a polidoikos analogy] goes on to refer not to brotherhood, as 
an orator might today, but IO the relations between young and old, specifically fathers and sons. Nor does 
he paint a rosy picture; rather he assumes conflict is inevitable. What the wealthy farnily offers as a mode1 
is not a utopia without conflict but a pragmatic mode of mediating conflict. 'Wherever there is a father and 
grown-up sons and perhaps their sons too, there are necessarily many desires and by no means similar ones; 
for youth has neither the same words nor the same deeds as old age' (Dem. 25-88). How then is peace 
preserved? The orator explains: by mutual winks and nods and a moderation ~ l a t  neither needs to flaunt 
indiscretion nor insist on punishment- The polis too promotes harmony by a pmdent retreat from 
confrontation (Dem.25.89)." Strauss' book offers a fÙll study of the management of this ambiguity in 
Athens. 
"' Our first reference to this ep isode is in Aeschy lus' lost play Judgement ofthe Arms Fr. 1 75 TiGF. 
113 So, for example, Ajax and Philoctetes in the Sophoclean plays named afier them. 
I IJ Strauss 79 lists exarnples of characters attacked through the bad reputations of their fathers. 

References to Sisyphus as Odysseus' father in tragedy: Aeschylus Fr. 175 TrGF; Sophocles Fr. 
567TrGF. Ajm 189, Pldoctetes 4 17; Euripides Iphigeneia at Aulis 524, 1362. Sisyphus was said to have 
built Corinth. With the growth of Athenian imperialism, Corinth's relations with Athens deteriorated. 



They fought in 459 and a dispute between them led to the outbreak of the Pelopomesian war in 43 1 .  
Corinth fought under Gylippus against Athens during the invasion of Syracuse. 
"' Hesiod Catafogue Fr. 64. 
'17 Thucydides 627-28. Seaford 1994 201-2 documents the prejudice against trade and marketing as 
opposed to the economic self-sufficiency of an agricuItura1 iife-style. 
' 1 8  In Euripides' Cyclops,e.g., he arrives on Sicily ready to transact a business deaI with the inhabitants (98, 
133-62). 



Chapter Three: Polyphemus, Philoctetes, and Ajax in Athens 

Chapter One of this thesis set forth crucial aspects of the traditional epic 

c haracterization of Odysseus which were inherited by democratic Athens. Chapter Two 

explained why that unique polis might so easily find in Odysseus an embodiment of its 

own character. This third chapter will undertake a reading of a set of dramatic texts fiom 

the stage of the dramtic festivals to explore the ways in which Odysseus' close 

associations with the Athenian civic character bring to the public spectacle of dramatized 

myth the possibility for interpretations which are immediately relevant to the tensions and 

debates of Athenian public life contemporary with the performance. These 

interpretations will be supported by references to non-dramatic texts such as those of 

Pindar and Plato. In this chapter, the plays to be examined explore Odysseus' 

interactions with aristocratie figures who pose a threat to the community. These may be 

considered in the light of representations of Athens' relations with other Greek states. 

Chapter Four will discuss those plays in which Odysseus is shown interacting with 

aristocrats who are his vanquished and non-threatening victims. These may be read in the 

light of representations of Athenian relations with other states. 

Polyphemus 

Here let us begin with Euripides' version of Odysseus' encounter with 

Polyphemus in his satyr play the Cyclops. Satyr play is a good place to start because it 



includes parody not only of the epic tradition but of tragedy as well. It is thus a source of 

evidence for the reception of both the epic and the tragic Odysseus. 

In O&ssey Book 9 the depiction of the monster Polyphemus presents us with a 

provocative contradiction.' On one hand he is the child of a rnighty god, Poseidon, and, 

until Odysseus arrives on his island, he ieads a blessed existence in a Golden Age heaven 

on earth: 

Ku~hchrov 6' t s  yaiav ùacpqiahov CrB~p io~ov  
i ~op~û ' .  di Pa û~o ia i  n ~ n o i 8 o ~ ~ s  QBava~oioiv 
o h  qvr~\iouoiv x ~ p d i v  qvrov o h '  ap6ooiv. 
aAA' ~à y' üa.nap~a  ai a d p o ~ a  n a v r a  qijovrai. 
mpo i    ai  piea ai ~j6' &v~r~Aoi .  aï TE qipouaiv 
oivov t p i u~ayAov .   ai aqiv Atos 6pf3pos &É&i. 
ToTaiv 6' o h  ayopai f3ovhqcp6poi OVTE ~ E ~ I U T E S .  
a AA' d y' inyrihov op lov  vaiovui ~ a p q v a  
Èv m~Éuui yhaqupoioi. &~~OTE(IEI 6È ËKQQTOS 
maiâov i 6 '  ahoxwv. os' ahhfihov à h ~ o v a i v .  

(106-1 5 )  

Here we are told that the Cyclopes have no need for the agricultural labour of plowing 

and sowing the soil, since grain for food and grapes for wine, at the stimulus of Zeus' 

rain, spring from the earth spontaneously (108-1 1). The Cyclopes are not govemed by 

decisions of assemblies (ayopai ~ovhqqopoi. 1 12) nor do they have any need for 

established laws ( ~ É c ( L ~ T E s ,  112), for each one rules over ( ~ E ~ I ~ T E ~ ~ E L )  his own household 

alone and apart from the rest (1 12-1 5). In the case of Polyphemus, this isolation and 

ignorance of government are compounded by the fact that he himself does not even have 

a wife, children, or slaves over whom to impose such a rule. A M e r  aspect of the self- 

sufficiency and hazard-fiee life of the Cyclopes is mentioned a few lines later-there are 

no ship-builders and so no traders among hem: 



On the other hand, paramount to the meaning and fuoction of this whole episode in the 

Odyssey is the characterization of Polyphemus as an unholy man-eating monster who has 

no respect for the gods. Odysseus, the sympathetic hero glorified by the epic, vanquishes 

Polyphemus with his special combination of technological ski11 and cunning intelligence. 

He blinds the monster with a red-hot stake (similes taken from technological arts 

embellish the account of the blinding)2 and he tells Polyphemus that his name is no-man, 

O h 5  (366). The form of the phrase 06  TL^ which is used with oblique moods is M  TL^ 

(4 1 O), which forms a famous pun on the word for cunning intelligence, pf i~ i s .  Odyssean 

culture, married to his cunning intelligence, is presented as glonously victorious over 

rnonstrous nature. 

This problematic ambivalence in the characterization of precivilized life is not 

unique to Odyssey 9 in the Greek mythico-literary tradition. Hesiod tells us in the Works 

and Days that in the age of Cronus, humans lived an idyllic existence as shepherds who 

enjoyed the Company of the gods in a world where there was no need for the plough, the 

ship, the sword, or the law-court: 



fiav)(oi ~ p y '  6v&tou~o UÙU hu0hoiuiv TTO~EEQU~V. 
àqwvrioi pfihoioi. qihoi para prooi 0~070iv. 

(1 09-20) 

Subsequently, according to the Works and Duys, each successive age saw the 

degeneration of human life dong with the introduction of new aspects of technology and 

civilization. It is confusingly contradictory, then, that Hesiod also tells us, in the 

Theogony, that the rule of Cronus was that of an unjust and cannibalistic tyrant who ate 

his children to preserve his power. This chaotic situation only changed for the better 

when Zeus, with his fiery thunderbolts that blinded the eyes of the monstrous Titans 

( . . .km 6' Ü V E ~ ~ E  ~a ' i  iqdipov ITEP ~ T W V  / am papvaipovoa r~pawoü  TE 

OTCPOT~QS TE, 698-99), overthrew Cronus. Zeus then buried the monster Typhoeus 

under the volcanic mountain Aetna: 

Technological similes are used here (862-67) to accompany the description of Zeus' 

vanquishing of Typhoeus just as they are in Book 9 of the Odyssey to accompany the 



description of the blinding of the Cyclops. In the Theogony, f i e r  marry h g  Metis, a 

personification of cunning intelligence, and Themis, a personification of law and justice, 

Zeus went on to establish order on the scorched earth. Zeus against Typhoeus and 

Odysseus against Polyphemus are parallel narratives in their celebration of the triumph of 

the just and intelligent hero over the savage and bnitish monster who threatens him. 

In both accounts, then, in that of the Hesiodic reign of Cronus as in that of the 

Homenc world of the Cyclopes, the texts reveal ragged fault-iines clearly indicating an 

arnbivaience in the archaic mentaiity about civilizing culture.' In the Greek tradition, this 

antagonism continued to mode1 many other kinds of oppositions, oppositions which in 

their turn seem subject to similar incongniity and lack of resolution in the attitudes 

expressed about them. We can see examples of this in the differing treatments of the 

episode of Odysseus' encounter with Polyphemus in texts from democratic Athens which 

are rnodelled on Book 9 of the Odyssey. 

In the Homeric version, Odysseus is telling the story of his encounter with 

Poly phemus to the Phaeacians in the court of their king ~1cinous.J The Phaeacians are 

depicted in the poem as a supercivilized race who happen to be distant cousins of the 

Cyclopes as well as their ancient victims.' Odysseus' recital of his encounter with 

Polyphemus here thus forges a bond of sympathetic identification between him and the 

Phaeacians. In refenhg to the Cyclopes Odysseus calls them h ~ p q i a h o i  (9.106). This 

word is also used to describe the Trojans in the niad, and the suitors in the ~ d y s s e ~ . ~  In 

these cases it is generaily translated as 'overbearing', or 'arrogant', but the observations of 

Liddell-Scott-Jones are also to be considered.' The word h a p q i a h o ~  itself reflects the 

ambivalence about the characterization of precivilized beings in Greek texts. In addition 



to signifiing bullying arrogance, the word also bears the meanings 'noble', 'great', 

'powerful', 'large', and 'abundaut'. ïhere is here more than a suggestion of divinity or at 

least of heroismo8 Certainly di of the word's senses c m  fittinply be applied to many of 

the admired and feared heroes of Greek myth; heroes like Heracles, Achilles, and Ajax. 

Odysseus' narrative to the Phaeacians marks a difference between himself and the 

Cyclopes by including the fact that he called an assernbly (ayopa ,  17 1) of al1 of his men 

to inforrn them of his p h  to visit the inhabitants of the island visible across fiom them. 

Lines 175-76 tell us that Odysseus is motivated by the desire to determine which type of 

beings they are: are they hubnstic (Ùppicrrai), savage (6 ypioi) and unjust (ogÈ 

8 i ~ a ~ o i ) ,  or are they hospitable and godfearing (cpiA6@ivoi rai oqiv uoos 6o~'t 

6~0u8f i~) .  From Odysseus' perspective, to be savage goes dong with being hubristic and 

unjust, and its opposite is the offering of due hospitality and respect for the gods. Of 

course he soon fmds that the giant inhabitant of the rnountain cave he cornes upon lives 

isolated £iom others and ;vithout the normal laws of society ( a r r a v ~ v û ~ v  C&v a û ~ u i a ~ i a  

rj8q 1 8 9 ) ~ ~  

In Odysseus' account, he himself represents the civilized world where the laws of 

Zeus are respected. From this world he b ~ g s  the colonizer's eye for a virgin natural 

landscape in Goat Island crying out for agricdtural and nautical exploitation (1 16-4 1). 

He also brings the rhetorical and technical tricks which allow him to put to use the few 

resources at hand in the primitive cave of Polyphemus in order to save his own life as 

well as the lives of his remaining companions. These qualities M e r  enable him, like 

Hermes in the Homeric Hymn fo Hermes and in Sophocles' satyr play Ichneutae, to raid 

his formidable opponent's livestock, the best of which is then sacrificed to Zeus. 



In the ethical scheme of the Odyssey, Odysseus emerges nom this episode as the 

righteous and triumphant hero (he is the one teliing the story, after dl). His encounter 

with Polyphemus both functions in the thematic structure of the poem as a foi1 for the 

very different treatment he receives at the hands of the supercivilized Phaeacians, and it 

also foreshadows Odysseus' future victory over the aristocratic but impious and hybristic 

suitors in his home on Ithaca. The suitors, in their irreverent behaviour, their bad table 

manners, their abuse of hospitality, and their illustrious parentage, have much in common 

with Poiyphemus. 

The story of Odysseus' encounter with Polyphemus also forms the subject of 

Euripides' Cyclops, the only entire satyr play surviving fiom Attic drarna. l0 In the play 

severai details of the narrative differ fiom that of Book 9 of the Odyssey. Some of these 

can be explained by the need to conform to genenc conventions and the limitations of 

stage production. In a satyr play there has to be a chorus of satyrs, and in Greek drarna in 

general interior action is not presented onstage. However other differences cannot be 

explained in this way. Specifically, the characterization of both Polyphemus and 

Odysseus is significantly altered fiom the Homeric version of the episode. Some of these 

differences in characterization can be interpreted with reference to the socio-political 

evolution of Athens in the fifth century BC, as sketched out in Chapter 2. 

In the satyr play, the Cyclops Polyphemus has made some significant advances." 

He no longer lives alone in his cave with his animais, but is now the master of a 

household fd l  of slaves. He likes to occupy himself with the aristocratic pastime of 

going out hunting with his dogs, leaving the domestic chores and the care of the livestock 

to the chorus of satyrs (130). As in Homer, he still has no respect for the laws of Zeus, 



but now he has acquired some sophistical arguments to support his godlessness. To 

Odysseus' appeal to Zeus' laws of hospitality Polyphemus replies: 

fi y? 6' avhyq. ~ â v  0EAq KÜV M 8Éhq. 
r i r ~ o v a a  moiav ~ h ~ à  m a i v s i  Bora. 
ayb  OÜTIV~ 0Ua nhfiv i ~ o i .  0 ~ 0 i a i  8'0lj. 

As many commentators, beginning with Schmid in 1 896,12 have noted, this speech is a 

parody of the contemporary sophistical use of new science and rhetoric to redefme 

traditional divinity and to privilege what is strong by nature over what is by nature weak 

but protected by artificial laws. Cornparisons with Callicles in Plato's Gorgias are ofien 

made: 



As characterized by Plato in the Gorgias, a dialogue set at the end of the tifth century, 

Callicles was Young, rich, aristocratie, sympathetic to the oligarchie interests, and a great 

enemy of the derno~rac~ . '~  The speech cited above pits the weak majority against 

individuals who are rnightier than they by nature. Such individuals are compared to 

lions. The means by which the weak majority controls such individuals are laws and 

speeches, and the artificiality of these means is emphasized and contrasted with the 

natural capacities of the naturally strong.14 The ideal example of such an individual is 

imagined by Callicles to corne along one day and to destroy the devices of the majority. 

The impact of such a person on their laws and speeches is described in terms one might 

use of an earthquake shaking the foundations of a city or of a tidal wave escaping the 

regular boundaries of the shore and destroying a community with its flood. This rhetoric 

suggests an association with the forces of Poseidon himself. Callicles here provides an 

example of the political orientation which is caricatured in the savagery of the Cyclops in 

Euripides' play. The Cyclops scoms the speeches and laws put before hirn by 

Odysseus. '* 
An element in the speech of Polyphemus which parodies the political and 

religious thought of contemporary sophists is the rationalistic redefïnition of the divine as 

whatever is in one's own interest, e.g. wealth, or, as here ( 3 3 9 ,  one's stomach? It is 

clear that Polyphemus' stomach is for hirn an object of great reverence, but what about 



wealth? Though it receives pride of place in Polyphemus' speech, there is no other 

reference to his love of money in the play. This has caused some editors to emend the 

text at 3 14 fiom nhoü-ros ('wealth'), to -rr6h~os ('pomdge'). l7 However, the worship of 

wealth supports the depiction of Polyphemus as a caricature of the new young 

oligarchs. l8 

Polyphemus refers to himself as one of the acbqpov~s  (337). Helen North's 

extensive study of the use of the word ochppov concludes, "fiom the reforms of 

Ephialtes to the Revolution of the Thirty the word sophron was politically weighted in 

Athens. It would normdly mean 'sound, conservative, aristocratic, oligarchie' and would 

therefore be avoided by democrats."19 Furthemore, Polyphemus does not credit Zeus, as 

Homer does, but necessity ( a v a y q ,  332) for causing the earth to nourish his flocks, 

whether she wants to or not. This exemplifies the appeai to natural science, which gives 

support to people like Callicles who assert that ?Goy (nature), and not v o t ~ o ~  (law or 

custom) should be what determines the course of things. Laws are simply manufactured 

by the weak. They are artifices made by artisans (TIO~K~AAOVTE~) to curb the natural 

powers of the stronger. Compare Callicles' use of the verb n h a r r w  of the education of 

the naturally noble by the majority in the passage from the Gorgias cited above. 

Odysseus is traditionally n o i ~ i h o p j ~ ~ . ~ ~  

Another change is that in the Cyclops Polyphemus no longer eats men raw as in 

Homer, but follows an elaborate process of cooking his meal by roasting and boiling the 

different parts of the bodies of his victims. His sexual appetites too follow aristocratic 

sophistication in his preference for homosexuality (584). In general, the Cyclops is still a 



man-eating monster, but he is a much more r ehed  and cultured monster than the 

Polyphemus we know from Book 9 of the ~ d y s s e ~ . ~ '  

Not only has Polyphemus corne up in the world but also now, unlike in Homer's 

fmtasyland, he is in the world, the known Greek world: he lives on the island of Sicily 

(Airvaiav n d ~ p a v ,  20). While Thucydides, Epichannus, and Cratinus had aiready 

located the home of the race of Cyclopes in Sicily, Euripides repeatedly emphasizes the 

Sicilian setting in his play, where it is mentioned at least a dozen times? Fifth-century 

Sicily was the cradle of the sophistical rhetoric of Gorgias, and the home of the self- 

sufficient tyrant Gelon who denied his aid to an embassy of Greeks when the threat of 

Xemes was imminent.23 Sicily was also the site of the incarceration of Greek pnsoners 

of war in a Stone quarry at the miserable conclusion of the failed Sicilian e ~ ~ e d i t i o n . ~ ~  In 

Sicily Polyphemus lives next to Aetna, the volcano whose smoke attests to Zeus' victory 

over and imprisonment of his great enemy Typhoeus under the mountain? The 

associations with Sicily are thus with aristocracy, the self-serving rhetoric taught by the 

sophists, tyranny, enemies of Zeus and his order, and self-sufficient disinterest 

(airrap~iia)  in the threatened community of Greeks on the mainland.26 

Before looking at the characterization of Odysseus in the Cyclops, we should 

consider an added factor in the structure of the play, one not included in the Homeric 

version. In Euripides' Cyclops, Odysseus no longer participates in a two-way opposition 

in which he is contrasted with Polyphemus alone, but he is now poised in a three-way 

cornparison opposing him not only to Polyphemus but also to Silenus and his chorus of 

~ a t ~ r s . ~ '  As the chorus, the satyrs act and sing en masse in an undifferentiated group. 

They have taken over tiom Polyphemus the golden age pastoral activities of caring for 



the flocks. They bernoan their enslavement to the Cyclops, but, childlike, they lack the 

skills, initiative, and courage to liberate themselves fiom him. Their governing principle 

is the punuit of simple pleasure; they express a scom for the wealth and foreign luxury 

exemplified by Paris' Persian trousers and jewelry (1 82-85). Their representative and 

father, Silenus, is deceitful and fickle in his allegiances, and he is so short-sightedly 

focussed on his own interests that he is even ready to pe jure hunself in the name of his 

own children's safety (266-69). 

Polyphemus and the satyrs c m  be thought of as parodying two extremes of 

Athenian society : the Cyclops caricatures the wealthy and sophistically-educated member 

of the elite, who lives in self-suficient isolation with no interest in or need for the 

cornmunity in general, his life-style one of egregious consumption. The satyrs, on the 

other hand, exaggerate the characteristics of the unpropertied majority, who, in their 

performance of menial tasks in the service of the wealthy, cornplain about the injustice of 

their lot because it keeps them from the pursuit of hedonistic pleasures but who are 

incapable of cbanging their circumstances without the help of a good leader. Their 

loyalties are not to be counted upon. Both Silenus and Polyphemus are utterly self- 

interested, but while the Cyclops relies on brute force to achieve his desires Silenus must 

depend on deceit to satisQ his appetites. The Cyclops enjoys the blue blood whkh 

cornes of being the son of Poseidon but he also has inherited that god's violent qualities 

so inimical to civilization. The satyrs, on the other hand, though the sons of Silenus, are 

also called Aioviiaov nan6~s. ~ i ~ v a  (590). Dionysus is one of the most 

egalitarian of gods, both in his role as patron of the enormously important drama 



festivals, sponsored by the democracy, as weil as in the nature of his worship, which 

equalizes community members of every kind in its ecstatic form of union with the god. 

Dionysus is, of course, the god of wine, and the satyrs and Polyphemus are M e r  

di fferentiated fiom one another by theu contrasting relationship to Dionysus and wine. 

The satyrs are part of the thiasos of Dionysus, and their enslavement to the Cyclops 

deprives them of al1 of the pleasures of dance, Song, wine, and sex, which they enjoyed in 

the Company of their god (63 -8 1 ). Polyphemus himself proudly affirms the absence of 

Dionysus and his activities on his island (204-05). Indeed, a significant alteration of this 

version of the episode from that of Odyssey 9 is the fact that while wine-giving grape- 

vines grew spontaneously for the Cyclopes in ~ o r n e r , ~ '  in the satyr play we are told 

explicitly at lines 123-24 that wine (and so choral dance) is completely unknown on 

Sicily. Wine, in the text of this play, is repeatedly identified with the god.29 Where there 

is no wine, there is no Dionysus. 

In Euripides' Cyclops, then, the chorus of satyrs with their leader Silenus on the 

one hand, and Polyphemus the Cyclops on the other, can be seen as exaggerated 

representatives of two very different segments of society in fifth-century Athens. As was 

discussed in Chapter 2, one of the most remarkable achievements of the Athenian 

democracy is the long-term maintenance of a balance between the interests of these two 

groups.30 Josiah Ober, in his book Mass and Hile in Democratic Athens, analyzes this 

balance, the stresses placed on it, and the ways in which it was maintained. In his study, 

he concentrates on the evidence for a mediating civic ideology as reflected and reinforced 

by oratory. Oratory is a genre especially well suited to reveal the tensions between m a s  

and elite because it was composed by a specialist and educated elite but delivered to and 



judged by an audience the majority of which was made up of poorer citizens. Ober and 

Strauss identie another medium to be examined for evidence of the same tensions. 

Theatrical performance was likewise written and produced by a wealthy and educated 

elite but directed to an audience of al1 the çitizens?' The tension between the elitist 

interests of the aristocrats and the egalitarian interests of the majority of citizens is re- 

enacted and mediated in the Athenian Iaw-courts, in the Athenian assembly, and on the 

Athenian stage. This contributes to the dynamic in which Greek tragedy tends to enact 

myths of the divinely-sanctioned downfali of aristocratie wealth and power as a noble 

sacrifice to the comrnon heaith and strength of the c o r n ~ n u n i t ~ . ~ ~  In comedy, on the other 

hand, a representative of an underprivileged group becomes the hero in a fantasy which 

enacts the inversion of traditional power structures and which ends in the komastic 

celebration of the pleasures of drïnking, eating, and sexual enjoyment. The downfall of 

the elite in comedy is depicted as absurd and faniastical, but also as desirable and good. 

