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t The Eumenides of Aeschylus: 
Whole-Hearted Patriotism and 
Moderated Modernity 
Eva Brann 

5 

Aeschylus' Eumenides is a play about an institutional 
innovation and a paean to the goddess of the city. It is an 
account of the origin of Athens' Supreme Court and a love 
poem to Athena and her people and places. 

This poet, however, loves for cause and with a thoughtful 
passion. This people, the ''Attic folk," schooled by their 
divinity, have the wisdom to domesticate dread and to 
innovate moderately. My aim will be to flesh out and give 
precision to these notions, in sum to delineate the idea of a 
reverent revolution. 

I ought to confess at the outset that I love this play, but 
that Greek tragedy as a genre is alien to me. In his youthful 
work, The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music (1870), 
Nietzsche propounds a stark opposition between Socratic and 
tragic culture. He writes: ''And now one must not hide from 
oneself what is hidden in the bosom of this Socratic culture: 
an optimism that deems itself limitless" (Ch. 18). I recognize 
myself as a minot instantiation of the Socratism that 
Nietzsche fears and despises, this-! might say, American-

Eva Brann is a tutor and former dean at the Annapolis campus of St. John's 
College. Ms. Brann writes: "These reflections on the Eumenides originated in 
a seminar on board the MJY Callisto, Captain Yannis Stupakis, sailing the 
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St. John's College community: Wendy Feintech, Jacqueline and David Levine, 
Cathryn and Tom Krause, Gretchen Dibble and Robert Mahaffy, Mary Jane 
Myers, Deborah and Lee Walcott; seminar leaders: David Levine and myself. 

I thank my colleague Mera Flaumenhaft for her suggestions and for making 
me aware of her gratifyingly like-minded essay, "Seeing Justice Done: 
Aeschylus's Oresteia," in her book, The Civic Spectacle (Lanham: Maryland: 
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optimism that wants to nullify deep tragedy by the light of 
reason and neutralize fate by the devices of ingenuity. When 
I read a Greek drama I immediately fall to considering how 
its "tragedy" could have been forestalled. I think to myself: 
"What little bit of good sense could have circumvented this 
mess?" Moreover, I feel my way into the inwardness of the 
tragic heroines and heroes and find myself repelled by their 
super- and sub-human lack of what one might call life-intelli
gence. A few years ago I was having lunch with a colleague, 
Jonathan Badger, who had just lectured on Sophocles' 
Antigone, and expressing to him my view of that tragic 
heroine as a teenage monster. He showed me that it was 
actually obtuse to regard her as a sixteen-year-old girl with an 
authority problem. She is not a fiercely rebellious teenager 
but a human token designed to be caught in an ultimate, 
unresolvable clash of fearfully fundamental forces, a cosmic 
rift-here the one between family and city, between blood 
and politics. Tragedy, he was saying, is not about characters in 
situations but about catalysts of sub-rational and super
human clefts in a world in which no man, woman, or girl can 
do the right, the saving thing. I saw his point. 

One reason, then, that this drama, the Eumenides, speaks 
to me lies in what it is not. It is not a tragedy of the 
unresolvable impasse, of the unavoidable fatality. It is surely 
a drama, since drama is Greek for an eventful deed. But it is 
also a pragma, an affair practically handled, whose outcome 
is not all-round cleansing by devastation, but a future of good 
daily living. Socrates, who is, according to Nietzsche, the late
coming destroyer of deep-delving dark tragedy, was a boy of 
eleven when the Eumenides was first shown. Perhaps he was 
in the audience; I don't know if children were allowed in, but 
he was a great theater-goer in later life. 1 This much can be 
said: His severe critique in the Republic (383B) of the trage
dians, including Aeschylus, can't stem from this play. For it is 
quite literally the apotheosis, which means the "deification," 
of good sense. Aeschylus invests this drama of sweet reason, 
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of moderation triumphant, with exhilarating solemnity and 
participatory splendor. I mean that precisely. Whereas in 
most tragedies the audience looks on and reacts, perhaps 
recoils, at the fate of kings and heroes, in this play all Athens 
is on stage: The spectators see themselves as part of the play. 
And whereas in most Greek tragedy the audience faces fearful 
and pitiful depths, in this play it is carried to joyful heights by 
an act of prudence that subverts tragedy. The final tone of the 
play is that of a city led by a goddess whose wisdom is 
touched with glory. So now I have broached the matter of the 
first part of my subtitle: 

Part 1. Whole-hearted Patriotism 

Except for a brief prologue in Delphi, where lay the 
omphalos-stone, the navel of the world, the Eumenides is set 
in Athens, where, it will be shown, resides the world's 
wisdom. In Delphi the scene is the sacred enclosure of 
Apollo's temple; in Athens it is Athena's temple on the High 
City, the Acropolis, and then on the rock facing the Acropolis, 
Ares' Hill, the Areopagus. 

This Athena, the Athena of the play, is Athena Polias, the 
City-Athena, the Democratic Athena. She is not, to be sure, 
the protagonist of the drama, which is a choral band; she is, 
however, its chief individual actor. I don't know if there are 
any other plays in which a divinity is the sole main character; 
it is, to say the least, a remarkable moment in stagecraft. 

Athena is on stage together with her people, the "Attic 
folk," the Athenians, first with a few, then with the whole 
town. These people are named from their city, and their city 
is named from its goddess. But here is a wonderful fact: As in 
English, so in Greek, Athens is a plural: Athenai, "the 
Athenas." I will return to this name, but now I want to point 
out that no other great Greek city I can think of is thus named 
from its divinity-not Sparta, nor Corinth, nor Argos at the 
center, not Syracuse in the west or Miletus in the east of 
Greater Greece. 
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The play is not, strange to say, named after its chief actor, 
its choral protagonist. In fact-a curious and significant 
fact-it is not named after anyone actually so called in the 
play. There are no "Eumenides" in the Eumenides. 

Let me draw back here to place the play Eumenides in its 
trilogy, the Oresteia. The Agamemnon is the first of the three. 
It is a model tragedy in the familiar sense. The hero, just 
returned from the conquest of Troy, is killed by his wife 
Clytemnestra. She has her reasons; it is an open question 
whether she assassinates or executes him. I am reminded of 
that fine movie, Witness for the Prosecution, which ends with 
the wife stabbing her iniquitous husband in the courtroom; 
Charles Laughton, playing the winning but unwitting 
Queen's Counsel for the defense of the guilty husband, who 
will now defend the wife, terms that deed not a murder but 
an execution. 

The second play, the Libation Bearers, is a bridge drama. 
The exiled son of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon, Orestes, 
returns clandestinely to kill his mother. Again it is an open 
question, the question for the final play, the Eumenides, 
whether his deed is polluting matricide or rectifying revenge. 

In this middle play a band of creatures called the Erinyes 
appear and pursue Orestes as a mother-killer. Or rather they 
don't appear, for although they are on stage, they are visible 
only to Orestes, "dark-gowned and twisted round with 
swarming snakes," while to the women bearing the drink 
offerings they are mere "notions" (doxai, L.B. 1049-51). 
Hence some interpreters have thought that they are extru
sions of Orestes' guilty conscience.2 If so, they are matricidal
guilt phantasms only while the mother's blood is not yet dry. 
In the last play they have material lives and are plain to sight, 
to hearing and even to smell-they exhale stink (Eu. 53). 

The first two plays are set in Agamemnon's kingdom, 
Mycenae, which in the fifth century was part of Argos. Now, 
in the Eumenides, the scene shifts from Argos to Athens via 
Delphi. 
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I observe here that this final play of the trilogy will have 
none of the practically prescriptive features Aristotle ascribes 
to tragedy in his Poetics, the very features the Agamemnon 
has to perfection: no colorably good human being of high 
station with a tragic flaw, no so-called unity of time and place, 
no audience purification by pity and fear (Ch. 13, 5, 6). 
Instead the play's occasion, Orestes, is a small-gauged victim 
of circumstance, the protagonist divinities are beyond human 
flaw, the play includes the world as its venue and covers 
months or years in its time. 

It might even be said to qualify, before the event, 
Aristotle's claim that poetry is more serious than history 
because the historian only tells what did happen while the 
poet tells what might happen (Ch. 9). Now this poet so fuses, 
in his mythopoetic drama, what did and what might happen 
that the opposition between history and poetry is in effect 
canceled. 

For the Eumenides is a revised story of an origin, of a 
founding, not a speculation about what might in general 
happen but a story about what might in particular have 
happened. So, indeed does most imaginative writing, but this 
drama gives a mythopoetic account of the founding event of 
a real institution, the Areopagus, the High Court of Athens. 
It is intended to give the meaning of the Court's present. This 
is not factual history conjectured from evidence by research 
but the dateless past recovered through a vision of its present 
consequences-not fact but nonetheless, or better, therefore, 
truth. I shall try to explain myself later. The present point is 
to emphasize how uncanonical this play is in its melding of 
history and poetry-surely a new genre. And that brings me 
back to its name. 

Eumenides is the title by which the play was known in 
antiquity; there is some agreement that it was Aeschylus' 
own. 3 I'll suppose that it was, since that leads to a thought
provoking and so perhaps intended consequence. 

The play-going city, virtually every male citizen and 
resident, knew well who these Eumenides were. They had a 
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sanctuary at the "Hill," in Greek, Colonus, a mile north of 
Athens-center. It was the place where in Sophocles' Oedipus 
at Co/onus the patricide Oedipus will be said to have found 
refuge and release, as will the matricide Orestes on Ares' 
Rock, the Areopagus. 4 These divinities were also known to 
have a more central home, in the cleft beneath the Areopagus, 
facing northeast toward the Acropolis. And they were called 
variously the Awe-inspiring, the August Ones. People were 
evidently mindful of the literal meaning of Eu-menides, an 
adjective formed from eu, "well," and menos, "disposition." 
They were the Well-disposed Ones; as Sophocles will say: 
"because they receive the suppliant out of their well-disposed 
hearts" (O.C. 11. 39, 89, 486). 

These gracious goddesses are thought of with respectful 
and even with affectionate trust. I will venture a comparison. 
Although refugees like Oedipus and Orestes aren't exactly 
"huddled masses," yet I am reminded of Emma Lazarus's 
poem inscribed on the main entrance of the Statue of Liberty, 
which announces that she receives those "huddled masses 
yearning to breathe free. "5 Just so the Eumenides represent 
the capacious, burden-removing and, I might ~y, diversity
welcoming aspect of Athena's city-as we will see. 

Now these well-disposed ones were on the playbill, or 
whatever apprised the theatergoer of the dramatic fare for the 
day. 

And behold! the creatures that form both the chorus and 
the character confronting the protagonist have the very 
opposite name. They are called the Erinyes, and sometimes 
speak as one in the first person singular through their leader, 
one Erinys (e.g. 951). They too don't act as does the usual 
tragic chorus; for example, the old burghers of Argos in the 
Agamemnon are sidelined to ineffectual, mildly wise 
commentary. But these are a fierce lot. 

Everyone knew them as well. In English they are called 
the "Furies." Their Greek name may derive from eris, 
"strife,"6 but the facts are lost in the mists of age. The 
Eumenides appear as a trinity, an august threesome, but the 
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age-old Erin yes are a band, better a pack, of twelve. 7 They are 
horror incarnate, frightful and disgusting, dressed darkly in 
rags, with rheumy eyes, foul breath and snakes through their 
hair. Apollo's Pythian priestess who opens the play is soon 
seen running out on all fours from their sight, which is 
Gorgon-like, but even more, bitch-like. When we first see 
them they are asleep, panting and slobbering in their dream 
of hunting their victim down: 

Labe, !abe, !abe; phrazou! 
Catch, catch, catch-mark him! (130) 

The oldest manuscript of the play that we have, the 
Medicean Codex of the later tenth century, includes a life of 
Aeschylus which claims that he did yet another unheard-of 
thing: By letting the Erinyes "loose without order into the 
orchestra, he so scared the people that infants expired and 
women miscarried. "8 I don't think infants and pregnant 
women were in fact in the theater, but as I imagine it, the 
effect was-how shall I put it?-participatory. 

The business of the Furies was the opposite of the 
releasing Eumenides. They held the world bound in the 
constraints of order and justice. In the Iliad they check 
Achilles' grieving horse when he bursts, unnaturally, into 
human speech (19.418). Heracleitus says that "the Sun will 
not overstep its measures; if he doesn't [control himself], the 
Erinyes, the helpers of justice, will rout him out" (Fr. 94) . 
Clearly these dreaded beings guard the rightful courses of 
nature. Such natural order is called justice, dike. These 
guardians of dike are born of Earth in Hesiod's Theogony 
(184) and of Night in Aeschylus' Eumenides, of obscure 
darkness in either case. 

As the action developed the spectators began to under
stand that they were witnessing a terrific conversion: The 
Erinyes were turning before their eyes into Eumenides. They 
were transformed in bearing and garb-most significantly, as 
we will see-but also in number, although the play does not 
say so. Had I been the choregos, the producer, of the play I 
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would have had the transformation include the fading away 
of the twelve-pack Erinyes into the threesome Eumenides; 
the Eumenides would in fact, make a terrific movie script. 
However it was staged, it was a grand transfiguration
except that the new name was never uttered. Why not? 
Something near enough is said of them in the play: The 
reformed Erinyes are given the adjective euphrones, " well
(or kindly)-minded." These frightening faces, Athena says to 
her citizens, will be of great profit to you, if you, being 
kindly-minded, honor them, the Kindly-minded (euphronas 
euphrones, 992). As I imagine it, all of Athens, sitting there in 
enthralled solemnity, was meant to experience a dawning 
recognition: "But these transfigured horrors are our Kindly 
Ones, our Well-disposed deities, our Eumenides, that live on 
the other side of the hill not far from this theater!" 

By the end of Aeschylus' century the name Eumenides is 
simply a euphemism for Erinyes9-very likely Aeschylus' 
doing, but not in his spirit. For in his play the Erinyes really 
do disappear, are transformed into the Eumenides. Athena 
and her people know how to turn the dreadful females into 
the Gracious Ladies, how to make the horrors holy. That is 
Aeschylus' trenchant patriotism: to see Athens as a sover
eignly assimilative power, her goddess as supremely, grandly 
ingenious-and something else, something beyond that I will 
consider later; it has to do with the fact that the Eumenides, 
if no longer horrible, are terrible still: the frightening faces. 

The learned name for any causal account, and thus for 
Aeschylus' mythical history, is aetiology, from aitia, a "reason 
or cause," and logos, a "rational account." Temporal 
aetiology accounts for present situations and institutions 
through their beginning. Primal times are explanatory times; 
to recall them is to recall the present to its sense of itself. 
Aeschylean aetiology, however, is not done by what we call 
archaeology or history, the unearthing of buried artifacts or 
the researching of old documents. It is rather the projection 
backward into the timeless past of an originary vision, of the 
origin as it appears now to the mytho-poetic sight. 
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Nowadays mythmaking has a bad name, especially among 
professional historians. It is an accusation. For example, there 
is a well-known book entitled Inventing America.10 In its 
Prologue, the author, Gary Wills, analyzes Lincoln's 
"Gettysburg Address" of 1863. "Well, now," he says, "that is 
a very nice myth," a "useful falsehood," and a "dangerous 
thing." It is a reprehensible piece because, among other 
things, in the exalted biblical language of "four score and 
seven years ago" Lincoln traces the birth of the nation back 
to 177 6 and so to the Declaration of Independence and to its 
self-evident truth "that all men are created equal." Wills, 
however, thinks he knows that this date of origin is deceit
fully false. It was not until the final ratification of the 
Constitution in 1789 that we became a nation, and thus our 
conception was not in an idea but in all sorts of practical 
manipulations, messy and even unholy. What is more, Wills 
likes better that view of our country which sees it as the 
product of practical compromises than that which envisions 
its birth in a whole-hearted ideal because such ideals are 
never "straight-minded," to borrow a word from the 
Eumenides. They always have, he thinks, a subtly pernicious 
hidden agenda, in Lincoln's case the establishment of a "civil 
religion," which made us falsely feel that we could save and 
redeem the world. 

I cite this book only to sharpen by contrast the contours 
of both Aeschylus' and Lincoln's kind of patriotism, which 
does not consign its country's present to ever-disputable, 
secular historical fact but derives it from a primal act that 
contains timeless truth. Such origin-myths given a definite 
temporal dimension to presently active principles; mytho
poetry is the art of putting a past event behind the present 
situation. This is truth-telling of a high order and has nothing 
in common with the falsification of facts-which Aeschylus 
did not have in any case. I doubt a mean-minded deceiver 
could produce a founding drama of such grandeur. 

It is time to say what, in general, I take to be the 
difference between falsified fact and mythologized aetiology 
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and wherein the deep truth of the latter lies. Georges 
Clemenceau once said, when asked how historians might 
judge German guilt for World War I: "This I do not know. But 
I know for certain that they will not say that Belgium invaded 
Germany." For the reverse is a brute fact and its denial a brute 
falsification. On the other hand, an idealized account of the 
originating event, the ideal founding of a current insti
tution-especially if it is endangered-is not a subversion of 
fact but a revelation of truth, namely, of the true meaning and 
the ideal function deeply embedded in that institution, as the 
civic poet discerns it. It is not a refashioning of the historical 
past for the benefit of the present but a penetration into the 
present for the recovery of the primordial plan. 

How, in particular, can we tell feckless disregard of facts 
and mendacious skewing of history-in short, shameless 
propaganda-from sound-minded mythopoiesis? Strangely 
enough, language usually tells. Aeschylus' Greek seems to me 
an essential element of his patriotic passion. It is as far as any 
diction can well be from what will one day be the crude 
formulas of propaganda; it has the ring of truth. The marvel 
is that any of his Athenians understood him, for his language 
is so high and subtle, so grand and flexible, so archaic and 
neologistic, so bold and complex that most of us who suppose 
that we knew at least a little Greek have to puzzle the text out 
laboriously with recourse to every aid available. 

I will give a few examples of his word-making, poetry 
practiced on the very elements of language: bdelyktropoi, "of 
a loathsome turn" (52); palai6paides, "elderchildren" (69); 
dysodopaipala, "of-a-rough-and-rocky-road" (387); broto
sk6pon "man-watching" (499) . All these words are so new 
and sound so ancient; this diction is magnificent without 
being grandiloquent-though, to be sure, the reverently 
irreverent Aristophanes displays Aeschylus and Euripides in 
Hades hurling eleven-syllable masses of "tight-riveted words" 
at each other (Frogs, 824) . The Athenian audience, at any 
rate, loved it in all its stiffness and inventiveness, and they 
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seem to have caught the hyper-intricate choral meters and 
savored the gorgeous staging. 

For the Oresteia won first prize. Aeschylus wrote between 
seventy and ninety plays-we only have seven-and won first 
prize twenty-eight times; some of these were posthumous, 
since after his death the people of Athens decreed funds 
toward the revival of his plays. 11 

The Eumenides was first performed in 458 BCE, and it was 
rooted in the present of that year. There are at least four 
references to the current situation. To begin with, when 
Athena first appears she says that she has heard Orestes' call 
from far-off Troyland, where she had been taking control of 
territory assigned to her by the Greek victors. Not only is she 
presenting herself as a divinity with far-flung possessions, but 
to the Athenian audience she must have been heard, in these 
early days of the Delian League that would turn into Athens' 
empire, as asserting dominion over the cities of the Troad, a 
claim Athens was then in fact pursuing.12 

Again, when the Erin yes finally accept Attic domicile they 
are re-robed onstage in "scarlet-dyed vestments" 
(phoenikobaptois . . . esthemasi, 1028). As they had been 
promised, they become "fellow-dwellers," metoikoi in Greek 
(869, 1011). These "metics," resident foreigners, something 
like our green-card holders, were just at this time being recog
nized as of major importance to Attic prosperity. They partic
ipated in the great civic processions dressed in scarlet robes.13 

Aeschylus is expressing the inclusiveness of Athena Polias's 
city, or, put less amiably, he is endorsing the expansionism of 
post-Persian Athens. 

A third topical reference lies in Orestes' grateful oath, 
pledging Argos to perpetual peace and alliance with Athens 
(764), a matter of considerable current importance to a city 
embarking on just that audaciously expansive foreign policy. 

The fourth case I will mention concerns the Areopagus 
High Court, whose founding is the central event of the 
Eumenides. The old oligarchic Areopagus Council, the 
historical court, had recently been stripped of its expansive 



16 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

powers, powers of law-enforcement, punishment, censorship. 
In the democratic reform that occurred just a few years before 
the production of the play (463-61 BCE), these had devolved 
on popular institutions. Aeschylus, evidently a moderate 
democrat, here appears to endorse this reduction of the 
court's brief to cases of murder, since he represents Athena as 
instituting it for just that purpose. 

Aeschylus himself was deeply engaged in the city's life, 
and it was a factor in his fame . The year after winning first 
prize for the Oresteia, in his late sixties, he left Athens for 
Sicily, probably to execute dramatic commissions, 14 and died 
there soon after at seventy. The people of Gela, where he was 
buried, set him a grave marker with an inscription calling him 
Athens' pride and noting that he had fought at Marathon.15 

But he had fought also at Salamis, the other of Athens' two 
great single-handed battles against the Persian invaders. At 
Salamis the Athenians fought in ships under the view of 
Xerxes the King. Eight years later, in 4 72, a very young 
Pericles was the producer of Aeschylus' Persians, which takes 
place in Xerxes' court at Susa after the Salaminian defeat and 
is the grandest case of empathy for a vanquished enemy that 
I know of. 