The downfall of the elite in tragedy is seen as inevitable, but also as pitiable and 

terrifiing. In many ways satyr play c m  be said to represent a blending of the genres of 

tragedy and comedy, and as such it compromises in its schematization of mass and elite, 

much in the way that the institution of Athenian democracy itself effected a wary 

compromise between the two. In the Cyclops at least, both extremes of the political 

spectnim are presented as hugely problematic, while Odysseus, the hero of the play, 

seems most to represent a dramatic mediation of the extremes in a personifkation of 

democratic virtues. 

Turning now to the charactenzation of Odysseus in Euripides' play, we fmd that, 

iike Polyphemus, he too is altered fiom the Homenc character of Odyssey 9. There is no 



Goat Island here to provide him with plenty of game to hunt for food, as in Homer. He 

thus approaches the cave of the Cyclops not out of mere curiosity and the h o p  of a 

guest-gift, as in Homer, but out of necessity, with the intention of buying or trading for 

provisions to keep himself and his men alive. Any trace of his own guilt in the eventual 

deaths of his companions devoured by Polyphemus is thus removed. Although he must 

employ some trickery in his victory over the Cyclops, he does not make off with the 

sheep of the monster. Furthemore his deceit of Polyphemus in the causes of the s w i v a l  

of his companions and liberation of the satyrs is far outdone by the immoral Silenus, 

who, out of cowardice, falsely accuses Odysseus of stealing Polyphemu' goods afier he 

himself has traded them to him in return for wine. 

Odysseus' orientation towards the supremacy of the polis is demonstrated in his 

first encounter with Silenus in the play. He begïns politely by attempting to initiate a 

trade transaction in order to obtain food for his sailors (97-98). When he suddenly 

notices that Silenus is a satyr, he exclaims, Bpoviov ~r6hiv Ëoiypov bu~ah~ïv  (99), as if 

even the nomadic nature god Dionysus normally belonged in a city. He asks Silenus 

where the walls and towers of the polis are, and Silenus has to tell him that there are 

none, since there are no humans on the island, which is inhabited only by Cyclopes who 

live in caves (1 15- 18). Odysseus then asks aboït the form of government there. rivos 

K ~ ~ O Y T E ~ ;  fi ~ E ~ ~ C ( E V T ( I L  ~ p a ~ o s ;  and he is told that the Cyclopes are vova8~s- a ~ o h  

6' oiiàÈv oir&is 0 6 8 ~ ~ 6 s .  (1 19-20). When Odysseus wonders whether the Cyclopes are 

~ ~ ~ O ~ E V O I  (125), Silenus answers, y h u ~ h a r a  qaai ~a rpda T O Ù ~  &vous qop~ïv 

(1 26). Odysseus' full expectations of fmding a community of people who live according 



to the d e s  of c i v i h t i o n  to which he is accustomed are bitterly disappointed The 

following lines also orient Odysseus within the Athenian polis: 

Here Odysseus anachronistically speaks of the Trojan war as a war of national defense of 

the Greeks and their gods, as if it were the war against Persia. He is talking with the 

voice of a fifi-century Athenian marine. 

Odysseus is introduced into the rniddle of the opposition between the Cyclops and 

the satyrs as a character mediating between the extremes they represent. As a result of 

his arriva1 on the island with his supply of wine the differences between the satyrs and the 

Cyclops disintegrate. Polyphemus, once he is drunk for the first time in his life, feels a 

compelling urge to join with his brothea, the other Cyclopes, for komastic reveiry. The 

bibulous satyrs of course are brothers who already spend al1 their time together. 

Polyphemus is also overcome by the desire for sexual union, a pleaswe much 

praised, though in its heterosexual form, by the satyrs as one of the benefits offered by 

Dionysus (68-72, 169-7 1,500-02). Under the influence of wine, Polyphemus, the 

arrogant scorner of the gods, is overpowered by a religious vision in which he sees the 

heavens mingled with the earth and the image of Zeus in al1 his glory: 

ioù ioir 



Polyphemus' pleasure in the W e d  wine is pure and unailoyed ( Ü r p a ~ o s ,  577). 

Further, his enjoyment of it results in a total confision of heaven and earth. The hubristic 

monster even believes that the divine Graces would like to have him for their lover (581). 

However, Polyphemus, as is the mode with aristocratie Athenian men, prefers young 

boys (584);' and so, with great comic effect, he turns to the bald papa Silenus, from 

whom his confhed imagination fashions Zeus' darling Ganymede. Ganymede was also 

die wine-pourer for the gods and himself a rnythical mode1 for the merging of the mortal 

and divine realms. 

Most dramatically, Polyphemus, when overcome by wine and blinded by 

Odysseus and his men, loses his power as master of the satyrs and they are fieed fiom 

their slavery to him. Odysseus, the mock-epic hero of the play, in introducing Dionysus 

to the household of Polyphemus in the form of wine, succeeds both in restoring to the 

god his orphaned retinue of satyrs and in vanquishing the monster who sought to separate 

tl~ern.~' 

In the Cyclops Odysseus alone maintains control over wine, while the other main 

characters are entirely subjected to its power. Odysseus uses wùie to gain what he needs, 

first as a trader, offering it to Silenus in order to buy the food necessary for himself and 

his companions to survive (133-62), and then as a strategist, giving it to Polyphemus in 

order to Save himself and his companions Erom becoming the rnomter 's food (4 1 1-68). 



As noted above, the language of the play repeatedy emphasizes the identity of the wine 

with the god Dionysus himself, and so Odysseus' role is to control the introduction of 

Dionysus into the midst of the socio-politicai extremes represented by the satyrs and the 

Cyclops. Odysseus' act of bringing Dionysus into this political caricature has the eEect 

of dissclving the differences between the master and his subjects. Under the influence of 

Dionysus, the despotic Polyphemus becomes a slave to the same pleasures pursued by the 

satyrs and is berefi of the strength on which alone he depended for maintainhg his power 

over others.)' As the culmination of the ecstasy of his Dionysiac initiation, he literally 

seeks to consummate a sexual union with his slave Silenus. Ultirnateiy, the equalization 

of master and slave, brought about by the influence of Dionysus as introduced by 

Odysseus, ends in Polyphemus' complete loss of strength in drunken unconsciousness. 

This loss of the one attribute, his physical strength, which allowed Polyphemus 

his dominant position over a majority of weaker individuals, is repeated symbolically and 

made permanent by the loss of his single eye. Like the military defense of Athens in the 

f i f i  century, the blinding of the Cyclops requires daring, technical skill, strategy, and a 

cooperative effort. It is not a plan that the hedonistic and childlike satyrs who live fiom 

day to day could ever corne up with on their own, but once Odysseus puts it before them 

and exhorts them to share in the danger, they are enthusiastic in their support (464- 

94)-that is, until the time for action arrives and they make their excuses (635-42). The 

satyrs, like a fickle throng in their pursuit of pleasure and their avoidance of pain. are not 

to be relied on when there is a need for risk-taking on behalf of a common cause? 

Odysseus must depend on his own cornpanions (650-5 1), his sailors, who are the only 

other humans besides himself on the stage and who, together with him and under his 



direction, accomplish the blinding of the Cyclops while the satyrs, also directed by 

Odysseus, use their Dionysian art of music to cheer them on (652-62). 

Significantly, the blinding is not necessary for the escape of Polyphemus' victims 

in this play as it is in the Orfvssey. Because of stage conventions, there is no boulder to 

seal off the entrance to Polyphemus' cave, and, presumably, everyone could steal away 

while he lay in his drunken stupor. The blinding has now become an act of justice, the 

penalty meted out to Polyphemus by Odysseus for his violation of Zeus' laws of 

hospitality in eating Odysseus' companions: 

Gchaetv 6' E~chAq àvooiou 6ai-ros Gi~ar 
i < a A & ~  yàp Üv Tpoiav y~ Girmrp&uaprv 
E; a' k a i p o v  @vov 6 ~ i ~ o p q u a ~ q v .  

(693-95) 

Simultaneous with this act of justice is the liberation of Dionysus' satyrs (&KOUE 61j v w  

fiv ixo ~ i ~ o p i a v  / Bqpos rravoCpyov aijs TE 60vhoias qvyilv, 441-42). 

Polyphemus' fa11 in this play under the influence of Dionysus is not unlike the loss in 

power experienced by the old aristocracy with the development of democracy in Athens, 

which brought political authority to the common people. Like the liberation of the satyrs, 

this transition also occurred with the help of Dionysus. 

Before the second haif of the sixth century, Dionysus was celebrated in rural 

festivals. The institution of Dionysus as the patron god of an wban Athenian dramatic 

festival occurred during the reign of the populist Pisistratus, who sought to use the favour 

of the poor majority as a way of eliminating political cornpetition from rival aristocratie 

factions. This occurred under the same political conditions that were soon to lead to the 

institution of democracy in Athens, a government that continued to nurture the 



celebration of Dionysus. Dionysus was an ideal figure to serve as a focus of convergence 

for the urban majority and the more privileged classes, since his attractive worship 

dissolved class di~tinctions.~' The City Dionysia in honour of Dionysus, an institution 

roughly coeval with the Athenian democracy itself, provided an cvent in which Athenian 

citizens per se were distinguislied as superior to the rest of the world. This distinction 

took emphasis within Athens away fiom differences in authority based on birth or wealth. 

The god Dionysus, the divine disintegrator of distinctions, took on special importance in 

Athens as one of the principal divine patrons of democracy. This entire process is 

reflected in the action of Euripides' satyr play. 

In the Cyclops, performed the City Dionysia, it is Odysseus who introduces 

Dionysus, the god who is already well-known to the countrified satyrs, into a political 

structure consisting of an overbearing aristocratic master and his weak slaves. He 

thereby liberates the satyrs fiom domination and dissolves the distinctions between them 

and Polyphemus. In so doing, Odysseus effectively takes control over the action, 

recmiting his throng of sailors to join him in daring ventures and giving Dionysus' 

followers, who claim to know the enchanting songs of Orpheus (646-48), the task of 

providing a socg of exhortation (keletma) to encourage and glorifi the actions of the 

men. The satyrs provide the artistic support to the sailors just as the City Dionysia 

provided cultural support for the undertakings of the polis. 

In his role as leader of sailors, as daring strategist, as victor over an overbearing 

and despotic oppressor, and as advocate of the disenfianchised, Odysseus in the Cyciops 

recalls certain key leaders of the Athenian democracy, such as Themistocles or Pericles. 

But this fi&-century Odysseus also shares the character of the Athenianpolis itself, as it 



is described in Thucydides 1.70.~' Thucydides' characterization of the active principle of 

the Athenian polis can aptiy be read as a description of Ody sseus' character in Euri pides' 

Cyclops. How does this observation reflect in tum on the characterization of Polyphemus 

in this satyr play? In answering this question, it will be useful to reflect on the ideas 

associated with the genre of satyric drarna in fifbcentury Athens. 

Athenian satyr ptays in general have a number of stereotypicd themes in common 

with the Odyssey. These include the themes of hospitality and its abuse; captivity, 

bondage, and escape; invention; and the celebration of a trickster as a sympathetic central 

~ha rac t e r .~~  The relationship of the Homeric Odyssey to the IZiad is analogous to the 

relationship of satyr play to tragedy. While tragedy tends to condemn or exclude the 

trickster type, satyr plays feature and admire him." It has long been observed that the 

Odyssey in theme and structure shares much with traditional folk-tale while the Iliad is 

better classified as a heroic legend. In fact, one of the episodes most identifiably denved 

fiom folktale in the Odyssey is Odysseus' encounter with ~ o l ~ ~ h e r n u s . "  The social 

function of these two categories of myth, heroic legend and folk-tale, is relevant to our 

interpretation of the satyric Polyphemus. While legend glorifies the exploits of an 

aristocratic individual seeking his own persona1 glory and proving the worth of his divine 

ancestry, folk-tale generally narrates a commoner's fantasy, in which a lowly generic 

type of character, such as a trickster, often by the use of quick wits, unexpectedly 

overcomes a much more powerfûl character and cornes into good fortune in the end. 

Folk-tale thus tends to dissolve or ovemini the distinctions between the honours due to 

different classes of society, while heroic legend reinforces them. 



Given these andogical relationships-legend is to folk-tale as Riad is to Odyssey 

as tragedy is to satyr play-it is easier to see how Euripides' satyric Odysseus can be a 

hero while the Odysseus of his tragedies is invariably a low and despicable character 

responsible for the loss of what is best in the royal houses of Priam and Agamemnon. In 

the satyr play an aristocratic monster loses his single eye, a mark of his monstrosity, 

along with his power over those who live around him, as a result of his dninken lack of 

self-restraint and prudence. On the other hand, in the Trojan tragedies of Euripides 

sympathetic aristocratic famities lose their innocent young, a mark of theu humanity and 

their fûture, dong with the loss of their authority over the majority. The best example of 

this is lphigeneia in the Iphigeneia ai Aulis. In this play, the text implicates Odysseus in 

the death of the innocent victim because he has used his persuasive rhetorical powers to 

convince the majority of Greeks that the slaughter is necessary to the general welfare. 

Odysseus as an anachronistic example of the democratic leader in the polis becomes a 

villain in this tragedy." 

Philoctetes 

Sophocles also offen a very unsympathetic portrait of Odysseus in his tragedy the 

Philoctetes, produced in 409, perhaps in the year before the ~ ~ c l o p s 4 ~  A brief 

cornparison of the two plays is instructive. In the Philoctetes. Odysseus and his sailors, 

along with Achilles' heroic young son Neoptolemus, arrive at the isolated island of 

Lernnos in order to obtain an object necessary for the victory of the Greeks, namely the 

divine bow belonging to Philoctetes. This bow was given to Philoctetes by Heractes, the 

son of Zeus, who gained immortality through his heroic labours. ï h e  bow is thus 



symbolic of the aristocratie and heroic virtue of the mythical pst. The situation of the 

Philoctetes is similar to that of the Cyclops, even d o m  to the volcanic geography of  the 

two islands Lemnos and Sicily. Both islands are uninhabited by humans, with the 

exception of Philoctetes on Lernnos (Cpq~ol  rrp&veS av8pcbtrwv. ~ E V E  Cyclops 116; 

'AK* pÈv ijOe T Q ~  n ~ p ~ p p h o v  ~ 0 0 ~ 6 5  / Afiuvov. ~ p o r o i ~  hmiirro~ oX' 

oi~ovpivq Philoctetes 1-2). Philoctetes shares certain traits with Polyphemus. He lives 

alone and isolated on his island in a state of nature. Like Polyphemus, he is a hunter. On 

Lemnos, Philoctetes lives in a cave de~cribed as  a ~ c p ~ ~ p i j ~ o s  (19). The only other use 

of this word occurs in the Cyclops, to refer to Polyphemus' cave, again d e r  61' and in the 

sarne metrical position in the line ( 7 0 7 ) ~ ~  Like Polyphemus, Philoctetes had certain 

savage qualities. He refea to himself at 226 as a m y p i o  Jvov, and Neoptolemus 

chides him, aù 6' i y p i o a a i  (1321). Like Polyphemus, Philoctetes is of noble birth and 

a Greek, though separated from and hostile to the cause of the Greek commmity in 

general. Yet, in spite of his suspicious bittemess towards the Greeks at Troy, he is 

gullible and vulnerable to Odysseus' tricks. At lines 7 14-1 5, the chorus expresses their 

pity for him because he has not known the taste of wine for the past ten years. As on 

Polyphemus' Sicily (123-24), there are apparently no grapevines on Lemnos. As is the 

case with Polyphemus, Philoctetes' confrontation with the Greeks is transacted through 

Odysseus, and, consequently, he is robbed of his only means of strength and survival, his 

divine bow. In both the Cyclops and the Philoctetes, Odysseus' Horneric genealogy as 

the son of Laertes has degenerated so that he is now referred to as the bastard son of the 

Corinthian trickster ~ i s ~ ~ h u s . ~ '  This low birth c m  be contrasted with the blue blood of 

both Polyphemus, son of Poseidon, and Philoctetes, son of Poeas, according to 

Apollodorus one of the heroes who sailed on the ~ r ~ o . *  In both the Cyclops and the 



Philoctetes, Odysseus' strategy is to rob his formidable opponent of an essential 

object-Polyphemus of his eye, Philoctetes of his bow-and, in both cases, Odysseus is 

given the opportunity provided by his victim's f d i n g  into a state of unconsciousness, 

Polyphemus through his own lack of moderation, in dninkemess, and Philoctetes 

innocently, because of his illness. Consequently, both plays contain exhortations to 

silence to ensure the success of Odysseus' plan (Cyclops 624-28, Philoctetes 845-64). In 

each play, the lapse of consciousness of the beast-like enemy must not be disturbed, or 

Odysseus' plan on behalf of the majority will be discovered and it will fail. The 

difference between the satyr play and the tragedy is that Polyphemus is a monster undone 

by the heroic Odysseus because of his own greed and folly while in the tragedy 

Philoctetes is the sympathetic hero and Odysseus is the villain who takes advantage of 

Philoctetes' physical affliction, an affliction received while the hero was in the process of 

helping the Greek amy. 

In the Philoctetes, Odysseus' plan also depends on the success of his corruption of 

his noble young cornpanion Neoptolemus, son of Achilles. To achieve this, Odysseus 

uses his clever tongue to reinvent the traditional notion of honour. He exhorts 

Neoptolemus to be noble, not only in the use of his body, but in new ways as well: 

Addressing Neoptolemus by his patronymic, Odysseus identifies him as the son of the 

greatest hero at Troy, the semi-divine Achilles. ï h i s  underscores the fact that by nature, 



Neoptolemus is noble (y~waios) .  However, AchiUes' nobility was displayed in what he 

accomplished with his body. Odysseus will here introduce a new notion of nobility (TL 

~ a i v o v .  &v npiv oiir a i c i l ~ o a ~ ) .  The word r a i v 6 ~ ,  translated as 'new', also brings 

with it connotations of invention or innovation." Thucydides uses the verb form 

~ i ~ a i v o t a  i to refer to the changes in government made by the Athenians at 1 -7 1.3, 

where the Athenian character is king contrasted by the Corinthians with that of the 

Spartans, whose ways are oid-fashioned (élpxaco~porra) to their peril. Sometixnes the 

word ~ a i v o ~  brings with it a pejorative sense of unheard-of novelty or s t ~ a n ~ e n e s s . ~ ~  

Odysseus proceeds to tell young Neoptolemus that he m u t  lie to Philoctetes 

(Tflv Q>LAOKT~~TOV OE 6 ~ i  / V X G V  OTIWS h6y01~1~ ~ K K A É ~ E L S  AÉyav.. .AEy~iv 54-57) 

and contrive to steal his bow (GU' airrb r o a o  6 ~ i  aoqm8ijvai. ~ h o r r c ù ~  / onas 

y a v j q  TOV ~ V I K T ~ T O V  OnAuv 77-78). By M v  At)Yo~alv E K K A C ~ E L ~  here 

Odysseus means that Neoptolemus should deceive Philoctetes' mind with the use of 

words, but the phrase could aIso be read as meaning that Neoptolemus is to use words to 

steaI and cary off Philoctetes' life. which is precisely the result that Odysseus' plan 

would bring about. 

Odysseus knows that his proposal will be resisted by Neoptolemus, and indeed 

the son of Achilles protests strongly. Odysseus must persuade him that the deceitful use 

of words is the only way he can win the glory his nobility d e s e ~ e s .  What AchiIles 

accomplished by deeds Neoptolemus must now achieve through clever speech. The 

heroic qualitics of the earlier generation are now attached by Odysseus to the rhetorical 

activities required by a new reaiity with its own set of problems. This confrontation 

between Odyssean heroism and the kind Neoptolemus inherited fiom his father parctllels 



the conflict waged in Odysseus' own mind when he found himself trapped in the cave of 

Polyphemus in adyssey 9: 

Trapped in the cave of Polyphemus, in order to win the survivai of himself and his men, 

he had to check the impulse to avenge the death of his men by, Achilles-like, pulling his 

sword at close quarters and slaying the Cyclops on the spot. Rather, he devised a plan 

based on deceit. In the Odyssey, as in Euripides' Cyclaps, when Odysseus is acting as a 

champion of civilization in opposition to a man-eating son of Poseidon, his deceitful 

devices defme a new kind of heroism. In the Philoctetes the same sort of clever deceit is 

devised by Odysseus and offered as the only safe alternative to Neoptolemus' traditional 

heroic brute force against Philoctetes, an opponent who is equally deadly in his 

possession of the invincible bow. In this case, however, Philoctetes is sympathetic 

because hurnan, afflicted by a heaven-sent sickness, and Iiving in a state of nature 

because he was unjustly forced to do so by the Greeks against his own wi11:' In 

comparing Odysseus' success at persuading youthful characters in the Philocretes and the 

Cyclops, it is amusing to note that Neoptolemus has a change of heart because of his 

inbom tnithfülness and pity for Philoctetes while the satyrs, who originally applaud 

Odysseus' plan, have a change of heart because of their cowardice. In the tragedy, 

Odysseus' callous deceitfûlness is ernphasized by the contrast, while in the satyr play it is 

bis clevemess and daring that are highlighted. 



At the beginning of the Philoctetes, Neoptolemus is at last reluctantly persuaded 

by Odysseus' rhetonc and allies himself with the interests of Odysseus and the majority 

of the Greek army. At the end of the play, his allegiance has shifted to his aristocratie 

fiend and he learns a hatred of Odysseus which is shared with Philoctetes. However, 

both of these options are highly problematic for the noble Neoptolemus. To honour his 

bond ofphilia with Philoctetes he must give up persona1 glory and abandon the entire 

Greek host to the foreign enemy; to serve the Greek cause he must betray his promise to 

his noble fnend, who has already k e n  cast out of the community while at his most 

vulnerable. Neoptolemus, on the verge of manhood, is thus caught between two 

irreconcilable claims. In the end, he is rescued fiom his dilemma by the epiphany of 

Heracles, who directs the two aristocrats to aid the Greeks at Troy, to the great benefit of 

the Greeks and themselves. However, this only occurs afier Odysseus runs off the stage 

at the threat of violence (1299-303). The ejection of Odysseus from the stage, 

reminiscent of the fates of several cornic villa in^,'^ serves to characterize Odysseus as a 

low and unworthy sco~ndrel.~' In the Philoctetes, the theme of education, the plot 

devices of theft and disguise, and the world of commerce introduced by Odysseus in his 

tnck involving the sailor pretending to be a merchant, are al1 as familiar in Athenian 

comedy as they are unfamiliar in Athenian tragedy? Significantly, al1 of these elements 

come into the play as the contribution of Odysseus, who cenainly seems more at home as 

a hero of a comedy or satyr play. The Philoctetes of Sophocles will be discussed M e r  

below. 



Plato's Noble Savage 

For another perspective on the fifth-century characterization of Polyphemus as an 

enemy of the Athenian democratic polis, we can look at a text which, unlike drama, was 

witten by a member of the wealthy and educated elite for an exclusive audience made up 

of other members of the elite, who can be supposed to be less than approving of the 

democratic government in Athens. In Book 3 of Plato's Lmvs the Athenian Stranger 

leads his interlocutors through a history of human civilization beginning with a 

description of the way of life of a small remnant of humanity lefi afier a catastrophic 

deluge. At 677bff. the Stranger conjectures that those lefi surviving afier such a great 

influx of the sea would necessarily be mountain herdsmen, since the cities of the plains 

and valleys, with al1 of their arts and technology, would have k e n  destroyed. This 

hypothesis mentions no divinities, but again the tremendous force of the natural element 

associated with Poseidon is pitted, in the form of a flood, against the civilized and citified 

realm patronized in the Greek world by Athena. The simple mountain herdsmen 

remaining would be lacking in arts, there would be no tools, the art of politics would have 

vanished, and al1 that would be left to live on would be a few herds of livestock ranging 

on the mountains, just enough to supply food for everyone. There would be no means of 

transportation by land or sea, and so it would not be easy for people to mix with one 

another. Since there would be no tools, there would be very little cut timber, and so very 

little building of any kind. Similady, because of the lack of metals there would be no 

bronze weapons, and so no wars. The herdsmen living under such conditions would be 

neither so poor that they felt the need to fight with one another over supplies, nor so 

wealthy that they coveted one another's riches. 



Having established this portrait, the stranger continues: 

fi 8' 6v ,E m o i r i a  M TE ~lhoü-ros m o i @  V ~ T E  mvia. q ~ 6 0 v  
i v  ~ a h q  ~ v v a i o ~ a ~ a  ijûq y i y v o d  &v- O ~ T E  yàp üepy o h '  K à6i~ ia .  o i  TE a6 rai C ~ ~ O V O I  o i r ~  Lyyiyvovra~. ayaeoi gkv 61 61a 
TaVTa TE i aav  r a i  6ià *v A~yopÉuqv ~ i t@r iav -  â yàp fjrouov 
~ahà  rai aiaxpa. E ~ ~ E L S  bvrq f i y o w ~ o  ahq8Émara AÉyra8ai 
 ai isnieovro. yiaü6os yàp ù~rrovo~ïv oV6i i~  i j r r i a ~ a ~ o  6ia uq iav .  
O m ~ p  ~a vÜv. ahha mpi &ou TE  ai av8pcbnwv ra h ~ y o g ~ v a  
ahqûij vo~ iÇovrr~ Ecov ~ a ~ à  ~ a k a -  

(679b-C) 

The Athenian Stranger goes on to claim that such people wodd be a ~ ~ ~ v o ~ e p o i  and 

hpa8Émapoi than those living in the present. They would have no knowledge of 

lawsuits and political strife (679d). They would therefore be E ~ ~ ~ É ~ T E P O I  ÔÈ  ai 

avôpai6~poi r a i  apa uwqqovÉa~~poi  ai a ~ v m a v ~ a  B L K ~ ~ ~ T E ~ O L  (679e). nieir 

lives would be guided by habits and by ancestral laws ( E B m  ~a' i  TOG A~yopEvois 

rra~piois vopoi~ 680a). n i e  Athenian Stranger now gives a name to thk sort of 

political r e g i m e d w a o ~ e i a  (680beand he says: 

~o ia i v  6' O*' àyopai povhqcp6poi OÜTE BÉpia~~s. 
ahh' o i  y' inyrlhov optov vaiovui ~ a p q v a  
Cu anduai yhaqupoiui. B E ~ K S T E ~ ~ E L  Ok Ë K ~ Q T O S  
mai6wv +' ahoxov. 066' a M j h o v  ah6yovaiv. 

(680b-C) 

With these lines, we are brought back to our starting point in Odyssey Book 9.1 12-15. It 

seerns quite shocking that the Athenian Stranger should refer to Odysseus' description of 

the Cyclopes for an example of his unsophisticated but just and noble herdsmen. 

Because we know that Odysseus himself uses these lines in the Odyssey as part of a 



condemnation of the Cyclopes as uncivilized savages, the reference by the Athenian 

Stranger seems to be questioning Odysseus' evaluation of the Cyclopes' way of life, and 

to be c haracterizing Odysseus as an opportunistic liar, the kind of villain who takes 

advantage of the noble simplicity (~Wô~ia)  of his betten while they are asleep. The 

moral description of the Cyclopes given here in the Laws seems more applicable to the 

isolated and too-trusting Philoctetes of Sophocles' play, in which the arriva1 of Odysseus 

on the island threatens the destruction of the sympathetic hero. In these contrastuig uses 

of the episode fiom Odyssey 9, the ambivalent Greek attitude towards precivilized life 

continues to be played out and exploited for surprishg ironic effect. 

As the Athenian Stranger continues to sketch the advance of civilization, he 

marks the gradua1 introduction of various evils such as war and litigation as occurring 

simultaneously with the formation of cities. At one point in particular he deplores the 

recent developments in the musical arts, in which the p e t s  

In the eyes of the Athenian Stranger, the theatre, under the enchanting influence of 

Dionysus, creates the worst of democratic effects, a confusion in which not the best, but 

what is most ~leasurable to the bold maioritv, mies. Consequently the previously 



speechless theatre Mt of spectators has found a voice with which to express its 

judgements, and in place of an aristocracy here presented as desirable, there is a base 

' t h e a t r o ~ r a c ~ ' . ~ ~  Here then is quite a different view from the attitude in Euripides' satyr 

play on the championship by Odysseus of Dionysus' pleasure-loving satyrs, who are 

entirely ready to use their voices to cheer him on against the aristocratie Polyphemus but 

of no use at al1 when the time for action arrives. 

in Plato's Repubk. at the end of Book IO, a vision of life afier death is given in 

the myth of Er. At the point where the souls are preparing for their next life and choosing 

the life form in which they will r e m  to earth when they are reborn, we fmd the soul 

which once belonged to Odysseus: 

Odysseus' former life is here criticized as that of one whose toils and troubles were 

brought on himself because of his ambition and desire for recognition. Nevertheless, his 

soul seems to have gained some wisdom in its undenvorld sojourn, for now he is very 

carefid to search out the life of a private citizen who minds his own business. When he 

finally finds it, though he has been the last to choose, he is the most satisfied. His is 

presented as a very considered choice, and it is contrasted with the choice of the sou1 who 

by lot was able to choose fust: 



Just before the choosing, a prophet had warned the souls: 

In choosing the life of a private citizen who rninds his own business (piov àv8pos 

~OIOTOV a ~ ~ p a y ~ o v o s )  Odysseus is choosing the life of the politically aloof aristocrat 

of the late fifth and early fourth centuries. This mode1 is to be contrasted with the 

democratic ideal expressed in Pericles' description of Athenian virtues in the funeral 

speech reported by Thucydides: 

Clearly, Plato sees Odysseus' choice for a new life as a great irnprovement over his 

former life of ambition and activity and their resultant troubles. He thus reconciles the 

epic idealization of Odysseus as a hero with the distaste he himself feels for the 

democratic associations with Odysseus' characterization. Plato may have had in mind the 

prologue of Euripides' Philoctetes, a tragedy written in 43 1, the same year in which 

Pendes delivered his oration. There Odysseus introduces himself as one whose ambition 



and desire for honour lead him to take on al1 sorts of risky business, such as the fetching 

of Philoctetes fiom ~ e m n o s . ~ ~  The prologue is paraphrased by Dio ~ h r ~ s o s t o r n , ~  

but the following three hgments, spoken by Odysseus, survive as well: 

OKV& 6L ~6xBov T ~ V  rtpiv kq&ai xapiv  
 ai ~ o ù s  r r a p o v ~ a s  OÙK a-rro8oüpai rr6vous. 

(Fr. 789N) 

Odysseus here explains his willingness to undertake nsks and troubles because o f  his 

desire to win honour in the city. His farnous boldness and endurance are the direct 

products of his public ambition. 

In Euripides' Cyclops, Odysseus acts with the character of the Athenian 

democratic polis, the equalizer of mass and elite. His actions benefit and liberate the 

majority but bring about the downfall of Polyphemus, the aristocratie monster. Odysseus 

achieves this just end partly through his control and manipulation of Dionysiac influence 

in the form of wine. Polyphemus c m  be compared to certain tragic heroes such as 

Sophocles' Philoctetes, who shares many attributes with him, but who is sympatheticaily 

portrayed as a noble but victirnized hero. The negative characterization of Odysseus in 

the tragedy stems from the same assimilation of his persona to that of the democratic 

polis. The difference is that in Sophocles' Philoctetes his character is seen from the 



perspective of aristocratic nostalgia for the age of simple blue-blouded heroism, a 

perspective exemplified by the sympathetic portrait of the Cyclopes in Plato's Lmvs. In 

Euripides' Philoctetes, Odysseus introduces himself as one who undertakes risk and 

trouble in order to win honour in the city, much in the way praised by Pericles in his 

fimeral oration as reported by Thucydides. It is not possible to tell from the remaining 

evidence whether Odysseus was sympathetically portrayed in Euripides' P hiloctetes. He 

seems inoffensive enough in the prologue, where he tells us that he has a reputation for 

wisdom among al1 the Greeks, but we are seeing him from his own perspective in the 

drama. We also learn that Athena is actively aiding Odysseus by changing his 

appearance as she does several times in the Odyssey and in Sophocles' Ajax, where 

Odysseus is ~ ~ r n ~ a t h e t i c . ~ ~  However, Dio Chrysostom, in the 52nd Discourse, notes that 

the Odysseus of Sophocles' Philoctetes, a pretty despicable character, is much gentler 

and more open than the Odysseus of Euripides' play (ITOAÙ n p q o ~ ~ p o v  rai 

a ~ l h o ~ u ~ ~ p o v  m n o i q ~ e v  O EiipiniGq~, 16). In the other Euripidean tragedies in 

which Odysseus appears, he is always a villain working on behalf of the Greek majority 

towards the tragic suffering of an aristocrat, whether fkom the Greek family of  

Agamemnon or the Trojan one of Priam, whose wishes are contraxy to the general Greek 

 intention^.^^ Philoctetes is another such aristocratic figure. Though a Greek himself, in 

Euripides' play he hates al1 Greeks because of his abandonment on Lemnos, to the point 

where he is ready to kill one on sight? In the savagery of his hatred of the Greeks 

because of their bad treatment of him, Philoctetes is unique among Odysseus' Euripidean 

opponents. Hecuba is more resigned to the misfortunes the Greeks have brought upon 

her, though we do see her savagery unleashed upon the Thracian Polymnestor. 



Agamemnon and Achilles in the Iphigeneia ut Aulis are also quite tame in the face of the 

events brought about by Odysseus' public speaking. This may be partly because both 

Hecuba's daughter Polyxena and Agamemnon's daughter Iphigeneia are willing victims 

of the sacrifice promoted by Odysseus, and partly because Odysseus' position is endorsed 

by a supematural being, the ghost of Achilles in the case of Polyxena, and Artemis in the 

case of Iphigeneia. Arnong Odysseus' tragic opponents, Euripides' Philoctetes can be 

compared more closely, in his savage and dangerou hatred of the Greeks, to a 

Sophoclean hero-Ajax. 

Ajax 

In the Sophoclean tragedy, Ajax, like Philoctetes, is a noble hero who has suffered 

injury at the hands of the Greeks. For Philoctetes it was their abandonment of him with 

his festering wound on Lemnos. For Ajax it was the awarding of the arms of Achilles to 

Odysseus rather than to himself. Just as in Euripides' Philoctetes the noble but wounded 

hero is ready to shoot any Greek on sight, in the Ajax the hero sets out to tomire and 

murder the Greek chiefs, Odysseus in particular. As in Euripides' Philoctetes, Athena in 

the A j a x  is actively present as Odysseus' ally and uses her divine power to make him 

unrecognizable to his dangerously vengehl enemy. Like Philoctetes in fia-century 

tragedy, Sophocles' Ajax has much in common with Polyphemus. 

The Ajar opens with Odysseus in the act of cautiously and skillhilly tracking 

down Ajax. The first speech of the text, in which Athena describes the action of 

Odysseus, is full of hunting imagery (8qpOp~vov. 2; w v q y ~ r o b ~ a   ai pa~poGp~vov 

/ ixvq ... v ~ o x a p a x 8 ' ,  5-6; KWOS Ao~oivqs ~ i s  ~Üpivos paois, 8).6' Odysseus is 



no t here like an aristocratic hunter, but rather like his tarne and faithfiil servant, the 

hunting dog. Ajax is ensconced in his war-hut, dwelling, like Polyphemus and 

Philoctetes, by the sea-shore, and through the course of the play he is far more at home in 

the wild natural landscape than in the community of men. 

The relationship portrayed in this fmt scene between Odysseus and Athena, his 

ally, is one of mutual trust and fondness. Athena watches with approval as Odysseus 

uses his wits and daring to satisQ his curiosity about the events of the past night: 

A ~ a i p o v  6' ~ ~ I ) K E L ~ -  n a v ~ a  yàp ra T' o h  mapos 
~6 T' ELQÉTIEIT~ Ofi r v & w o p a i  XEPI 

AO. Éyvov. '08uaa~Ü.  rai nahai qijhac E@lu 
fl aïj ~ t p 6 0 u t ~ o ~  ~ i s  06bv ~vvayia. 

(34-37) 

As in Euripides' Philoctetes, in order to help Odysseus in his mission, the goddess uses 

her divine powers to render him unrecognizable to Ajax (69-70). Athena henelf has 

shown her own trïcky nature by making Ajax insane, so that instead of ambushing the 

Greek chiefs, he has tumed his violence, like a wolf or a lion, upon the Greeks' domestic 

animals. She speaks of her own deception of Ajax using hunting imagery as well (byh 

6 È  ~OITOVT'  Üvapa ~ a v i i r o i v  v b o i ~  / o ~ p w o v .  ~iatPahAov ~ i s  Epm rawa, 59- 

60), further establishing a bond of sirnilarity between herself and ~ d ~ s s e u s . ~ ~  

Odysseus in Odyssey 9 saved himself by blinding the Cyclops and disguising 

himself as a ram. In the A j a x  Athena "blinded Ajax with overpowering so that 

instead of finding and killing the Greek chiefs, he tumed on the communal livestock. 

Athena encourages the temfied Odysseus to go ahead and have a look at Ajax, for she 

will prevent Ajax from king  able to see him (kycb y a p  o p ~ a r w v  a n o o ~ p o q o u ~  / 



airyas a m i p &  gilv mp6uoyiv E~oLOE~Y, 69-70; +O o ~ o ~ < j o w  PhÉqapa irai 

6 € 6 0 p ~ 6 ~ a ,  851.~ Odysseus gains a unique perspective on the horrific extent of Ajax' 

hostility towards hirn and the other Greek chiefs as he watches unobserved while Athena 

draws out a full expression of Ajax' hatred and malicious intent. This is similar to 

Odysseus' witnessing of the devouring of his cornpanions by Polyphemus in Odyssey 9. 

A sirnilarity is created between Polyphemus and Ajax, as well as a contrast between the 

temperaments of Ajax and 0d~sseus.6~ Athena questions Ajax about what he has done to 

the Greek chiefs, and when she comes to ask hirn about Odysseus (101-02), he declares 

with glee that he has not yet killed Odysseus, his worst enemy among the Greek chiefs, 

for he does not want him to die yet.66 Rather he has tied him to the support ( ~ i o v a )  of his 

tent and intends to torture hirn with a whip (uaoriyi) as punishment for tricking him out 

of the arms of Achilles (1 05- 10). Athena protests such cruel treatment, but Ajax 

hubristically tells her to leave hirn to his business, in Cyclopean unconcem for the respect 

due to her divinity (1 12-13). 

In this scene Ajax is deceived in his belief that Athena is his ally (1 17) and that 

she approves of his intentions to torture and murder Odysseus. (In Sophocles' 

Philoctetes, Philoctetes, too, during his first encounter with Neoptolemus, mistakenly 

thinks of the young Aeacid as his true fiiend, and a common enemy to Odysseus, rather 

than his aIly.) Ajax has rushed back into his hut to carry out these intentions, when, as 

mentioned above, Athena tums to Odysseus and, to demonstrate her divine power, notes 

the transformation of Ajax' mind, asking, ~ o h o v  ~ i 5  Ü v  ooi ~àvGpo5  fi 

~ r p o v o i j o ~ ~ p o s  / ij Gphv at .Avov  qirpE8q TCI ~ a i p i a :  (1 19-20)? Her question is 

meant to point out Ajax' former virtue, in contrast with his present madness, but it is a 



question that may be said to have akeady been raised and answered by the oirhou 

upiais which provides the background to this play. That event has already demonstrated 

that Ajax may have been valued by the army but that Odysseus was even more. 

In spite of the sirnilarities and the bond between Athena and Odysseus, Sophocles 

also introduces some important differences between the goddess and the man which have 

the effect of making Odysseus seem more hurnane.6' One of the main functions of this 

scene is to present the goddess' heartless toying with Ajax as a foil for Odysseus' fear and 

pity at the sight of his rival's mad self-destruction. Athena tries to tempt Odysseus with 

the prospect of being in a position to laugh at his enemy (OÜKOW yÉhws fi6icrro~ E ~ S  

éx0poÙ~ y ~ h 6 v ;  79).69 But Odysseus, when he has witnessed Ajax' derangement, is far 

from laughter: 

The theme of the laughter which the unfortunate may expect tiorn their enernies recurs 

throughout the play. Odysseus' failure to meet this expectation as a result of his ability to 

see the essential equality of al1 humans is an important indication of his own humanity as 

well as of the degree of distortion in Ajax' perception of reality. 

The chorus arrives onstage and in spite of the sympathetic sentiments we have 

just witnessed Odysseus expressing, they, loyal to Ajax, and, through their attachment to 



him, to some extent af5ected by his sickness, look upon Odysseus as a dangerous enemy. 

They have heard rumours of Ajax' activities during the night, but at this point, they 

attribute them to the malice of Odysseus: 

Further on, they voice the suspicion, ~i 6' C m o ~ a h M ~ ~ v o i  / ~ h t m o u a i  vci0ovs oi 

p~yahoi ~ a a i A i ~ .  /  ch T ~ S  aocb~ou I imqi6&v yov~os (187-89)." The chorus of 

Ajax' sailors here adopts the Pindaric characterization of Odysseus as an inferior and 

malicious rival who uses his deceitful persuasive skills to work on the envy of the masses 

and so bring about the min of a great soul. The important difference to note is that, by 

the end of the play, Sophocles suggests, through his portrayal of Odysseus, that this 

Pindaric stance is not a clear-sighted perspective. We have already seen that the Nmours 

of Ajax' slaughter of the Bocks are not a fiction concocted by Odysseus but al1 too me. 

Furthemore, we have already had a hint, and will soon see much more clear 

demonstration, that Odysseus has no intention of turning the army against Ajax, and is 

not in league with the Atreidae, but is in fact one of Ajax' few allies among the Greek 

host. 

When Tecmessa appears after the parodos, she addresses the chorus as vaos 

apoyo't fis Aïav~os. / YEVE& xeouicav am' ' E P E X & L ~ ~ V  (20 1-02). This 



identification of the Salaminians with the Athenians makes Ajax and his sailors more 

sympathetic to the Athenian audience7' and perhaps encourages them to take a simiiar 

attitude towards Odysseus, an attitude only to be proven wrong later, with the surprise of 

Odysseus' actions after Ajax' suicide. 

Tecmessa narrates to the chorus Ajax' deeds within their hut? 

From Ajax' own earlier declaration of his intentions, we can assume that in his madness 

he believes this ram he is whipping to be none other than Odysseus. The blindness 

inflicted on him by Athena causes hirn to rnistake the ram for his enerny, and here again, 

as in the escape from the cave of Polyphemus, Odysseus is saved by changing identities 

with a sheep. 

Subsequently, at lines 302-04, Tecmessa descnbes how Ajax laughed at his 

enemies, the Atreidae and Odysseus, as he thought about how he was going to punish 

their hubris. She thus reveals Ajax indulging in the malicious laughter from which 

Odysseus refrained when invited to it by Athena. Sophocles drives the point home when 

he soon after shows Ajax himself addressing the absent Odysseus and imagining his 

rival's reaction to his own present woe: 



Ajax has corne to bis senses and recognizes his folly on one level; he senses Odysseus' 

ability to witness al1 that has occurred to Ajax' shame, but he is still greatly deceived 

about the nature of Odysseus' reaction to his enemy's misfortune. 

In spite of the protests of the more moderate chorus, Ajax, with a reference to his 

own noble descent from Zeus, prays to be able to avenge his enemies. When speaking of 

Odysseus he uses language similar to that above and associates him with the Atreidae in 

the sarne fervent wish that he rnight be their destroyer and then end his life: 

Ajax' monody, which begins three lines later, more fully expresses his desire to die and 

his sense of belonging to the underworld. In this longing for death he forms a contrast 

with the epic career of Odysseus, whose talent and will are for survival, as exemplified 

by his joumey to the underworld and back. Ajax clairns to be a man such as Troy has 

never seen among the Greek host (in ignoring Achilles here, he assimilates himself by 

substitution to that other greater Aeacid hero); nevertheless, like Achilles, he is &TLVOS 

(42 1-26). In the speech (430-80) following his monody, Ajax elaborates on this loss of 

~ l p i ,  contrasting his own career at Troy with that of his father Telamon, who won the 



highest honour for his military prowess while at Troy in the Company of Heracles and 

who then retumed home, achieving both K A ~ S  and vomos: 

Ajax looks to the past for his mode1 of excellence, and his disgrace is made al1 the more 

painful by the expectations raised by his father's success. He will die at Troy without 

honour, in his own eyes achieving neither d i o s  or v b - r o ~ :  &rivos 'Apyoioioiv 3 6 '  

ÙdAAupai (440). And yet, he asserts, if Achilles, while alive, had made the decision 

about the recipient of his amour as a prize of honour (442)' he would have undoubtedly 

chosen Ajax. Here again, the one who, in Ajax' eyes, might properly judge his vaiue, is 

aIready dead and a figure fiom the past. As things are, the Atreidae have "jobbed 

awayH7) the arms to Odysseus, "a man who has a mind capable of anything" (vüv 6' a h '  

' A T P E ~ Q L  TOT; TIQVTOUP y@ @vas / Émpacav. 445-46). Ajax characterizes the 

Atreidae as men who perversely use the anachronistically democratic process of voting to 

obstmct justice: 

Ajax specifically refers to his inability to prevent the injustice of the awarding of the 

amis as, remarkably, a defect of his eye (referring to it in the singular) and his wits. As is 

the case with Polyphemus, Ajax' blindness renders him unable to prevent Odysseus from 



making off with his prize. The goddess Athena, by preventing Ajax from murdering his 

enemies, has demonstrated her allegiance and likeness to Odysseus, the wily trickster: 

As a result of Athena's intervention, the worse man has escaped the better ( ~ i  6 i  ~ i s  

B E ~ V  / f3hamoi. q6yoi T& xcb K ~ K ~ S  T ~ V  ~paiauova, 455-56) and again Ajax 

believes that he is the object of his enemies' laughter (454). Here again, Ajax' language 

and his attitude towards Odysseus and the Atreidae recall Pindar's version of these 

events, in which the vote of the judges was perverted by Odyssean deceit, causing the 

inferior man to be victorious over the better (Isthmians 4.34-35.  ai ~ ~ 6 a a o v ;  av8pGv 

~ ~ i p 6 v o v  / E'o~ahr ~ É x v a  ~ a ~ a p a p y a i o '  and Nemeans 8.25-34). 