The time of his life as a whole and of this, his last 
recorded winning play, was altogether the high time of his 
city. When he was five years old, the Pisistratid tyranny was 
overthrown in favor of the Athenian democracy to which we 
might well be said ultimately to owe our own political being. 
When he wrote the Oresteia the Persians had been ejected 
from Greece for over two decades, and the perils of Attic 
imperialism were looming, though yet avoidable. When 
Aeschylus left Athens in 457 the rebuilding of the mighty old 
temple of Athena Parthenos, destroyed by the Persian 
occupiers of the Acropolis and rebuilt with tribute money 
paid by Athens' client states to the Delian League, money 
meant to protect them from the Persians, and in fact soon to 
be stolen by the Athenians-this ominous and glorious 
Periclean project was yet ten years off. So also was the 
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restoration after the Persian sack of the Erechtheum, Athena 
Polias's house, being talked of but very far from even being 
begun. 16 This precinct, alluded to in the play (855), was 
Athena Polias's special seat, where was housed her primeval 
statue of olive wood, the one that will play a role in the 
drama, the one that miraculously survived the Persian 
burning of the High City. And it was here that the testimo
nials of the contest between her and Poseidon for the 
possession of Athens were shown, a salt pool struck from the 
rock by the sea god and by it an olive tree sprung up from the 
rock at the behest of the city goddessY It may be that the 
olive tree was a witness to Athena's trumping wit, which won 
her the city: A salt pool is put to real use as brine in which 
olives are marinated to make them edible.18 

As I imagine it, Aeschylus felt his city to be at a cresting 
time, with some depths of danger and more heights of hope 
looming. 458 BCE was a time of crisis for Athens-krisis in the 
Greek sense, a time for judgment when a provident poet
lover of his country would be inspired to foresee the glories 
and driven to forfend the disasters of the future. 

I want to observe here parenthetically that, while even a 
sketchy knowledge of current events-sketchy, that is, 
compared to what any Athenian spectator would know as a 
matter of course-could serve to make the play's strong 
footing in the real present more pointed, a perceptive reader 
is likely to sense this too, albeit impressionistically. The play 
speaks for itself, as do all great works. 

Besides the astonishing language and the expansive spirit 
of the drama, the town folk who sat there took in astonishing 
new interpretations of the world they knew: the origin of the 
Delphic oracle as well as of the names both of the Areopagus 
and of the Eumenides, the comparative stature of their 
goddess and Delphi's Apollo, the origin of their claims on 
Argos's loyalty. 

But again and again and above all they saw the magisterial 
management of their city's affairs by their goddess, the 
maternal virgin goddess, the peaceable warrior goddess, 
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flexible and firm, the child close to her Father who is the 
highest, the universal divinity. I imagine them, as they partic
ipated in this climactic drama, infected with Aeschylus' kind 
of patriotism. 

There are, as I said, different patriotisms, unsound and 
sound. There is "chauvinism," bigotry and exclusiveness, 
born of poverty of spirit and clumsy anger. And then there is 
a liberal patriotism based on moral consanguinity. Thus 
Lincoln says that those who adopt the moral principle of 
"that old Declaration of Independence" can claim to be 
"blood of the blood. "19 And there is also a community of 
customs and friendly feeling. And last but not least there is 
the land itself; the hills surrounding the city of Athens are 
sung as "violet-crowned" (iostephanoi) and the continent of 
America is sung for its "purple mountains' majesty." But first 
and above all there is a founding wisdom. Thus the third 
stanza of ''America the Beautiful" qualifies patriotism: 

America, America, God mend thine every flaw, 
Confirm thy good in brotherhood, thy liberty in 
law! 20 

Thus, too, Aeschylus' patriotism is first and finally focused on 
his citizens' moral virtue: They are "sound-minded [or in the 
usual translation 'moderate'] in good time" (sophronountes 
en chronoi, 1000);21 this is the most exalted praise their new 
co-dwellers know to give Athena's people. 

With this quotation I come to the drama itself as an 
exemplar of the second part of my subtitle: 

2. Moderate Modernity 

"Modernity" means literally "just-nowness," from Latin 
modo, "just now." This literal meaning suggests one defining 
aspect of modernity-there are others-that fits the 
Aeschylean revisioning of Athens' goddess. In this sense, 
modernity is an ever-recurrent moment in human history; it 
is the mode of rationality practically applied. A given 
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situation goes from onerous to insupportable and human 
ingenuity finds a-usually radical-device for bettering man's 
estate in the here and now, an impatiently swift solution; this 
modernizing reason is bent on rectifying the condition just 
now. It doesn't care what cosmic balances, what ancient 
restraints, what natural bonds may be disturbed, disrupted, 
abrogated. Such enlightened reason is bright-eyed and light
headed in its universalizing impulse and in its disrespect for 
the ancient obstacles. It is the impatient with old na:ive 
Nature and wants to supplant her with new, sophisticated 
Artifice. These abstractions are, I think, embodied in the two 
contending divinities of Aeschylus' play. The earlier part 
shows how Athena aids the new rationality, represented by 
Apollo, in winning its case against the old justice; the later 
part shows how Athena moderates this dangerous victory by 
inviting the old powers into her city and teaching her people 
how to be soundly rational by respecting the claims of a 
primeval cosmic equipoise, awful though it may be in aspect. 

The Eumenides, being the last drama of a trilogy,22 super
venes on a long chain of dramatic events. To recount it in 
skeletal form: Before the Oresteia begins, Atreus, 
Agamemnon's father, has killed Thyestes' sons and served 
their flesh to their father at a banquet. Agamemnon himself 
has sacrificed his and Clytemnestra's daughter to speed on the 
Greek expedition to Troy. In the Agamemnon, his wife, 
Clytemnestra, and Aegistheus, a surviving son of Thyestes, 
have killed Agamemnon on his victorious return from Troy, 
each for a compelling reason. In the Libation Bearers Orestes, 
Clytemnestra's and Agamemnon's son, has killed her and 
Aegistheus to avenge his father and preserve his own 
succession. Now in the Eumenides Clytemnestra's ghost is 
clamoring for Orestes' death as a matricide. That last killing 
would be the end of the Atreides, the House of Atreus, and 
the vacating of the curse on it for Atreus's deed. Thyestes' 
progeny had already been erased. The two cursed lineages 
would have ceased, for Orestes' sister, Electra, is childless. 
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Nature would have evacuated the evil and the cosmlC 
equipoise would be regained. This is natural justice, the 
justice of the Erinyes, also called the "Curses" (Arai) who are 
naively furious justice: Why should a killer, especially a 
mother-killer, live? It is against the logic, the measures, of 
nature. 

Ordinary mortals, on the other hand, tend to be of two 
minds. They have tit-for-tat justice in their bones, but they 
also ask, as does the chorus at the end of the Libation Bearers: 
"When will there be rest from, when will there be a stop to 
the fury of this blind ruin (ate, 107 6) ?" They long for an 
imposed intervention, a forcible cut-off that ends the natural 
course, the logical working out of the accursed drama. 

This natural justice has the name dike, or as its enforcers 
sometimes say: eytheia dike, "straight justice" (312, 436). The 
Erinyes think of themselves as straight-justice-dispensing. The 
word dike with its derivatives is the dominating sound of the 
play: dikaios, endikos, dikastes, dikephoros, orthodikaion, 
adikein-the text bristles with it, and the ear rings with it. 
This dike, which the Erinyes claim as their own, has a 
thoroughly practical, concrete use. It means old custom and 
usage; it will henceforth mean the actual lawsuit brought and 
the effective judgment rendered; but above all, it means the 
order and right of things. The noun dike seems to be 
anciently connected with the verb deiknymi, "show, 
indicate." The Erinyes say: "Come, let us join in the dance 
since it seems right to display our hateful muse," for their 
office is to do "straight justice," justice horrid but perspicuous 
(307). The Erinyes' dike, the justice of reciprocity, a life for a 
life, is plainly indicated by brute fact, particularly when blood 
relations are involved. 

Dike, the concrete justice of the Erinyes, is therefore not 
dikaiosyne, Just-ness, the thought-invoking object of inquiry 
mooted in Plato's Republic. The question behind the play is 
indeed "What is justice?", but it is engaged by the parties to 
a trial and by judicial decisions. The accuser is dead 
Clytemnestra appearing as a specter (eidolon), the defendant 
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her live son Orestes, the venue the Areopagus court of ten 
juror-judges with Athena as arbiter; the advocate for 
Clytemnestra is the band of Erinyes, for Orestes, Delphic 
Apollo. 

So the play begins in Delphi, and right away there is 
revisionist mythmaking, Aeschylean aetiology. The Pythia, 
the priestess of Apollo's oracle, comes out of the temple just 
to tell the story of Apollo's taking possession of Delphi. All 
the world knew that it had been a violent business, 23 but the 
Pythia paints the picture of a smooth, unforced inheritance. 
In this tale, Apollo is a welcome civilizing god, the "prophet" 
of Zeus. He appears as a divinity of easy-no, facile
dominion, a god whose people have been trained to suppress 
the darker circumstances of his installation in Delphi. 

The priestess goes back in and soon runs out again, totally 
freaked out, as our students would say, by the creatures that 
sit inside on stools, asleep, slobbering and snoring. She exits. 
The temple doors are now open and we see them: the 
Erinyes. Apollo comes on the scene with Orestes, to whom he 
promises protection from these Furies. He tells him to flee 
from them over land, sea, and islands, but finally to go as a 
suppliant to Pallas Athena's city for "relief from his pains." 
He ends: "For I persuaded you to kill the mother-body" (84). 
Orestes sets out on his long expiatory flight. 

Clytemnestra's specter appears and upbraids the sleeping 
Erinyes for neglecting their pursuit. They wake up to dance 
and sing the first of several choruses that have a terrible kind 
of dignity and induce a repelled sort of pity. They sing to 
Apollo: "You, the young male, have ridden down the old 
female divinities" (daimonas, 150) by the respect you show 
for a godless man. "This," they sing, "is what the younger 
gods do who exercise power altogether beyond Justice" 
(162). Apollo responds by reviling them. They then bandy 
words, a foretaste of the arguments they will mount before 
the Areopagus, where both will claim to have justice on their 
side. 
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It is a long time later. We are now in Athens, on the 
Acropolis. Orestes has arrived to sit, as he had been ordered 
by Apollo, as a suppliant with his arms around the old 
olivewood statue of Athena, the one kept in the Erechtheum. 
He insists that he is no longer polluted because Apollo has 
purified him and that, moreover, his guilt has been blunted by 
time and travel. The Erinyes are still in hot pursuit. When 
they see him clasping the statue they sing out a horrible song: 
They will suck red clots of blood from his limbs in requital 
for mother-blood, "Everyone receives the justice he deserves 
.... "Hades "oversees all in his recording-tablet of a mind." 
What they are saying is that some deeds are unerasable: 
"Mother's blood, once spilled on the ground, is scarcely 
recoverable," even if retribution has been exacted (261 ff.). 
Orestes claims, on the contrary, to have worked off his guilt 
through travel and "time that, growing old along with every
thing, purifies it" (286). 

And now the lead-Erinys announces the "Binding
Hymn." It is a furious, long, stamping dance, an incantation 
for enchaining the mind (3 70, 332). It asserts the Furies' 
power and right to pursue even into Hades those who 
commit inexpiable crimes of blood. 

Athena flies in, answering Orestes' call. Aeschylus was 
admired for his staging; she surely arrives, a dea ex machina, 
by some cranelike device. But neither machines nor words 
make the wonder of this moment; it is rather the spectacle 
itself: Here is Athena's old bretas, the olive bole that Orestes 
is embracing. Here is the possibly winged (1001) goddess 
herself, the divinity on which Orestes has called. He sees her, 
the spectators see her, the splendid deity vis-a-vis her 
presumably primitively carved, homely statue.24 How could 
the sight of both together help but lead to reverent reflection? 
The city was full of statuary Athenas. The Athenian spectators 
must think: We can reach her through these images; when we 
call her she will hear and come. But they must, at the same 
time, feel reminded that their wooden board, their marble 
statues, and their clay statuettes are just that: images, not the 
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goddess herself. And that is exactly what distinguishes their 
worship from idolatry. For an idol is to the worshiper not an 
image but the spirit itself, prayed to, not through. These 
Athenians, presented by their first playwright with the 
wooden token and the real goddess face to face, were being 
invited-whether they followed the call or not-to think 
about the patent defectiveness and the mysterious power of 
those increasingly perfect representational artifacts that their 
normally invisible goddess was eliciting from them. 25 Indeed 
thoughtful spectators might realize-once the magic of the 
performance had faded-that the "living" goddess who had 
been juxtaposed onstage to her venerably featureless effigy 
was herself a piece of Aeschylean poetry and stagecraft. Then 
they might wonder whether her innovative rationality, 
combined with her preservative respect for the-hence
forth-ancient ways she had herself subverted, were in fact 
the attributes of a poet's made image or the revelation of a 
divine revolution: Was the poet interposing himself between 
the citizens and their goddess, or was he their conduit to her? 

Athena descends and notices the Furies. Apollo had 
reviled them and driven them from his temple: "Out, I am 
ordering you .... You belong where there are judgments and 
butcheries of head-lopping and eye-gouging, and where the 
green youth of boys is ruined by destruction of seed" (186)
Aeschylean language for castration, high poetry to render the 
immoderate tone of the self-righteous young god. 

Here is Athena's reception for. them. She says that she is 
not afraid of, but she is amazed by these creatures, which are 
unlike any other race, not seen among gods or comparable to 
humans in shape. Then she catches herself: "But to speak ill 
of someone close by us because he is misshaped does not 
approach what is just ... " (413). 

The Erinyes introduce themselves. They are called the 
"Curses," and are the children of Night who live beneath the 
earth. They begin the argument. Athena says: "I would 
understand [all this], if someone would give a perspicuous 
account" (420). Athena wants to hear from both sides in lucid 
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speech. She admonishes the Furies not to insist on 
formalisms. The Furies begin to trust her and entrust their 
case to her decision. So does Orestes. The gist of the case is, 
on the Furies' side, a rationally connected double demand: 
that a mother-killer should be hunted down even into Hades 
and that their own just prerogative to execute this charge 
should not be abrogated. On Orestes' side, too, there is a 
double argument, which is not so rationally coherent, though 
Orestes has had a "smart teacher" (sophos didaskalos, 279) in 
Apollo. He admits to the deed but claims that it was just to 
requite his father's murder, and he also offers the excuse that 
Apollo forced him to it with threats of "stinging pain to the 
heart" ( 466). 

Once again something simply amazing happens. Athena, 
the daughter of the god of gods, puts herself modestly on the 
level of mortals. She says: "The affair is too great for some 
mortal to think he can adjudicate it, I Nor is it right for me to 
decide a judicial case concerned with a killing so acutely 
anger-filled." On the one hand there is before them a purified 
suppliant, on the other, the undeniable charge of the Furies 
who will, moreover, should they lose the case, poison the 
ground for ever. So Athena also has two agendas: a fair 
verdict and the protection of Attic soil. 

She issues an ordinance "for all time" (484 ). Justice 
concerning killings will henceforth be turned over to judges. 
Dike will go to dikastai; Justice is turned over to juries; the 
natural course of just requital is turned into a case-at-law, and 
the avenging Erinyes are to plead before a court. Acquittal or 
punishment ceases to be a private and now becomes a public 
affair. A British Lord Chief Justice said: "One .. . object of 
punishment is to prevent ... the victims of crime from taking 
matters into their own hands."26 Athena's institution of the 
high court of Athens is a revolution in human affairs, the kind 
of event I call modern, or, better, modernizing. It means the 
overthrow of ancient ways in the interest of a reasonable 
procedure, a crucial characteristic of which is the growth of 
public power, the expansion of what in our quintessentially 
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"modern times," the times in which modernity becomes the 
established mode, is called the state. 

But what if the accuser loses the case, if a guilty defendant 
escapes punishment on technicalities and the righteously 
aggrieved party is left helplessly furious? What if the humane, 
exculpatory rationality of the human court leaves the world 
out of kilter? We will see how Athena mitigates this inevitable 
consequence of institutional justice, the conversion of capital 
Justice as a power into lower-case justice as a process. 

But first there is that initial, that mythic trial before the 
Areopagus. Athena goes off to select "the best [material, ta 
beltata] among my townspeople" (487). I don't think she 
means the aristocrats or oligarchs. Aeschylus' locution 
betokens that the juror-judges are just the fittest citizens. 
Aeschylus, recall, is a defender of Athenian democracy. 

While she is gone, the Eumenides sing again, a song of 
despair and threatened withdrawal: "Now come the 
overturnings, the revolutions (katastrophai), wreaked by new 
ordinances-if the hurtful justice of this mother-killer is to 
domiqate" (490). "I shall"-they sing as one-"permit every 
violent ruin" (moron). Let no one cry out '0 Justice! 0 
thrones of the Erinyes!' ... since the House of Justice has 
indeed collapsed" (511). And then in the middle of their 
lamenting threats they make a demand that justifies my 
picture of them as intended by Aeschylus to be the represen
tatives of the aboriginal justice of equilibrium: 

Approve neither the anarchic life 
nor the tyrannized one ... 
God grants the power to everything middling. 
I speak the proportionate word. (symmetron epos, 
531) 

Athena, who was not there to hear them, will-wonder
fully-repeat their words. 

But first the trial. The scene seems to have shifted to the 
chambers of the Areopagus court. Trumpets sound; the 
people stream in; the court sits. The Eumenides, advocates 
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for Clytemnestra, offer a simple case: He admits he did it. 
The opposition's claim that Zeus, Zeus who overcame his 
own father, has more regard for a father's than a mother's 
death is implausible. Moreover, Clytemnestra, in killing her 
spouse, did not kill a blood relation, a mitigating circum
stance for her. Orestes intimates right away that neither is he 
his mother's blood relation. 

Apollo now speaks for Orestes. He again proceeds 
violently: "You altogether hateful beasts, hated by the gods 
... " (644) . He follows Orestes' line: "The mother so-called 
is not the child's begetter" (658). He goes on to speak as a 
scientist to common folk, dispensing fancy then-modern 
biology, according to which the mother has no part in the 
embryo except that of a nurse. 27 He cunningly mentions that 
the male can even engender entirely without a mother. He 
cites the daughter of Zeus, Athena herself, as a case. It is a 
smart lawyer's move, but once again, disregardful of the 
Erinyes. For Aeschylus has-against tradition-made them 
the children of Night, and she, Hesiod tells us, can bear · 
"having slept with no one" (Birth of the Gods, 213); the 
Furies themselves (probably) have no father. 

I interrupt the account here to point to a curious circum
stance that must have crept into every spectator's mind: 
Apollo's argument, which in fact abolishes mothers, insofar as 
they are nothing but carrying wombs, is cleverly made in a 
drama that is enacted, except for Clytemnestra appearing as 
a specter and the Amazons appearing in a story, mainly by 
childless females whose status is above, below, beyond natural 
womanhood: the Pythian priestesses who open the play, the 
Erinyes who are transformed in its course, the consecrated 
guardians of Athena's statue who lead the exit march. Above 
them all thrones Athena Parthenos, the Virgin (999) . 

Why? Well, first this is a sacral drama, and the great 
Olympians are served by virgins. But more significantly, the 
two protagonists, female-gendered but non-bearing, are, on 
the one hand, male-like powers, the one of fiercely spirited 
engagement, the other of majestically large objectivity. Yet, on 
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the other hand, both are capable of kindly care, the 
Eumenides eventually by Athena's unique persuasiveness, she 
herself always as the city goddess who cherishes (911) her 
own people as with a supernatural maternity. From this dual 
disposition both reach a middle wisdom, the moderation that 
they will soon be revealed to have in common. 

The pleading is done. Athena addresses her citizens while 
the court deliberates. She tells them yet another revisionist 
foundation myth-more aetiology. The place where the court 
of juror-judges; that will exist for ever, is deciding its first 
murder case, the kind for which she has instituted it, is called 
the Areopagus, ''Ares' Rock," because there the army of 
Amazons from Asia that attacked Athens in the time of 
Theseus sacrificed to Ares (683). Again, all the world knew 
the current explanation of the name, which was that Ares, 
having killed a son of Poseidon for trying to rape his 
daughter, was tried on this hill for murder by a jury of gods. 
I assume that he was acquitted, as Orestes will be. 

Why this new tale? One notion is that Aeschylus wants 
Orestes' trial to be the initial case of the new Areopagus 
court. 28 But if the earliest court consisted of the twelve 
Olympian gods, Athena's institution of a mortal court of ten 
would still be original enough, and if Ares had indeed been 
acquitted the precedent might be welcome. I think Aeschylus 
revises the naming event of this court's home to remind his 
audience of the more recent Asian army that had entered the 
city just over three decades ago, that of the Persians. Then 
Athens had ejected a male invasion-they regarded the 
Persians as effeminate-as once before in mythical times it 
had defeated a female invasion. Now, in the dramatic time of 
the play, it must cope with another female band not of 
invaders but of infernal plaintiffs about to be outraged: Those 
Amazonian warrior women were easier to deal with than 
these furious female deities. 

She uses the pause in the drama to make a consequent 
point: Reverence this Areopagus! Don't muck up-she uses 
strong language-your own bright water. Their own inborn 



28 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

fear and awe will keep the town's men from doing injustice, 
as long as "the citizens themselves don't make innovations in 
the laws" (epikainonton nomous, 693).29 While in the course 
of instituting novelties she warns her people against 
innovation! 

And then, in the most significant moment of the play, she 
goes on to say exactly what the Eumenides have said in her 
absence: "I counsel the caring townsmen to revere neither the 
anarchic nor the tyrannized way, and not to throw all that is 
dreadful out of the city. For who among mortals, fearing 
nothing, is yet imbued with justice?" (697). 

She and the Furies together seem to be doing a long-term 
end-run around Apollo, although she is about to help him 
win his current case. Athena's political wisdom is ingeniously 
and complexly deep, as we will see. 

After the jurors have voted and before the votes are 
counted Athena makes a consequence-fraught 
announcement. If the vote is tied, Orestes will be acquitted, 
because her pebble is going into the urn for acquittal. Her 
reason is stupefyingly simple and unprincipled: "I support 
everything male-except for the matter of getting married 
[here speaks the virgin goddess], and I am very much my 
Father's child" (736). 

This is another remarkable moment. Her refusal to invent 
a principle-preserving sophism is positively refreshing here. 
After all, she has a deeper reason that she is wise not to artic
ulate before the Furies: to stop the descent of killing, to put 
an end to this murderous lineage without actually eradicating 
it. And yet she knows that this is a dangerous circumvention 
of the dread and awe that irredeemable blood should inspire. 