In the following lines Ajax speaks in despair of his options. First, he raises the 

possibility of ieaving the Atreidae to theu own devices and sailing for home (460.61). 

This of course was the intention expressed by Achilles after Odysseus' speech to him 

during the embassy in IIiad 9. But in that speech Achilles imagined how happy Peleus 

would be to have him home, while Ajax cannot bear the thought of appearing before his 

father naked of the honour which was conferred upon Telamon before him. Ajax, with 

his obsession with inherited cpvij and a r e m  home laden with glory, corresponds to the 

Pindaric ideal of athletic victory and resulting praise much more closely than even 

Achilles does. Noa~os, then, is not an option for Ajax. 

Next Ajax considers the idea of making a lonely attack on Troy and, having 

single-handedly shown his worth, dying. Again, this is an action modelled on that of 



another Aeacid, Achilles, who after the death of Patroclus was a lonely and devastating 

force at Troy until his death at the bands of Apollo and Paris. Compare also the wish 

expressed by Achilles to Patroclus in Riad 16.97-100, that the two of them done  of al1 

the Trojans and Greeks might take the citadel of Troy. But winning this kind of glory, 

ending in death, is also unthinkable for Ajax, who rejects it because it would benefit the 

Atreidae. So, in Ajax' eyes, Aios won through death in battle is also not a possibility. 

Ajax is dnven by the need to demonstrate the spirit he tias inhented fiom 

Telamon, his heroic father. With such a father it would be shamefùl for him to wish for a 

long life: 

The aristocratie notion that the son inherits the father's excellence is aiso behind Ajax' 

address to his son a few lines later, in which he expresses the wish that Eurysaces may 

grow to be just like his father in nature (545-51). Since Ajax' own r e m  home to his 

father Telamon is out of the question, he requests that his son Eurysaces be taken there in 

his place to maintain the bond arising fiom a kindred nature. Later in the play, at 1008- 

2 1, Teucer speaks of the outrageous and unjust temper of Telamon, whose spirit rises to a 

fight at little or no provocation.76 This revelation in the second half of the play helps to 

temper our evaluation of Ajax' state of N n d  in the earlier scene, in which he is so 

destructively obsessed with being like Telamon, and with Eurysaces' being like himself? 



Ajax has aiready claimed the s t a t u  of an Achilles (41 8-26). He M e r  equates 

his importance with that of Achilles in his declaration that he will avoid the mistake he 

attributed to the latter (442-43) and announces his decision about the disposal of his own 

famous armour, requesting that his shield be given to his son and the rest be buried dong 

with himself (574-77). This is to prevent its falling into the hands of the "judges of 

contests" (ayovapxa i ,  572) or of the Aup~Ov 6 ~ 6 ~  (573), the Atreidae and Odysseus, 

respectively. Here Ajax assumes that, unless he prevents if there will be an equally 

momentous contest for his arms as there was for those of Achilles. His clear preference 

is that the privilege of receiving his arms be an inherited one rather than one awarded by 

any public process on the basis of perceived ment. 

In the messenger's speech Calchas' reference to the 'ABavas mv4 is reported 

(757). This "wrath of Athena" is an important theme of the play. Calchas' phrase recalls 

the first line of the IZiad, and suggests a similarity between the tragic hero Achilles in the 

IZiud and the goddess Athena in the Ajax. Furthemore, since the tragic hero of the Ajax 

is himself afflicted by an excess of wrath (41), is an Aeacid like Achilles, and is a man 

who takes his family ties seriously, as we have seen, it is not unreasonable to suppose an 

affinity between Athena and Ajax also. Of course, this is highly ironic, since Odysseus is 

the hero most famous for being like Athena, and their closeness is dramatized in the frst 

scene of the play. Nevertheless, even in that scene, we saw Athena treating her victim, 

Ajax, in a way very similar to the way in which Ajax treated his own imagined victirns 

( a i ~ i Ç ~ i v ,  65, 11 1,300,402). Both were merciless and both indulged in laughing at their 

opponents' misfort~nes.'~ And this is al1 very unlike Odysseus' attitude towards the 

misfortunes of his bitterest enemy Ajax. In this aspect, the play subtly toys with the 



expectations of the audience, whose impressions have been fonned by a tradition of 

Odysseus' intimacy with and likeness to Athena and of his opposition to Ajax. This 

conforms to the general pattern of questioning, in the second half of the play, the 

assumptions set up in the first half. It also suggests that Ajax, like the goddess, does not 

have the common kind of sensibility that sui& one for membership in a community of 

rnortals. 

At 765-75 the report of Calchas' speech provides examples of two occasions on 

which the arrogant self-sufficiency of Ajax gave cause for Athena's w-rath against him. 

On these occasions Ajax said, once to his father and once to Athena herself, that he had 

no need of divine help in achieving success in battle." Calchas explains: ~oioio6C ~ o i  

Aoyoiaiv a a ~ ~ p y f i  0 ~ 6 s  / Bunjoar' opyrjv. oV K ~ T '  Üvûpoirov qpovWv (776- 

77)!* Contrast Odysseus' submission to Athena's will, in spite of his reluctance, in the 

first scene of the play. Athena has explained that Ajax has committed his violent acts 

x b h ~  papvv0~'ts r i lv ' A x i f i ~ i o v  orrhwv (41). Ajax, like Achilles, suffers from 

anger roused by an insult to his honour caused by the granting of a yÉpas, which he felt 

should be his, to another. Athena's anger itself arises fiom Ajax' insult to her honour. 

Later, at 934-36, the chorus names the event of the contest for Achilles' arms as the 

begiming of Ajax' troubles. At 953-54 Tecmessa blames Ajax' destruction on Athena's 

wish to favour Odysseus." At 447-49, Ajax implies that he was affiicted by blindness 

and witlessness on the occasion of the decision of the contest. There is a well-estabiished 

tradition that Athena presided over the contest of the a r m ~ . ~ ~  In this play the afiermath of 

the contest is presented as the work of Athena, not so much favouring her protégé 

Odysseus but actively punishing Ajax for his hubristic attitude. If this is the case, then 



Odysseus in the Ajax is cleared of the Pindaric accusations made against him by Ajax and 

the chorus, who are s h o w  in the play to be mislaken in their other claims about 

Odysseus' behaviour as well. 

The wrath of Athena, as an explanation for the tragedy of Ajax, is involved in the 

resolution of another question: when does Ajax become affected by madness? It is clear 

that he is delusiond as a resdt of Athena's protection of the Greek chiefs fiom his 

murderous rage against them. But if we consider his behaviour befure she intervened on 

that occasion, we already fmd him blinded and witless (447-49).83 In Athena's account to 

Odysseus of the attack by Ajax on the Greek chiefs, she mentions that he v i j ~ ~ o p  É p '  

Ù p ü ~  66hio5 oppà~a i  pouos (47). Tecmessa's report to the chorus of her 

confrontation with Ajax draws attention to the strangeness of this: 

This is surpnsing behaviour indeed fiom an ~ e a c i d . ' ~  In fact, it is rather what we have 

come to expect of Odysseus, this setting out at Nght, aione, deceitfully, on a venture full 

of dangerous risk? This venture, in which Ajax behaves like the one hero with whom he 

has always been contrasted, suggests that Ajax, in his rage for vengeance, was already 

mad, or at least certainly not himself, as a result of Athena's wrath. 

Sophocles, unlike Pindar, chose to focus on Ajax' madness and attack on the 

flocks in the story of hiç suicide as a result of the contest of the arms." This treatment 

allows him to rehabilitate the character of Odysseus in the wake of the trend set by 



Pindar. However, this rehabilitation, though hinted at in the first half of the play in the 

depiction of Odysseus' reaction to Ajax' niin, is counteracted by the attitude of the chorus 

and the tragic hero, al1 of whom have a claim on the sympathy of the audience. In the 

second half of the play, with the presentation of the despotic arrogance of the Atreidae, 

who have always been associated with Odysseus both in this play and in the tradition, 

Sophocles m e r  lays the ground for the surprising effect on the audience of Odysseus' 

role in the last scene. In the final hundred lines of the play, Odysseus intemenes in the 

conflict between Ajax' brother Teucer and the Atreidae. In the way familiar to us from 

his Iliadic role, he persuades the arrogant Agamemnon to change his mind, in the 

interests of reconciliation and the re-establishment of harmony. In response, Teucer, in a 

kind of second and lesser unugnorisis on behalf of his dead half-brother, recognizes that 

the man Ajax had considered to be his greatest enemy has tumed out to be his best fiend 

(1 3 8 1 - 8 ~ ) . ~ ~  

Odysseus' actions in the last scene of the play, by bringing about the final reward 

of burial due to Ajax, a reward that had been threatened, suggest that, in retrospect, the 

arxns were given to the best man, and that Ajax and his followers were mistaken about his 

character. Odysseus is the only one who actually witnessed Ajax' mad declarations of 

malice and evil intent towards himself and the Atreidae, yet it is he who forgives the dead 

hero while the Atreidae are ready, like Creon in the Antigone, to transgress the laws of 

the gods in order to punish Ajax (1 13 1, 1343). Odysseus, however, uses his ski11 in 

speech and his tie of fiiendship with Agamemnon in a way that shows him to be the best 

leader of all, since his words have the power to change the mind of the supreme d e r  of 

the host. Afier Agamemnon's capitulation to Odysseus' persuasion, Ajax, though dead, is 



formally restored to his former status as an honoured Greek warrior, and the estabiished 

laws of the gods are kept safe. Teucer admits that he was deceived about the character of 

Odysseus. Odysseus' ski11 in speaking in the A j m  is restored to its more honourable 

Iliadic nature. It is linked with the desire to do what is best for the community as a whole 

and with a human capacity to see other mortals as equals. But in the f i f i  century that 

honour associated with Odyssean speech is combined with an effectiveness that it ofien 

lacked in the Iliad, where the heroic acrions of Achilles were the central issue of the 

poem. The Pindaric version of the contest of the arms in this play is at fust presented 

with some sympathy, but in the end is attributed to those who are mistaken partisans of 

the sick hero Ajax, who through his extreme self-suficiency has incurred the anger of 

 then na.^^ 

Sophocles' A j a r ,  then, presents Odysseus ultimately as a hurnane and diplornatic 

character who brings about a resolution satisfactory to al1 by means of his ski11 in 

speaking. Ajax, on the other hand, while magnificent in his struggle with the 

obsolescence of his heroic savagery in a pst-Achillean world, in his self-sufficiency 

offends Athena and proves to be an enemy of the political society which she protects. 

The pious Odysseus acts in harmony with Athena's will and benefits the cornmunity. In 

this sense he represents the democratic political ideal of a Periclean type of leader with 

respect for democratic principles and the ability to reconcile opposing interests. 

Odysseus is not the tragic hero of the play, yet he is certainly seen in a favousable Iight as 

the aristocratie hero's successor, his virtue validated by community and not by inherited 

tradition. 



The resolution of the Am cari be compared to that of the Odyssey, in which 

opposing parties are reconciled in the institution of civic order, or to that of the Oresteia, 

in which Athena presides over a vote which ends in reconciliation between an older law 

of blood-vengeance and a newer order of justice administered by the city . In addition to 

the hints in the play that Sophocles is responding to a Pindaric portrayal of the aflermath 

of the contest of the arms,  the sympathetic portraya1 of Odysseus in the Ajax suggests a 

relatively early date for the play, when the reconciliation of mass and elite under 

Penclean guidance was less problematic for the aristocracy than it came to be later with 

the advent of the new demagogues? In its theme of reconciliation between an older and 

a newer order, the Ajm is much more Aeschylean than Sophocles' later plays, such as his 

own version of the Philoctetes. Earlier in the chapter the Philoctetes was briefly 

compared with Euripides' Cyclops. 1 will retum to it now and examine it in greater detail 

in the light of what has been said about the Ajax. 

Phiioctetes 2 

Like Sophocles' Ajar, his Philoctetes, probably written about thirty years later, 

opens with Odysseus on the track of a man who violently hates him. In both plays, 

Odysseus tries first to detennine whether the quarry he seeks is inside his dwelling or not. 

Ajax dweIt in his naval camp by the sea-shore; Philoctetes lives in a cave, also near the 

sea-shore. These similarities between the first scenes of the Phiioctetes and the Ajax 

perhaps invite the expectation of another favourable presentation by Sophocles of 

Odysseus' character. 



Odysseus in the Philoctetes is again involved in a contest for the possession of 

special anns-in Uzis case the divine bow inherited fiom greatest hero of the Greeks, 

Heracles. In this struggle for the bow, Odysseus is aided by Neoptolemus, the son of the 

most famous hero of the Trojan war,   ch il les.^^ The struggle for the bow also involves 

Odysseus in the recruitment of a wanior to the Greek cause in the Trojan war, as he must 

try to get Philoctetes back with hirn to the Greek anny at Troy. The stories of Odysseus' 

involvement in the recruitments of Achilles, as well as of Achilles' son Neoptolemus, are 

already part of the traditiod2 This recruitment of Philoctetes may also be thought of in 

terms of an embassy to persuade a hero who has been insulted by the Greeks, and long 

absent fiom the battle, to return to the Greek camp and to b ~ g  his vital aid to the Greek 

cause. In this embassy, Odysseus' CO-ambassador is Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, the 

hero who was the object of the famous embassy in Book 9 of the fliad.93 

In the context of this contest-of-arms/recruitment/embassy, Odysseus knows that 

there are three ways to get someone to do something they do not want to do: you can 

persuade them with speech (TIELOC~), YOU can force them with violence @la), or you can 

trick h e m  with deceit (60hos). As we have seen, although Odysseus is famous for being 

a good speaker, he does not have a great record of success in the epic tradition at 

persuading people to do things they are unwilling to do? In the case at hand, he has 

every reason to be al1 the more pessimistic because Philoctetes has reai cause to hate and 

mistrust him (70-74). Odysseus also knows that the use of force is doomed to fail, for, 

physically weak as Philoctetes is he is nevertheless in possession of the invincible bow 

and arrows of Heracles (104-05). Philoctetes, he concludes, must be taken by deceit: 

hÉyo a' i y W  66Aq @iAo~-rriqv Aa@iv (101). In this way Philoctetes is much like 



Polyphemus, who shows himself impenetrable to rhetonc and whose physical advantage 

precludes the possibility of overcoming him by the open use of force. 

Persuasion, however, is what Odysseus must use to get the young Neoptolemus to 

agree to the plan of deceit. Neoptolemus is his fathefs soqg5 and in the nnt scene of the 

play there is perhaps a reenactment of a debate that may have k e n  once held between 

Odysseus and Neoptolemusl father Achilles about whether force or deceit is the better 

method to achieve one's end? Neoptolemus wants to use force on Philoctetes: ahh' rip' 

i~oipos T T ~ O S  P iav  TOU àvap' hyriv / rai pfi iilohoioiv (90-91). By nature, he 

claims, he abhors a lie: É q m ~  y a p  oij6iv ÈK T É X Y T ) ~  ~ ~ p a a a ~ i v  ~aicfjs. / o h '  ahos 

068'. 6s cpaaiv. oirrcphas 6 ~ 6  (88-89) and Odysseus has already acknowledged it: 

ËcoiGa. na:.   si ar vfi T I E ~ U K ~ T Q  / ~oia@ra qcdv~iv w6È ~ ~ ~ v 6 c l û a i  raita (79- 

80). Neoptolemus, like Ajax, looks to the traditional example of his m e r ' s  past for his 

standard of conduct. Odysseus, in his persuasion of Neoptolemus, remarks that the old 

models of heroism are no longer effective: 

Odysseus has realized that the tongue d e s  dl .  But he also relies on tus own superior 

position in the hierarchy of command-in asking the youth to consider alternatives to 

physical force he reminds Neoptolemus of his duty to do what his senior officer tells hirn 

to do: 



just as he himself followed orders when he abandoned Philoctetes to a solitary life of 

agony on Lemnos (4-7)." Odysseus thus ironically appeals to Neoptolemus' noble 

origins in order to persuade him to do a thing for which bis father Achilles famously 

expressed a violent abhorrence. He explains that Neoptolemus must use speech to 

deceive the mind of Philoctetes and then lays out his plan, teaching Neoptolemus the role 

he must play and what words he should Say (54-05). Othewise, the Greeks will suffer 

and Neoptolemus will not be able to take Troy (66-69). 

Odysseus has shified the opposition between physical strength and clever speech 

fiom its analogy with the opposition between the noble and the base to a new alignment 

with the opposition between inexpenenced youth and wiser old age.g8 Neoptolemus is 

not taken in by this but bluntly demonstrates that he recognizes what he is being asked to 

do: T( o h  b' EIv~yas &MO ~ h i v  ~ J E V ~ ?  ~ C Y E I V :  (100) and do he tries to restore the 

relationship between nobility and tnithfulness: OYK aiaxpov fiyQ 6 i j ~ a  rà iy~v6fj 

AÉystv; (108). Odysseus responds by introducing yet another opposition, that of survival 

versus death: oür. ~i ro udijvai  yi ro iy~ü8os &EL (109). If the lying use of words 

allows you to survive, the implication, in this system of polarities, is that honest 

dependence on physical strength will kill you, and that implication is certainly borne out 

by the fates of Neoptolemus' father Achilles and cousin Ajax. Neoptolemus finally gives 

in when Odysseus tells him that only by succumbing to the use of deceit witl he be able 

to win for himself the wipàos of taking Troy (1 12-16), and the rhÉo~ of being both 



ao@s and ayaûog (1 19). In appealing to the ambitions of the young aristocraî, 

Odysseus' sophistries have successfûlly, if only temporarily, compted this noble youth. 

In spite of his initial reluctance, once Neoptolemus has agreed to the deceit of 

Philoctetes he proves to be a talented liar. When Philoctetes discovers him and eagerly 

questions him about his identity and purpose in coming to Lemnos, Neoptolemus tells 

him the lie that he is sailing for home and the truth that he is Achilles' son Neoptolemus 

(239-41). Neoptolemus here pretends to be taking the very action which his father 

Achilles threatened to take in the Iliad in response to Odysseus' appeal to him to rejoin 

the battle: he would leave the Greeks to defend themselves without him and sail for home 

(9.356-63). Neoptolemus is playing the role of his father, Achilles, who prefaced that 

speech in IIiad 9 with a daim that he would speak the tnith.* But Neoptolemus is 

playing this false role as instructed by Odysseus and, in so doing, he has agreed to behave 

as Odysseus would, that is to employ deceit in order to achieve an end he desires. The 

greatest irony possible is extracted from Sophocles' device here of a 'play within a play'. 

The original opposition between Aeacid honesty and Odyssean deceit, suggested in Iliad 

9 and elaborated in Pindar's Odes, is here in the Philoctetes collapsed into the single 

character of Neoptolemus. But such polarities cannot be contained within a single 

persona and Neoptolemus will soon break down under the resulting pressure. This 

breakdown will lead to a state of aporia in the mind of Neoptolernus, and eventually will 

require the intervention of the deus ex machina. 

When Philoctetes questions Neoptolemus about the nature of his cornplaint 

against Odysseus and the Atreidae (322-23), Neoptolernus tells him that Odysseus and 

Phoenix came to Scyrus on an official embassy to recruit hirn into the Greek anny, with 



the promise (Aoyos rahos, 352; E ~ T '  ahq8 i s  E ~ T '  ap* o h  vamp. 345) that as the son 

of Achilles he would have the glory of taking Troy's citadel. This fiction is very like the 

actual promise Odysseus made to Neoptolemus in persuading him to tell lies to 

Philoctetes (68-69, 1 1 1 - 16). When he arrived at the Greek camp at Sigeum, he was 

welcomed by the whole army, who greeted him as a second AchiUes (357-58). But when 

Neoptolemus asked for his father's arms as his due, the sons of Atreus told him that they 

had been given to Odysseus. The untried assumption of Neoptolemus' excellence, based 

on the nature of his father, is presented as a natural one, which is then insultingly 

challenged by the granting of his father's arms to Odysseus. Neoptolemus continues his 

false story, describing his angry reaction to this unjust allotment of the arms. At this 

point in his enthusiastic and deceitfûl role-playing, Neoptolemus is styling himself after 

Ajax, who really lost the contest of the arms to Odysseus. His words at 374-75 ( r a y h  

x o h o û d ~  ~ijûùc fipaaoov K ~ K O ~  /  ois naotv. oSkv l v 6 ~ È s  rroioijprvo~) recall the 

curse of Ajax at Ajm 843-44: TT'. d ~ a x ~ i a i  rroivt~oi T' ' E p i v k ~ .  / yrij~aûs. p i  

cp~i6~aea ~ r a v ~ ~ u o v  m p a ~ o ü .  Neoptolemus, like Ajax, speaks of having suffered a 

double shame: not only did Odysseus refuse to give him his father's arms, but he W e r  

upbraided him for not being on the battlefield when Achilles needed him.lM The chorus, 

as skilled as their master in improvised deceit, deftly follow Neoptolemus' cue and sing 

of how they remember the event he has narrated (391-402). This tale contradicts the 

tradition which says that Odysseus gave Achilles' arms to Neoptolemus when the youth 

arrived at ~ r o ~ , ' "  an event which Philoctetes could not know about, but of which the 

audience would be aware. The false story reminds the audience of the contest which did 

take place between Ajax and Odysseus for Achilles' arms. For Philoctetes, the 



plausibility of Neoptolemus' story is here enhanced by the clever use of a real occasion in 

which an Odyssean victory gave rise to Aeacid bittemess and withdrawal. 