And that is, as ever, only one of two wise intentions. The 
other is to establish by precedence a permanent ordinance: 
the judicial compromise that will resolve an insoluble 
situation. The equality of votes, five to five, which she surely 
foresees-or so I imagine-betokens the inability of human 
beings to resolve this matter by themselves, to be of one 
dispositive mind, any more than the deity could deal with it 
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alone. She knows that she is to be the tie-breaker; she must 
supply the casting vote, and it is for ever-and still for us
in favor of acquittal. When humans are equally divided in 
mind, civilization says: Let him go. Give him the benefit of 
the doubt. And ever after, in the goddess's absence, her tie
breaking vote, cast for clemency,30 will be present in every 
court, and so will she. (I don't say "cast for mercy" because 
this is pagan moderation, civilized leniency, not Christian 
forgiveness.) Furthermore, Athena's rule tends toward 
slowing innovation in deliberative assemblies: Positive action 
is defeated by a tie. 31 

So Orestes is acquitted, and he, full of gratitude and 
promises for an Argive alliance, quits the scene with his 
divine advocate. 

Athena is left with her assembled people-and the 
absolutely infuriated Furies. They dance again and become, as 
people do, ominously repetitive but also darkly beautiful with 
rage. They again speak as one, fixated on the locution of 
being ridden down by the younger gods and iterating their 
lament: 

I am she who is unhonored - she who is wretched, 
deeply angered 
in this land- Oh! 
I emit poison, my heart's poison in payment for 
pam 
in unbearable drops on the ground. (780, 810) 

And again the goddess does something astonishing, 
something no other divinity, I imagine, would or could 
attempt and accomplish: She undertakes to calm the Furies, 
to gentle them. She speaks to them between their laments. 
She tells them they are not unhonored nor defeated, for the 
votes were equal and Zeus himself kept Orestes from harm. 
This is tact-half the jurors, she points out, were for them; 
moreover, not their antagonist Apollo but the god of gods 
himself ordered the outcome. Here she gently reminds all of 
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her closeness to Zeus; she alone knows the keys to the 
chamber where his thunderbolt is sealed (827) . It is the 
subtlest of threats. But above all she has begun to make her 
daring offer: Be "augustly honored and be co-dweller 
(synoiketor) with me" (833 ). She is inviting the Furies into 
her city! 

They still rage repetitively. "For me to bear this, oh!-for 
me of such ancient good sense to dwell in this earth is a 
dishonoring defilement," they say twice over (838, 871). 

Athena bears it patiently, though she tells them under
statedly, "Zeus has not done badly by me either in giving me 
good sense." She promises more, a place for them close to her 
own Erechtheum, the prize of the country's first fruits, and 
honors over any they might have from mortals elsewhere-if 
they will not afflict her places with incitements to bloodshed, 
drunken rages, fighting-cock hearts, and rash intractable 
aggression. Let our wars be external!, she says (861), since it 
is not war she denounces but civil war. "I won't weary of 
telling you," she goes on, "so you can never say that by me, 
the younger, and my city-holding mortals, you, the ancient 
deity, went unhonored and were made a stranger oii this 
soil." If you have reverence for the power of Persuasion, the 
honeyed soothing and seduction of my tongue, you will stay 
(881, cf. 970). 

Suddenly, as one, they cave in: "Queen Athena,"-now 
first they call her queen, as had Orestes before them (235)
"what settlement do you say you have for me?" (892) . Why? 
Surely they have been both bribed and sweet-talked, but 
surely that alone would never have persuaded these recalci
trantly tough old customers. I think what gets to them is not 
only Athena's tactful rhetoric, which she takes so far as to 
incriminate herself as one of those hated younger gods, 
though one who is deferential to the ancient ones, whom she 
has begun to address in the singular as one deity (848). No, it 
is above all her genuine understanding of their indispensable 
function. She is, to be sure, acting for her people: "For like a 
plant-shepherding man (andros phitypoimenos) I cherish the 
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grief-removed nation (genos) of these just people here" 
(911)-this is Athena talking high-Aeschylean to make a 
declaration of love to her Athenians. 

But then, after she has already brought the corps of Furies 
over, after they have already accepted co-dwelling (synoikia, 
916) with her, she says from kindly care for her citizens: I 
have finally fixed these great and hard-to-please spirits, "for 
it is their lot to manage what pertains to mankind" (927). 
This is powerful language, which shows that she is seriously 
acknowledging their dangerous potency, the risky blessing she 
is introducing into her city. Her wise management of these 
managers reminds me of what is perhaps the crucial line in 
Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice: Bassanio says to the 
vengeful Jew: "Can no prayers pierce thee?" and Shylock 
answers: "No, none that thou hast wit enough to make" 
(4.1.128). Athena has wit enough and wisdom to pierce the 
avenging Furies, and that is because she, unlike Apollo (or 
Bassanio), can summon a real, a reverential respect for them: 
"Great power has the Lady Erinys" (950). 

They sing antiphonally, the Erinyes of blessings to be 
bestowed, Athena of the blessings to be received, telling her 
citizens to be ever well- (or kindly-) minded toward these 
Well- (or Kindly-) minded ones," the Euphrones-which is as 
close as she seems to wish to come to naming the Eumenides. 
There is a great exit procession: the Areopagites, Athena's 
acolytes, her Athenians, and finally the goddess herself, 
conducting the Erinyes, now dressed in the scarlet of resident 
aliens, marching as metics (1028), to their permanent home 
beneath Ares' Rock. Here is the third strophe of the exit 
march, sung by the Erinyes, now, without need of naming, 
recognized by all the spectators as their Eumenides: 
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·-· ·-·- ·-· ·-· - ·-· 

(=:haire.te. , chaire.t' en aisinuais1 plout•)U, 
- ... - ... - ... 

(~haire.t' ast1ko s !e. o s. 

iJ:.::.tar he.me.noi Dios 
·-· ·-·-

P a~.the.nou philas ph.ilo1, 
--· --- ... -

sophronounte.s en chrono1; 

Pallados d'ypo ptero1s 
'•' ·-· 

ontas azetai Pater. 

Rejoice and farewell32 in the happiness of wealth, 
Rejoice, townspeople 
Seated close to Zeus 
Friends of the friendly Virgin 
Moderate in good times 
Under the wings of Pallas Athene 
As you are, the Father respects you. (996-1002) 

Of course, the whole theater was, though seated, 
marching along, a light trochaic tread, solemn but relieved, 
grave, and exhilarated. This was surely a high moment of 
sound-minded patriotism founded on whole-hearted trust in 
the wisely innovating goddess. 33 

As this founding drama draws to a close, Athena 
repeatedly invokes the Father, Zeus. Through her, her people 
are near to him. I think this means that though she acts 
locally, in this Attic land, on this Athenian High City, at this 
Rock of Ares, she is instituting a larger way, she is thinking 
universal Zeus-like thoughts for other places and later times. 

Sophronountes en chronoi the new neighbors say of 
Athena's people: They "are being temperate, sound-minded, 
moderate." All these terms are acceptable renditions of 
sophronountes, which is, moreover a present participle, a 
verbal form signifying a continuing action. That is, at least, 
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how their city-goddess acts: ever-temperate, ever-moderate, 
and what that means for Athens I shall end by saying in a 
moment. But why en chron6i, "in time, just in time, in good 
time"-all of these are possible meanings? It has seemed to 
readers a puzzlingly reserved phrase, a note of restraint 
sounded among these transports of reconciliation.34 Perhaps 
what the Erinyes mean is that moderation is neither inbred 
nor learned in a day, especially not in its ongoing realization, 
the very temporality suggested by the verbal form: being 
actively moderate-thinking soundly over time. 

Under Athena's wings they keep learning. What is this
their, her-moderation in this forever critical situation, life 
lived literally with the Erinyes beneath? 

Let me begin to answer by recapitulating Athena's acts of 
moderation and innovation: Apollo, to win his case, cites new 
science which in effect says, "There are no mothers"; Athena, 
ensuring the same outcome, refers instead to her unique case 
of motherlessness and abstains from inhumanly radical gener
alizations. Faced with repulsive creatures, Apollo insults and 
expels them. Athena rather controls her repugnance and 
accords them more courteous treatment than, I imagine, they 
have ever received since dark Night bore them; she soothes 
and invites them. Saddled with a case in which primevally 
simple and humanly compromised justice confront each 
other, she magisterially accepts the case but modestly recog
nizes that neither her people nor she can resolve the matter 
alone. Consequently, she founds a novel institution, a court 
for cases of killing, thus both making justice a public rather 
than a family responsibility and corroborating Athens as a 
place of refuge and resolution. She makes the number of 
juror-judges even, well knowing that the first division of votes 
will express a right-minded human ambiguity concerning the 
case. She assumes the office of tie-breaker to give this verdict 
to the god-driven killer who is the first to come before the 
Areopagus court, tacitly ordaining the rule that in subsequent 
cases, when the mortals decide in her absence, equal votes 
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will moderate pnmltlve severity by signifying acquittal. 
Having thus of necessity offended the Furies, she goes persua
sively-and sincerely-far in acknowledging their priority 
and power, honoring them with titles: She names, or rather 
titles them, finally, the August Goddesses (Semnai Theai) , and 
grants them prerogatives-in effect a share in the supervision 
of her city. Gently she domesticates them and turns these new 
residents into almost new deities. 

And yet .... She is a modernizing goddess who, as the 
Erinyes themselves say, has caused a revolution. But when she 
takes the tremendous risk of domesticating these justly 
vengeful deities and making them officially metics, that is, co
dwellers, it is their intention she converts, not their nature: 
They are, as everyone knew, now the Eumenides, the Well
Intentioned, the Kindly-Thinking Ones. But they are still 
angry Erinyes as well: Their dark character as children of 
Night is not canceled but preserved35 in that cave in Ares' 
Rock, beneath the Areopagus Court. 

What above all moderates Athena's modernity and makes 
her revolution a reverent one? It is that she knows and honors 
the ancient dread. When the Erinyes lament that the new 
young gods ride them down, she, though herself a member of 
the new generation of gods, knows what that means: The 
others, at least this Apollo, are too brightly shallow to feel it, 
to feel the fear that the world will become unbalanced if holy 
terror fails. 

Even as she is establishing that work of reason, the human 
jury sitting in judgment, where the public decides by the 
numbers and the perpetrator goes humanely free when there 
is doubt, even as she is freely innovating, she tells her 
Areopagites: "Their reverence for the court and the inborn 
fear of the townspeople will keep them from doing injustice . 
. . as long as the citizens don't make innovations in the laws." 
And then, she gives her counsel, the gist of which I will quote 
once again: not to revere either anarchy or despotism, 

And not to throw all that is dreadful out of the 
city. 
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For who among mortals, fearing nothing, is yet 
imbued with justice? (698) 

35 

This dread, this fear that the citizens are bidden to 
preserve, is a deep awareness of-one might even call it a 
kind of trust in-the terrible consequences of lightly letting 
old laws lapse and forcibly bringing in a new rational relief 
that leaves the primal Justice of reprisal out of kilter. 

A penultimate question: Are the Erinyes creatures of 
conscience? Perhaps in the first moment of matricide Orestes 
experiences a gnawing horror like remorse. For in the 
Libation Bearers only he sees the Furies. But they soon 
materialize, and in the Eumenides the whole city sees them. 
They are there not to express a haunting sense of guilt but to 
recall a world-dislodging deed, and they are not evocations of 
the perpetrator but emissaries of the victim. The Erinyes are, 
indeed, never renamed in the play, but at the very end the 
people in the procession give them one last fitting adjective: 
euthyphrones, "straight-thinking" (1040). They are also 
repeatedly called children: "elder children" (palaiopaides, 
69), no-children children (paides apaides, 1034). There is in 
fact something naively, frighteningly, undeflectably direct 
about these ancient children; they demand straight simplicity 
like young children when they are in the holy terror mode, 
when they are fixed on the brute fact of an inequity: "Why is 
he allowed ... ?" No, they are not extrusions of the perpe
trator's conscience. But neither are they expressions of the 
victim's outrage. The Erinyes are rather exhibitions of a 
cosmic power. They are, by Aeschylus' fiat, daughters of 
Night. "Murky Night" has borne, as Hesiod tells in his Birth 
of the Gods, many daughters, among them Nemesis, Blame 
and Woe, Destiny and the Fates, 

Who pursue the transgressions (paraibasias) of 
men and gods, 
Nor ever do these goddesses cease their dread 
anger 
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Before they have given evil attention to anyone 
who has gone wrong. (213-25) 

The Erinyes belong among the divine powers who keep the 
world from going out of joint36 by rectifying imbalances. 
Born from murky dark they bring a dreadfully simple clarity 
of accounting: Do and pay. 

Such are these anciently young spirits, while Athena is the 
newly young deity, and yet they come together over cosmic 
and civic politics. Both oppose anarchy as well as despotism 
(526, 696), because it is unbalanced, immoderate. Yet Athena 
Polias is an altogether modern, modernizing goddess, a civic 
deity who innovates, makes political revolution in the 
modern mode still current with us: She transfers moral 
responsibility to public institutions, decides by the numbers, 
that is, by voting, resolves issues by rational fiat, encourages 
perspicuous speech in both parties: ''Answer me with 
something intelligible" (442, 420). But she is in complete 
sympathy with the Furies' cry that precedes their proscription 
of political extremes: 

There is a place where the dreadful is well (to 
deinon eu), 
and, as overseer of the heart, 
it ought to stay seated there. 
It is of profit 
to be moderate in narrow straits. (517) 

So both connect moderation with the welcoming of 
dread. For certain blood spilled simply is irretrievable (117 5) 
and some deeds are forever irredeemable. And the Apolline 
solution to "invent" what he calls "engines of relief" (82) 
racks up debts in that economy of things that the Erinyes call 
Justice. What Athena understands is that this truth must be 
invited in and kept in mind: that continuous propitiating 
mindfulness by the beneficiaries of abrogated requital is 
required. This is not straight Justice but it is clement 
civilization. In that knowledge consists Athena's moderate 
modernity. 
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Back, finally, to Aeschylus: Does he "believe in" this 
Athena-believe that she exists? I answer abruptly, from the 
bafflement of a post-pagan and the enthrallment of an all-but
worshiper: He loves her as he loves his city, and love makes 
moot the question of existence-at certain high moments. 
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1 There is even an old story that Socrates helped Euripides make his 
plays, who was consequently called by a later comic writer "Socrato-rivet
patched" (sokratogomphos, Diogenes Laertius, 2.18). 

2 Podlecki, p. 8. 

3 Verrall, p. xxxvi. 
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4 It may be that the idea of bringing Orestes to Athens arose from the fact 
that in the Odyssey he comes from Athens to avenge his father (3.307) . 

5 Emma Lazarus, "The New Colossus" (1883): " ... 'Give me your tired, 
your poor I Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, I The wretched 
refuse of your teeming shore . . . ' ." 

6 Podlecki, p. 7. 

7 Sommerstein, p. 109, on 1. 142. 

8 Paley, p. xxxv. 

9 E.g. Euripides, Orestes, 1. 35 (408 BCE); Sommerstein, pp. 11-12. 

10 Gary Wills, Inventing America: Jefferson's Declaration of Independence, 
New York: Vintage Books (1978), p. xiv ff. A thorough rebuttal of Wills's 
facts: Harry V Jaffa, "Inventing the Past: Garry Wills's Inventing America 
and the Pathology of Ideological Scholarship," The St. John's Review 30 
(Autumn 1981), p. 94 ff. 

11 Paley, p. xxxvi; Sommerstein, p. 18. 

12 Podlecki, p. 163, on 1. 398. 

13 Podlecki, p. 92, on 1. 1028. 

14 Meanly implausible reasons were later given for this, his second Sicilian 
voyage, such as his defeat by young Sophocles or his having revealed the 
Mysteries (Paley, p. xxv). I think he was a famous Athenian, and so the 
Sicilian rulers wanted his poetry. There is no reason to think he was an 
expatriate; it's hard to imagine after the Eumenides. 

15 Paley, p. xxxvi. 

16 The Delian Treasure was seized and brought to Athens in 454 BCE. 

17 Herodotus, Persian Wars, 8.55. 

18 This piece of Athenian wit was told me by Seth Benardete half a 
century ago. It seems mythopoetically true. 

19 Abraham Lincoln, "Speech in Reply to Douglas at Chicago" Guly 10, 
1858) 

20 Pindar, Fr. 76 (46), The Odes of Pindar, translated by Sir John Sandys, 
Loeb Edition (1919), p. 556, n. 1. Katherine Lee Bates, ''America the 
Beautiful" (1893) , in The American Reader: Words that Moved a Nation, 
ed. Diane Ravitch, New York: Harper-Collins (1990), p. 184. 

21 Could it possibly be that this, the moral of the play, is not at the 
thousandth line by accident? To be sure, not all line counts agree . No, not 
likely. 
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22 In fact, the Oresteia is the only complete surviving trilogy. 

23 Podlecki, p. 129, on ll. 5-8. 

24 I don't know whether such a scene is ever repeated. In Euripides' 
Hippolytus, for instance, where Aphrodite's and Artemis's statues seem 
both to be on stage, the deities themselves are not seen but only heard 
(86). 

39 

25 The philosophical culmination of the reflection on image and original 
is in Plato's Sophist (240 ff.). Athena was the patroness of arts and crafts. 

26 Lord Lane (1986), quoted as an epigraph in Sommerstein. 

27 In the Generation of Animals Aristotle will elaborate this proto-thesis 
into a full-blown theory: The mother is an infertile male who contributes 
merely the receptive material to the embryo (1.19-20; 4.1). 

28 Verrall, p. 126, on 11. 686-93 with sources; Sommerstein, pp. 2-3; 
p. 273, on 11. 685-90. 

29 These lines are said to be the most controversial ones in the play 
(Sommerstein, p. 216). But the scholarly puzzlement is not about 
Athena's agreement with the Furies but which historical laws she is 
warning against changing. Is the passage attacking the democratic reform 
of the Areopagus? There are long discussions in Conacher (p. 199 ff.) and 
Sommerstein (p. 216 ff.). My notion is that Aeschylus' warning is not 
against a particular historical case but against an ever-recurrent human 
event: radically rational innovation. 

30 To me it is pretty clear that Athena casts the tie-breaking rather than 
the equalizing vote, because 1. there are 10 complete exchanges between 
Apollo and the Erinyes, one speech for each act of voting (Verrall, p. 130, 
on ll. 714-33), and 2. if Athena were evening the vote to bring about 
acquittal, the procedure for the court-that a tie acquits-would have 
had to precede its institution. 

31 Robert's Rules of Order (1915), ~ 46. 

32 Chairete means both "farewell" and "rejoice." 

33 Thucydides tells of a high moment of similar gloriously exhilarating 
solemnity. It happens to be an actual celebration, the send-off that the 
Athenian people give their Sicilian expedition, also with trumpets, 
prayers, paeans. But as the Eumenidean exit is thoughtfully future
fraught, the Sicilian send-off is-to the reader who knows the end
fecklessly doom-inviting (Peloponnesian War, 6.32). 

34 The commentators are stumped and so have a lot to say. 

I 
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35 I would venture to say this only in a note : The Hegelian term 
aufheben, which means at once canceling, preserving, and raising up, fits 
this case. 

36 Thus Heidegger translates dike into German as Fug, "fit ." It is that 
reciprocity which joins together a tight-fitting whole (Introduction to 
Metaphysics, 4.3). There is a German idiom: mit Fug und Recht, "with 
full right. " Moreover, Unfug means "mischief." 



-1/ Plato's Gorgias 
!j--Hugh McGrath 

41 

I wish to give a partial description of the Platonic dialogue 
called Gorgias. 

In the dialogue called Phaedrus, Socrates at one point 
supposes that it will be admitted "that any discourse ought to 
be constructed like a living creature, with its own body as it 
were; it must not lack either head or feet; it must have a 
middle and extremities so composed as to suit each other and 
the whole work" (264C). To describe such a discourse 
without killing it, one would have to describe the surface of 
its body in such a way as to make clear where the principal 
organs lie-an undertaking beyond me. Fortunately, a little 
later Socrates seems to authorize carving, though he prohibits 
attempting "to hack off parts like a clumsy butcher" (265D). 
In my attempt to describe the Gorgias, I shall try to respect 
that prohibition as far as possible, even though I shall not 
attempt a complete and orderly description of the whole, part 
by part. In fact, to begin by mutilating the metaphor, I shall 
first "fillet" the dialogue, in order to bring out something that 
might be called its bones. Then I shall restore some flesh to 
the bones, here and there. Finally, I shall try to restore, I hope 
not vainly, its soul. I shall try to find within the dialogue itself 
the instruments or guides for understanding it, though at 
some points I shall have to look for help to other Socratic 
dialogues, to Aristotle's Art of Rhetoric, and to sources of 
historical · information. 

By the "bones" of the dialogue, I mean what is said in the 
conversations that constitute its greater part. To bring out 
what is said in them I shall make use of quotation, precis, and 

Hugh McGrath was a tutor at St. John's College from 1948-1989. This 
lecture was delivered at a colloquium on The Liberal Arts Curriculum, held at 
St. Mary's College, Moraga, California, 1965. 
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paraphrase, together with a little commentary. The conversa
tions are four in number: Socrates talks first with Gorgias; 
then with Polus; then with Callicles; and finally with Socrates. 

(A brief preliminary lexicon is needed. In my description, 
the words "beautiful," "fair," "fine," and "noble"-words 
expressive of honor, admiration, or love-will correspond to 
the word kalos in the Greek text; indignation, disgust, or 
contempt will be expressed by the words "ugly," "foul," 
"base," "disgraceful," and "shameful," corresponding to 
aischros, the opposite of kalos; finally, the Greek word logos 
will sometimes be translated by "word," "speech," 
"discourse," "discussion," "argument," and "account.") 