In response to this story Philoctetes replies sympathetically, making it plain that 

his own nature is much more akin to that of Neoptolemus and his father than to that of 

Odysseus. He offers his own assessrnent of Odysseus: 

iEot6a y a p  uiu mavros âv h6yov K ~ K O Ü  

This is in contrast to Odysseus' self-characterization (96-99), in which he admits to using 

his tongue for deceit, but only because it will bring about the desired common goal. But 

what is in the comrnon interest of the majority of the Greeks has not always been in the 

interest of Philoctetes. Later, Philoctetes will M e r  characterize Odysseus negatively 

by referring to Odysseus as the son of Sisyphus, the hubnstic trickster and tyrant of 

Corinth who, according to one tradition, was said to have impregnated Anticleia before 

her rnarriage to Laertes (4 17).'02 This accusation of illegitimate birth is in contrast to the 

constant references to the aristocratic nature of Neoptolemus and his noble ancestors. 

Compare also 624-25, where Philoctetes refers to the story that Sisyphus cheated death 

and so escaped from Hades, an episode which casts a very unfavourable light on 

Odysseus' weWcnown talent for swival.  For Philoctetes, character is inherited, and he 

constantly stresses this aristocratic attitude by addressing people by their patronymics. 

But this tradition of Odysseus' Sisyphean lineage also fiings mud on the character of 

Odysseus' mother and materna1 grandfather, another great trickster, Autolycus, who was 



said to have married the recently-pregnant Anticleia off to ~aertes.'" Autolycus himself 

was said to be the child of Hermes, patron of thieves and 1iars.lM 

With illuminating irony, Philoctetes asks where Ajax was while al1 of this 

business about the arms of Achilles was gohg on-he would never have borne seeing 

Achilles' armour going to Odysseus (41 0- 1 1). Neoptolemus avoids this awhvard 

question, and replies simply that Ajax has died, without elabomting, even when pressed 

by Philoctetes (4 12-1 5). The audieuce, of course, know the detaifs of how Ajax died, 

from the prominent mythological tradition. Their recollection of Odysseus' role in Ajax' 

death rnight well negatively colour their impression of Neoptolemus' allegiance with 

Odysseus in this scene. 

By line 435, Philoctetes has heard that Achilles, Ajax, Antilochus, and Patroclus 

are dead, while Odysseus is dive, and he comments on how the reverse should be me.  

This antithesis between the dead and the swiving of the Trojan war is reinforced by the 

rnemory it triggers of the katabaseis in the Odyssey. These are the four heroes who are 

seen together by Odysseus and by the suitors during their encounters with the shades of 

the underworld (1 1.467-69; 24.15-1 7). On that occasion, Odysseus' nature as a s&or 

was emphasized by his temporq transgression of the boundary between the worlds of 

the living and the dead.''' 

Neoptolemus improvises his characterization of Odysseus, as his initial encounter 

with Philoctetes progresses, in order to harmonize with the sentiments of his interlocutor. 

Neoptolemus calls Odysseus a oocpos nahaicmj~, with aoqai yvOpai (43 1-32). This 

reference to Odysseus as a wrestler brings to mind his wrestling match with Ajax in IZiad 



23.700-39.1m There the wily versatility of the compact Odysseus and the brute strength 

of the much larger Ajax are pitted against each other in an agon ending in a tie. 

The negative characterization of Odysseus which is k i n g  jointly constructed by 

the honest Philoctetes and the dishonest Neoptolemus is m e r  established when 

Philoctetes questions Neoptolemus about ava@ov phv cpwro~ ...y h d a q  6i 6~ivoG  ai 

aoqoü (439-40). Neoptolemus asks whom he can mean other than Odysseus (he does 

seem to be taking up his abuse of Odysseus with a h o s t  too n a d  a relish here), but 

Philoctetes replies: 06 TO~TOV E ~ O V .  ahha O ~ p c r i q ~  TLS fiv (442).'07 Thersites is the 

very man whom Odysseus upbraided and beat for daring to question the authority of the 

aristocratie leaders of the Greek host in Book 2 of the Iliad, and whom, in the Aethiopis, 

Achilles himself killed in punishment for his taunts about Penthesilea. This exchange, 

which draws a parallel between Odysseus and Thersites, who were diarneeically opposed 

in the Iliad, suggests that, like Thenites, Odysseus was a base usurper of the pnvileges of 

the noble, and far too fond of talking. 'O8 Neoptolemus ignores the traditional fact of 

Thersites' death and says, again tuning his speech to harmonize with Philoctetes' 

perspective, that he thinks he is still alive, provoking a characteristic comment fkom 

Philoctetes that the bad always survive while the good are always sent away to Hades, 

never to return (446-52). He thus approves the Achillean mode1 of heroism earned by an 

early death. 

At 453-60, Neoptolemus announces his intention to get far fiom Troy and the 

hated sons of Atreus: 



Rocky Scyrus will suffice for him-he is sailing for home. This announcement recreates 

in miniature the great speech of Achilles in reply to Odysseus in Riad 9, which was 

prefaced by Achilles' assertion that he would speak the tmth openly. Here again 

Neoptolemus is falsely using his father's honestly-spoken words in the service of 

Odyssean deceit. The two heroes of Homer's two great epics, so often opposed to one 

another in the heroic tradition, here reside together in the single figure of the young 

Neoptolemus, an example of Sophocies' exploitation of the epic tradition in the fullest 

way possible. Philoctetes feels sure that he can tell the difference between an Aeacid and 

Odysseus, and indeed in this scene he is confionted by an Aeacid who seems to be true to 

the family tradition of plain-speaking and offended withdrawal fiom a hierarchy which 

has insulted him. But, in fact, Neoptolemus is an Aeacid uniquely schooled in the 

Odyssean tradition of deceit, and he is doing what it takes to remain an important force in 

the battle for Troy. What it takes is the use of a trick in order to get the bow which 

Helenus' prophecy has &med is necessary for the taking of the Trojan citadel. 

Compare Odysseus' use of deceit to capture the Palladium in the Company of Diornedes, 

another object without which the prophet Helenus had foretold Troy could not be taken. 

Neoptolemus and his chorus of sailors have played their deceptive roles with the 

greatest success, and everything is going according to Odysseus' p h .  Philoctetes is just 

about to embark with Neoptolemus when Odysseus, waiting back at the ship, becomes 

impatient at the delay, and decides to act upon the plan he mentioned earlier in the play 

(125-32), sending one of the crew, in disguise as a sea-faring wine-merchant, to make the 

false report to Neoptolemus that the Greeks are sending Phoenix and the sons of Theseus 



d e r  him.'1° Now Neoptolemus mut play the role of Philoctetes, a hero who has k e n  

mortally offended by the Greeks and who wishes to retum home but is being sought by 

them to return to Troy. When Neoptolemus hears the sailoh tale, he asks the question 

which was raised in the beginning of the play, during the discussion of how Philoctetes 

was to be taken: Ws (K pias ci' &cones fi hoyoq aahtv: (563). Neoptolemus does not 

admit the option of 66hos into the discussion in front of Philoctetes, but he does ask the 

most obvious question nos oùv 'OGuaa~ùs srpos ras' o i j ~  airrayydo~ / rrh~iv fiv 

É~olwos: (568-69). Odysseus, as the present plot exemplifies, is the most likely person to 

be selected for recruiting unwilling heroes to the war at Troy. The disguised sailor's 

reply affirms this: he says that he heard that Odysseus and Diornedes were making an 

expedition after some other man-none other than Philoctetes, as it tums out. Here, too, 

the methods mentioned for recruiting an unwilling hero are persuasion and force (593- 

94)-not a breath is whispered about the possibility of deceit being used. Neoptolemus 

asks: T ~ S  O no005 ahoù5 YUET'. fi & O u  Pia /  ai V E ~ E O I ~ .  a'iaep Epy' a ~ w o v a i v  

itara; (60 1 -02).'11 The disguised sailor then tells of Odysseus' very characteristic 

capture of the Trojan seer Helenus: 

The sailor goes on to tell of hou. this prophet foretold that Troy could not be taken unless 

the Greeks persuaded Philoctetes to corne away with them fiom Lernnos to the Greek 

camp at Troy (6 10- 13). Philoctetes is homfied at the prospect of Odysseus' arrival. He 



is particularly scandalized by the idea that Odysseus should try to persuade him A6yoioi 

pah8a~ois (629) to accompany hirn to the Greek camp, thus confinning Odysseus' 

assertion in the first scene of the play that persuasion would not be effective in this 

recruitment. Philoctetes, like Sophocles' Ajax, is a hero who is irnpervious to persuasive 

words. 

At line 895, Neoptolernus at last breaks down under the burden of shame imposed 

upon hirn by the sight of Philoctetes' suffering and trust. He resolves to disassociate 

himself fiom Odysseus' plan of deception. He decides to stop playing a feigned role, for 

this has caused hirn to abandon his own nature and to do what does not befit h h  (902- 

03). Philoctetes has not yet undentood what is troubling Neoptolemus, and in his 

miscomprehension of the situation he says, aAh' oir8Èv Etw roü qvr~Vaav~o~ d y~ 

/ 6pà5 oi6Q q w v ~ ï s  ... (904-05). Once again, Philoctetes simply infea the nature of 

Neoptolemus' character fiom the fact that he is the son of Achilles. But Neoptolemus 

knows that he has not behaved at dl like his father but rather has followed Odysseus, 

~ p V r r r o v  8' Cr p i  6 ~ i   ai hÉyov aïuxics~' 1 m 5 v  (909), and this realization casts hirn 

into a state of aporia. When Philoctetes hears Neoptolemus Say these words of himself, 

he instantly thinks of Odysseus and concludes that Neoptolemus is planning to do the 

same thing to hirn that Odysseus did: a w ) p  06'. ~i p i  'y& ~ a r o s  yvchuqv Eqw. / 

1~po6oVs CI' EOIKE raI(Ain>v TOU nhow U T E ~ E ~ V  (9 10- 1 1). Neoptolemus tells him the 

tnith, that Philoctetes must accompany hirn to Troy to be healed and to take the city. 

Now, however, when Neoptolemus is speaking the tnith like a real Aeacid, Philoctetes 

addresses Lm, in reaction to his recent lies, as if he were Odysseus himserf: 



Philoctetes charges that Neoptolemus, by taking away the bow and arrows, has taken 

away his life (93 l), and we are rerninded of the death of Ajax as a result of Odysseus' 

possession of the arms of   ch il les."^ Philoctetes here has been reduced to the same 

despair as Ajax in that play and expresses the same bitter sentiments towards his enemy. 

Now that Neoptolemus bas thrown off his Odyssean role and stands wavering 

about what to do, Odysseus decides that the crisis calls for intervention, and he appears 

on the scene in order to use force, if necessary, to get possession of the bow and to bring 

Philoctetes to Troy. Philoctetes invokes Hephaestus' volcanic fire for help, but Odysseus 

retorts that he is the servant of Zeus, the god who has planned al1 of this (986-90). Just as 

Philoctetes recently believed that Neoptolemus was incapable of deception, he now 

believes Odysseus incapable of telling the truth (99 1 -92), and that, in using the gods for 

his pretence, he makes the gods false as well. Odysseus insists that he is telling the tmth 

and advises Philoctetes to do as he is told, for thus he will join the iipimoi and take 

Troy. Philoctetes, however, much like his Aeacid models, would rather die (994-1002) 

than aid the Greeks. Odysseus abandons the attempt at persuasion and, resorting to force, 

orders his men to lay hold of Philoctetes to prevent him from committing suicide by 

throwing himself over the cliff. 

Philoctetes now launches into an indictment of Odysseus as the opposite of the 

"healthy" and the "fkee" (& pq6év iiYds pq6' ikijeapov tppovov, l006)."~ Odysseus 

has hunted him down, using Neoptolemus (avaciov pÈv ooü. w a ~ a ~ i o v  6' ipoü. 1009) 



as his bait. Philoctetes calls Odysseus the compter of the noble Neoptolemus, who was 

unwillingly taught, against his nature, Èv ~arois dvat CJOQ~V (1015). Odysseus is bere 

presented as an image of the kind of sophist we recognize from the dialogues of Plato and 

the Clou& of Aristophanes. Such a sophist teaches the sons of the aristocrats who would 

have power in the dernocratic city to make the weaker argument victorious over the 

stronger, against the interests of justice.'15 This sophistic education is associated in 

Philoctetes' speech with the destruction of fieedorn and a wholesome life.'16 This is 

ironic. for, unsympathetic as Odysseus has become, if his plan were to succeed it would 

result in the fieeing of Philoctetes frorn his island exile and in the healing of his 

consurning sickness. Like Ajax, Philoctetes is particularly grieved at the thought of being 

the object of laughter of Odysseus and the Atreidae (1023-24). Philoctetes also refers to 

how Odysseus was recruited into the Greek army by the use of dolos and bia: do@ TE 

~ a v a y q  Cuyà~ (10251, contrasting his own w i b g  eniistment. Here again he 

establishes a connection between himself and Neoptolernus, who in lines 70-74 was said 

by Odysseus to have corne to Troy under no constraint. 

Odysseus declines to reply to Philoctetes' charges, though he insists that he would 

have plenty to say if allowed. Instead he comrnents: ~Gsrov 8 i ~ a h v  raya8Gv 

upiai~. / o i j ~  âv hapois pou pehhov où6Ev' ~iroapfi (1050-5 l)."' Here he merely 

daims that, as long as he is in possession of the bow, there is no need of Philoctetes, 

since the Greeks have Teucer, Ajax' half-brother (and a grandson of Aeacus), who is an 

excellent archer. Even Odysseus himself could master and aim the bow (so we have seen 

him perform in the Odyssey) and so win the ~ i p f i  which Philoctetes ought to have had 

(1 06 1-62). This claim is patentIy untrue in the light of Helenus' prophecy and Heracles' 



final speech, which declare that Philoctetes himself was needed for the taking of Troy. 

Odysseus here brings to Mnd the words of Agamemnon at A j m  1237 where, quite 

without credibility and on the losing side of an argument, he claims that he has been as 

good a warrior as Ajax. 

Odysseus and Neoptolemus leave Philoctetes with the chorus and he begins the 

kommos in which he cornplains that he is the victim of the Ero~oaa / ~p-6 T' Éml 

GoAçpCs ..qp EUOS (1 11 1-12). The chorus repiy (in harmony with Odysseus at 986-90) 

that it was not deceit but divine fate which has brought about this trouble for Philoctetes 

(1 1 16- 19). He is unmoved by their words and goes on to lament again the fact that he is 

an object of ridicule now that Odysseus s r o h u p ~ ~ a u o ~  has possession of the arms which 

Heracles had given to him (1 123 -39). The chorus of sailors in reply are f m  in their 

defence of Odysseus, who, they Say, was acting justly on behalf of the whole army in 

order to help the common cause (1 140-45). 

Philoctetes, though he cannot be aware of the fatal tragic withdrawais of Achilles 

and Ajax, is a character who adopts this same tragic heroism for himself.'" The 

Atreidae, along with Odysseus, have treated him badly. They have become his enemies 

and when they are in need of his vital aid on behalf of the Greek cause at Troy he refuses 

them outright. He is not interested in winning gIory in battle if it means joining in a 

common cause with his enemies, and so he, like Achilles, chooses to withdraw to his 

country and his father, even though for hirn that rnust mean a life lived not only in 

obscurity but also in festering sickness and pain. Philoctetes is naively al1 too ready to 

find in Neoptolemus a kindred spirit, in spite of the fact that he has already been deceived 

in the past by those who should have been his friends. As the play progresses, 



Neoptolemus, while under the influence of Odysseus, is confironted by his father's ideals 

in the figure of Philoctetes, and, as the conflict this arouses in his sou1 is stirred into 

action, we are once again offered the clash between the Odyssean ethic of survival and 

victory through deceit, and the Aeacid ethic of withdrawal from the common cause as an 

expression of abhorrence for corruption. In the end, the play itself rejects both options. 

Once Neoptolemus has opted for honesty, deciding to restore the bow to 

Philoctetes despite Odysseus' protests and to yield to Philoctetes' will, Philoctetes praises 

him : 

There is irony in this speech of Philoctetes which contrasts the noble lineage of 

Neoptolemus with the baser blood of Odysseus by contrasting Sisyphus, Odysseus' 

alleged father, with the great Achilles. It is ironic that the praise he gives Achilles is the 

very same praise offered (quite sincerely) to the ghost of Achilles in the underworld by 

Odysseus himself in Odyssey 1 1.484-86. 

Philoctetes' words also bring back to the surface a theme which appears 

throughout this play, the theme of survival of the bad and death of the good. Philoctetes 

has been existing for ten years in a living death and repeatedly asks for death to end his 

sufferings. Now Neoptolemus takes advantage of the tmst he has gahed to give 

Philoctetes a lecture about self-infiicted suffering. In assuming his tragic stance of 

withdrawal from the life of the cornmunity and longing for death, Philoctetes has become 



savage (où 6' i y p  iooai, 1 32 1). '*O Philoctetes, however, refuses to be persuaded by the 

patient words of Neoptolemus, and Neoptolemus reluctantly agrees to abide by his 

promise to take Philoctetes home on his ship. The two start off, and the dumbfounded 

audience is lefi in confiision and disappointment, While they m u t  applaud the victory of 

pity and honesty over ambition and deceit in the soui of Neoptolemus, they rnust also feel 

disappointment that this victory means that he must support the morbid withdrawal of 

Philoctetes fiom his destined glory fighting on behalf of the Greek army. Philoctetes in 

illness, like Ajax in death, would rather nourish his resentment and so live forever with 

his festering wound.12' This is not how the myth is supposed to tum out. 

This unsatisfactory situation necessitates the intervention of a deus ex machina in 

the form of the pre-Trojan-war hero Heracles, who uses his authority as Philoctetes' 

trusted benefactor and as a divinïty to bring about what was best for al1 of the parties al1 

dong. Heracles sends Neoptolemus and Philoctetes to take Troy together "like two 

lions".'" His command gives the lie to what seemed to be the plot's vindication of 

Philoctetes' wounded withdrawal. 

But similarly, the play also dramatizes the rejection of Odysseus' use of deceit and 

bullying force in a scene in which Odysseus, d e r  losing the allegiance of Neoptolemus, 

is run off the stage, never to be heard fiom again in the play.1a The tragic and unyielding 

grandeur of Philoctetes' nature, and his capacity to remain utterly untouched by the 

influence of Odyssean persuasion and trickery exernplify how a m e r  opposition is here 

suggested and supported by the contrast between Odysseus, a favourite character of the 

comic poets, and Philoctetes, who has demonstrated such great finity with the tragic 

heroes of the Aeacid line and whose story is dramatized by al1 three extant tragedians. 



The late plays of Euripides are ofien cited as examples of the breakdown between the 

genres of comedy and tragedy in the last years of the fifth century in ~thens,'" but the 

issue is also raised by this late play of ~ o ~ h o c l e s . ' ~  

In the end Heracles foretells that Philoctetes will have his wound healed, and that 

he will win great ~hÉos for himself as instrumental in taking the city of Troy: 

Philoctetes will win the reknown of an Achilles, "being distinguished as first of the =y 

for bravery". But he will also attain the fame of an Odysseus, in both taking Troy and 

returning with great wealth to his father and his h0rne1and.l~~ The audience may 

remember here Odysseus' own role in the final capture of Troy and reflect upon the irony 

that Philoctetes' Pia and Odysseus' V ~ ~ T I S  will in the end be united for their own renom 

as well as for the benefit of the Greek host. 

There is a M e r ,  darker, irony to Heracles' speech in the warning: 



It is hard to imagine how the audience, as they heard these lines, could not think of the 

traditional story of Neoptolemus' behaviour during the fa11 of Troy. Just as he forgot his 

inhented nature in the fust episodes of this play, so during Troy's fa11 he utterly forgot 

the reverence due to the gods; he slaughtered Priam, whom his own father Achilles had 

learned to treat so hurnanely, at the altar of Zeus, the very god named by Heracles as 

counting EÙCTÉPE~Q above al1 else.I2' 

Summary 

In this chapter plays in which Odysseus interacts with aristocratic characters who 

threaten the interests of the Greek majority have been considered. In each play it is 

possible to see Odysseus as a representative of democratic interests in Athens as opposed 

to those of the aristocracy. In these interactions, Odysseus appears as a sympathetic 

character in the satyr play the Cyclops, where he conforms to the type of the foik-hero 

who uses his wits to overcome a more powefil tyrannical force. In this play the monster 

Polyphemus is clearly a caricature of the self-sufficient and self-serving Athenian 

oligarch who contemns the will of the majority. In the tragedies, Odysseus is 

sympathetically presented only in the Ajax, most probably a relatively early play which is 

quite Aeschylean in its dramatisation of a reconciliation between the old aristocratic order 

built on inhented physical excellence and the newer democratic order built on consensus 

brought about by the persuasive speech of a clear-sighted leader with the best interests of 

al1 parties at heart. Odysseus in the A j a x  is a Penclean sort of politician. In Sophocles' 

later tragedy, the Philoctetes, Odysseus has becorne unambiguously contemptible in his 

self-serving manipulation of the noble youth Neoptolemus and his deceit of the excluded 



and suffering aistocrat Philoctetes. This play reflects a disillusionment with the 

democratic order and with the sophists and the demagogues who manipuiated it at the end 

of the fifth century. Euripides, in his version of the same story, produced in 43 1, had 

already explained Odysseus' leadership in the dangerous recruitrnent of Philoctetes, in 

which he is aided by Athena in his deceit of the exiied aristocraî, as a result of bis 

political ambition. 

In al1 of the plays, Odysseus' victims are aristocratic figures who in their 

alienation from the public sphere of political Me are contrasted with Odysseus' ease with 

the political ski11 of rhetoric, whether it is used for good or for evil. The will of these 

victims is in every case sacrificed to the advantage of the majority, whether thk is seen as 

eniightened or self-interested and misguided. 



Notes to Chapter Three 

I Kirk 1970 162-71 explores the contradiction but, 1 think, makes too much of the difference between 
Polyphemus and the other Cyclopes on the island. Particularly awkward is his inference on 167 that 
Polyphemus is the d e r  of the Cyclopes becaux of O&ssey 1.70-71, avrierov nohiiqq~iov. 6ou KPUTOS 

Cori ufvimov / nâaiv K d r j n ~ a o i .  Kirk claims that the underlined phrase "elsewhere implies" a 
d e r .  But in Odyssey 9 the Cyclopes are specifically differentiated fiom civilized men by their lack of any 
political organization beyond the household, so here the phrase must be taken literally to mean that 
Poiyphemus was the strongest of the Cyclopes. The formulait phrase nevertheless points to an interesting 
connection between Polyphemus and a traditional aristocratic ruler, conceived of as descended fiom the 
gods and mling by virtue of his physical prowess, which is seen as evidence of his divine descent. 

See above p. simites32. 
For a full discussion of the attitudes towards prhitivism in early Greek litenture, see Lovejoy and Boas 

155-92. 
The nature of Alcinous' virtue is indicated by his name which suggests the power of his mind. 
Chapter 1 n. 66. 

It is used of the Trojans at Iliad 3.106, 13.621,21.224,414,459; of the suitors at Odyssey 2.310, 3.3 15, 
4.790, 11.116, 13.373, 1427, 15.12,315,376, 16271, 18.167,20.12,291,23.356. 
' Their entry on the word is reproduced on p. 50 above. 

Hem uses it of Zeus at Iliad 15.94, where she is angry with him. 
' Professor Emmet Robbins points out to me, "it is interesting that the two adjectives h ~ p g i a h o s  and 
a0Évia-ros both occur in a context that suggests a pejorative meaning, but à8ipta~os is repeatedly 
redefined in the subsequent Iines to indicate the ambivalence. [The Cyclopes] don't have social 8ipis (232) 
but each does administer 8ipis." 
IO There has been a lot of discussion about its date. 1 am inclined to side with those who place it in the last 
decade of Euripides' life. Seaford's suggestion of 408 seems reasonable. His discussion of the date is 
surnrnarized at 48-5 1 of his introduction to the play. See also Paganelli 58-60. 
" Seaford 1988 5 1-56. 
'' See 57 where he compares Polyphemus with the Eteocles of the Phoenissae. See also Paganelli 2 1-24. 
'3 SO Seafordls discussion, 1984 52. 
IJ  See also Plato L a w s  10.889d, 1 1.927e for vouas as the work of ~ & v r l  and noinihia. 
l5 Paganelli 26: "L'asserzione di Polifemo si colloca percio all' interno di quel filone della Sofistica che 
svaluta ii logos ed esalta la Machtpolitik, assumendo cosi-piu O meno velatamente-una colorazione 
antidemocratica. L'egemonia del logos 2 infatti uno dei punti nodali della propaganda periclea (Thuc.1140, 
25, III 42,2): disprezzarlo significa svalutare il regirne assembleare." See also Dodds 12-15 on the 
poIitical signi ficance of the curent debate about vopos and gVoy. 
l6 Seaford 1984 ad foc. 

l7 Vitelli. cited by Seaford 1984 ad roc. 
l 8  Seaford 1984 52-56, Paganelli 21-52. Aristotie's Politics 4.1290b offers the distinction: "a demos is 
when the fiee are in power, and an oligarchy is when the rich are." 
l9 102. 

At (fiad 11.482; Odjssey 3.163, 7.168, 13.293 22.1 15,202,281. 



" William Arrowsmith, in his introduction to his translation o f  the play, 227 paraphrases Oscar Wilde on 
the Americans, "he has passed directly fiom barbarism to decadence without pause for civilization." 

Euripides Cyclops 20,62,95, 106, 114, 130,298,366,395,599,660,703. 
Herodotus 7.158. See Paganelli 108-9. 

": Thucydides 7.87. 
Pindar Pyrhians 1.16-20; Prometheus Bound 35 1-54. 
Paganelli 120-23. 

" This modification in the dynamics of the episode is fiilly discussed in Konstan's article. 
'B 1 IO, 358. 

156,415,446, 519,521-29,575. 
Above, Chapter 2 pp. 70 ff. 
See Ober and Strauss, who concentrate on the Oresteia in their article. 

3' Seaford 1994 Ch. 10. 
33 Seaford 1984 ad foc. 

Seaford 1984 in his introduction 57 compares the role of the foreign stranger who destroys Dionysus' 
enerny Pentheus and liberates the Dionysiac retinue of choral maenads in Euripides Bacchae. Also to be 
compared are the liberating effects of the defeat of Xerxes by Themistocles and the Athenians in 
Aeschylus' Persians (see above pp. 73 f.). 
35 Konstan 2 1 3. 

Odysseus scoffs at hem 642, &v&pq novqpoi ~où8iv a\iwaxoi. 
" Csapo and Slater 103-04. 
3a The passage has already been cited above p.66. 
39 Seaford 1988 33-44, Sunon 1974 16 1-70. 
a Sutton 1974 167-70. 
" Glenn 1971 provides full bibliography. 
'' The Iphigeneia of Aulis will be discussed further in Chapter Four pp.205 fT. 
'3 Seaford 1984 49-50. Compare Sophocles' satyric Ichneutae which conforms to the genre's admiration 
for and celebration of the trickster Hermes who gets the better of the aristocratie Apollo. 
a The idea that the Iine of the satyr-play is a conscious echo of  Sophocles is supported by the fact that 
Euripides himself wrote a Philocteres twenty years before Sophocles did. No doubt he paid close attention 
to changes introduced by his rival, and enjoyed inserting a clever echo in his satyr-play in turn. 

Cyclops 1 04, Philoctetes 4 1 7,623, 13 1 1 . 
1.97. 

n As at Batrachomyomachia 1 16, Euripides Medea 298, Xenophon Cyropaedia 8.8.16. 
ja As in the  aiv va Gaipovia introduced by Socrates (Plato Apology 24c), who was also charged with 
corrupting the Athenian youth, and often elsewhere in Plato, as cited by LSI. 
49 In his physical affliction, his uncared-for state, his living in the natural world as a polluted exile fiom the 
human community, and h i s  power to help friends and h m  enemies, Philoctetes presents the same image of 
unjustly scapegoated royalty as does Oedipus in the Oed@a al Colonus. There, too, the tragic hero was 
sought out by those unscrupulous characters who had exiled him, and to whom it was prophesied that he 
would bring rnilitary victory. 

For exarnple, the whole series of self-seeking are interlopers run off the stage in Aristophanes' Birak. 
SO Taplin 197 1 36-37: "Characters in Greek tragedy do not mn off stage under threat of force: though in 

Old Comedy it is common. Odysseus' only companion in this indignity is the Phrygian slave at Eur. Or. 
1526, a figure of ridicule." 
" Greengard 52, 



Compare Republic 492b-c where Plato cornplains about the praise or blame of the many when they are 
gathered together in assembly, courts, theatres, or camps. 

(" Compare Euripides' Antiope Fr. 193, in which Amphion answers Zethus' charges of the public 
uselessness and effeminacy of his music-making: 6 a n s  6i n p a a u ~ i  n o M a  npaua~iv napov. / 
tiopos. mapov Çqv i 6 i o s  anp&ypova. See Carter 166ff. 

'"ee also Ehrenberg 53: [In Suppiiants,] "the herald charges Theseus and his polis with moMh 
npaao~iv, and Theseus daims that for her many rrovoi Athens has also gained rnuch happiness (576f.)-" 
" Carter discusses the passage in relation to Euripides' Philucretes in chapter 2, "43 1: Apragmones and the 
Athenian Empire". Compare Callicles' attack, quoting and modifying Euripides' Antiope, on Socrates' 

reference for philosophy over politics in Plato Gorgias 486b-   ai roi nos uo@v TOW Eunu. W 
h p a T g .  d n$ €69~6 haPofi00 T W ~  @TO E ~ I ~ K E  )&OUO. UT$' S ~ ~ O V  dTq ~W&VNOV 
porl%~iv pq6' i ~ a o u a ~  ÈK T&V ~ E ~ ~ Q T W V  K I V ~ W G ~ V  p i n  i a n o v  H ~ T E  & U O V  uq6Éva. h b  6È TGV 
&Opou mpravAGa8ai rüoav rilv oùuiav. à v W s  6i &TIC~OV &v iv r ( j  roh~t :  
See atso Antiope Frs, 1 87- 1 MN, which criticise the noble who negtects practical affaks for the pleasure of 
music as a useless nobody, Both fragments form the mode1 for Callicles' reproach of Socrates. 

Orariones 52'59. 
In the Ajar Odysseus' change in appearance consists of his invisibility to Ajax in the first scene. 

59 Hecuba, Iphigeneia at Aulis, and Trojan Women will be discussed in Chapter Four. 
* Dio Chrysos:om Oratio 59.7. 
6' The Phifoctetes also uses hunting imagery of the pursuit of Philoctetes at 116, 1007. 
62 On the association with hunting imagery and trickery, see Detienne and Vernant, especially Ch. 2. 
Professor Christopher Brown, in e-mail correspondence with Professor Emmet Robbins, points out the 
similarities between this scene and Odyssey 13,18740, an episde  in which Athena has a fond encounter 
with Odysseus by the sea-shore and expresses her approval of his tricks and deceptions, which are a part of 
her own nature also, and in which she uses her divine powers to disguise Odysseus in preparation for his 
imminent encounter with his violent rivals. Though he will bring about their deaths, he will be reconciled 
to their families. 
a Stanford's translation of 51-52. 
* In Dio's synopsis of Euripides' Philoctetes, Odysseus says he was afraid to approach Philoctetes, but was 
urged by Athena in a drearn to do so, with her reassurance that she would à M a ~ ~ i v  MOU TO E ~ S   ai '(i)v 
q m v  j v .  G a n  h a û ~ ï u  a h @  uwyy~vo~wov (59.3). 

Blundell 64 observes: "The mad Ajax represents the greatest possible contrast to the piety, sophrosune 
and caution that we have observed in Odysseus." 
66 AS in the cave of Polyphemus, Odysseus here too is given the 'privitege' of being last to die. 
67 Compare Thucydides' admiring assessmcnt of Themistocles 1.138.3. 
69 Stanford 1992 104 comments that "Sophocles has abandoned Homer's view of the relationship behveen 
Odysseus and Athene." So too Blundell60, Bowra 33-34. Perhaps the sirnilarity between this passage and 
the one in Odyssey 13 is meant to invite this contrast, which is somewhat detrimental to Athena. 
69 Blundell62 discusses laughter as the conventional response to an enemy's misfortunes. It is cettainly the 
response Socrates is faced with in the Athenian law courts (Gorgias, Apology). 
70 cf. Nemeans 7.22-24: €TE\ yrd6~ai  oi n o ~ a v Q  <TE) ~ a x a v @  / a~pvov E ~ E O T ~  TI- aoqia 6È KhilTT~i 
-rrapayoioa pY0015, -rvqAov 6' EXEI / ?TOP opihos av6pov O nA~lgTOs. These lines are discussed 
above on pp.95 ff. 
71 So Stanford ad foc. 
72 Blundell6 1 and Segal 39-40 have noted that the character most Iike Odysseus in this play is Tecmessa 
Here she alone (of mortal characters) shares Odysseus' role as eye-witness to Ajax' rnadness. 
73 The translation suggested by Stanford ad foc. for EnpaÇav, a questionable reading of the text. 



'' C -  1 135-36, where the wrestling metaphor is used again when Teucer accuses Menelaus of fi ing the 
vote in the contest of the anns and Menelaus replies: iv ~ 0 7 s  Gi~acmais. OÙK ipoi. T O ~ '  Èatpahq. 

75 cf. Aeschylus TrGF Fr. 177 ("Onhov Kpiots): ~i yàp itcxhov Çfjv tpiovt 0s h h a s  &xi: 
76 Compare Parroclus' rernarks about Achilles to Nestor at Iliad 653-54: d 6i aÙ oTaûa. yrpaG 
~ I O T P E ~ ~ S .  OTOS ~ K E ~ U O S  / ~E IVOS a d p -   axa KEV  ai auainov a im6q~0.  

77 Blundell79: "Ajax rnakes on his son the same demands that he expects Telamon to make on him." 
'' Blundell64-65 notes that both Ajax and Athena find personal revenge "sweet", both hurt innocent people 
in their drive for revenge, both express contempt for cowardice, both treat their subordinates with 
dismissive coldness, and both inspire awe in those around them. 
79 Compare Ajax' dismissal of Athena's comments about his intent to torture Odysseus at 1 12. 

80 Compare the words of Polyphemus at Cydops 320-21: Zrluh 6' iy& ~ ~ p a w o v  où qpiouo. &VE. / 
oir6' oX' on ZEijs im' ivoü ~ p ~ i a a o v  &os. 

The chorus respond by mistakenly picturing Odysseus laughing along with the Atreidae at Ajax' 
mis fortune. 

See above, Ch. 2 n. 15. 
Or, as Calchas says of even earlier behaviour of Ajax at 763, &vous. 

cf: Odysseus' interrogation of Dolon at Iiiad 10.385-86: T@ 64 oü-ros h i  ufias an8 m p a ~ o ü  E p x ~ a ~  
010s / v G n a  81' optpvaiqv. on 0' Eii80vat ~ @ O T O ~  &Mot: 

85 Contrast Ajax' payer to Zeus at Iiiad 17.64547, to destroy the Achaeans in the daylight. nther than in 
darkness. 
sa We need only think of the Doioneia, or of Odysseus' secret penetration of Troy on an intelligence 
mission, recalled by Helen in Odyssey 4, or of the capture of the Palladium. Al1 of these, however, were 
undertaken against the enemy for the benefit of the Greeks. 
87 The madness had already been mentioned in the IIias Parva. 

Kirkwood 109 compares Ajax' words at 672-82 on the inconstancy of friendship and enmity. 
69 We find a precedent for Athena casting temporary madness upon hubrinic aristocrats hostile to Odysseus 
in Odyssey 20.345-49, where the suitors in Odysseus' hall are seized with uncontrollable laughter and 
appear to be covered with the blood of freshly slaughtered beasts. The similarity to the picture of the 
deluded and triumphant Ajax is striking. Guidorini compares the madness of the suitors to a Dionysian 
ecstatic insanity but Homer specifically names Athena as the instigator of the bloody hilarity. 
* On dating the A j m  See Reinhardt 244 n.3. 
91 See Knox 1964 12 1-22 for a discussion of Sophocles' evocation of the rich tradition opposing Achilles 
and Odysseus. 
fl Iliad 9.252-60, reponed by Odysseus as if he had been a witness, 1 1.765-68, Odyssey 1 1.506- 14, IZias 
Pana.  There is no certain evidence for Odysseus' recruiunent of Achilles dressed as a daughter of the 
Scyrian king Lycomedes before the mid-fourth century BC, but it is possible that this recruitment involving 
Odyssean 6ohos was known in Sophocles' time. Pausanias 1.22 mentions a painting by Polygnotus (mid- 
fifth century BC) of Achilles among the Scyrian maidens. The S c y r h  is also the title of lost plays by 
both Sophocles and Euripides. The subject of one or both of these plays may have been Achilles among 
the Scyrian rnaidens, or they may have dramatized the recmitment of Neoptolemus from Scyrus (see Radt 
TrGF vol. 4). The scholia to Iiiad 19.326 attributes the story to the cyclic poets. 
93 In Proclus' surnmary of the Rias Parva, Neoptolemus is recruited fiom Scyrus only afier the return of 
Philoctetes to Troy, and Diomedes fetches Philoctetes fiom Lemnos, and so Sophocles has altered the 
tradition in order to exploit fully the dramatic possibilities inherent in a joint venture between Odysseus and 
the son of Achilles. Not only has Sophocles aitered the epic tradition of Neoptolemus' recmitment, but he 
has also changed the earlier tragic treatments of the story of the fetching of Philoctetes from Lemnos. Dio 
Chrysostom, in his 52nd Dircowse, compares the three plays titled Phiioderes by Aeschylus, Euripides and 
Sophocles, of which the version of Sophocles is the latest. In Aeschylus, Odysseus arrives, undisguised. 



He tells Philoctetes that the Greeks have met with disaster, that Agamemnon has died, and that he himself 
has been charged with a disgraceful act- The chorus is composed of native Lemnians. In Euripides, 
Odysseus c o m a  accompanied by Diornedes, and with his appearance altered by Athena, who urged him, in 
his dreams, to this dangerous undertaking. He tells Philoctetes the lie that he is a follower of Palarnedes, 
who has been ruined by Odysseus, and goes on to say al1 sorts of terrible things about himself. 
94 Agamemnon is the recurrent exception, and Sophocles drew upon this fhct in the 1 s t  scene of the Ajm. 
95 Neoptolemus is constantly refened to in this play in tems of his relationship to his father: 5,50,57,96, 
240-41,242,260,357-58,364,542,582,940, 1066,1220-21,1237,1284,1298,1310-12, 1433. See 
Strauss 25-26 on the use of the patronymic: "ofien ... the patronyrnic connoted seriousness, manliness, and 
that combination of fomality and intimacy that demarcates a moment whose symbolic is greater than its 
Iiteral significance. For example, d e r  the banle of Lade in 494 (a disastrous loss for the Greeks) the 
Samians granted the relatively few men who had fought bravely for Samos the privilege of having their 
names inscribed on a stele with the patronymic indicated (pirorhen) because they were men of courage 
(andrasi agathoisi genomenoisi, Hdt.6.14; c/laws 735b) .... in the fifih century, some Athenians 
enthusiastically accepted the demotic, whiie others adhered to the paaonymic; the choice can sometimes be 
correlated with democratic or oligarchie political sentiments." 
% Odyssey 8-75-82. 
97 Line 6. cf: his reference to himself as a servant of Zeus at 990. Kirkwood 145 notes: "Loyalty to the 
-y they have in cornmon, and this alone. Othemise they are opposites: Odysseus* indifference to honor 
and virtue beside Neoptolemus' devotion to idealism; clever persuasiveness beside naïveté; sophisticated 
knowledge of the world beside youthful experience." 
98 Similarly Blundell 190: "He rephrases the conflict between deception and force as one ofword and deed, 
allying force with youthful rashness and deception with wise maturity, and thus translating the moral issue 
into t ems  favourable to himself." 
99 See Knox 1964 123. 
'00 Ajax was doubly sharned in h t  losing the contest of the m s ,  then being tricked and thwarted by 
Athena in his attempt at revenge (Ajax 432K). 
'O' AS toid in the IZim Parva:  ai N E O ~ O A E ~ O V  'O~VUUEÙJ i~ &I$~OV ayaywv ~a onha 6i6wai ~a 
TOÜ T T Q T ~ O S  (Proclus 11. 12- 13 Davies 1988) and on the cup mentioned above Ch. 2 n. 16. 

See above pp. 104ff. 
'O3 CJ Teucer's attack on Agamemnon's lineage (Ajm 1291-98). 
l w  Andocides traced his ancestry back through Odysseus to Hermes. The Orjssey mentions a close 
relationship, but not that of fath& and son, benveei Hermes and Autolycos i t  19.395ff vqirp& 
TT~TEP '  È0eh6~. 6s ~ J ~ ~ & R o u s  ~KÉKQUTO / K ~ E ' I T T ~ Q  0' O ~ K V  TE' 66 0i a h 0 ~  Ë ~ K E V  / 
'Epp~iay TG yap ~ ~ ~ a p r u p i v a  pqpia K ~ Ï E V  / apv&v i 6 '  ipiqtmv- O 6É oi np6cppov au' 6 G k .  
In later accounts Autolycus is Hermes' son by Chione. By Chione, he is the hvin brother of Philammon, 
begotten on the same night by Hermes, that Philammon was begotten by Apollo (Ovid Mefamorphoses 
473-98). Hermes is thus set up as the cornplementary opposite of the aristocratie Apollo, as he  is the 
Homeric Hymn to Hernies. He is the only OIympian to be boni of a nymph, and therefore has to take some 
pains to establish his place and privilege among the gods. In the Hymn, he does this by rneans of trickery, 
resourcefulness, invention, stealing, lies, and barter. He is also famous for using song to take away the 
sight of the hundred-eyed monster Argos in sleep, thus liberating Io from the monster's cowherding. 
las ïhis is another characteristic that he shares with Hermes. 
'% See above pp.23 ff. Webster criticizes lebb here, for thinking that the word kpno6i~ov~ai  is being used 
in the service of a wrestling metaphor, but the reference to Odysseus as a *rrahaiumjs supports the athletic 
image. 
'* See BlundeIl 196: "... this group of the wicked/living/enemies is represented by Thersites, a paradigrn of 
the despicable, who is introduced in a way that makes Neoptolemus (and the audience) think immediately 
of Odysseus (439-4 I)." 



'O8 lronically the substance of Thersites* speech in fliod 2 parallels many of Achilles' cornplaints against 
Agamemnon. Odysseus is a foi1 for both, but his different treatment of the two signifies their difference in 
status. 
'09 Compare Ajax 455-56, and Pindar Isrhmiam 4.34-35, where the idea of the lesser man's victory over the 
better man is expressed in the context of Odysseus' contest with Ajax. 
110 Here, as in Euripides* Hecuba (see Chapter Four) the sons of Theseus evoke Athenian characteristics. in 
both cases they are acting in the sarne way as Odysseus. 
11' Webster notes here the echo of Iliad 1.240, in which Achilles predicts: 'AxWijos n o G  'i&-rai v h s  
' Axaiov. 
"' Compare Ajax' attempt on the Greek chiefs Ajar 47 and his later deluded treatment of the flocks. 
I I 3  Webster notes the similarity between line 936, in which Philoctetes in the absence of sympathetic human 
witnesses, appeals to the landscape, and A j m  862-3, where Ajax during his suicide speech addresses 
~ p f i v a i  TE HOTUCIO~ 0' OSE.   ai ~a T p ~ w a  / n&a. 
"' At 995-96, Philoctetes, in response to Odysseus* insistence that he accompany them to Troy, lamented, 
oipot rahas. pÈv w s  GoUhous a a e s  / xa-rilp ap' iÇiqwmu où&' ~ ~ B i p o v ~ .  
115 The scholiast to line 99 of this play comments that Sophocles is accusing the orators of his own era- 
II6 See Rose for a fiil1 discussion of this play's perspective on the sophistic movement. 
II7 Webster ad loc. notes that here is "perhaps a side-glace at the oxhov  pio ois, the cornpetition for 
Achilles' arms." 

See Segal9-10: "The emotional world of the Phdoctetes resernbles that of  the Ajax, where the hero's 
self-destruction derives fiom a combination of pride, intransigence, an uncompromising cornmitment to his 
sense ofjustice at having been wronged by those in power, and an unshakable conviction of his own 
rights." 
119 See Knox' 1964 excellent comrnents 138 on Neoptolemus' restoration to his father's nature. 
'" Compare Ajax' comments on Achilles in the embassy of lliad9, as well as Apollo's consternation at his 
savage bloodlust at Iliad 24.39-45. 
"' In both the Ajax and the Pliiloctetes the language often suggests that the tragic heroes are afflicted by 
both a physioloçical and a spiritual illness. See Biggs' article on the disease theme in Sophocles. 
'- Webster notes that this sarne simile was applied to Odysseus and Diomedes in Iliad 10.27. 
l3 See above p. 139. 
"' See for exarnple Knox 1970, Seidenstecker 1986, Michelini 67, and Dunn. 
'" The character of Odysseus works for the other side of this opposition in Euripides' Cyclops. Seaford 
1984 5 1 cornments: "much of the humour of the play requires Odysseus to have stepped straight out of 
tragedy." Again, Odysseus' character rnediates between two exuemes. 
126 Compare the glory of Aeacus' son Telarnon as described by Ajax in Ajar 435-36: ~a npGl~a  
 ahh hi ad apimdaas a r p a ~ o ü  / rrpos o i ~ o v  fiho€ x6uav E ~ K ~ E I ~ V  ~ÉPWV.  This was 
accomplished in the Company of Heracles. 
'" This story is told in the I h u  Persa and Pausanias, in his description of the painting by Polygnotus of 
the sack of the Cnidians at Delphi, notes the parallels with the IIim Pana (10.2527). The sacrilegious 
slaughter of Priam is described and in this poem, Neoptolemus is also responsible for casting Astyanax 
from a tower to his death, though in the (fiou Persis Odysseus commits this act. 