Before his conversation with Gorgias, Socrates makes a 
distinction between "displays" of speaking and the speaking 
that takes place between two men, when they each ask and · 
answer questions (448B-C). Since the latter kind of talk is 
denoted by the verb to which the noun "dialectic" is related, 
I shall call it "dialectic," for the sake of convenience. Socrates 
next finds, within this kind of talk, a further distinction. 
Dialectical questions, which are concerned with what a thing 
is, may get "rhetorical" instead of "dialectical" answers 
(448E). Such answers merely praise or blame the thing in 
question, without telling what it is. 

Socrates has come to Gorgias in search of an answer to 
the question, Who is Gorgias? Here there is yet a further 
distinction to be made (447C-D). Since Socrates uses an 
ambiguous interrogative word, he has to make it clear that his 
question is, Who is Gorgias, what is he? His primary interest 
is not the "proper" name of Gorgias, and all the personal 
details that go with it, but the "common" name, which tells 
what kind of man Gorgias is. 

Gorgias answers that he is a rhetorician-"and a good 
one, too." He practices the art of rhetoric himself and teaches 
it to others. The question now becomes: What is the art of 
rhetoric? (That it is an art is not yet questioned.) The 
question apparently means: What is rhetoric about? (449C). 



MCGRATH 43 

It is, answers Gorgias, about logoi. This answer means many 
things to Gorgias and, under Socrates' questioning, comes to 
mean many more. In the first place it means that rhetoric 
works and produces its effect solely through speeches (450C) . 
The effect it produces is persuasion in the souls of men 
(453A). The places in which it produces persuasion are, 
broadly speaking, all assemblies in which affairs of the city 
are discussed (452E) or, more narrowly speaking, courts of 
law-though the rather odd addition of "and other mobs" 
seems to make the restriction more apparent than real 
(454B). The kind of persuasion that rhetoric produces brings 
about belief and not knowledge (455A)-and this statement 
is broadened into the interpretation that the practitioner of 
rhetoric, even though he does not know and cannot practice 
other arts, will be more persuasive about them than those 
who do know and can practice them-at least before a 
crowd, that is, before the ignorant (459A). 

These statements, however, do not yet tell us what 
rhetoric is about in the sense of what its subject matter is. To 
this question Gorgias gives a broad and a narrow answer. The 
narrow answer is that rhetoric is about the just and the unjust 
(454B). The broad-and vague-answer is that rhetoric is 
about "the greatest of human things and the best" (451D). 

(This broad answer seems to be more "rhetorical" than 
"dialectical." Its dialectical counterpart would presumably be 
that rhetoric is about everything and nothing. Socrates 
suggests something like this answer at a certain point (459C) 
but does not follow it up.) 

Gorgias interprets his broad answer to mean that rhetoric 
gives to its practitioners the greatest good. It gives them 
freedom for themselves and power to rule over their fellow 
citizens (452D). It is a source of mastery over the practi
tioners of the other arts that claim to benefit either 
individuals or cities (452E). It seems that the rhetorician 
possesses a "device" for engineering persuasion-a labor
saving device (459C). 
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Gorgias has been complacently dilating upon Socrates' 
tribute to the apparently "miraculous" power of rhetoric. 
Unfortunately, he has volunteered that this most praise
worthy power can be unjustly used (457B). His admission is 
unfortunate because, from the narrow statement of the 
subject matter of rhetoric, Socrates draws the inference, to 
which Gorgias agrees, that the rhetorician will never wish to 
do injustice (460C). This inference does not harmonize with 
the unasked-for admission. The apparent contradiction 
produces a check in the discussion. And now Polus takes the 
place of Gorgias, attributing the latter's failure to shame. 

(In the course of the discussion with Gorgias, Socrates has 
found occasion to say that the greatest evil is false opinion 
(458A-B)-apparently about the relation between rhetoric 
and justice.) 

In the discussion with Polus, Socrates gives his own 
answers to the question about the nature of rhetoric. His 
"dialectical" answer denies it the status of an art, defining it 
as a "semblance" of a part of the political art (463D). His 
"rhetorical" answer opposes blame to the praise that Gorgias 
had found appropriate. Rhetoric is not fine but base; not fair 
but foul. 

Rhetoric is not an art because it is without logos; it knows 
nothing of causes and can give no rational account of its 
dealings. If politics, which is concerned with the tendance of 
the soul, be divided into "legislation" and "justice," rhetoric 
can be defined as a counterfeit of the latter. It is the 
"habitude" or "knack" or "empirical routine" of a "manly" 
soul, shrewd at guesswork and naturally clever in dealing 
with men. It is foul because it is in no way concerned with the 
good of the soul, but only with its pleasure, just as cookery, 
unlike the art of medicine, is concerned only with pleasing 
the body. In short, rhetoric is a branch of "flattery," and 
flattery is foul. 

(It is noteworthy that Socrates deliberately addresses 
what is explicitly offensive in his answers-the open blame of 
rhetoric-to Polus (465A). He prefaces what is addressed to 
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Gorgias with a disclaimer of any intent to offend (462E)
and Gorgias seems to find no difficulty in overlooking the 
possibly offensive implications of what is said to him.) 

Polus opposes Socrates' blame of rhetoric, by asserting 
(rhetorically) that good rhetoricians, that is, good public 
speakers, have, like tyrants, the greatest power in their cities. 
Socrates asserts that they have least power, and enforces his 
assertion with an argument showing that to do what one 
thinks fit is not necessarily to do what one wishes (468E). 
Polus asserts that untrammeled power to kill, expropriate, or 
exile, makes its possessor enviable. Socrates, in rebuttal, 
asserts that to do wrong is the greatest of evils, greater than 
that of suffering wrong. Polus asserts that an unjust tyrant is 
happy. Socrates asserts that he is unhappy, counter-asserting 
that happiness consists in justice. Polus asserts that to pay the 
penalty for doing injustice is a misfortune; Socrates asserts 
that a wrongdoer who escapes punishment is the most 
unhappy of men. 

(Socrates underlines the importance of the opposition 
between Polus and himself, by asserting that it is most fair to 
have knowledge and most foul to be ignorant about who is 
happy and who is not (472C). 

Polus is sure that Socrates can be readily refuted with 
stock rhetorical devices. Under questioning, however, he 
agrees to the principle that a thing is "fine" (or "fair") 
through being beneficial (or, as Polus puts it, good) or 
pleasant or both, while it is "foul" through being painful or 
bad or both. He is then led to convert his assertions that 
suffering injustice is worse than doing it, while doing injustice 
is fouler than suffering it, into an apparent agreement that 
doing injustice is not only fouler but also worse than suffering 
it (475D-E). 

The same criterion of "the fine" or "fair" is used in a 
second argument. Added to it is the admission that just things 
are fair, together with the principle that a thing which is acted 
on is affected in a manner identical with the manner in which 
the thing acting on it acts. (The principle means, for example, 
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that that which is cut is cut with a cut which is such as the cut 
with which that which cuts it cuts.) From these premises Polus 
is led to agree that to be justly punished is to be benefited, 
that is, to be relieved from evil in the soul (477B). He must, 
in consequence, pay the just penalty and assent to Socrates' 
statements about who is happy and who is not-thereby 
himself, presumably, reaping the benefit the argument speaks 
of and being transformed into a most happy man by being 
relieved of a most foul opinion. 

Socrates feels justified in adding the "extraordinary" 
corollaries that if there is to be any use for rhetoric-which is 
doubtful-one must say that a man who is unfortunate 
enough to incur the evil of injustice should use rhetoric to 
display his guilt and ensure getting the benefit of punishment. 
On the other hand, provided that it is true that we should 
harm our enemies, the right way to go about harming an 
unjust enemy would be to use one's rhetorical powers to see 
that he got off scot-free, so that he might continue to wallow 
in the misery of unrequited wickedness. 

At this point Callicles takes the place of Polus. 
According to Callicles (482E), Polus had been silenced 

because, when agreeing that doing injustice is better but 
fouler than suffering it, he had failed to make a very necessary 
distinction between "nature" and "convention" (or "custom" 
or "law"). The truth is that nature and convention are, for the 
most part, opposed to each other; by nature, to suffer 
injustice is both worse (more evil) and fouler (more 
disgraceful) than to do it; only by convention is getting more 
than others both unjust and foul. The feeble multitude, strong 
only in numbers, imposes this convention upon the naturally 
better men. Animals, cities, and races of men bear witness by 
what they do, and poets by what they say, to the paradox that 
the "nature" of "the just" is found in the "law" of "nature" 
and not in the law made "by us" (483E). Man-made law or 
custom enslaves the better men from infancy with the 
teaching that "the equal" is just and fair. A man of adequate 
natural power will trample down this teaching; he will 
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emancipate himself into mastery, and show forth "the justice 
of nature" (484B). 

This, says Callicles, is the truth. What blinds Socrates to 
it is philosophy. Philosophy in moderation and in youth is 
one of the graces of life. As an adult pursuit, however, it is 
ruinous to its pursuers, preventing them, no matter how 
naturally gifted they may be, from being either men or 
gentlemen. Men and gentlemen will find them unmanly, 
ridiculous, in need of a beating. (Since Callicles alludes to the 
Iliad in this context, one may be reminded of the beating of 
Thersites, "the ugliest man who came beneath Ilion.") 
Socrates should apply to himself the words of Zethus to 
Amphion in Euripides; he should agree that he is distorting 
his naturally noble soul. He should see that, in him, 
philosophy is corrupting a man of parts; that it may lead him 
to material ruin, making him helpless to defend himself 
against suffering injustice; and that he should be ashamed of 
the state he is in. 

Socrates replies that Callicles has stated the theme of the 
most noble inquiry; what a man should be and how he should 
act both in youth and age (487E-488A). The inquiry begins. 

The first discussion, which is based on the principle that 
the naturally better are the bodily stronger, leads to the 
conclusion that "nature" and "convention" are not opposed. 
This first refutation of Callicles leads to a clarification of the 
term "naturally better." The naturally better men are those 
who are qualified to rule by virtue of their superior wisdom 
in the affairs of the city and their superior manliness, and 
what is just according to nature is that rulers should "have 
more" than the ruled (491D). At this point Socrates, by inter
jecting that there is such a thing as self-rule or temperance, 
provokes Callicles to his definitive statement of what others 
think but are loath to say aloud. 

The truth and the whole truth about "that which is 
according to nature just and fair" is that "he who would live 
rightly should let his desires be as strong and possible and not 
chasten them, and should be able to minister to them when 



48 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

they are at their height by reason of his manliness and intelli
gence, and satisfy each appetite in turn with what it desires" 
(492A). Luxury and unrestrained license constitute, with the 
help of auxiliary power, virtue and happiness (492C). The 
many, who declare license shameful, are merely ashamed of 
their own impotence-their unnatural covenants are 
worthless. Those who have no passionate desires, who want 
nothing, can be happy only as stones and the dead are happy 
(492E)-and it is clear that to Callicles a happy stone is a 
logical absurdity. 

Socrates replies with some little tales and comparisons, 
which he does not expect to be persuasive in themselves. 
They do show, however, what Socrates wishes to prove to 
Callicles in order to persuade him to change over to the 
opinion "that the orderly people are happier than the licen
tious" (493C-D). 

Discussion begins. Callicles agrees that his position rests 
upon the assertion that "the pleasant" and "the good" are 
identical, that is, that there are no bad pleasures. He next 
grants the premise that those things that a man possesses or 
gets rid of at the same time cannot be essentially good or bad 
things. He also agrees that-in the paradigm case of being 
thirsty and drinking-men do possess and get rid of pleasure 
and pain at the same time. He must, therefore, admit that his 
view that the pleasant and the good are identical is refuted. A 
second argument, based on the pleasures and pains of foolish 
men and cowards (that is, the bad), on the one hand, and 
those of sensible and brave men (that is, the good), on the 
other, leads to such odd-sounding conclusions as that, since 
the good and the bad feel pleasure and pain about equally, or 
perhaps the bad a little more, it follows that the bad appear 
to be about as good and bad as the good are good and bad, 
or perhaps a little more good and bad. After this farrago of 
absurdity, Callicles asserts (rhetorically) that nobody ever 
really thought that the pleasant and the good are identical. 
He agrees that good pleasures are beneficial, and that some 
pains are useful; that some pleasures are harmful and some 
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pains good for nothing, and that both of the latter should be 
avoided. In other words-words to which Polus had already 
assented-the good and not the pleasant should be the end of 
all our actions, including the pleasant ones. Callides agrees 
that to choose things that are both good and pleasant, there 
is needed a skill and knowledge that is not at every man's 
disposal. 

Socrates now invites Callicles to a serious and frank 
discussion, as between friends and sensible men, of the way 
we ought to live. He invites him to an attempt to distinguish 
clearly the manly life of speaking in Athenian assemblies, of 
practicing rhetoric and politicking a la Callicles, from the life 
of philosophy, so that a choice may be made between them. 
(Parenthetically, I should perhaps say in advance that this 
distinction is never made. A different one is.) 

Socrates begins by amplifying the distinction (presented 
earlier to Polus and Gorgias) between the art of medicine, 
which has inquired into the nature of what it treats and the 
causes of what it does, and can give an account of both, and 
cookery, which is totally in the service of the pleasure of 
bodily appetite, ignorant of the nature and causes of pleasure, 
and alogos, that is, irrational in the way it works, according 
to a routine that is dependent solely on experience and 
memory. He asks Callicles to agree that these occupations 
have their counterparts related to the soul; some having the 
character of art and directed to what is best for the soul, and 
others that are mere flatterers, toadying indiscriminately to 
the soul's pleasure, whether those of one soul at a time or 
many (500E-501D). 

Flattery is to be found in instrumental, choral, and poetic 
recitals, and in tragic performances taken as a whole. In 
addition, tragedy, stripped down to its speeches, discloses a 
kind of rhetorical public speaking addressed indiscriminately 
to children, women, slaves, and freemen. Socrates asks 
Callicles if the rhetoric addressed to assemblies of free men, 
such as the Athenian assembly, resembles tragedy in aiming 
only at gratification, and in sacrificing the common good to 
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the private advantage of the speaker. Callicles answers that 
some orators are concerned about the welfare of the citizens 
(503A). This answer enables Socrates to divide rhetoric into 
two forms; one, base mob-oratory, and the other, a noble 
endeavor to improve the soul of the citizens-an endeavor 
never yet seen, according to Socrates. He cannot agree with 
Callicles that the great Athenian statesmen of the past 
practiced this noble rhetoric. For the good man, who looks 
towards the best in his practice of the art of rhetoric, will, like 
any other artist, try to form what he works by giving it the 
regulated order appropriate to its kind. He will produce a 
well-ordered soul, one that will be temperate and just. And 
just as the disordered body is benefited by the restraint of its 
desires for food and drink, so the disorderly licentious soul is 
benefited by the restraint of its desires. It is now clear that 
rhetoric a la Callicles has been distinguished from noble 
rhetoric. It is clear that Callicles must refute the argument or 
admit that he was wrong. Correction is better for the soul 
than unchastened license-but at this point Callicles balks 
and wishes to drop the argument (505A). 

It now becomes necessary for Socrates to talk to himself, 
in a display of question and answer, with Callicles and the 
others listening and invited to refute him. He recapitulates 
the chief points of his talk with Callicles up to the assertion 
that the virtue or excellence of a thing is its order and that the 
order of the soul is temperance, so that temperance is the 
excellence of the soul. Callicles raises no objection. Socrates 
adds the conclusion Callicles had balked at and then proves 
that the temperate soul will also be just, pious, and coura
geous, that is, completely good and, therefore, necessarily 
blessed and happy. 

For unjust men or cities, the implication of the argument 
is that the pursuit of happiness necessitates the pursuit of 
corrective chastisement. Callicles must refute what Socrates 
has just proved, or else agree with the allegedly shamefaced 
concessions of Polus and Gorgias. It must be denied that to be 
killed, expropriated, or exiled is the greatest shame, the 
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deepest disgrace. It must be agreed that the unjust man who 
cannot save himself from lack of punishment is in a 
supremely helpless, shameful condition: that he is truly 
ridiculous (509B). 

The discussion with Callicles is now resumed. A new 
topic is introduced. "How shall a man have the benefits both 
of doing no wrong and of suffering none?" In neither case is 
the mere wishing enough. Some power or art is necessary. 
Now a practitioner of the art of not suffering wrong must be 
a ruler or a tyrant in his city, or else an associate, partisan, or 
comrade of the existing regime. Since comradeship is based 
on likeness, a young man who seeks to gain power in a city in 
such a way as to have the benefits of suffering no wrong must 
imitate the masters of that city. If they are unjust he must 
himself try to be both unjust and unpunished-with the 
upside down result (unless Callicles can refute Socrates) that 
he will incur the greatest of evils. Far from getting both 
benefits, he loses both. 

For let me repeat, says Socrates, that being killed et cetera 
(through the whole litany that Callicles and Polus are fond of 
repeating) are not the greatest evils. Death is not the greatest 
evil. To say so makes rhetoric a mere act of life saving. And 
then what happens to its august and noble character? The 
rhetorician's claim to superiority over the swimming teacher, 
over the unassuming pilot, over the lowly and despised 
engineer, who sometimes saves whole cities, will be ridiculous 
(512D). 

If Callicles is like the young man in the argument, he must 
not merely imitate the Athenian demos, and the Athenian, 
Demos, but be like them in nature. If he is moved but not 
persuaded by this argument, the reason is that the love of 
these masters is in his soul, resisting the argument (513C). 

Mter this discussion of the art of not suffering wrong we 
might expect one about the art of not doing wrong. We are 
given an apparently somewhat different discussion, of the art 
of doing good. It takes the form of a consideration of the 
credentials needed by men who might propose to practice the 
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art of making the citizens of a city as good as possible. Like 
doctors, such men should be able to show good results in 
private before aspiring to public practice. But what beginner 
in a public career-for example, Callicles-can produce such 
a testimonial? Indeed, can the great statesmen of the past 
show by their public results that they possessed this art? One 
and all their charges turned against them, ostracizing, exiling, 
all but killing them. The analogy of the arts shows them to 
have been artists. Even if not flatterers, they were at best 
efficient but undiscriminating servants of the material needs 
and desires of the city, stuffing it "with harbors and arsenals 
and walls and tribute and suchlike trash," just as the menial 
caterer bloats the body with bread, wine, and delicacies. 

A fate perhaps worse than that of the men of former times 
may befall our current crop of young statesmen, adds 
Socrates (519A). If it should, they would have no cause for 
complaint for a ruler cannot be unjustly treated by the city he 
rules. His complaints would be as absurd as those of the 
sophists. Claiming to be teachers of virtue, they complain of 
the injustice of pupils who cheat them out of their fees. The 
fact is that the sophist, whom Callicles thinks worthless, and 
the rhetorician, whom he admires, amount to pretty much 
the same thing (520A-B). 

After this clarification of the distinction between the life 
of rhetoric and the life of philosophy, in which philosophy 
has not been mentioned (Socrates' completely good and 
happy man is not presented as a philosopher), and which has 
turned into a discussion of the two forms of rhetoric and their 
respective claims to true manliness, Socrates asks Callicles 
whether he is inviting him to practice medicine or servile 
rhetoric in the city (521A). Callicles, advocating the latter, 
believes that Socrates' advocacy of the former arises from his 
confident belief that he could never be wrongfully accused 
and put to death. Socrates answers that it would not surprise 
him at all to be condemned. For he is "one of the few, not to 
say the only one, in Athens who attempts the true art of 
statesmanship," the only maker of speeches aimed at "what is 
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best instead of what is most pleasant" (521D-E). He would be 
as helpless in court as a doctor accused by a cook before a 
jury of children. He would not consider his helplessness 
disgraceful, however, provided that he had avoided injustice. 
If he died for want of flattering rhetoric, he would be certain 
to bear death easily (522B). 

Socrates next tells a story about Hades considered as a 
gymnasium, and concludes the dialogue with a speech of 
reproach and exhortation to Callicles. 

Well, there are the bones. Sorting them out a little might 
help to show what sort of an animal the dialogue is. Let me 
begin the sorting by recalling Socrates' distinction between 
kinds of answers. "Rhetorical" answers praise and blame 
things, that is, call them good, noble, fair, beautiful, happy, 
enviable, and their opposites. "Dialectical" answers tell what 
a thing is, and what, in consequence, its relations of identity 
and difference with other things are. 

Now let me enumerate the "praises" and the "blames" in 
the dialogue. In the talk with Gorgias, rhetoric is blamed. In 
the talk with Polus, rhetoric is blamed again. The unjust and 
unpunished tyrant is praised; then he is blamed. A praise
worthy rhetoric is hinted at. In the talk with Callicles, 
temperance and justice are blamed; philosophy is blamed; 
nature is praised and convention is blamed. The natural, 
intemperate, unjust, and powerful man is praised. The manly 
pursuit of political power through rhetoric is praised. 
Pleasure is praised; pleasure is blamed. Rhetoric is blamed for 
the third time. Another kind of rhetoric is praised. The 
correction of intemperance is praised. In Socrates' talk with 
himself, the temperate and just man is praised-highly; the 
intemperate, unjust, and uncorrected man is blamed
harshly. In the resumed talk with Callicles, rhetoric is blamed 
yet again; so is the manly pursuit of political powers. We end 
with a blanket blame of all that Callicles praises. 

There has clearly been quite a lot of praising and 
blaming-and a good deal of the discussion has been devoted 
to giving reasons for the praises and the blames. How much 



54 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

dialectical question and answer has there been? How much 
persuasion or refutation by argument? If we omit merely 
clarifying sequences, the things proved by argument-or at 
least left unrefuted-seem to be fairly few in number. In the 
talk with Gorgias, it is proved that the rhetorician, who has 
been taught justice, will not wish to do injustice. In the talk 
with Polus: that doing what seems good to one is not identical 
with doing what one wishes; that doing injustice is worse 
than suffering it; and that to be punished is to be benefited. 
In the talk with Callicles: that it is not true that nature is 
opposed to convention; and that the pleasant is not identical 
with the good (proved by two arguments). Socrates proves to 
himself: that virtue or excellence depends upon temperance 
or "orderliness"; and that the orderly and self-ruling man is 
also just, pious, and brave, that is, perfectly good, and 
therefore happy. Finally, there is the argument with the 
twisted conclusion about the results of seeking great power 
(511A). 

Even in this relatively small argumentative part of the 
dialogue, the attempt to separate what is dialectical from 
what is rhetorical has not entirely succeeded, for some of the 
arguments seem to be concerned with proving that certain 
things are "good," or "worse," or "better," that is, that they 
are praiseworthy or blameworthy. The two elements of the 
dialogue seem to overlap or to be interconnected, and the 
interconnection points, I think, to the real concern of the 
dialogue. This is not so much the question of the nature of 
rhetoric, as the question of the greatest good-or, to be more 
precise, the greatest evil-for men. What is it that is most 
blameworthy? most in need of rhetorical attention? The 
point is indicated very clearly by Socrates, who punctuates 
each discussion with praise of knowledge and blame of false 
opinion or ignorance about what he successively charac
terizes, with greater fullness at each repetition, as: the truth 
about the topic under discussion; the truth about who is 
happy and who is not; the truth about what we should be and 
how we should act in youth and in later years. 
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(We may note in passing that this kind of repet1t10n, 
which returns to the same point with increasing fullness, is 
characteristic of the dialogue. That is why its structure, as 
regards its subject matter, has been compared to a series of 
expanding concentric circles, or to a spiral. It might also fitly 
be compared to a snowball. Socrates' modest opening 
distinction between rhetorical and dialectical answers swells 
out, through his later distinction between being refuted by 
one man and by the votes of a multitude, into the fully fleshed 
opposition between the philosophical life of dialectic and the 
tyrannical life of license and rhetoric.) 

Having done what I can with the bones of the dialogue, I 
should like to pass on to the flesh. At a certain point in my 
summary of what was said, I referred parenthetically to the 
fact that Socrates addresses one part of a single speech to 
Polus, and the rest to Gorgias. I did not wish to labor the 
obvious point that Socrates speaks differently to different 
people, but rather to illustrate the methodical care with 
which he does it. Now dialectic is or should be no respecter 
of persons, but rhetoric is. In this dialogue, Socrates is 
eminently rhetorical. This means that if we wish to under
stand his conduct, we must consider not only the things that 
are said but also the persons to whom they are said. 

Before examining the particular speakers, I should like to 
describe a second way of looking at the structure of the 
dialogue as a whole, which is derived from a more general 
consideration of the character of the talk. The dialogue opens 
in the following way. 

CALLICLES-To join in a fight or a fray, as the 
saying is, Socrates, you have chosen your time well 
enough. 
SOCRATES-Do you mean, according to the 
proverb, we have come too late for a feast? 
CALLICLES-Yes, a most elegant feast; for 
Gorgias gave us a fine and varied display but a 
moment ago. 
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SOCRATES-But indeed, Callicles, it is 
Chaerephon here who must take the blame for 
this; he forced us to spend our time in the market
place. 
CHAEREPHON-No matter, Socrates: I will 
provide the cure, too ... 

We are overhearing the playful conversation of a number 
of well-educated gentlemen, skilled in the game of literary 
allusion. The first remark, addressed by Callicles to Socrates, 
is taken to be such an allusion, and is usually commented on, 
if not elucidated, with a reference to Shakespeare's Falstaff. I 
shall maintain without argument that it conceals a playful 
suggestion that Socrates is a coward-and Socrates' reply 
suggests, equally ironically, that he is a disappointed glutton. 
On the other hand it is Socrates who speaks the last words of 
the dialogue. There he utters open and serious blame of the 
life to which Callicles has invited him. "It is worthless, 
Calli des," he says. We have here, at the extremities of the 
dialogue, an opposition of concealment and openness, of 
playfulness and seriousness. Now let us look at what happens 
a little before the middle of the dialogue. Callicles intervenes 
in the discussion. 

CALLICLES-Tell me, Chaerephon, is Socrates 
serious about this, or is he being playful? 
CHAEREPHON-To my thinking, Callicles, 
superlatively serious: still, there's nothing like 
asking the man himself. 
CALLICLES-Upon my word, just what I want to 
do. Tell me, Socrates, are we to take you as being 
serious at this moment, or merely playful? For if 
you are serious and what you say is really true, 
must not the life of us men be turned upside 
down, and must we not be doing quite the 
opposite, it seems, of what we ought to do? 
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This intervention is marked in two ways. First of all, it 
gives a formal indication that the dialogue may be divided 
into two parts. This formal indication is provided by the 
repetition of the colloquial reply, "Nothing like asking (the 
man) himself," that Callicles gave Socrates, at the beginning 
of the dialogue, in answer to a question about Gorgias-a 
question which, by implication, somewhat resembles 
Callicles' question to Chaerephon (44 7C and 481B). 
Secondly, what Callicles asks indicates what the principle of 
division should be. Callicles is interested in Socrates' 
seriousness. In addition, it is he who seriously introduces the 
theme of the right life, or rather the wrong-side-up life
Socrates had playfully introduced the related theme of the 
"righted" life at the beginning of his talk with Polus (461C). 
I think that these observations reinforce the impression, 
which one may readily get in a relatively indefinite way, that 
concealment and play or frivolity characterize the first part of 
the dialogue, allotted to the conversations with Gorgias and 
Polus, and seriousness the second half. 

These distinctions bear upon the different ways in which 
Socrates talks to the different persons of the dialogue. Let us 
look at these persons more closely. 

Gorgias is well known to fame. He was born in Leontini 
in Sicily, and lived about 483-376 BCE. He was famed 
throughout the Greek world for his eloquence. He appears to 
have been notable for the stateliness of his bearing, for the 
magnificence of his costume, and for his care for good form. 
He is the reputed author of a treatise on nature-or non
being-which is supposed to have upheld the somewhat 
nihilistic theses: That nothing exists; that if anything exists, it 
is unknowable; that if anything can be known, that 
knowledge cannot be expressed in speech. So much is general 
information. Gorgias is also referred to in other Platonic 
dialogues. In the Greater Hippias (282B), Socrates says of 
him: "The eminent Gorgias of Leontini came here from his 
home on an official mission, selected because he was the 
ablest statesman of his city. By general consent he spoke most 
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eloquently before the Assembly, and in his private capacity, by 
giving demonstrations to the young and associating with 
them, he earned and took away with him a large sum of 
Athenian money." In the Symposium, Socrates expresses the 
fear that he may be struck as dumb as a stone by the Gorgon's 
head of Gorgias and his eloquence. In the Phaedrus, Gorgias 
is likened to Nestor, the aged Homeric hero, venerable, 
indefatigably eloquent-and superannuated. And you will 
remember that what Meno found peculiarly admirable about 
Gorgias was that he confined himself to turning out clever 
speakers, and laughed at those, such as the sophists, who 
professed to teach virtue-laughter that rings rather oddly 
when we also remember that, in our present dialogue, he has 
supposed that he would, in some circumstances, teach virtue. 

Polus, of Agrigentum in Sicily, is less well known than 
Gorgias, whose pupil he was. In the Phaedrus he appears to 
be somewhat satirically referred to as the compiler of a 
"gallery" of rhetorical tropes, a sort of "paradise of dainty 
devices." His infatuation with the "beauty" of rhetoric is 
emphasized at the beginning of his conversation with 
Socrates-so is his juvenility. Aristotle reports that a contem
porary described him as "colt by name and colt by nature"
and as we see him capering out to confront Chaerephon at 
the beginning of the dialogue, we can appreciate the justice of 
the comparison. 

Nobody knows Callicles, and perhaps he lives only in this 
dialogue. Perhaps that is why Socrates, who obviously knows 
him well, tells us so much that is significant about who he is. 
He is presumably a youngish Athenian, probably a potential 
pupil of Gorgias; he is just embarking upon a political career 
in Athens (515A). He is an Acharnian, a descendant of the 
especially tough, courageous, and hard-headed Athenians, 
described by Aristophanes in his Acharnians. He is an erotic 
man, who loves, according to Socrates, the Athenian demos 
and a young man of the same name. The suggestion is that his 
public and his private loves have a certain identity. 

How does Socrates speak to these three men? 



MCGRATH 59 

Gorgias is a foreigner, a mere professor, and a visiting one 
at that. No matter how distinguished his reputation, no 
matter how respectable his character, he is frivolous in 
disclaiming all responsibility for the results to which his 
teaching can lead. It is perhaps not necessary, and certainly it 
does not seem possible, to talk seriously with him. It does 
seem necessary, however, to persuade him to "unveil" himself 
as far as possible, that is, in his case, to the limits of 
respectability. To this end Socrates lavishes treasures of 
courtesy, solicitude and urbanity upon him. He flatters 
Gorgias. 

Despite his urbanity, Socrates does not escape the censure 
of Polus who accuses him of churlish bad taste in tugging at 
Gorgias' last veil. Polus is a vain dilettante, delighting in the 
obvious conventional beauties of rhetoric, and reveling in the 
giddy recklessness of expressing openly the secret dreams of 
the respectable many, who, he clearly feels, must be cheering 
him on in their hearts. He is, however, not sufficiently 
emancipated from conventional aesthetic prejudice to strip 
off the veil completely and proclaim that the dream-man is 
beautiful. Socrates is churlish to him. 

Callicles is an Athenian and a potential man of power in 
Athens. He must be talked with seriously, if possible. His 
apparent seriousness and generosity, his pleasure in 
instructing Socrates, his unbridled willingness to unveil the 
glorious nakedness of truth, seem to make it possible-up to 
a point. And when his willing collaboration in serious 
discussion ceases, it seems necessary to continue the talk in 
his presence. Socrates wounds him. 

Are there other reasons why Socrates varies his manner of 
speaking? Let me get some guidance from the dialogue itself. 
Early in the discussion with Gorgias, Socrates makes a 
distinction between carrying on a discussion (logos) for the 
sake of the logos and carrying it on for the sake of, or on 
account of, the man he is talking to (453C and 454C). To 
carry on the talk for the sake of the logos means to carry it 
on for the sake of what the talk is about, in order to show 
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clearly what it is. (At this point the professed object of the 
talk is to unveil the true nature of the rhetoric professed by 
Gorgias, but the final object is to make clear the nature of the 
truly good rhetorician and man.) To carry on the discussion 
for the sake of the man means to carry it on in the recog
nition that men may have personal interests and ends, whose 
attainment may be furthered or impeded by the results of the 
discussion. For this reason it may be both important and 
difficult to unveil it. The importance and the success of the 
unveiling depend upon the nature of the man addressed. 

With Gorgias it is the first step in the process of unveiling 
that matters. At the outset, he makes the implicit, if playful, 
claim that the rhetorician is like a Homeric hero, and 
Socrates later seems to agree that it is the pursuit of a manly 
soul, shrewd and skilful at handling men. But he fails to live 
up to his claim. With a worldly-wise eye out for the influence 
of public opinion, he disclaims any responsibility for what 
goes on in the world of action, the hero's sphere. He is 
unmanly and cannot, consequently, reveal the true nature of 
his own rhetoric. So the talk must go on. The master 
rhetorician has served his turn, by provoking the pupil, who 
knows all the master knows (462A) and is not ashamed to 
reveal it. 

Polus certainly thinks that he has the courage of his 
convictions, but his shrewdness and his skill with men are 
minimal. His aesthetic interests stultify him. He is foolish, 
lacking the intelligence needed to clarify the themes he has 
introduced beyond a conventional and vulgar understanding 
of them. 

So far Socrates has had to cope with the man, chiefly for 
the sake of the logos. He has elicited what he can from the 
unmanly and reticent man, and from the rash but stupid man. 
His treatment of both provokes an intelligent man, who is 
also bold enough to aspire actively to the heroic life, 
transcending convention that other men secretly envy, to 
intervene. It is Callicles who is qualified to unveil the rhetoric , 
of Gorgias, according to the broad statement that it is about 
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"the greatest and the best things for men." It is Callicles who 
correctly answers the opening question of the dialogue
What is Gorgias?-or rather, What is a Gorgias? Callicles 
professes to show clearly and shamelessly what it is to be a 
Gorgias-and implicitly claims to be one himself. 

Now that the opening question has been clearly 
answered, it becomes possible for Socrates to undertake the 
talk for the sake of the man himself, in order to persuade him 
to change his views. It becomes his task to show Callicles 
what is involved for the man himself in being a Gorgias; to 
show Callicles that he is himself both a fool and a coward, 
even a vulgarian-and that he is merely pseudo-serious. 

To sum up for a moment. Socrates' way of talking is 
adapted to the man he is talking to. As a rhetorician he has 
moved from one form of rhetoric to another. With Gorgias he 
poses as a flatterer, giving pleasure and avoiding pain-while, 
of course, speaking "with a view to what is best." He 
practices a different mode of rhetoric with Callicles. He 
inflicts "justice" upon him. In terms of the ruling analogy of 
the dialogue-the analogy between the body and the soul
he "doctors" Callicles. 

The idea of the doctor first appears, playfully, in the 
opening interchange of literary allusions. Later on, Gorgias 
claims to illustrate the superiority of the rhetorician over the 
artist in any kind of practice, public or private, by giving an 
instance of his superiority over his brother, who is a doctor, 
in the private practice of medicine. Gorgias has succeeded in 
persuading the patient to submit to treatment, when the 
doctor has failed. Early in the discussion with Polus, a formal 
analogy is made: medicine is to the body as justice is to the 
soul (464C 1). (It is then expanded (465C 3-4) to take in 
their relations to cookery and rhetoric.) Later in the same 
discussion, Socrates compares the logos to a doctor, to whom 
Polus should bravely submit, by answering the painful 
question put to him (475D). In the discussion with Callicles 
the logos moves to the other side of the analogy and becomes 
a punitive instrument of corrective justice. For just before 
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Socrates is compelled to talk to himself, because Callicles 
refuses to answer, he asserts that Callicles is refusing to 
submit to what the argument is at that moment about-to 
punishment (505C). 

At this point I should like to make a parenthesis, both to 
illustrate how the talk is related to the action of the dialogue , 
and to help clarify the nature of "doctoring," that is, to show 
how "answering questions" can be thought of as painful, ' 
punitive, and curative. I suggested briefly how it might be 
regarded as beneficial with reference to Polus. Now I should 
like to illustrate the procedure more fully, with reference to 
Calli des. 

Callicles first presents himself as a man of natural 
goodness, magnanimously pleased to do good to Socrates and 
to prescribe for the weakness in action arising from the 
weakness in Socrates' soul. He begins his discussion with 
Socrates with great confidence, then suffers a slight setback, 
but rapidly recovers confidence for the discussion about the 
identity of the pleasant and the good. He banters Socrates, 
saluting him as "0 most wise you" (459D). He is enjoying 
himself. Upon arrival at the crucial premise about things 
possessed and got rid of at the same time, which Socrates 
warns him to consider very carefully (496C), he is in 
superlative agreement with Socrates (496C). Everything is 
going swimmingly. Then, halfway through the argument, he 
balks. The following exchange takes place. 

SOCRATES-Does not each of us cease at the 
same moment from thirst and from the pleasure he 
gets by drinking? 
CALLICLES-I don't know what you mean. 
GORGIAS-Don't talk like that, Callicles, but 
answer for our sakes too, so that the discussion 
can end. 
CALLICLES-But Socrates is always like this, 
Gorgias: always asking insignificant little questions 
and refuting. 
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GORGIAS-But what difference does it make to 
you? At all events it's not for you to assess them. 
Let Socrates do his refuting in any way he wishes. 
CALLICLES-Ask your finicking little questions, 
then, since that's what seems good to Gorgias. 

63 

What is happening here? Callicles has just perceived that 
he is on the verge of being refuted, of being forced to make 
the painful acknowledgement that he is not wise, as he had 
thought he was. He balks and refuses the pain, showing that 
he is soft, and not hard, as he thought he was. He balks with 
a manifest lie, according to Gorgias, showing that he is not 
honest and manly, as he had thought he was. What makes the 
moment doubly excruciating is the comical aptness of the 
content of the argument to Callicles' own case. He has 
suffered in his soul what the argument is about with reference 
to the body. He has ceased at the same moment from his 
pleasure in discoursing and from discoursing. It is a sort of 
argumentum ad hominem that makes him look doubly 
foolish. Callicles comes out of this exchange, foolish, soft, 
dishonest, unmanly, and ridiculous-because he has refused 
the pain of a punishing argument. At Callicles' next refusal to 
reply, Socrates explicitly and woundingly interprets his 
refusal in similar terms (505C). "This man does not submit to 
being benefited and suffering himself what the argument is 
about-being chastised!" 

(It is worth noticing that the services of Gorgias had to be 
enlisted in order to persuade Callicles to continue the 
discussion. The intervention of Gorgias recalls his earlier 
boast that he could persuade a patient to submit to treatment 
more effectively than his brother, the doctor, could. The 
nature of his intervention suggests the nature of his superi
ority. He says to Callicles in effect: 1) "Get it over with for 
our sakes," and 2) "It won't hurt you, there's nothing for you 
to worry about." His art is the art of the alternately severe 
and soothing "bedside manner.") 
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What is the beneficial pain that Socrates tries to inflict by 
argument, as well as by direct praise and blame? In terms of 
the analogy with medicine, it is the pain of cutting and 
burning. In terms of the soul it is the pain of shame-burning 
shame. The importance of shame as a cause in this dialogue 
is clearly indicated by the fact that it is alleged to be the 
instrumental cause of the transitions between the conversa
tions that Socrates has with Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles. 

What is shame? A pain of the soul. I shall borrow here 
from Aristotle. He says, in his Art of Rhetoric: "Let shame be 
a kind of pain or uneasiness about those bad things that seem 
to lead to ill-repute or dishonor .. .If this definition of shame 
is correct, it follows that we are ashamed of all bad things that 
seem to be disgraceful (aischros), either for ourselves or for 
those whom we care for." 

In his enumeration of shameful things, Aristotle gives 
prominence to the following ones, which we have already 
encountered in the dialogue: cowardice or unmanliness, 
injustice, flattery, softness, and licentiousness. 

Of those before whom we feel shame, Aristotle says: 

Since shame is an imagining of dishonor, and that 
for its own sake and not for its results; and since 
no man heeds the opinion of others except on 
account of those who hold the opinion, it follows 
that men feel shame before those whom they make 
account of (set store by). Now men set store by ... 
those whom they think marvelous .. . They ... think 
marvelous those who possess something good 
among the things that are greatly esteemed, or 
those from whom they urgently need something 
which it is in their power to give, as is the case 
with lovers. 

Finally, Aristotle distinguishes between kinds of shame, 
saying: ''And before those whom they know, men are 
ashamed of those things that seem truly disgraceful and 
before those from afar (outsiders) of those seeming so 
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according to convention." There are, it seems, two kinds of 
shame-true and conventional. 

Let me apply what Aristotle says to our dialogue. 
On the assumption that conventional shame is reciprocal 

we may say that Callicles is right in attributing to Polus and 
Gorgias, who are outsiders in Athens, conventional shame. 
On the other hand, Callicles and Socrates are citizens of the 
same city and well known to , each other. They may be 
expected to deal in true shame. Callicles takes the offensive, 
holding himself up as a marvelous possessor of good and 
estimable things, who wishes to inflict true shame upon 
Socrates. Socrates retaliates by trying to inflict true shame 
upon Callicles. We see him asking Callicles to agree that 
rhetoric is flattery, and therefore shameful-he had not 
bothered to seek agreement from the outsiders, Polus and 
Gorgias. He tries to show Callicles that, as an embodiment of 
his splendid portrait of the man who is fair and good by 
nature, he cuts a poor figure. He tries to show him that he is 
not brave, hard, frank, and beautiful, but cowardly, soft, 
dishonest, and ugly-and, worst of all, that he is ugly with the 
comic ugliness-that he is ridiculous. 

What is Socrates' purpose as a doctor? What good does 
he have his eye on? He appears to be a private practitioner, 
trying to confer a private benefit, the cure of one young man's 
soul. But the young man is not a youth. He is at the beginning 
of a political career and already tainted by it. Here the 
common good is involved with the private good. To cure the 
young man would be to turn him into a potential ruler 
concerned with the good of the city. On the other hand, 
Socrates claims in this dialogue to be the only practicioner of 
the political art, the only true speaker. Yet at the same time he 
expects that this true politician that he claims to be will be 
condemned to death by the city. He has repeatedly stressed 
his incompetence in dealing with "the many." It is a 
conceivable result of Socrates' doctoring that Callicles, the 
would-be tyrant or comrade of tyrants, eloquent and eager to 
speak in the public assemblies of Athens, could become a 
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comrade or auxiliary of the true statesman, with benefits both 
to himself and the city. But this may be too much to hope. 
Perhaps a more modest goal is being aimed at. If Callicles, 
who at this moment can stand so little philosophy that he 
suggests that men like Socrates should be beaten, is left 
unchastened, he will be dangerous to the existence of 
philosophy. It would be an achievement if what he stands for 
could be neutralized enough to allow the "true politician" to 
continue his career. If, however, Callicles is totally 
intractable, we seem to be left for a conclusion, with an 
indictment of the life and of the city that could so corrupt a 
man of parts. 

What in fact seem to be the prospects of success? 
Towards the end of the discussion, just after Socrates has 

told Callicles that he will have to become of the same nature 
as "the many" he despises, if he is to prevail with them, 
Callicles replies: "I don't know how it is, you seem to me to 
be right, Socrates, but I suffer the feeling the many suffer. I 
am notaltogether won over to you." Socrates answers: "For 
the love of Demos (the demos), Callicles, being in your soul, 
resists me. But if often perhaps and better, we examine these 
same things, you will be won over." (513C-D) 

Socrates here uses what grammarians call the Future 
More Vivid Condition. It sounds relatively optimistic. But 
however more vivid this future may be, it is clearly not an 
immediate future. For, moments later, Callicles' final answer 
is that he invites Socrates to the kind of service to the state 
that Socrates calls flattery. And his last words of all are hardly 
gracious. The future seems less rather than more vivid. 