Chapter Four: Hecuba, Agamemnon, and Achilles in Athens 

Chapter Three argued that when Odysseus in fifi-century drama is acting as a 

foi1 to aristocrats who, in their savagery, isolation, and extraordinary ability to cause 

h m .  present a threat to the interests of the majority, he tends to represent Athenian 

democratic values in opposition to those of strong and active aristocratie or oligarchie 

interests. In these encounters, he is either praised, as in the Cyclops and the Ajax, or 

ultimately ineffectual, as  in the Philoctetes. In this chapter, Odysseus' interactions with 

non-threatening aristocrats on the Anic stage will be examined. In these confrontations, 

his character may be thought to enact the attributes and interests of the Athenian 

democratic polis as a whole as they are opposed to those of its vanquished subjects, 

whether they are foreign or Athenian. in these confrontations, Odysseus is invariably 

villainous. Our major extant sources for stones of the latter sort of interaction between 

Odysseus and aristocrats are the Trojan plays of Euripides. Although the epic tradition 

presents Odysseus in many episodes in which he is engaged in peaceful interactions with 

high-bom characters (such as the interval on Scheria, or the eventually amicable 

relationship with Circe), the hostile confkontations between a victorious Odysseus and a 

nurnber of already-vanquished aristocrats are chosen for dramatization in the extant 

plays. In these plays, it is the royalty who command the sympathy of the audience, while 

Odysseus as a particularly effective Athenian-style antagonist is consistently vicious in 

his political pragmatism. 



Hecuba 

The Hecuba (-424BC) provides the lüllest treatment of a confrontation between 

Odysseus and a vanquished aristocrat. This disturbing play, with its diptych structure9 

shows Odysseus as a foi1 not only to Hecuba, the victimized tragic heroine of the play, 

but also to Polymestor, the unarnbiguously evil villain who confronts Hecuba in the 

second half of the play as Odysseus does in the fmt. So first we see Odysseus in a 

victirnizer-victim interaction, and later we see him drawn into a cornparison with another 

victimizer with whom he shares many characteristics but from whom he is also different 

in many ways. The most important of these differences is that while Hecuba turns the 

tables on Polymestor, victimizing him in a particularly homfic way, Odysseus escapes 

unscathed fkom the anger of his victim. Atso contributhg to the interest of the play is the 

way in which the audience is invited to compare the Hecuba of the first haalof the play 

with the Hecuba of the second half, as she engages with Polymestor after being tempered 

by her earlier interaction with Odysseus. 

When we fust see Hecuba in the initial scene of the play, she is on the losing side 

of every possible opposition. She is old, physically helpless, a woman, and a slave, 

without a home, without a city, and with oniy a ragged remnant of  her family lefi to her. 

This is al1 in contrast with her former status as an honoured and wealthy queen of 

beautiful Troy, wife of Priam, and mother of many of Troy's legendary princes, including 

Hector, the city's greatest hero. In spite of the catastrophic fa11 from fortune she herself 

describes, the audience is aware that she is even more unfortunate than she knows, for 

they have heard the prologue delivered by the ghost of her youngest son Polydorus, a 

child whom she believes to be safie with a royal fkiend, Polymestor, king of Thrace.' In 



fact that fiiend has slain Polydorus for the sake of his gold and thrown his corpse into the 

sea, denying him even a proper burial. Polydorus' ghost has informed the audience in 

addition that another ghost, that of Achilles, has appeared and demanded from the Greeks 

the honour of the sacrifice of Polyxena, Hecuba's daughter and cornpanion, and that 

Achilles wiI1 be granted his request by the Greeks. As Hecuba makes her painful way 

onstage, Polydorus' ghost comments: 

Though the play is just beginning, the appearance of Hecuba creates an overail 

impression of the aftermath of an aiready accomplished tragic reversal. But the once 

mighty queen brought low has still more misery to endure; her hopes for the future in the 

form of her two young and imocent children are yet to be destroyed. 

Because the remaining children of Hecuba are young and innocent, they are also 

vulnerabte. This is highlighted by the imagery of the text. Polydorus has already 

compared himself to a young shoot (mopeos, 20) grovhng up in the care of his father's 

guest-friend, but only so long as Priam himself flourished. Now Hecuba, relating her 

drearns about Polydorus and Polyxena of the night before, speaks of the vision she has 

had of a dappled deer being tom fiom her knees by a bloody-jawed wolf: 

EXOV yàp (3aA~àv EAaqov M r o v  =iuovi xahài 
upa<o&vav. an' C@v y o v a ~ o v  u~rau8~îcsav  u v o i r ~ o s .  



Hecuba's recounting of this dream is interrupted by the arriva1 of the chorus, who td1 her 

that Odysseus is on his way to fetch Polyxena to be sacrifked by the Greeks on the tomb 

of Achilles: 

Polyxena, here referred to as a young filly, corresponds to the deer of Hecuba's dream as 

Odysseus does to the savage wolf, an animai marked by both its bloodthirstiness and its 

cunning in raiding livestock? At Iine 178, Polyxena is again compared to a vuinenble 

animai, this time a bird (bpviv). At 205 she is a cub or whelp (oxGpvov oirpiûpÉ~rrav), 

then at 206 a young heifer (pouxov) tom from her mother's arms. She is again Hecuba's 

~6axos at 526. The animal images of naturai innocence and youth of course support the 

idea of Polyxena as a sacrificial victim, but they also provide a striking contrast with the 

political sophistication of Odysseus, whose pragmatics prey, more than once on the 

Euripidean stage, on the vulnerability of the noble child. Furthemore, the repeated 

image of Polyxena being tom Çom her mother's embrace adds associations with wedding 

r i t ~ a l . ~  These associations underscore the innocent virginity of Polyxena and her 

looming status as the bride of a shade in the ~nderworld.~ The rape of Persephone by the 

god of the underworld provides a mythological mode1 of the violence and grief suffered 

in the separation of mother and daughter when a girl is to become the bride of death? 

Odysseus' arrivai to fetch Polyxena on behalf of the Greek army comes as the 

result of the supematural command of Achilles' ghost, "barking" ( 8 a 6 a o o u ,  1 13) 

above his tomb, but only after a subsequent great debate in an assembly of the Greek 



army. The chorus tells Hecuba about this debate and its resolution using language 

belonging to the fifth-century Athenian democratic process: 

kv y a p  'Axaiou ~ r h f i ~ ~ i  € w 6 6 o  
hiynai G M a i  - .  - afp rais' 'AXAET 

Compare 188-89, where Hecuba tells Polyxena, uqaeai a' 'Apysiwv roiva / 

OWTE~VEI mpbs N ~ ~ O V  wchua. Also compare her reconfirmation of the bad news: 

and 2 18- 19, in which Odysseus refers to the yvbpqv u ~ p a ~ o ü  and the @TOU ri lv 

rpavû~iaav.  Polyxena is to be sacrificed by decree of the Greek host as a whole. 

However this vote was the result of a fierce debate (mohhq~ 6' EpiGos owiraiaa 

K A V G ~ V ,  1 16) in which the side opposed to the sacrifice of Polyxena, represented by 

Agamemnon, included in their appeal the idea of allegiance owed to ties of kinship: 

On the other side, in favour of the sacrifice, were the two sons of Theseus. They are 

referred to as qo 'ABqv3v (123), and Pfi~opas (124). With Theseus as their father, 

these two unnamed brothers would already be associated with ~thens,6 but the text insists 



on the association by means of the biological image of them as organically attached to the 

city, in harmony with the Athenian myth of autochthony. Furthemore, these two are 

orators, and so masters of a skill particularly associated with the Athenian democracy. 

The contention of the sons of Theseus is that Agamemnon's noble tie of mamage should 

never have precedence over the honour due to Achilles' military deeds on behalf of the 

greater cornrnunity of Greeks. 

The debate between Agamemnon's debt to his tie of kinship to Polyxena, created 

by his "marriage" to Cassandra, and the Athenian Theseids' claim for honour due to 

military excellence is equally weighted for a time and goes unresolved until Odysseus 

enters the discussion. He is introduced into the narrative by the chorus: 

Odysseus' skill in persuasive speaking is clear fiom the way his contribution to 

the debate accomplishes what the speeches of the sons of Theseus could not. Odysseus 

supports the side of these Athenian orators, but he is much more persuasive than they are. 

The text focuses on the rhetorical ski11 of Odysseus with great intensity. Before he is 

identified by his patronymic, a string of four epithets is applied to him, al1 having to do 

with his clevemess in speaking and al1 accurnulathg to create a pejorative impression. 



Odysseus is "intricately-minded" (iroirih6cppav, 13 l), in contrast to heroes like Ajax or 

like the sympathetic Achilles, who says of b e l f  in Euripides' Iphigeneia ut Aulis, &y& 

6'. i v  àv6pos ~ i j a s @ ~ a ~ a ~ o v  ~pa@is  / Xdpovos. Épaeov TOÙS ~ponovs arrAoris 

EXELV (926-27). At Plato Republic 361b 6-7, the just man is said to be arrhow rai 

y~vvaiov.7 Though the adjective anAo05 can mean 'simple-minded', in these instances 

it is used of the truthftlness of the noble-minded hero as opposed to the deceit of 

someone like Odysseus. Odysseus is a l i a  (Ko-rrts, 132) and his lies are calculated to be 

sweet and pleasing to the dernos (fi8vhoyos 8q ~ o x a p  iadls,  1 3î).8 The sweetness and 

pleasantness of Odysseus' speech make it persuasive, so that the Greek throng votes in 

favour of Polyxena's sacrifice. And so not only does Odysseus, acting on behalf of the 

Greek host, physically remove Polyxena fiom her mother's embrace like the wolf of 

Hecuba's dream, but it is his rhetoric which has persuaded the Greeks that Polyxena is to 

be fetched in the fust place. Odysseus is enacting the decree he himself has produced by 

his crowd-pleasing speech. His role in this part of the play thus serves to demonstrate the 

potential for public speech to be in itself a wolfishly violent act of deceit. 

At line 216 the chorus announces the approach of Odysseus mrou8ij ~1086s 

(2 16). His able swiftness is in stark contrast to the aged Hecuba's halting and supported 

progress, emphasized earlier at 59ff. With the entrance of Odysseus begins the first 

important agon of the play. The contest is between Hecuba and Odysseus, on the one 

hand the fallen aristocrat who has lost her family, her city, even her gods, and on the 

other the wily orator who both influences and represents the victorious force that has 

deposed her. This force has been represented in the play as iùnctioning politically in a 

way sirnilar to the Athenian democracy. Physicaily, Hecuba is no match for Odysseus, 

who warns her not to try to fight against those who are stronger than she is (225-28). 



Compare the advice of the Athenians to the Meliaos at Thucydidies 5.101 : air yap mpi 

avGpaya0ias 6 ay&v arro TOG iaov ù ~ ï v .  pfi a i m v  6cpA~Tv. mp i  6 i  

o o n - p i a ~  pühhov fi Bovhi. npos TOÙS ~p~iauovas noAh@ ph av0ia~aa0ai. 

When the Melians refiised to take this advice, the Athenians killed al1 the men and 

enslaved al1 the women and children (Thucydides 5.1 16.4), much as the Greeks behave 

towards the Trojans in Euripides' plays. Recognizing her position of physical 

vulnerability, Hecuba asks permission to appeai to Odysseus in speech (234-37), and he 

grants this. Hecuba uses the opportunity to remind Odysseus of how she once saved his 

life when he was a suppliant in her power. He admits that he owes her his life and she 

now appeals to his sense of shame in denying her a reciprocal favour, that of her 

daughter's life (25 1-53). She attributes his ingratitude to his political ambition: 

Hecuba is confounded by the conflict between the aristocratie standards of conduct upon 

which she has been bred to depend. These include reverence for the suppliant and 

reciprocal favours for favours given (272-78). Odysseus disregards such values in 

preference for the political pragmatism which will win hirn the favour of the people. 

Odysseus cannot fulfil the obligation of xapis that he owes to Hecuba and win the xapis 

of the nohAoi at the same time. He is the type of person to whom the Old Oligarch 

refers when he condemns as having criminal purposes anyone who is not of the common 

people but is willing to live under a democracy rather than an o ~ i ~ a r c h ~ . ~  



Hecuba also asks why the Greeks have voted to slaughter a human king, when 

animal sacrifice is more proper: 

She refers to the vote in favour of this violation of religious propriety as a oopiapa (258) 

of the Greeks, M e r  strengthening the association of Odyssean clever ûickery and 

sophisticai rhetoric with the democratic process. 

The essence of Odysseus' reply to Hecuba is that success and survival f o m  the 

standard by which conduct is to be measured. He may owe a debt of gratitude to Hecuba 

for saving his life, but his debt of gratitude to Achilles, who fought on behalf of al1 of the 

Greeks, who are now victonous, must take precedence. The strength of the polis depends 

on the glorification of those who die for her d e  (306-10). Othenvise, why would 

anyone risk their life in battle (3 15- 16)? Athenian fûneral speeches for their war dead, as 

exemplified by the Periclean oration recorded by Thucydides at 2.34ff., reinforce this 

privileging of the public interest over the private. Odysseus sums it al1 up as a matter of 

knowing how to distinguish between friends and enemies (328). He concludes his 

argument with the cruel observation that his methods have won victory for his side, whiIe 

Hecuba's way of doing things has placed her in her present position: 



Indeed, Hecuba's decision to Save Odysseus' Iife showed, fiom Odysseus' point of view, 

a failure to distinguish between fiiends and enemies which has resulted not only in the 

imminent death of Polyxena, but in the ruin of Troy itseifand Hecuba's entire famity with 

it. 

Hecuba has lost this contest of rhetoric with Odysseus, and so she turns to 

Polyxena and urges her to speak on behaif of ber own Me. Hecuba's hope is that 

Polyxena's appeal will touch Odysseus' feelings as a parent (340-4 1 ). But unlike 

Hecuba, for whom her niked family and fallen city are almost synonymous, Odysseus in 

this play can keep the two worlds of family and politics quite separate. With his wife and 

child far off in Ithaca, Odysseus' role here is purely that of the political man. He thus 

prepares to make himself inaccessible to Polyxena's gestwe of supplication (342-44). 

His avoidance of her supplication is indicated in the text by the participles ~ p h ~ o v ~ c r  

and o~p&pov.ra, fkom words which emphasize his deceitfùl and wily nature. 'O 

Polyxena, however, provides a much more striking contrast to Odysseus than 

even her mother did. Hecuba tried to win him over by using his own devices of rhetoric 

and self-humiliating supplication. Polyxena, on the other hand, renders hirn disarmed 

and irrelevant by refusing to supplicate hirn or to try to persuade him to spare her. 

Instead, she takes on the role of the tragic heroine who refuses to survive ignobly, 

preferring a fine death to life as a slave. Her claim that to do othenvise would expose her 

as ~aicrj and qih6yu~os  (348) casts these very epithets back ont0 Odysseus. In the 

opposition thus established, swiva l  becomes the goal and talent of the base, while the 



choice of an early death is an essential part of the arete of the noble. The chorus 

responds to Polyxena's speech as an indication of her noble birth: 

The dynarnic interplay just demonstrated in the three speeches of Hecuba fighting for her 

daughter's life, Odysseus claiming Polyxena, and Polyxena offerhg to die voluntarily is 

repeated in the directly following actions of these same characters. After their rhetorical 

agon Hecuba and Odysseus enter into a physical struggle over Polyxena's body (398- 

40 1). Again the tension of an agon between Hecuba and Odysseus is unstning by 

Polyxena in her final farewell embrace of Hecuba. Polyxena's relinquishment of Iife is 

emphasized and made more pitiable in her lament for those things of which death will 

deprive her. First she mentions that she will die unmanied (416), and, a few lines latrr, 

she cries out to the breasts which nurtured her (424). PoEyxena's childhood home with 

her mother as well as her adult home in the house of a noble husband are both taken from 

her by Odysseus in the interests of the welfare of the Greek nation as a whole. 

Afier a choral Song the Greek herald Talthybius arrives to descnbe how Polyxena 

died. Her death in the presence of the entire army, as he narrates it, conforms closely to 

the practice of public ritual animal sacrifice. In r e m  for the sacrifice of the girl, 

Neoptolemus, acting as priest, asks his father's ghost for winds that will carry the Greek 

fleet home. Compare the action of Sophocles' Phdoctetes, in which Neoptolemus' 

inherited prestige as Achilles' son was appropriated for the benefit of the Greek army as 

directed by Odysseus, against the interests of the noble protagonist Philoctetes. 



Polyxena's willing participation in the sacrificial ritual is received by al1 who see 

or hear of it as a great sign of her nobility. At the moment when she was to be killed, she 

requested that the Greeks not lay their hands on her but that they allow her to go the altar 

herself: 

Compare Thucydides 5. 100 where the Melians reply to the Athenians: 

In response to Polyxena's conduct, the Greek army, acting in unison, honours her by 

offerhg gifts to her corpse. Hecuba's grief is somewhat sofiened by the knowledge that 

her daughter has been proven to be yrvvaios (592). 

In spite of the Greek m y ' s  demonstrated respect for the way in which Polyxena 

died, Hecuba asks Talthybius to tell the Greeks not to touch her daughter's body: 

uÙ 6' dhûb rai u-ripqvov 'Apy~ io is  ~ 6 6 ~ .  
~ f i  û i y y a v ~ i v  vol pq6iv' àM' ~ i p y r i v  6xhov 
f i s  naiGos. Ev TOI pvpiq a ~ p a ~ ~ v p a ~ i  
à~oharros 6xAos uavrtG T' à v a  xia g ~ p e i a o o v  mrp6s. rares 6' O p i  TI pOv KCXKOV. 

(604-08) 



Hecuba characterizes the Greeks here as an unbridled mob. She associates with sailors 

an anarchy and contagious moral degradation more destructive than the fire which has 

just consumed her city. Hecuba proceeds with arrangements for the preparation of 

Polyxena's corpse for burial, and so the first half of the drama ends with Polyxena's 

glorious death and the anticipation of her poor but proper burial. 

In the second half of the Hecuba, beginning with the entrance of the servant at 

658 to amounce the discovery of Polydorus' body, Hecuba suffers the loss of another of 

her children. This loss again results fiom the deception of her expectations of fkiendship 

fiom a man in a position of strength who takes advantage of her extreme vulnerability. 

When Hecuba recognizes her slain son Polydorus, she exclaims, Ù ~ L O T '  Bx ima .  h ai va 

 aiv va 8Ép~ouai  (689). Polymnestor's treacherous breach of trust is a novel thing for 

Hecuba, an invention that replaces the traditional ways of conducting relationships in 

which she has put her trust. l 1  

The names of the characters highlight the parallels of plot structure between the 

two parts of the Hecuba. In the fust part of the play, a daughter, Polyxena (meaning 'of 

many guests') is killed as a result of Odysseus' politicai pragmatisrn in response to 

Achilles' desire for honour. In the second half of the play, it is discovered that a son, 

Polydorus (meaning 'of many gifts') is slaughtered by a king whose name, Polymestor, 

means, like Odysseus' epithet noh13vq~is, 'of many devices'. These parallels between 

the two parts of the play demand a cornparison between Odysseus and ~ o l ~ m e s t o r . ' ~  

Hecuba's experiences with Odysseus and Polymestor have left her with virtually 

no confidence in her ability to distinguish friends fkom enemies. The old aristocratic 

rules of reciprocal favours and guest-friendship have now failed her twice, and she has 



lost two children as a direct result. Therefore, when Agamemnon approaches, Hecuba 

goes through an extended period of Uiner confusion about whether to supplicate him for 

help in getting revenge on Polymestor (736-50). She is not sure whether to regard him as 

an enemy or not. The chorus later comment on the confusion that reigns about fnends 

and enernies: 

At last Hecuba decides to make an appeal to Agamemnon for his help. Perhaps because 

she has noted the success of Odysseus in using persuasion both to win his own life fiom 

her and in bringing about the decision to sacrifice Polyxena, in her desire to win 

Agamemnon's aid she exclaims: 

Hecuba was the wife of a king. Now he and his kingdom have been destroyed by the 

Greeks, and she has come to the point of acknowledging that persuasion is the only d e r  

with any power. Under the circumstances, she even expresses ironic approval of the 

practice of fi&-century Athens, where those with money paid to be taught the art of 

rhetoric in order to have influence in the assembly and in the law-courts. In her 



recognition of the power of persuasive speech, she even goes so far as to wish that her 

arms, hands, hair and feet might, by some ~&vai, have the power to cry out in 

supplication to Agamemon (836-40). 

Agamemnon's reply to Hecuba acknowledges her right to bis help in the name of 

pity, supplication, divine law, and justice (850-53). However, he bimself is constrained 

by the general opinion of the Greek host. He fears king thought to be favouring Hecuba 

against Polymestor because of his aitachment to Cassandra (855-56). Again, there is a 

problem with the confusion (~apayyos) of fiiends and enemies. The Greek army 

considers Polymestor to be a fiïend and Polydorus to be an enemy (858-59). I f  Hecuba 

cm circumvent the difficulty raised by Agamemnon's need to preserve his reputation 

with the Greek army, then he is prepared to help her, but not othenvise (860-63). 

Hecuba's reply acknowledges that Agamemnon, the great leader of the Greek host, is in 

fact a slave to the T>xho~ (864-69). We have already seen this mob being d e d  by the 

persuasive speech of Odysseus. Hecuba reassures Agamemnon that she will arrange 

everything on her own. Agamemnon is incredulous that Hecuba, in her weakness, 

isolation, and powerlessness, with no fkiends but slave women, can carry out her revenge 

against Polymestor. She, however, has confidence in her own ability to use 60hos (884). 

This interchange between Hecuba and Agamemnon, in which she decides upon an 

uncharacteristic but necessary course of treachery, is followed by a choral ode about the 

fa11 of Troy. The Song emphasizes the treachery of the Greek attack by night, when the 

unsuspecting Trojans were retiring afier celebrating the apparent departure of the Greek 

fleet: 



The Greeks have penetrated the city in darkness, taken the a~oma of Troy by surprise, 

and gone on to slay the men and carry off the women. The word a~onia designates a 

high place fiom which a watch is kept, or a look-out or watch itself. The word is related 

to the verb oronCo, 'behold', 'contemplate', 'look out'. The Trojan crwonta is thus the 

'eye' of the city, and the Greeks destroy this eye by night, casting a celebrating city of 

Troy into blindness, before killing and carry ing off its inhabitants. Odysseus is famous as 

the engineer of this trick, and, as it is narrated in this choral ode, it is much like his 

blinding of the Cyclops, whom he had subdued by wine-induced sleep, and his 

subsequent carrying off of Polyphemus' sheep. 