At this point we may find encouragement in some other 
part of the dialogue. We can be encouraged to look for this 
encouragement, since Socrates shows us the way. Immediately 
before beginning his discussion with Callicles, Socrates 
quotes Euripides (492E) and then attributes to "some smart 
mythologizing man" some little tales about sieves and leaky 
jars, in Hades-the "invisible" world. Socrates regards those 
tales of the shades as "broadly speaking a bit on the queer 
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side" and does not expect them to have any persuasive effect 
in themselves. He trusts that they will, however, reveal what 
he wishes to prove to Callicles, if possible, in order to 
persuade him to change. Now I suppose it is axiomatic that 
what Socrates does, Plato can do. If we go back again to the 
beginning of the dialogue, we find Chaerephon making a 
generally recognized allusion to Euripides-the first of many. 
His saying, "No matter, Socrates; I will provide the cure too," 
is explained as a reference to a lost play by Euripides, of 
which, however, something is known. It concerns a certain 
Telephus, King of Mysia, who was wounded by Achilles, 
when the Greeks were on their way to Troy. Of the two or 
three things that might be said about how this allusion 
adumbrates, like the shady tales about the sieves and leaky 
jars, what is to come, I will choose one. Chaerephon's actual 
words must be understood as an adaptation of the oracle 
given to Telephus concerning the method of his cure. The 
words of the oracle are said to have been: "He who wounded 
will cure." If you will accept my statement that Socrates has 
been surgically wounding Callicles, I hope you will not regard 
it as too much "on the queer side" if I apply the oracular 
promise to Socrates-only to the extent, however, of deriving 
from it encouragement not to dismiss too readily the possi
bility of Callicles' cure, and to look a little more carefully at 
the end of the dialogue. 

Well then, let us entertain the possibility that Callicles can 
be cured. Can we suppose that shame, the pain of the soul at 
the sight of the base and ugly, will effect the cure? That is just 
what seems to have failed. Callicles, as we have seen, has been 
brought low from a far higher eminence than Polus or 
Gorgias, and to a lower depth of ignominy. But this 
descendant of the obstinate Acharnians is hard to move. He 
at the last-with gritted teeth, I imagine-agreed to apply the 
opprobrious term "flatter" to those who accept his invitation. 
He even rather savagely strengthens it to the term "Mysian" 
which apparently connotes "the lowest of the low." But it is 
clear that this is far from real agreement, and we are almost 
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at the end of the discussion. Are there any available means of 
persuasion left? 

I think so. Let me borrow from Aristotle again. According 
to him, there are three chief modes of persuasion: 1) by the 
moral character of the speaker, as shown in the speech; 2) by 
the production of feeling; and 3) by arguments. We have 
certainly seen arguments and a good deal of the production 
of feeling. What of the moral character of the speaker, as 
shown in speech? You will remember that Socrates talked 
about his character in various ways, in the discussions with 
Polus and Gorgias. Then, in his first long speech to Callicles, 
he emphasizes the importance of character in connection 
with persuasion. He compares Callicles and himself as lovers. 
Callicles loves the Athenian demos and the young man 
Demos; Socrates loves philosophy and Alcibiades. What is 
important about the comparison is the assumption associated 
with it, that we listen to and are persuaded by what we love. 
In his second long speech, which follows Callicles' very long 
speech of reproach and exhortation, Socrates analyzes the 
character of the "touchstone" soul. This is the soul that, like 
a touchstone, can give you knowledge of the state of your 
own soul. The touchstone soul must possess knowledge, 
goodwill, and frankness. Socrates then clothes Callicles in 
these attributes, but ironically, stripping him of the first one 
with the very gesture with which he puts it on. (Callicles' 
knowledge is vouched for, according to Socrates, by a testi
monial to the adequacy of his education from "many 
Athenians.") He strips him of the other attributes later. 

After this preface let us return to the end of the dialogue. 
Callicles' savage reply (521B) and Socrates' answer to it 
indicate that though Callicles may be somewhat moved by the 
appeal to shame-by the degradation of rhetoric to mere life
saving and the consequent degradation of himself to the same 
rank as the base and cowardly multitude-he is still 
hamstrung by the fearful and maddening thought that the 
honorable man, who will not compromise and will not 
collaborate with baseness, will be at the mercy of any paltry 
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villain (521C). He cannot believe that Socrates contemplates 
being put to death as a serious possibility for himself. Socrates 
must be a fake, a phony-and hence not to be seriously 
listened to. The only thing left for Socrates to do is to close 
the discussion with an answer to the opening boast of 
Gorgias. Gorgias, when he claimed to be a rhetorician "and a 
good one too," spoke in Homeric style, with a concealed and 
no doubt very serious claim to that heroic virtue which does 
not regard death as the worst of evils. Now, at the end of the 
discussion, after Socrates has claimed to be the only "good 
speaker," of the kind that is helpless to escape condemnation 
before mobs, Callicles asks his last question: Does Socrates 
think that such a helpless speaker will be "finely" off? 
Socrates' last reply, the last of the dialogue, is a revelation of 
himself as the true possessor of the touchstone soul. In reply 
to his original ironical tribute to Callicles, he displays his own 
claim to he qualities of the touchstone soul: knowledge, 
goodwill, and frankness . He claims to know what real 
helplessness is, what a man must really defend himself 
against. With brief and noble frankness, he claims that 
Callicles may see him suffer death for his frankness, and that 
he will bear it easily. He will not conceal his truth through 
fear; nor is he fooling himself. Then Socrates makes a last 
display of goodwill to Callicles. He exposes himself-in what 
he calls a "very noble account" (mala kalos logos), which tells 
of the final nakedness when men's bodies are stripped off 
their souls-as a man with the courage to believe what 
Callicles will presumably regard as a myth-like the early 
ones, "a bit on the queer side" and perhaps even 
contemptible. He exposes himself as a man with the courage 
to believe that, if and when the soul can be seen unobscured 
by the body and its "Gorgious" trappings, the truly beautiful 
and ugly will be clearly seen, and true shame and love will be 
possible; to believe that the noble account is a true account. 
Callicles is invited to marvel seriously at Socrates, where 
Socrates had marveled ironically at Gorgias. 
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How does all this bear on the persuasion of Callicles? 
Socrates' persistence in goodwill towards him does not, I 
think, arise from Plato's desire to give the dialogue an artistic 
rounding off that would please Gorgias. It suggests that 
Callicles is perhaps not irremediably corrupted. In the sixth 
book of the Republic, Socrates asks for agreement to the 
proposition that the best-natured souls, if badly brought up in 
bad surroundings, become eminently bad. Such natures never 
do things by halves. This may recall the accusation that 
Callicles leveled at Socrates at the beginning of the conver
sation-that of having a corrupted noble nature. It may seem 
that Socrates, according to his custom of giving an Amphion 
for a Zethus in this dialogue (506B), is confronting Callicles 
with the opposite assertion-that Callicles has a naturally 
good but corrupted nature. The question that remains-and 
the distinction is made in the "myth" (525B)-is whether the 
corruption is or is not remediable. Now Socrates also tells us 
(525e) that no private person, not even Thersites, has ever 
been portrayed as incurably wicked, since private persons 
have not been exposed to the corrupting influence of power. 
So, since Callicles is only a beginner in public life (515A), 
there should be hope of a cure. But we have seen that shame 
will not do it-we are persuaded by what we love. If we now 
look at the third book of the Republic, we shall find Socrates 
discussing the education that should be given to those who 
are to become "guardians" of the city. Their early "musical" 
education, which consists largely of noble stories, should 
cultivate in them the love (eros) of beautiful things
prominent among which are temperance and justice. It 
should lead them (401C-D) into likeness and friendship and 
harmony with the beautiful logos (ho kalos logos). If we adapt 
these statements to the treatment of Callicles, we may regard 
Socrates' "very noble account," or "very beautiful logos," as 
a brief "musical" education, which should supplement the 
attempt to burn out, by shame, the love of the Athenian 
demos and of the young man, Demos. These loves should be 
replaced by love of the embodiment of philosophy in 
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Socrates-a love which is identical with the desire to have a 
share, to the limits of one's powers, in all these good and 
estimable things by whose presence in him, that marvelous 
man Socrates is made good and happy: temperance, justice, 
and courage; knowledge, honesty, and goodwill. 

Let me close by putting a head on my account of this 
animal-or rather, two heads. Just before he begins his talk 
with himself (505D), Socrates echoes the quotation from the 
Phaedrus with which I began. He says that neither a story nor 
an argument should be left without a head. He is compelled 
to put the head on the argument himself. This head is his 
dialectical demonstration of the presence of all moral virtue 
in the completely good and happy man. This is the head of 
the argument when it is considered as conducted for its own 
sake. But Socrates has told us that the argument may also be 
carried on for the sake of the man. So perhaps we should look 
for another head. It is to be found, I think, in Socrates' final 
portrait of himself as the embodiment of the nature of the 
completely good and happy man, who will bear death easily. 
And his own head has been, throughout the dialogue, the 
Gorgon's head of true rhetoric, striking Gorgias dumb as a 
stone, Polus dumb as a stone, and Callicles dumb as a stone
the last-named, we may hope, recalling his own words, as 
dumb as a happy stone. 
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1 The Persians and the Parthenon: 
Yoke and Weave 
Mer a J. Flaumenhaft 

'Who are you and what is your family? ... How old were you 
when the Medes came?" 

Xenophanes 

Introduction 

Pericles' funeral oration, as reported by Thucydides, does not 
mention the names of the deceased Athenians whom his 
audience of citizens gathers to remember. Rather, at the end 
of the first year of the Peloponnesian War, Pericles celebrates 
the city for which these men died, and asks what makes it 
worth dying for, worth remembering. Pericles should know, 
for he made possible two of Athens' greatest memorials, 
although both grew out of another war and neither bore his 
name. As a young man from a prominent, wealthy family, he 
served as the choregos (producer) of Aeschylus's tragedy, the 
Persians, underwriting the cost of costumes and the training 
of its chorus. Decades later, at the height of his political 
career, he presided over the building of the Parthenon. 
Although an outstanding individual made these projects 
possible, both were also paradigmatically civic enterprises. 
Like the funeral, they were largely funded at the public 
expense, and a large part of the population took part in 
producing them. The greatest Athenian festivals were the City 
Dionysia in March and the Panathenaia in June: the first 
culminated in days of play-watching in the theater and the 

Mera Flaumenhaft is a tutor at the Annapolis campus of St. John's College. 
This essay is in two parts. Part Two will appear in the next issue of The St. 
John's Review, volume 50, number 3. 
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second in a great procession to the Parthenon. On both 
occasions the whole city gathered in the presence of its gods, 
to celebrate and look together upon itself and its achieve
ments. 

This is a story about the city of Pallas Athena, as seen by 
its citizens, in a play woven of words and a building that 
speaks in stone. Aeschylus's Persians was produced once, in 
572 B.C., in a festival competition with other tragedies, and 
was occasionally revived in Athens in later decades. 1 The play 
survives as words on a printed page, to be read or performed, 
usually in foreign languages, in distant times and places. The 
Parthenon, in contrast, is an immovable building that took 
shape over decades, remained in full view between festival 
times, and was the shining visual focus of the city for 
centuries, as it is today. Defaced by time, and by human 
appreciation as well as hostility, it still stands as a monument 
to the glory of which Pericles speaks. Unlike Aeschylus and 
Pericles, the building does not speak Greek, but it too 
becomes more intelligible when "read" in translation. 

The play and the temple were both responses to the 
victory over the most massive external threat that Athens had 
ever confronted, the Persian despotism, which, in the early 
fifth century B.C., came close to destroying the city Pericles 
later celebrated. The Persians and the Parthenon are self
conscious memorials of the Persian wars. Both remind the 
survivors of what it means to be Athenians by contrasting 
Athens with Persia: in clothing, buildings, weapons, and 
speech, and in the ways in which each unifies many separate 
human beings into one political regime. Prominent in each is 
a robe of woven cloth, a peplos, signifying the communal 
fabric of the Persian Empire and of the Athenian polis. In the 
tragedy, the opulent fabric of Persia is an image of the 
prosperity and dissolution of the regime. As we shall see, the 
play's image of the "yoke" is a better image for what holds 
Persia together. In the temple, robes and fabrics are the 
images of a democratic city that holds together through its 
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own proper political act1v1ty, which is associated with the 
weaving, wearing, and ritual use of cloth. 

This essay will explore, in two related parts, how the 
Athenians defined themselves by remembering the Persians in 
a monumental tragedy and a tragic monument. Paradoxically, 
both point to the possible self-destruction of the city that had 
saved itself from its greatest enemy. Between the first 
performance of the Persians and the completion of the 
Parthenon, Athens did not stand still. The imperial hubris 
exhibited in Aeschylus's play was revived, in a much more 
interesting form, in the very city that had once defeated and 
determined to remember it. The city that staged the Persians 
and built the Parthenon was itself a tragic empire in the 
making. Thucydides knew, and perhaps so did his Pericles, 
that the very things required for Athens to be great in her 
own fashion were bound to destroy her. Thus, like those of 
the Persians, the various peploi of the Parthenon simultane
ously celebrate Athens' prosperity and point to its inevitable 
collapse. What do the theatrical and architectural memorials 
have in common, and how do they differ in the ways they 
depict this moment in the life of this extraordinary city? How 
do heard words and a silent building both "speak" to the city 
that gives rise to them? How do they "remember"? 

The discussion will take the following form: (Part Two in 
the next issue of the Review). 

Part one: The Persians 
1. The Play and the Polis 
2. Chorus 
3. Queen 
4. Messenger 
5. Darius 
6. Xerxes 

Part Two: The Parthenon 
1. The Building and the Polis 
2. Pediments: Before and Above the Polis 
3. Metopes: Outside the Polis 
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4. Frieze: Within the Polis 
5. Statue: Parthenos, Polis, Empire 
6. Pandora 

Part One: The Persians 

1. The Play and the Polis 

The earliest extant Athenian tragedy2 is an odd combination 
of austerity and extravagance. It has a rather stiff and static 
structure, but calls for some of the most spectacular and wild 
music, dancing, and poetry in ancient drama. Although it is 
the earliest surviving play of Aeschylus, its author was a 
mature man when he wrote it. Like all adult male citizens, he 
served in the Athenian assembly. He fought and lost a brother 
at the battle of Marathon, and, just eight years before he 
wrote the Persians, he participated in the voluntary evacu
ation of the entire population of Athens and in the great 
Athenian naval victory over the Persians at Salamis. His 
description of the battle is the only surviving eyewitness 
report of that momentous event and its aftermath. My 
discussion of the Persians is informed by my reading of 
Herodotus, who relied heavily on Aeschylus's report, elabo
rating upon it and sometimes changing it, for his purposes. 
Aeschylus himself selected, changed, and even invented parts 
of his depiction of the historical facts about Xerxes' defeat 
and return from the Persian wars, just as he later, in the 
Oresteia, reshaped mythical material about Agamemnon's 
return from the Trojan wars. The reshaping suggests that he 
did not wish merely to convey accurate information, but to be 
didaskalos (teacher), as the playwright was called, not only of 
the performers of the drama, but of his citizen audience as 
well. The victory at Salamis would become a deeper victory 
when the Athenian victors re-viewed it with the tragedian's 
guidance in the dramatic festival of 4 72 B.C. 

Before looking at the play, let us try to imagine what 
Athens looked like after the Persians came to Greece. When 
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Xerxes' land army reached Athens in 490, it sacked the 
hurriedly abandoned city. All the residential and commercial 
structures of the lower city were burned. In the Agora 
(marketplace) and on the Acropolis, the "high city" above it, 
marble monuments were also torched. Eight years later, when 
Aeschylus wrote his play, much of the wooden and brick city 
had been restored-in the same chaotic and crooked patterns 
it had before the Persians came. Marble public buildings in 
the Agora and Acropolis had also reappeared, although, as we 
shall see, no temples had been rebuilt. Amidst new buildings 
and the rubble of destroyed holy places, Persian spoils were 
conspicuously displayed. Among the most famous of these 
souvenirs were Xerxes' golden throne and footstools, the 
whips with which he punished the Hellespont, the breastplate 
of Masistius, and the scimitar of Mardonius.3 The very 
benches (ikria) on which Aeschylus's audience sat may have 
been made from wood from the destroyed Persian ships, 
perhaps even from their rowing benches. Mter the permanent 
Theatre of Dionysus with its stone amphitheatre benches was 
built, this wood may have been used again in Pericles' new 
music hall, the Odeion.4 Whatever the precise details were, it 
is certain is that this was an audience that had personally 
faced the Persians and that, in the following years, was 
constantly faced with visual reminders that they themselves 
had paid a tremendous price in defeating their assailants. In 
addition to the ruins, the city and its environs were filled with 
graves, slabs, and monuments to those who had died 
defending it. 

Finally, there were the very bodies of those who had 
survived the Persian wars. It is difficult for us to imagine how 
war had marked the looks of the Athenian people, most of 
whose male citizens repeatedly engaged in brutal hand-to
hand combat throughout their adult lives. Modern 
technology and medicine make war injuries-at least in First
World countries-less obtrusive than they were in the ancient 
world. There, like the damaged buildings, every missing limb, 
scarred face, and sightless eye must have been a permanent 



78 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

reminder of the devastation the Persians had wrought. 
Perhaps it is easier for us to imagine the vaunting and 
vengeful mood that these reminders could keep alive in an 
audience that had endured such sufferings. Aeschylus, with 
his own scars and losses, must have had this much in mind as 
he wrote his play for them. 

Discussions of the Persians often begin with an earlier 
dramatist named Phrynichus, who wrote several historical 
tragedies that have not survived but are mentioned by 
contemporary authors. One was a play about the battle of 
Salamis, written only four years after the event and four years 
before the Persians. It may have had the same name, but in the 
surviving introductory hypothesis of Aeschylus's play, it is 
called the Phoenicians. The "drama" of this lost play must 
have transcended what was happening on stage, for its 
audience was even closer to the events described, and the 
choregos who paid for the show in the orchestra was the man 
who had orchestrated the battle of Salamis-Themistocles 
himself (Plutarch, Themistocles, V).5 An earlier play by 
Phrynichus, The Sack of Miletus, had moved the Athenian 
audience to tears by "reminding" (anamnesanta) it of the 
Persian destruction, in 510 B.C., of another city in "a calamity 
that was their very own" (Herodotus. 6.21). 6 Instead of 
awarding Phrynichus a prize, the city fined him a thousand 
drachmas and forbade any future productions of the play. 
Surely Aeschylus knew this famous story about The Sack of 
Miletus, as well as Phrynichus's play about Salamis. He had to 
find a way to remind the Athenians of what happened at 
Salamis without dissolving them in tears and incurring a fine 
upon himself. 

The astonishing idea of the Persians is revealed in the 
title: could Athenians weep, not just at the spectacle of their 
own sufferings, but for those of the barbarous enemy they 
had justly defeated? Aeschylus depicts the battle of Salamis 
first of all as a Persian defeat and, only by reflection, as an 
Athenian victory. The difficulty of his task is suggested by 
trying to imagine a Shakespearean tragedy about the defeat of 
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the Spanish Armada from the Spanish point of view,? or a 
British play about the defeat of the Third Reich from the 
point of view of Hitler's inner circle. How does the play 
make the Athenians, like Thales (or perhaps Socrates), thank 
Fortune that they are not barbarians, 8 and yet remember that 
the Persians, like themselves, are human beings? In addition 
to cultivating an appropriate sympathy for the defeated 
enemy, Aeschylus cautions the victorious city against similar 
overextension and vaunting domination on their own part. 
But his warning is deeper than the usual warnings against 
hybris in Greek works. Like Herodotus, Aeschylus remembers 
and inquires into the "great and wondrous deeds shown by 
Greeks and barbarians"(Hdt. 1.1) as a way of thinking about 
human nature. The play depicts the collapse of a way of life 
that is a real human alternative, but which is rejected as less 
appropriate to human nature than the ways of the audience's 
own city. An Athenian empire might superficially resemble 
that of the Persians, but it would, in fact, be very different 
from it. The Persians celebrates the defeat of an empire 
associated with specifically Persian distortions of human 
nature. Could it also point to the character of an empire 
necessary to support a fuller Athenian version of human 
nature? 

As in most Athenian tragedies, the setting and characters 
are foreign: a distant city governed by a despotic king, a 
palace dominated in his absence by a strong-willed, articulate 
woman, and a tomb that serves as a conduit from the under
world. Unlike Phrynichus's play, with its Chorus of 
Phoenician women, this one presents the Persians themselves, 
not just the Phoenician contingent which played a prominent 
part in the battle of Salamis. Although they are elderly and 
feeble, Aeschylus's male Chorus are trusted and dignified 
retainers of the court. Their habitual prostrations soon reveal 
what it means to be pista ("faithful") in Persia. The 
Phoenicians began with a Persian eunuch bringing news of the 
terrible defeat. He did this while displaying and handling the 
beautiful robes and fabrics associated with Persia. His 
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mutilated manhood would surely have inspired such horror 
and contempt in the Athenian audience that they would 
hardly have been able to recognize the shared humanity of a 
nation that engaged in such barbaric practices. Herodotus 
makes much of castration as an image for what the Great 
King does to his Persian subjects-and to all men who come 
under his rule. For example, as the eunuch Hermotimus takes 
his horrible revenge, compelling the mutual castration of his 
former master and his sons, he tells him that, "instead of a 
man [andros], you made me to be nothing" (Hdt., 8.106). But 
Aeschylus does not risk such revulsion in his audience. 

For the same reason, he understates, or deliberately 
changes, other historic facts about the Persians. Among these 
are the repulsive incest and polygamy practiced by the Persian 
royal family. Unlike Herodotus, Aeschylus does not reveal 
that the Queen, who is notidentified within the play by her 
proper name, Atossa, was one of four wives-another was 
her sister-of Darius (Hdt., 3.88; 7. 2). The play also alludes 
only briefly (720) to the other royal sons. We also hear 
nothing about her own former marriages to her brother 
Cambyses and to the Magus Smerdys. The play most trans
forms history into mythology by depicting Darius as a 
moderate and successful ruler, rather than as the father whose 
despotic ways Xerxes imitated. Herodotus describes how, 
egged on by Atossa herself, Darius too planned to extend his 
empire beyond the Asian mainland (Hdt., 3.133-34). 
Herodotus thinks she had the "power" to insure that her son 
Xerxes would succeed him (Hdt., 7.3) . Xerxes' infamous 
cruelties and tortures, reported by Herodotus in all their 
depraved detail, are compressed or suppressed by Aeschylus. 
In their dress, motion, and speech, Aeschylus's Persians are as 
exotic as any of the mythical characters that appeared upon 
the Athenian stage. But, like his silence about Persian 
castration, Aeschylus's transformation of the incestuous, 
murderous despots · of Persia into a dignified father and 
mother distraught over their wayward son, allows him to 
depict these Persians as alien, but human, antagonists. The 
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domestic tragedy softens the political. Aeschylus thus 
strengthens the audience's attachment to the superior Greek 
alternative, while nurturing both Athenian pity for others and 
fear that they themselves could come under or-even 
worse-could come to be such a regime. 

The Chorus of male elders is onstage throughout the play, 
while the arrivals and departures of the protagonists 
punctuate the flow of the action, producing before the 
stationary spectators a series of episodes, scenes like sculp
tured tableaux vivants, or changing "floats" that pass by the 
spectators in a procession. In the first four, the Persians await 
and then receive news of the battle of Salamis and the return 
of the king. The Chorus recites the names of those who have 
"gone away" and the sufferings of those who have been "left 
behind." The Queen mother arrives and describes her 
prophetic dreams. A Messenger describes the Persian defeat 
and flight north after the battle. The dead king Darius returns 
to mourn with his wife the rash excesses of their son and to 
predict future disaster for the Persians at Plataea. In the last 
scene, the "destination" of the audience as well as of Xerxes 
himself, the young king returns to. bewail the catastrophe that 
he has brought on his country. There's plenty of excitement 
in all this wailing and moaning. But the real action is in the 
words. In each block of the structure, like visual motifs in the 
repeated elements of a monument, are two images through 
which Aeschylus explores the character of Persian political 
life: the peplos and the yoke. 

2 . Chorus 

From the Athenian point of view, that is, from outside the 
play, the Persians were the ones who attacked, who came. But 
the point of view Aeschylus now asks Athens to share is that 
of the Persians within the play. The first words of the long 
introductory Parodos raise the question of the identity of 
these Persians. Although they are not identified as eunuchs, 
the male Chorus would have been costumed in typical court 
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dress: long, heavy robes, brocaded or dyed purple, sandals, 
and golden jewelry; the Athenian audience knew they wore 
perfume.9 They speak of the "Persians who have gone away" 
(1), while they, the king's trusted guardians, have been left at 
home to oversee his domain. In the following long account of 
Xerxes' forces, however, only the first fifteen lines describe 
native Persians. This first contingent, with Persian-sounding 
but not historically verifiable names, is only the vanguard of 
"all the Asian-born strength" (12) that "has gone away" (13). 
Aeschylus, like Herodotus in his later description of this same 
army on the march (7.55-99), describes Persians, Egyptians, 
Lydians, and Babylonians, each with distinctive names, and 
allusions to their looks, clothing, homelands, and character
istic ways of fighting. Although the names of the leaders are 
given, each group is described as a numerous mass: the 
Egyptians are an "innumerable many" (plethos ... anarithmi, 
40), the Lydians a "horde" (ochlos, 42) with "many" (pollois, 
45-46) chariots, who are "set going" by "much gold" 
(poluchrusoi, 46), and the Babylonians, also "much 
golden," (poluchrusos, 53), send a "horde all mixed together" 
(pammeikton ochlon, 53). The whole is a "great flood of 
men," "a sea wave" (86-89), odd images to describe the army 
of mainland Asia. The Persian army is said to be a "people" 
(laos) of "brave heart" (91), but it is clearly a conglomeration 
of many unrelated peoples. The audience would have been 
familiar with Homer's catalogues as they listened to 
Aeschylus's. At Troy, the Achaeans, ethnically the same, share 
looks and language, and follow local leaders in a definite 
number of ships; Homer leaves it to historians to calculate 
how many men each ship would hold. Aeschylus's "Persian" 
hordes are less coherent, more like Homer's larger Trojan 
force that includes allies from distant places who speak 
different languages, and leaders who do not meet in counsel. 
Homer comments on their disorder and does not enumerate 
them. Herodotus's description (Hdt., 7.60) of the "sheep
pen" method of counting the vast Persian army-gather a 
mass of men into a circle, count them, and then repeatedly fill 
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it with others-captures how Xerxes' heterogeneous force is 
reduced to multiples of homogeneous numbers, but is not 
shaped into a "people" by Xerxes' enterprise. The varied and 
colorful looks, animals, weapons, and clothes are alike only 
in that all are "under the whip" (7.5 6). Unlike Aeschylus, who 
luxuriates in the roll call of exotic, foreign-sounding names, 
Herodotus does not name the native commanders of each 
unit because they "were as much slaves as the soldiers were" 
(7.96), all under the authority of Persian satraps. 

At the end of this first catalogue in the play, the Chorus 
says that those who "went away" were the "flower (anthos) 
of Persian manhood" (59-60, 252), men in the "bloom" of 
youth. The image misleadingly suggests that the vast horde of 
Persians and others in Xerxes' army is an organic articulated 
whole, rather than a vast mob with no natural affinity or 
internal order. In what sense can "many-manned" 
(poluandrou, 74) Asia, this "swarm [smenos] of bees" (129) 
with its "many hands" (polucheir, 83) and many ships 
(polunautas, 83), be a "people" or even a "whole" of any 
sort? The speakers soon reveal that just as the commanders 
are only "kings held under the great king" (24 ), so the "ruler" 
of sacred Memphis, the "governor" of ancient Thebes, and 
the "kingly rulers" Mitragathes and Arkteus are also only 
subjects of Xerxes. They might seem to be partners of the 
great king, they who have helped him yoke the neck of the 
sea at the Hellespont (71, 130) and "cast the yoke of slavery 
onto Greece" (50). But, like Herodotus, Aeschylus shows 
that, even among allies, the only principle of Persian union is 
this very same yoke. 

The Parodos concludes with a sudden focus on the 
sufferings of those waiting for news of the army. Having 
described vast numbers of unrelated men from distant places, 
and even the forced "yoking" of Europe and Asia, the Chorus 
suddenly comes home to the "great citadel of Susa" and their 
fear that it may be "emptied of men" (kenandron, 118). Here 
Aeschylus uses the first of two images that express the Persian 
ways of holding together, of making one out of many. It is 
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difficult for modern industrial peoples to imagine the 
ubiquity of the yoke as an everyday object in ancient rural 
societies. Used primarily in plowing and transporting heavy 
loads, it was constantly in the minds of the Athenians. A 
zeugos is a yoke or pair of oxen or mules, eventually any pair. 
Solon called his third class of soldiers, those who could afford 
a team of oxen, zeugetai. Bridges, marriages, and other 
joinings were metaphorically called "yokes," as were even the 
rowing benches (zuga) that joined the two sides of the ships 
the Athenians sailed at Salamis. 

The yoke works best when the individuals it holds 
together are the same; one would not yoke an ox and a horse, 
for example. The yoke does not change what it joins but 
mechanically binds two individuals together. Like Persia, it 
multiplies force by addition. The man-made yoke aims to 
make more effective instruments of other living beings by 
restricting their motion, vision, eating, and other natural 
activities in order to appropriate their strength. To be a beast 
of burden is to be "put under the yoke," hupozeugnumai, to 
be "sub-jugated." The Persians sought to "yoke" the 
Hellespont with an elaborate construction of wood and 
ropes, a "flaxbound float" (69) of ships over which a roadway 
was laid. Its aim was to turn the independent continents of 
Europe and Asia into one landmass, just as Persia had turned 
heterogeneous nations into one army. 

What is wrong with the attempts described by Aeschylus 
and Herodotus to connect separate continents by building 
bridges and, conversely, to separate continuous areas by 
digging channels, as Xerxes' land army did at Athos? Such 
feats suggest a violation of nature, of human limit. After 
Xerxes' crossing, Herodotus tells of the portents of a mare 
that gave birth to a hare and of a mule with two sets of 
genitals (Hdt., 7.57). Most directly, however, earth-moving 
projects represent a defiance of the primordial distinction 
between the wet and the dry. 10 Although the historical Darius 
also bridged the sea (Hdt., 4.88; 5.11), Aeschylus's ghost 
Darius is shocked at his son's audacity in thinking he could 



FLAUMENHAFT 85 

"constrain, with fetters, like a slave, the sacred flowing 
Hellespont" (744-46). Herodotus suggests that the Athos 
channel that Xerxes insisted upon may not even have been 
necessary, that it was primarily a manifestation of his desire 
"to show his power [dunamia] and leave memorials 
[mnemosuna] behind him" (Hdt. 7.24). The Persians' great 
land army consists of cavalry and chariots. Aeschylus's 
Chorus recalls that, in their early land expansions, Fate, 
backed by the gods (102), granted them success. But, when 
they "cast their sights on ... the wide-wayed sea .. . trusting in 
lightly stretched cables and folk-bearing devices" (110-114), 
they are defeated. In their disorderly flight north ( 480 ff.), the 
Persians slogged through ambiguous "reedy marshland" and 
over the Strymon, which unseasonably froze into a solid 
highway, and then betrayed them by re-liquifying under these 
non-swimmers. By swimming and sailing, human land
dwellers cross the waters without permanently "yoking" the 
lands themselves. The island king Odysseus is a great 
swimmer and sailor, as well as an accomplished builder, but 
unlike the Persian kings, he never "bridges" the waters he 
crosses. Odysseus avoids drowning by swimming; Aeschylus 
and Herodotus draw attention to how many of the Persians 
who came to Greece drowned because they could not swim 
(Hdt., 6.44; 8.89; 8.129). 

The Parodos ends with the most wrenching use of the 
yoke image in the play: each grieving Persian woman, 
yearning for her "raging, spear-carrying bedmate," has been 
left "alone in the yoke" (monozux, 13 7). Until now, the yoke 
image has been used in the widest geographical and political 
context for things that nature, or the gods, did not intend to 
be joined. Now it appears in the most intimate private 
context, the con-jugal relationship. Here, where human 
beings are, by nature and by convention, properly "yoked 
together," Xerxes is responsible for their separation. After the 
Messenger's report of the disaster at Salamis, the Chorus 
speaks of the Persian women who "long to see their recent 
[literally, "just-yoked," artizugian] bridegrooms" (542). 
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After describing the bridges that yoked the Hellespont, 
the Chorus uses a second image of Persian holding-together 
and coming-apart. The bridge of ships was tied together with 
cables woven of flax or papyrus (Hdt. 7.34-36). Throughout 
the play Aeschylus draws attention to Persian weaving. Here 
too there are private and public implications. Even before 
Aeschylus introduces the protagonists of the tragedy, we hear 
that the Chorus's "heart of black robes" is "ripped apart 
[amussetai] by fear" (115 -16) as they anticipate how the 
women will be "tearing their linen robes [peplois]" (125). By 
the end of the play all Persia will be torn by grief and self
laceration. We see here an ancient version of a custom in 
which mourners don cut ribbons to signify that death has cut 
them off from their loved ones, that a family has been 
irreparably ripped by death.11 The "natural" origin of this 
symbol is the instinctive and, perhaps, universal tearing of 
garments by distressed kin. Aeschylus repeatedly evokes the 
ruined beauty of the opulent robes of Persia. His Greek 
audience would be aware of their own simpler garments and 
sandals, and perhaps even of their unusual comfort with 
public nudity in athletics and art, in which the body's 
freedom from restraining cover is associated with character
istic Greek freedom of thought, speech, and public life 
(Thuc., 1.6).12 This freedom of thought is related to the 
characteristically Greek distinction between nature and 
convention, a distinction less evident, perhaps, where 
elaborate costume defines the wearer and indicates rank. 
Herodotus says that, among the barbarians, nakedness is an 
occasion for great shame (Hdt., 1.10). Persian clothing, hats, 
shoes, and even beards cover over the natural sameness of 
human beings. In contrast, democracy and equality under the 
law (isonomia) are fostered when fellow human citizens who 
look alike are literally on view, even naked, to each other. 

In private life, woven textiles suggest the ways in which 
families and cities are composed of interwoven strands 
usually based on sex, age, generation, and occupation. These 
elements may be in tension with and even opposed to, as well 
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as mutually dependent upon, each other. Just as modern 
peoples rarely attend to the production of the food that feeds 
them, they usually purchase clothes and textiles "ready 
made" and think little about the enormous labor and art once 
required to cover their nakedness. But just as the Athenians 
who sat in Aeschylus's theatre would have had vivid first
hand experience of the yoke, so they would be mindful of the 
way in which the ubiquitous looms of their world fabricate 
textiles by interweaving opposed strands of spun wool. Some 
would describe the warp as an upright, solid, male principle 
interlaced with the softer, flexible, female weft.13 The play's 
references to Persian marriage beds evoke "soft sheets" 
(habrochitonas, 543) and richly embroidered coverlets, often 
associated with the wife's peplos, her woven robe, 14 and the 
other fabrics a wife brings to marriage. She continues to 
weave, dye, and care for them throughout her married life, 
from the swaddling of babies to the wrapping of the dead. 
The references to ruined Persian fabric suggest that Xerxes' 
empire, yoked but never properly knit together, like the 
private families within the public realm, is also coming 
unraveled. A vivid reminder of the production of textiles is 
heard in the peculiarly Aeschylean image of the dying Persian 
commander whose "thick, bushy, tawny beard changed color 
as he dipped it into the dye of the purple sea (314-316) .15 But, 
despite its richly woven and dyed cloth, Persia itself, like the 
vast and colorful tapestry of the Persian Empire, is not woven 
into a viable public whole. 

In the Parodos, Persia is most frequently called astu (15, 
16), the word for a citadel or fortress, the material city, rather 
than polis, the word for a fully functioning civic community 
in the Athenian sense. The Chorus calls the mighty Persian 
army perseptolis, "city-destroyer" (65); it destroys walls and 
overthrows cities (104-5) . But Aeschylus characterizes Persia 
as anti-polis in two other ways as well. First, Persia has no 
proper political activity within the community because, like 
those of subject cities, all adult males and their households 
are subject to the king and his household. Herodotus shows 
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that the focus of attention is always on the king, whose 
birthday is a national holiday (Hdt. 9.11 0) and for whom all 
Persians must pray when they pray for themselves (Hdt., 
1.132). Aeschylus's play is set at the palace (domos) and tomb 
of the royal family. It calls attention to the residences of the 
royal rulers, huge, towering (192, 857-59, 874, 1027) 
fortresses that were sometimes opened so that the king could 
exhibit his magnificence to his subjects. They were not public 
buildings where equal citizens conversed about the activities 
of the city. The allusions to Susa, Ekbatana, and other royal 
administrative seats would remind the Athenian audience of 
the difference between what's on stage in the theater and 
what they could see if they lifted their eyes to the city that 
surrounded the theatre. Athenian families lived in incon
spicuous private houses; the great sites of Athens-the 
assembly, markets, temples, and the theatre itself-were 
public, open-air places. Athens' buildings, like its clothing, 
were designed to keep citizens on view to each other. We shall 
return to this in Part Two. 

The play vividly impresses its audience with the differ
ences between Persian and Athenian public life, as well as 
physical arrangements. There is no sign that Persians partic
ipate in the planning, financing, and conduct of foreign wars. 
Herodotus's account of Artabanus's predicament at Xerxes' 
"advisory council" makes this clear. The King calls together 
the noblest Persians so that he can "learn their opinions," but 
he "himself [will] declare his will among them all" (Hdt. 7.8). 
The futile attempt of Artabanus to prevent the Greek 
campaign shows the lack of influence even a highly placed 
royal relative has in the king's court. He warns of a repeat of 
earlier failures (by Darius), of hasty planning, and of divine 
envy when mortals aim too high. His rash nephew, Xerxes, 
who accepts no "middle ground for this [Persian-Greek] 
enmity," hints at torture and threatens to leave him at home 
with the women. Each time the King changes his mind, the 
other Persians are "very pleased and do 
obeisance"(prosekuneon, 7.15). For a while, Artabanus holds 
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to his independent opinion. But when forced to wear Xerxes' 
clothes and sit on Xerxes' throne, he even dreams Xerxes' 
dream (embellished with his own dream of torture) and 
supports his plan. Persian tyranny destroys the private: even 
the dreams of those it yokes must bow to the Great King's 
will. In the play, too, when the Queen arrives in her chariot, 
the Persian elders know they must "fall forth" (prospitn6, 
152) from their natural position as upright adult men and 
"speak forth" (prosaudan, 154) only in the prescribed way. 
They address the "mother of the King" from below, as if she 
were their mother. They are not threatened with torture like 
Artabanus and they are not eunuchs like the first speaker in 
Phrynichus's play, but they too are somehow unmanned. The 
Greek word for "subject" is hupekoos (234, 342); its literal 
meaning is "one who hears, listens [akou6] from below 
[hypo]," that is, one who responds to speech merely by 
obeying. There is no place in Persia for reciprocal speech, for 
dialogue and deliberation, the weaving together of the 
thoughts of associated but autonomous human beings. 
Genuflection, prostration, and gagged speech are the visible 
and audible signs of the way barbarian despotism "yokes" the 
Persians themselves at home. 

The speech of the Persians in the play is striking in 
another way. On the one hand, Aeschylus makes it sound 
foreign by using real Persian names, as well as others made of 
typical Persian elements.16 The long catalogues of names, with 
no intervening Greek, make long stretches of the play sound 
as though they are in a foreign language. But, like Homer's 
Trojans, Aeschylus's Persians speak Greek. Thus, even as he 
distinguishes these foreign-sounding barbarians from their 
Greek-speaking audience, he makes the latter realize that, 
about some things, all human beings speak the same 
language. This double use of language-to both alienate and 
familiarize-accounts in part for the condemning yet sympa
thetic tone of the play. 

Besides lacking internal political activity, there is a second 
way in which Persia falls short of a developed political 
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community. The regime that yokes its own has no friendly 
foreign relations with other communities. Although these 
may willingly contribute ships, gold, or men for the army, all 
non-Persians, like the Persians themselves, are subjects, 
hupekooi. Most of Persia's extended contacts with foreigners 
are the results of conquests, rather than willing submission. 
Herodotus shows that, although some of these foreigners, 
most notably the Spartan Demaratus, become resident 
familiars of the king and speak more freely with him than his 
own subjects do, they, too, speak always at his pleasure and 
thus never as equals. The infamous demands for the means to 
life-earth, in which to plant, and water in order to sustain 
growth-suggest the same thing. Subordination to Persia 
means that one's ground, like one's will and speech, is no 
longer one's own; those who hand them over to Xerxes no 
longer stand their ground, but fall to the earth before him. It 
is fitting that, as Artabanus predicts, Xerxes' two greatest 
enemies in Greece will be the land and the sea (Hdt., 7.49). 
Before mastering his human foes, Xerxes must conquer his 
"natural enemies. "17 

The king who demands earth and water has no guest 
friends with whom he breaks bread or drinks wine. The word 
xenos, "guest-friend," does not appear in the Persians; the 
Persian king has no reciprocal relations with any equal on 
earth, much less in his own land. The yoke is the only means 
by which others are bound to him. Xerxes decrees that the 
Persian Empire will have 

"the same limit as Zeus's sky. For the sun will 
behold no 
land that has a border with ours, but I shall make 
them all one country ... So those who are guilty in 
our sight and those who are 
not guilty will alike bear the yoke of slavery." 
(Hdt., 7.8) 

When the whole world is "under the yoke," there will be 
no limits, boundaries, horizons, and, hence, no need for 
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guest-friends. In his account of the "Persian" march to 
Greece, Herodotus tells the story of a Lydian named Pythius, 
who offers his huge wealth to the King. Xerxes, pleased, 
comments that he has never before met a man who, of his 
own will, offered him hospitality (xeinia) and money. He 
announces that Pythius will be his xenos. The Persian 
vanguard, in the meantime, has attempted to yoke 
(ezeugnusan) the Hellespont. When the bridges of woven flax 
and papyrus are complete, a storm smashes them to pieces. 
Xerxes, in his fury, orders his men to whip the sea, to lower 
into it a "yoke of fetters," and to behead the overseers of the 
"yoking" (Hdt., 7.35). At this point, the frightened Pythius 
beseeches his new xenos, Xerxes, to exempt just one of his 
five sons from the war. The King responds that, in return for 
Pythius's "hospitality," he will spare him and four of his sons, 
but that the fifth will be cut in two; he then orders the army 
to march out between the two halves. The narrative juxtapo
sition of the yokings and severings in these events reveals the 
same fundamental violation seen in the Parodos of 
Aeschylus's play, where the continents are yoked, but wives 
are left "alone in the yoke": once again, Xerxes yokes 
together what should be separated and severs what should be 
one. Persia is too tight or too loose, too unified or too 
separated; 18 Xerxes' empire must yoke or fall apart. 

Would Aeschylus's Athenian audience in the barely 
recovered city that had repelled the Persians have recognized 
a warning to themselves in the Parados of the Persians? Might 
they too come to be yoked and entangled, not by enemy 
outsiders, but by what they themselves required to be who 
they were? The Greek heroes of Salamis do not appear on 
Aeschylus's stage, but, as we shall see, his Persian tragedy 
describes the first act of an Athenian tragedy still decades in 
the future. 

2. Queen 

The Queen arrives in full pomp on a Persian chariot, her 
"mantle" of power on display in her fine apparel and her 
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royal gear. Aeschylus's young Choregus, Pericles, would have 
spared no cost in outfitting her in a heavy, gold robe, and all 
the trappings associated with Persian royalty. From a distance, 
in the theatre, she would have looked, like all Greek actors, 
stiff and masked. But her speech reveals the human being 
under the exotic wrappings. We hear nothing of the Persian 
polygamy and incest that Herodotus reports. Like the 
Chorus, the Queen is dignified in her distress, sympathetic in 
her forebodings. She immediately uses the same images of 
ripped clothing. Worry "tears" (amussei, 161) her heart as she 
awaits word of her son's expedition to Greece. The former 
despot of the household and empire is dead, the present one 
is missing, and she fears that the "many" (plethos) will "not 
respect wealth in the absence of men" (anandron, 166). She 
says that in order to seek advice of the Chorus, the few men 
left in the city, she has left "Darius's and my shared 
bedchamber" · (koinon eunaterion, 160). The Greek 
construction (Dariou te kamon) links the two possessive 
adjectives; she, like all the other Persian women, is "alone in 
the yoke." There she had her most vivid dream since the army 
"went away intending to destroy" (oixetai persai thelon, 178) 
the land of the Ionians. The aorist infinitive persai ("to 
destroy") sounds just like the name of the Persians, Persai. 