Hecuba resorts to a similar device in punishing Polymestor for the death of her 

son. Having lured him and his children into her tent by appealing to his greed, she and 

her fellow slave-women create an illusion of safety and then blind him by surprise and 

carry off and slay his sons. Compare the exclamation of Polymestor and the chorus' 

response: 

with the exclamation of Polyphemus and the chorus' response in the Cyclops: 



The similarities between the action, language, and emotions in these two passages 

suggest that Euripides conceived of the treachery of Hecuba in the same ternis as that of 

Odysseus in his confrontation with the Cyclops.'' Polyphemus is perhaps the most 

farnous violator of hospitality in the Greek tradition. Hecuba has learned a great deal 

from her wily antagonist of the fust half of the play and has made herself Odyssean in 

order to vanquish Polymestor, her brawny antagonist of the second hdf, Born a position 

of weakness. She, too, is punishing a crime against the d e s  of hospitality. Hecuba uses 

Odyssean treachery to physically defeat Polymestor. She then wields an Odyssean 

persuasive ability to win the rhetorical agon between herself and Polymestor in the trial 

before Agamemnon. She thus wins Greek approval of her punishment of Polymestor. 

However, just as the triumphant Odysseus was cursed by Polyphemus as he escaped fiom 

the island of the Cyclopes, so now Polymestor repeats the prophecy he has heard fiom a 

Thracian seer of a grisly future for Hecuba whose fate it is to be transformed into a dog 

with eyes of fire (1265). This savage image is reminiscent of the wolf in Hecuba's 

dream, who represented Odysseus in the act of taking PoIyxena off to her sacrifice. It 

also corresponds to Polymestor's earlier reference to the Trojan slave-women who have 

ruined him as ras piaicp6vovs d v a s  (1 173). l4 Polymestor hirnself, in his agony of 

blind vengefulness, was reduced to rushing about on al1 fours and trying to sniff out his 

enemies like a hunting dog: 



Polymestor here is like Polyphemus in his blind feeling about for his enemies. Images of 

savage dogs and wolves in this play are used of al1 characters involved in the slaughter of 

innocent At the beginning of the play, Hecuba, in spite of her vast misfortunes, 

retains her faith in the traditional values of reciprocal charis and guest-tnendship. Her 

encounter with Odysseus teaches her that this faith is ill-founded, and she leanis fiom her 

vanquisher how to get dong in a new world in which those traditional values are no 

longer respected. In her encounter with Polymestor, she uses deceit and rhetoric to 

succeed in getting revenge on her formidable opponent. But in the process she takes on 

the canine qualities of her antagonists. 

Agamemnon 

The Iphigeneia at Aulis is a later Euripidean play whose action contains many 

parallels with that of the first half of the Hecuba. The Greek fleet is becaimed between 

Troy and home when a supernatural being demands the sacrifice of a royal virgin- 

Agamemnon, the leader of the host, is reluctant to agree to the sacrifice because of his 

relationship to the maiden to be sacrificed, but Odysseus is in favour of appeasing the 

god. Though the initial conflict in the play is between Agamemnon and his brother, 

Menelaus, who at first wants Iphigeneia's sacrifice (334-414), this difference is swiftly 

resolved when Menelaus realizes the allegiance he owes to his blood-tie with his brother 

(485-88). From that point on, the clash of interests is no longer intra-familial but 



between the noble family of the Atreidae and the inierests of the majonty of the host 

( a m a s  'AxaiCbv wAAoyo5 u ~ p a ~ ~ l j p a ~ o s ,  5 1 4 ) ' ~  as championed by Odysseus. As 

Agamemnon well understands, Odysseus, to whom he refers as a bastard of impure birth 

(TO k n h p ~ ~ o v  u d p ~ a )  and who is aware of the entire situation ( nom' o&v T ~ S E .  

524) wields power through his ability to persuade the majority of the host (noiriho~ UE'I 

T T É ~ V K E  TOÜ T' dxhov pha ,  526). The aristocratie Agamemnon, even with Menelaus' 

allegiance, is no match for this demagogic force. Menelaus' comment on this 

observation links Odysseus' use of his rhetorical noi~ihia with his politicai ambition: 

cpihom~ia pÈv ÉV~XETOI. 6~ ivQ K ~ K @  (527). Odysseus emerges here as impure, 

complex, popular, politically ambitious, and unassailable. Agamemnon envisions the 

way in which Odysseus will incite the mob to overpower the Atreidae: 

Odysseus, himself a famous liar, will expose Agamemnon as y~v6fis and rouse the mob 

to such a murderous pitch that there will be no refuge for Agamemnon even within his 

legendary Cyclopean walls. 

Iphigeneia is consequently lured to her sacrifice at Aulis with the promise that she 

\vil1 be given to Achiiles, the greatest warrior among the Greeks, as his bride, while 

Polyxena in the Hecuba was sacrificed to Achilles as a prize for his military distinction. 



Iphigeneia's tendemess and vdnerability (61 4) are highlighted by her mother 

Clytemnestra's instructions to the servants to help her as she descends fiom the chariot. 

The girl is led to the sacrifice, as the chorus points out, like a heifer, raised not by 

cowherds, but in the embrace of her mother, fiom which she is now tom, and her 

sacrifice deprives her of marriage and motherhood (1080-89). When Achilles and 

Clytemnestra are planning how to Save Iphigeneia, they envision a physical stniggle over 

possession of the girl between Clytemnestra and Odysseus (1 365-68), but, reminiscent of 

Polyxena in a parallel situation, Iphigeneia intempts their taik of such a struggle. 

Euripides deviates fiom the Aeschylean version of the story by having Iphigeneia go 

voluntarily to her sacrifice, just as Polyxena did. Her willingness to go to her death 

renders Odysseus' escort supertluous. Iphigeneia thus becomes a bride of Greece, and as 

she departs for her sacrifice, with patriotic denial of the claims of the okos, she puts 

lirnits on the mouming of her mother. In the end, it is Achilles who offers the prayer to 

Arternis before the sacrifice of Iphigeneia (1 568-76), as his son offers the prayer to him 

before the sacrifice of Polyxena in the Hecuba. 

Achilles 

The characterization of Achilles in the Iphigeneia at Aulis is of special interest, as 

always in Greek literature, for its contrast to that of Odysseus. His noble birth is 

emphasized at lines 697-71 0, when Agamemnon gives his genealogy by narrating a series 

of divine marriages leading up to his binh. Agamemnon also tells of how he was 

educated by the centaur Cheiron, to whose care he was handed over so that he would not 

be exposed to "the ways of evil mortals" (iv' fieq pa8oi K ~ K ~ U  p p o ~ a v ,  709). 



Achilles' own description of hjs education corresponds to this (924-25)." Achilles' 

simple nature, noble birth, and innocence of the ruse of the betrothal are to be coatrasted 

with Ody sseus' complexity , bastardy , and dl-knowing rnind. l8  When Achilles finds that 

his name has been used to trick Clytemnestra and her daughter, he feels honour-bound to 

defend her, especialty afier she wins his admiration by her noble willingness to be 

sacrificed. His intentions are thwarted, however, because the Greek mob is opposed to 

him. and, in a parody of his epic prestige, even his own Myrmidons turn against him, 

stoning him when he attempts to speak on behalf of Iphigeneia (1349-53). Like 

Agamemnon in the Hecuba, he is accused of king against the sacrifice out of a selfish 

placïng of his marriage before the interests of the army (1 353). Achilles, the most valiant 

of the Greeks, is vanquished by the outcry of the majority ( k v i ~ c h ~ q v  ~ ~ u p a y t ~ o ü ,  

1 3 57). Clytemnestra comments: TO noAir y à p  GELUOU K ~ K O V  (1 357). 

These similarities between the first half of the Hecuba and the Iater Iphigeneia af 

Aulis illustrate how Odysseus can play essentially the same dramatic role against both 

Greek and foreign antagonists. In both cases he opposes the interests of an aristocratic 

family, claiming to serve the interests of the Greek majonty. In the Hecuba, the 

aristocratic farnily is the royal house of the conquered foreign enemy, while in the 

iphigeneia ut Aulis it is the Greek family of Agamemnon, the supposed commander of 

the host. One can think of Odysseus as personifiing a vision of Athens' behaviour 

towards her enemies in the first case, and in the second case a vision of the relationship 

between the Athenian democracy and the aristocratic elite of the city under the 

demagogues. 



Hecuba 2 

A similar dynamic is enacted în the Troades. M e r  Troy, here loved by Poseidon 

(4-7), is destroyed by the devices of Athena (IO), Hecuba loses her young grandson 

Astyanax when Odysseus persuades the Greek host to vote in favour of his execution, lest 

he grow up to avenge the d o d a i l  of his family and city (virq 6' 'Oâvoaaù~ dv 

TiaviAAqaiv hfyov ... Aicas apimov nasa pi ~ p E q ~ i v  T T ~ T P ~ ~  721-23).19 

Odysseus' argument here is the same as the false one put forth by Polymestor to justify 

his murder of Polydonis: 

TOÜTOU K ~ T É K T E ~ V * '  Ü v ~ '  OTOV 6' :KT€ l ~ a (  VIU 

a~ouuov .  c j ~  €3   ai oocpi) npopq0iq. 
iâeicra p i  aoi TTOAO~IOS A ~ i q e ~ i s  O nais 
Tpoiav aûpoiq   ai Ç W O L K ~ ~  TtQhiv. 

(Hecuba 1 136-39) 

Talthybius approaches the camp of the Trojan women as messenger of the 

~ a i v c v  ~ o v h ~ v p a ~ o v  (708) of the Greek host to execute Astyanax. Just as in the 

Hecuba, when Polyxena was about to be taken from her, Hecuba was advised by 

Odysseus not to struggle against those who were stronger than she, so now Andromache, 

as Astyanax is about to be carried off, is counseled by Taithybius to submit to the 

decision of the Greeh, and so show herself to be aoqo~dpa (726), since the Greek 

army is far stronger than she is in her helpless state (726-39). Again it is a case of the 

innocent chiId (v~ouaos &ad. 75 1) k i n g  taken fiom the embrace of its mother in 

accordance with a democratic vote influenced by the rhetoric of Odysseus: 



Astyanax is being thrown fiom the towers because of the noble excellence of his 

aristocratie father?' in response to which Andromache exclaims: d pap$ap' 

~ & V ~ O V T E S  "Ehhqv~~  K O K ~  (764). This ironic attribution by a foreigner of barbarian 

behaviour to Greeks is asserted by Andromache to be the result of invention ( i & J p ~ u i ~ ) ,  

a particularly Odyssean attribute? Hecuba later grieves over Astyanax' bmken body: ~i 

~ 6 ~ 8 ' .  'Axaioi. aasa ~E~UQVTES cp6vov / ~ a i v 6 v  8 1 ~ 1 p y a u a d ~ :  (1 159-60), where 

again the word ~ a i v o v  is used of an act that is new, unexpected, the result of a 

democratic vote influenced by Odysseus' speech, and utterly homfic. 

Talthybius leads Astyanax off to the sound of Hecuba's larnents and the chorus 

immediately breaks into a Song addressing Telamon, one of Troy's fust conquerors, 

whom they immediately identifi in terms of his homeland of Salamis and its proximity to 

Athens, receiver of Athena's olive. The destruction of Troy by Heracles and Telamon a 

generation earlier forms a parallel with the city's present fall. The reference to t el am on 

thus serves to create associations between Athens, favoured by Athena, and the present 

destmction of the city as a result of a ruse engineered with Athena's inspiration 

( ~ q x a v a k t  iTaAha&os, 10). With her idea of an artificial horse manufactured with the 

technical ski11 of a craftsman, she has won a battle against a side charnpioned by 

Poseidon, father of the first natural horse. This artificial hollow horse, made of wood and 

full of m e d  men, is compared at lines 538-39 to a ship, another means by which Athena 

harnessed the nanual force of n ose id on? 



In the Troudes Hecuba aiso learns that in the distribution o f  the royal slave- 

women to the Greek chiefs she has been allotted to Odysseus. Her response to this 

information is to redouble her laments at her fate and to revile Odysseus: 

For Hecuba, Odysseus and al1 his actions, which have caused her such great suffering, are 

most hateful in their effect of making a confusion of oppositions that had hitherto been 

clear to her, specifically the opposition between what is qiha and what is üqiha. He 

brings about this conhision by the use of his speech, which is 'duplicitous' (6irrnjXos). 

For Hecuba, as for Achilles, virtue is a simple thing, the truth straightforward rather than 

cornplex. 

Summary 

In his encounters with opponents who are non-threatening to the interests of the 

majority on the Attic stage in the fifih cenhuy, Odysseus survives every encounter 

victorious and unscathed. But the sympathies of the audience flow in the direction of his 

vulnerable opponents. who are confounded by his new methods of treating a vanquished 

enemy. In each case, sympathy towards the mined aristocratic family is intensified with 

an image of the slaughter of an innocent child. In contrast with his aristocratic and 



simple-minded victims, Odysseus' political pragrnatism appears ruthless and impious. 

His interests are aligned with the majority of his feliow-Greeks, but this is Iargely 

because in his political ambition, he uses the complexity of his rhetorical ski11 to shape 

the desires and tendencies of the mob. Ironically, in the arena of the theatre in which 

these plays were performed, the sympathies of the dernocratic majority were calIed forth 

towards the interests of aristocrats who had far more in common with the oligarchs of 

Athens. 



Notes to Chapter Four 

' For the remarkable occurrence of a tragic prologue k i n g  delivered by the ghost of  a child, see Nussbaum 
397. 
' Odysseus' matemal grandfather Autolycus, "the lone wolf" was the hero of a Euripidean satyr play. the 
Autoiycur, in which he carried off the cattle of Sisyphus. Remember too that Dolon dresses and acts like a 
wolf in the Doloneia. For the cunning of the wolf, see Xenophon Hipparchicu 4.18- 19, cited above Ch. 2 
11-46. 

Again at 3 13 Hecuba addresses the dead Polyxena as p q ~ p o s  aprraaû~îa '  a n o .  
' Odysseus is acting as n o p r r o ù ~    ai ~ o p r m i j p a ~  uopqs (222). nie phrase recalls his divine counterpart 
Hernies, who alone in pre-classical literature shares with Odysseus the epithet n o h h p o n o s ,  and who in 
his role aspsychopomp conducts the souls of the dead to the underworld. Odysseus' role here is an 
inversion of his restoration of Chryseis to the arms of her father in Ifiad 1, accompanied by the sacrifice of 
hecatombs to Apollo and the seizure by Agamemnon of AchiIlesT war-prize Briseis. 

On the motif of the bride of death in tragedy see Seaford 1987. 
As they would have been in Sophocles' Phifoctetes 562 when the false messenger tells Neoptolemus they 

are coming for him. 
' cf: Plato Hippias Minor where Hippias calls Achilles a r r h o \ j m a ~ o s   ai a h q û i m a ~ o s .  In contrast, 
Odysseus is rroh6Tporros TE   ai yw6fis (364e745b5). 
' cf: the discussion in PIatoTs Gorgias of rhetoric as a kind of flattery, which, like some kinds of 
unwholesome cuisine, is aimed not at what is beneficial, but at what is pleasing (Èpmipia x a p t ~ o s  T W O ~  

 ai rj&ovfis a n ~ p y a o i a s .  462~6-7). 
Constitution of the Afhenians 220-3.1. Contrast the more approving view of this sort of political choice 

in Plutarch at Pericles 7.2: O n ~ p ~ K h f i s  TG brjpq TrpoUÉv~ilJ~v iawrov. a v ~ i  TOU nhovaimv KU\ 
8Aiyov TCI T ~ V  noAhWu uai r r ~ v r j ~ o v  i h o p ~ ~ o s  n a p à  mjv a h o ü  q n h v  fi~ima E ~ ~ O T I ~ V  
o h a v .  

'O See Detienne and Vernant 4 1-42 for a discussion of U T ~ É Q E L V  and its cognates as "key words in the 
terrninology connected with [mefk]." The meris of the sophists is one of the examples given, along with 
that of hunters, actors, foxes, and Hermes. 
" See the discussion of the use of the word  aiv va p. 137. 
" The character of Polymestor does not appear before this play and seems to be an invention of Euripides. 
See Mossrnan 30. 
" Note also the similarities between Hecuba 1056 and Cyclops 679-86, in which Polymestor and 
Polyphemus are blindly searching for their enemies, between Hecuba 1039-41: au' o h  ~UYT)TE  
AaiqqpS iro5i- / Bahhou y a p  o ? ~ o v  ~ 6 ~ 6 '  a v a p p i c o  p w o r j ~ .  / i60ti. P a p ~ i a s  X E I ~ Q ~  8ppCrai  
PÉhos and Cycfops 704-05: où 6fir'. È n ~ i  a€ ma&' a.rropprj~as n i ~ p a s  / airroiai awva6Taiai  
ouv~piyro f3ah&v, and between Hecuba 1258 and Cycfops 694-95, in which Hecuba and Odysseus 
express their triumph at punishing the crimes of Polymestor and Polyphemus respectively. The similarities 
between the passages has led to the suggestion that the plays were perfonned on the same date. See, for 
example, Sutton 1980 1 14-20. But contra see Seaford 1982 170-72. 
" At 88 1 Hecuba refened to the enslaved Trojan women as the 'EAAjvov aypav .  Their transformation 
frorn quarry to stalkers parallels that of Hecuba fiom powerless victim to successful avenger. 
'* At the saine time, Polymestor in this passage is also reminiscent of Odysseus as described by Athena at 
the beginning of Sophocles' Ajax: 



These NO tragic uses of the image of the hunting dog bring out two vev  different ways h which the 
Odyssean character can be portrayed in the f i f i  century. In the passage fiom the Hecuba, where Odyssean 
clevemess is seen as deceitful and faithless, the characteristics of the hunting dog that are emphasized are 
savagery and a bestial nature, while in the Ajux, where Odyssean cleverness is seen by Athena with 
approval as a socially usefiil resource, they are his tracking ski11 and penistence. 
l6 See also 1269-72: 

où M~vih~cbS p~ ~a~a8~60\iAwTai. TÉWOV. 
où8' &xi TO KE~VOV QOVAO~EVOV kkjhvûa. 
aM' 'EU&. 6 6 ~ i .  K ~ V  B a c ,  ràv p i  8Éhw. 
Koa i  OE- ro\jTov 6' ~ ~ U U O V E ~  ~aû6mapEv. 

17 Cited above p. 194: +ch 8'. EU àv6pos &UE@ECJT~TW ~ p a q ~ i s  / X~ipwvw. i~aeov  TOCS ~po~rovs  

a.rrAoiï5 &IV (Iphigeneia ar Aulis 926-27). 
l 8  Odysseus' base patemity is noted again at 1362. 
l9 Scodel73: "it is the sarne course of events as in the Palamedes, where the Danaans again committed their 
crime R E ~ ~ ~ ~ V T E S  av0pcbrrcg ~ E L V @  ra i  Ù v ~ L & E ~  Yet the disciple of Realpolitik who is behhd this 
murder would not be quite the figure from the Paiamedes without Hecuba's words [Trwdes 278-841. He is 
not just a ruthless potitician, but a pewerter of al1 language and vaIues and a destroyer of trust and good 
faith. The cry of Hecuba brings this man into the background of Troudes, and defines the Greeks who 
stand behind the action of the last play [of the trilogy] as the same men who themselves acted in the 
second." 
" C/: Pseudo- Xenophon Comtirurion ofthe Afheniam 1.14 on Athens' relations with subject States: 
IKTAÉOVTE~ u u ~ o ~ a v ~ o û a ~ v  &s 6oroÜai ra i  ~iaoüui ~oùs  ~pqo~ot ls .  iyv&csuov~~s o ~ i  piu~iuBai X p h  avayw TOU apXovTa h o  TOÜ ap~opivov. ~i 5i ~QXUOOUULV oi TT O~~OIOI r a i  oi ~ p q m o i  iY 
~ a l s  rr6h~aiv. ohiyimov ~povov fi à p d  Emai TOÜ 5fipov roü 'Aûfpqai. 61à ~ & a  o h  TOÙS plv 
xpqaroùs à y ~ o ü o i  ra i  ~ p i p a ~ a  a~aipoüvrai ra i  &hawov~ai ra i  à r ro~~~ ivova i .  roùs 61 
rrovrpous au<ouaiv. 
" CJ Hecuba's reference to the vote to sacrifice Polyxena, in place of traditional animal sacrifice, as a 
aoqia~ia (Hecuba 258). 
77 - See Anderson 19 on the conceptual similarities between the Trojan horse and ships and above p. 82. 



This study of the characterization of Odysseus on the drarnatic stage of 

democratic Athens provides an explanation for the many seemingly contradictory ways in 

which Odysseus is portrayed. Clearly Odysseus' major traditional attribute of many- 

sidedness contributed to the variety of moral shapes that he took on, and this was m e  

even in the earlier epic tradition. Linked to his epic many-sidedness, however, were a 

number of attributes that had special significance for democratic Athens. Among these 

attributes are his intimacy with Athena, his rhetoncal ability. his ski11 as a mediator, his 

military cunning, his innovativeness, his ambivalent relationship with the aristocrricy, and 

his service to the community. These are characteristics for which the Athenian 

democratic movement itself was either praised or reviled by its champions and 

opponen ts, whether they were domestic or foreign. 

In plays in which Odysseus is a villain we find great sympathy for fallen 

aristocratic heroes, who fmd that the values upon which they have founded their world 

are now obsolete. They remain nostalgically magnificent in their ruined state while 

Odysseus, though victorious, is tainted with the ruthless pragmatism of his methods. 

which flout the traditional aristocratic code at every tum. At his very worst, as in the 



Trojan Women, he is a rabble-rousing demagogue who does not hesitate to mange the 

impious slaughter of an innocent child if it will enhance his own public relations. 

Where Odysseus is more admirable (he is never heroic), we find him personifying 

the civilizing aspects of the democratic polis. His aristocntic opponents, though often 

stiil admirable, are consistently portrayed as savage and dangerous. At his very best, in 

Sophocles' Ajar. Odysseus manages to mediate between the interests of the majority and 

the isolated noble hero, reconciling old and new much as Athena herself does at the end 

of the Oresreia, or as Periclean rhetoric does in his funeral oration. 

There is much more work to be done on this topic. Particularly needed is an in- 

depth study of the Rliesus, a play which offers too many questions of authonhip and date 

for it to be able to be included in this dissertation. More generdly, a wide-ranging study 

of rhetorical texts from democratic Athens would doubtless shed more light on the 

portraya1 of Odysseus in the medium of the Athenian stage, which is equally public. A 

careful scrutiny of characterization in the works of the most polytropic of a11 Athenian 

aristocrats, Plato, would also doubtless yield important contextual material. May 1 say 

that 1 look forward to al1 of this. 
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