Like the Parodos, the Queen's dream represents the 
Persian tyranny as a "yoking" of subject peoples and its 
destruction as a "ripping" of fine textiles. She first describes 
the clothing of the two lovely, larger-than-life women, one in 
typical Persian robes (peploisi), the other in Doric, that is, 
Greek. They are linked in the Queen's mind as "sisters of the 
same race" (kasigneta genous tautou, 185-6). She also implies 
their common origin by yoking them grammatically in duals 
and by referring to their quarrel as a stasis, the word used for 
civil strife between people of the same community. Thus, she 
suggests that Xerxes' attempt to unite Greece and Persia does 
no violence to them because they are naturally related. But in 
her dream, Xerxes forcibly tries to subdue them by harnessing 
them, like two horses, to his chariot. The two women 
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respond differently. Xerxes reduces those he rules to eunuchs, 
women, or beasts. Here the yoking image includes reins and 
bit, which go farther than the yoke in that they both control 
motion and prevent speech. The Queen describes how the 
Persian woman, whose statuesque looks she replicates on 
stage, "towers proudly in this gear [stole], taking the reins 
submissively in her well-ruled [euarkton] mouth"(192-93). 
The Greek woman, in contrast, showing manly spiritedness, 
struggles, tears the harness, drags it unbridled and "smashes 
the yoke in the middle [zugon thrauei meson]" (196) . The 
dream Xerxes, before whom others usually fall on their faces 
(prospipto), "falls" (piptei) from the chariot. Seeing that his 
father Darius has observed his failure, he "tears the robes 
[peplous] around his body" (193) . 

The dream transparently foreshadows the Persian disaster 
that the Messenger will report in the next scene. The yoke is 
smashed in the middle as the first Hellespont bridge and, 
later, the frozen Strymon will be. Just as the Chorus narrows 
its view from continental crossings to marriage beds, the 
Queen's attention contracts from the vast project to subdue 
all the nations of the world to the most personal concerns of 
the royal household, the shame of a son's failure before his 
father. What's missing here is what's missing in the Parodos: 
the middle realm of human politics as it would have been 
understood by the play's Athenian audience, reciprocal rule 
of equals and unrestrained discussion about polis life and 
relations with other communities. 

The Queen says that, when daylight came, she went to 
pour libations to the "divinities that turn away 
disaster"(203), but was terrified by the sight of an eagle 
seeking refuge at Apollo's altar; it cowered before a hawk 
that "tore" at its head with its talons. The audience, of 
course, would understand this omen of the destruction of 
Persia by Greece. But, while the dream disaster involves 
father and fatherlands, the omen adds superhuman to human 
affairs: Apollo will not protect the Persian eagle. The Queen 
and the woman in her dream may look like and act like robed 
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goddesses, but they are mortal. Although she is terrified by 
the omen, she tells the Chorus that, even if Xerxes fails, he 
will still "lord it over the land" (214) . Like a mother, she 
thinks only of her own son; like a god, that son is not 
"accountable" (hupeuthunos, 213) to the city. 

Advised by the Chorus to pour libations, not just to 
Olympian gods, but also to the earth and dead Darius, the 
Queen "mother" says they have judged the omen as favorable 
to "my son and palace" (paidi kai domois emoisi, 227). Again 
she collapses Persia into her own household. The omission of 
concern for a wider community is striking in light of the rest 
of her exchange with them, for now, after decades of war, she 
asks about the enemy. Her questions are characteristically 
Persian, according to Herodotus: "for multitude [to pollon ], 
they think, is strength" (Hdt., 1.136) . Like Cyrus inquiring 
about the Lacedaimonians, she asks "who?" and "how 
many?" as if these were the same question (Hdt., 1.153 ). Are 
there many men in their army? Is there much wealth in their 
palace? Do they fight as bowmen or as hoplites ? And, finally, 
"who is their shepherd and commands [kapidespozei, is 
despot over] the army?"(241) . Their reply must have been 
directed to the audience, which would recognize in it their 
own understanding of strength: "They are called neither 
slaves [douloi] nor subjects [hupekooi] of anyone" (242). In 
this exchange about Athens, Aeschylus makes two of the 
play's three allusions to the Greek victory at Marathon ten 
years earlier. Although the gorgeously robed, statuesque 
Queen towers above her Persian subjects, their answer, like 
her own dream, and the battle of Marathon, should remind 
her that some men will not be yoked. Does it also raise the 
question of whether free men whose freedom is Athenian 
freedom, will be able to maintain their way of life without 
yoking others? We shall explore this question in Part Two. 

3. Messenger 

Early in the Parodos, the Chorus says that "No Messenger, 
either on foot or on horse" (14) , has brought news of the 
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Persians back from Greece. The tattered, Persian dress of the 
man who finally arrives on foot reveals his news before he 
even speaks: the Persians have been ripped to shreds. Echoing 
an earlier image of the Chorus, he concludes that the "fallen 
flower [to anthon peson] has gone away ... the whole army of 
the barbarians is destroyed utterly" (255). To the people who 
think that "much" is good, he reports such a plethora 
(plethos) of evils that "even if for ten days" he "were to speak 
it line by line," he would not be able to fill it out (429-30). 

This Messenger scene is "the longest messenger scene in 
extant Athenian tragedy."19 Spanning almost a third of the 
text, it is the central and weightiest block in the architecture 
of the play. In it, Aeschylus himself assumes the role of 
Messenger to his own city in the wake of their victory and 
rebuilding after the Persian wars. The scene exemplifies 
drama's ability to use words to make the audience "see" 
beyond what is literally visible on the stage. The verbal 
narrative presents such vivid pictures that the audience in the 
theater could have shut its eyes and "seen" what Xerxes saw 
as he sat upon his golden throne like a Homeric god,20 high 
above the bay at Salamis (467; Hdt., 8.68, 88, 90). The first 
two scenes of the play depict those who wait at home; the rest 
depict three dramatic returns of those who "went away." In 
the first, the low status of the nameless Messenger, who says 
he never expected to return home, allows the audience to 
attend to the story of the battle itself. Having heard it, they 
can, in the long last scene, focus on the highest man in the 
kingdom who throughout is named as responsible for the 
disaster. Between the returns of these two very different 
survivors is the outlandish "return" (nostos) of Darius 
himself, who comes from Hades to make himself visible to 
the living. 

The first part of the Messenger scene is an exchange with 
the Chorus, which was probably accompanied by music and 
ritual wailing. Before his long report of the events leading up 
to the battle, they imagine their dead friends in the sea near 
Salamis, "carried around in their wandering twice-folded 
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cloaks" (277). Once again, at the very beginning of a scene, 
Aeschylus calls attention to the ruined Persian cloaks, evoked 
here as shrouds for a watery mock funeral. 21 The Chorus 
thinks first of the "most hateful to hear name of 
Salamis"(284), and groans, "remembering Athens."22 

The list of nineteen Persian names that follows the good 
news that Xerxes has survived recalls the seventeen names in 
the Parados catalogue. Herodotus, describing the Athenians 
at Marathon, says that 

They were the first Greeks we know of to charge 
their enemy 
at a run and the first to face the sight of the 
Median dress and 
the men who wore it. For till then the Greeks 
were terrified 
even to hear the name of the Medes. (6.1 12) 

The Athenian survivors, who returned to their city and who 
now, together in the theater, remember their victory, must 
have derived a special satisfaction from once again facing the 
sight of Persian dress and hearing these catalogues of Persian 
names. The surprisingly sympathetic capsule descriptions of 
individual Persian leaders remind them that these enemies are 
human beings like themselves. But even with its poignant 
details the roll call of names also reminds them of political 
differences between themselves and the Persians. The list is 
too long to take in and seems to be in no particular order. 
Unlike Herodotus, Aeschylus does not withhold their names 
or dismiss them as merely identical "slaves" to the Great 
King. The Messenger reports no Greek names, even those of 
Themistocles, Aristides, and Sicinnus, the secret messenger to 
the Persians, whose deeds Herodotus describes in full.23 The 
audience would surely be alert, however, to the play's 
allusions to Themistocles, beginning with the Queen's 
question about wealth in the Athenian "palace." The Chorus 
there refers to the silver mines at Laurion (23 7-3 8), whose 
riches Themistocles convinced Athens not to assign to private 
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fortunes, but to use to build the city's naval force. In contrast, 
Xerxes is repeatedly named by the Messenger, and when he 
leaves the Chorus laments in the First Stasimon that: 

Xerxes led them away, 
Xerxes destroyed them utterly 
Xerxes imprudently drove everything on in sea
faring ships. (550-552) 

Some commentators think the suppression of 
Themistocles' name is an attempt to mute tensions between 
aristocratic and democratic factions in Athens at the time the 
play was written. But, since the play derides the complete 
lack of Persian politics, it is not surprising that it emphasizes 
Greek collectivity rather than the extraordinary leadership of 
Themistocles or Pericles, or the tensions of democracy. 
Contrary to the message that the Athenians would try to 
escape, "each one going in a different direction" (alios allose, 
359), the report stresses that they acted as a whole: they sang 
the paean, responded to the trumpet, and "on command, all 
pulled together simultaneously" (396-97); the Messenger 
says the Athenians moved in an orderly fashion. Much is also 
made of the way in which the Athenians speak to each other. 
Each man is "lord" (anax, 378) of his own oar and "master" 
(epistates 3 79) of his own weapons, but they call out to each 
other, most notably in the directly quoted exhortation: 

"0 sons of the Greeks, come on, liberate your 
fatherland, liberate your children, your wives, the 
shrines of your ancestral gods, and the graves of 
your forefathers. Our struggle now is on behalf of 
them all!" (402-05) 

The appeal is to natural familial and geographic ties. Unlike 
the Persian horde, the Greeks, and especially the Athenians 
referred to here, are a "people." Although the smoking rubble 
of their evacuated astu can be seen in the distance, the 
Athenians at Salamis are still an ordered polis. But the Persian 
Messenger can only understand the victory by the smaller 
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Greek fleet as an act of a god. Here we hear the play's only 
reference to Ath_ena, who always suggests rational, measured 
order. In a beautifully symmetrical line centered on the word 
"polis," the Messenger says "the gods save the polis of the 
goddess Pallas" (theoi sozousi polin Pal/ados theas, 347). The 
Queen inquires, "Is the polis of Athens still unsacked?" 
(aporthetos, 348)24 and is told that "while men still remain, 
the wall/defense is secure" (349). Athens, evacuated, is victo
rious and survives; Persia, "emptied of men"(118, 166, 288, 
298, 761), retreats in defeat. 

In contrast, the Greek exhortation to liberate the 
fatherland was met by a "clamor [rhothos] of Persian tongue" 
(406) . The one speech by Xerxes, the solitary "lord himself" 
(anakt'auton) whose vast army is held together by his will and 
their fear, is reported, not quoted. Nor do we hear his one
way communications with his admirals. He gave his orders 
from a distance, and told them that, if the Greeks escaped, he 
would have his own men beheaded (371). The only mention 
in the play of the barbaric cruelty of the Persians, so fully 
described in Herodotus, clearly reveals that, despite their 
numbers and riches, they cannot cohere as a political unit. 
Trapped in the narrow strait, they strike each other (ep'allen 
d'allos, 410),25 do not help each other (allelois, 414), and flee 
in disorder (akosmos, 422) . The ruined despot, who, until 
now, has commanded their every move, watches the disaster 
from his throne, as if he were a distant spectator at a play or 
a Homeric god looking down upon the struggles at Troy. The 
descriptions of the slaughter on the island of Psyttaleia and 
the homeward flight of the Persian army emphasize the same 
things: disorder (auk eukosmon, 481) and the unravelling of 
woven fabric. The King's own disorderly (akosmo, 470) 
flight, the tearing of his Persian robes, and the complete 
collapse of his Persian speech into incoherent shrill wailing 
(468) signal the coming apart of his plan to rule over a 
seamless, limitless world. Aeschylus here adds an invented 
story of how, as the Persians fled, the sun drove through the 
"middle" (meson, 505) of the frozen Strymon. The Persians 
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fell on their knees, prostrating themselves before superhuman 
powers of Earth and Sky (499), and then "fell upon each 
other" (pipton d'ep'alleloisin, 506). The torn peplos and the 
fall of the Persians at Salamis echo the torn peplos and fall of 
Xerxes himself in the Queen's dream, when the unsubmissive 
Greek woman threw her bridle and smashed the yoke in the 
"middle" (meson, 196). 

At this point, just before the first Stasimon, the Chorus, 
alone on stage, speaks again of how the Persian attempt to put 
together what should remain apart has led to the unraveling 
and sundering of what has properly come together. As in the 
Parodos, they sharply contract our attention from the public 
horrors of the "many men" who went away to distant Greece, 
to the private sufferings of the "many women softly wailing" 
(habrogooi, 541) who were left to suffer in the citadel of Susa 
and Ekbatana. They wait, and wail, and, with "soft hands" 
(hapalais chersi, 53), tear their luxurious Persian veils, even as 
they long to see their lost husbands and the "soft sheets 
[habrochitonas] of their nuptial beds" (543). The Stasimon 
ends with yet another reminder of how Xerxes' failure to 
bring Athens under the yoke of slavery will result in change 
at home: men will no longer ''guard their tongues" for "the 
people are free [eleuthera] to speak [bazein] when a strong 
yoke has been released [eluthe]" (592-95). The Chorus fears 
that Greek victory will liberate Persian speech. The release 
they foretell is audible in the pun and in the flow of liquid 
sounds in the Greek. 

4. Darius 

After hearing the Messenger's report, the Queen retires to 
prepare libations for Darius's tomb. She reappears without 
her chariot and the finery she wore before, looking and 
sounding defeated. In contrast to their greeting in the first 
Stasimon, the Chorus does not "fall to the ground in 
obeisance. "26 The Messenger's return (nostos) is the 
homecoming of a Persian nobody, of interest only as the 
conveyer of bad news. The next homecoming is that of the 
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Persian who "went beyond all men in prosperity" (709) and 
power. Here, too, Aeschylus transforms history into myth. 
The ghost of Darius says that, unlike his rash young son, he 
expanded Persia without sacrificing Persian lives and-most 
important-without physically changing the landscape. He is 
shocked at the news that his son attempted to yoke the strait 
of Helle and to close up great Bosporus. We know that 
Darius, too, demanded tribute, campaigned in distant places, 
and attempted to bridge the Bosporus. But by contrasting the 
father's moderation with the hybris of the son, Aeschylus 
associates all earthly transgression and the reduction of other 
human beings to herded, yoked animals with Xerxes. 
Although Xerxes acts as though he is divine and his subjects 
refer to him as a god, there is nothing in the . play to confirm 
such a status. In contrast, Aeschylus's depiction of Darius 
makes the former king of Persia seem not only a man above 
beasts, but also a god above men. Unlike those of the other 
characters, his stage entrance is "vertical," rather than 
"horizontal. "27 In a long hymn, the Chorus summons him 
from among the gods of the underworld. To these loyal 
retainers, he is both a "beloved man"(648) and "equal to a 
divinity" (634), the "divine ruler" (651), "Susa-born god of 
the Persians" (643 ), "godlike in council, godlike in council" 
(654), and "despot of despots" (666). The repetitions make 
the invocation sound like liturgical chanting; even Persian 
speech is amassed, repetitive. Darius says it was hard to leave 
Hades, but he has authority among the gods of the under
world. He announces his arrival as gods sometimes do on the 
Athenian tragic stage: "I have come" (ego heko) (691-92). 
The Chorus "reveres" him and, like all Persians, is afraid to 
speak to him. 

This is all quite exotic and must have been accompanied 
by elaborate stage effects. Xerxes' fall and the Persian defeat 
are the result of his impious self-elevation and attempts to 
rearrange the cosmos, against the will of the gods. But Darius, 
the "good" version of the Persian god-king, would be equally 
reprehensible to the Greek audience. A royal tomb would 
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have been an alien notion to Athenian citizens, who were 
usually buried in collective graves like that of those eulogized 
in Pericles' funeral oration. In contrast to the great mound 
commemorating all the Athenians who died at Marathon, no 
memorial to the large number of ordinary Persians who died 
there has ever been found. 28 But the Athenian audience would 
have heard of Cyrus's tomb and of how Darius himself had 
specified the location, enormous size, and carvings of his own 
tomb. In Aeschylus's play, Darius's account of the growth of 
the Persian Empire also revises the historical record. He says 
that Zeus and the gods have now destroyed (739-41) Xerxes, 
but that "lord Zeus" honored and held no grudge against the 
earlier expanding land empire in Asia. The word "yoke" does 
not appear in this passage, although Medos, Cyrus, and 
Darius himself acquired dominion "by force" (771). Darius's 
shock at "raging" (7 54) Xerxes' attempt to yoke the 
Hellespont and the Queen's explanation that he was egged on 
by Persians who said he lacked the manly courage of his 
father make Xerxes' violations worse politically, but 
humanize him psychologically. Like the Queen, Darius uses 
words that blur the difference between Greek and Persian 
politics. He asks whether the Persian troubles are caused by 
"civil war" (stasis) in the "polis" (715). But the Athenian 
audience would never recognize what Darius rules over as a 
"polis." Perhaps the reference to his own accession as "the lot 
I desired" (779) is meant to remind the audience of the 
famous story Herodotus tells: after a constitutional debate on 
different regimes, Darius himself orchestrated what was 
supposed to be a divine designation, fixing the "lottery" that 
made him the next Persian ruler (Hdt., 3.784-87). 

Darius moves from past successes to future disasters that 
will result from Persian hybris (808), a common word on the 
tragic stage, heard here for the first time in the play. His 
description concentrates on the violations of Greek holy 
places: the Persians stole images of gods and set fire to 
temples; shrines of the gods were uprooted, turned upside 
down, in chaos. Such arrogance will be punished by Zeus and 
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this hybris will "flower" into a "crop" of calamities, a harvest 
of lamentation" (821-22). Thus, Darius admonishes the stage 
Persians to "remember Athens and Greece" (825), just as 
Herodotus says that, after Sardis was burned in revenge after 
Darius attempted to subjugate Greece, the king ordered his 
servant always to exhort him: "Despota, remember the 
Athenians"(Hdt., 5.105). Aeschylus's play, in turn, is a 
"monument," a "reminder," or even an "admonition," to the 
Athenians to remember the Persians. Within a few decades, 
Athens would build monuments of stone, as well as of words, 
to remember the Persians. 

The dead king makes his appearance in exotic dress: he 
takes shape as his tiara, robe, and finally his .slippers, in all 
their Persian opulence, emerge from whatever smoky hocus 
pocus the stage spectacle cooked up at this point, Unlike the 
Messenger and Queen, whose torn clothing and diminished 
equipment announce their ruin, Darius arrives from and 
returns to Hades with his Persian garb intact. The spectacle 
might arrange for his tiara to be the last, as well as the first, 
visible signs of him. Like a departing God, he instructs the 
unfortunate living to attend to the ruined clothing of his 
ruined son. The scene ends with our last view of the Queen, 
contracted into her private and most sympathetic role. The 
Queen mother is now merely the loving mother left to clothe 
the defeated son who has ripped to shreds the beautiful royal 
peplos, the mantle of power, in which he went away. Her 
dream of Xerxes tearing that robe in shame before his father 
has come . to pass in her waking life. 

In the Third Stasimon (852-906), after Darius departs, 
the Chorus continues to praise his godlike rule in even more 
excessive language. But the hymn takes on a peculiar tone as 
they sing of the many cities he took "without even leaving his 
hearth" (866). The short geographical catalogue is silent 
about Darius's failures. Aeschylus does not remind the 
audience of Greeks who "medized" and fought with the 
Persian King against those more like themselves. But the 
catalogue concentrates on the westernmost parts of the 
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Persian Empire, on the Ionian Greek colonies whose loyalty 
to their Persian masters was frequently in doubt. In the earlier 
catalogues, the Chorus does not mention them among the 
Persians, but here they speak also of the eastern Aegean 
islands, some of which deserted to the Greek side. The list of 
Darius's triumphs ends with Cyprian Salamis, a colony of the 
Greek island where the Persians suffered their humiliating 
defeat. Although Aeschylus has laundered Darius in order to 
vilify Xerxes, the name of "Salamis" might remind the 
audience that "raging" Xerxes is indeed Dariogenes (6), "born 
of Darius." The list of Aegean places might have given them 
pause for another reason: These islands are members of the 
soon to be formed Delian league, allies of Athens in the 
decades following the victory at Salamis. Their status and 
their relations with the powerful first city in the alliance are 
key elements in the account of the Parthenon in Part Two. 

5. Xerxes 

The last tableau of the Persians exhibits the homecoming 
anticipated by all the homecomings in the earlier episodes, 
and mourns the many homecomings that will never take 
place. Herodotus concludes his Inquiries with a protracted 
account of the atrocities Xerxes committed, after he fled 
Greece and returned home to Persia. He falls in love with his 
brother's wife. He then desires his own son's wife who rejects 
his offers of "cities, all the gold in the world, and even an 
army," and demands a particular garment, pharos, woven for 
him by his own wife Amestris, in which he takes great delight. 
The saga ends with the savage mutilation of the brother's 
wife by Amestris and the death of Xerxes' brother and sons 
(Hdt., 9.108-13). The end of Aeschylus's play is entirely 
different. Xerxes violates boundaries and is responsible for 
the deaths of thousands, but the play does not exhibit him as 
degenerate or compare him to beasts, Giants, Centaurs, or 
any of the other non-human aliens whom, as we shall see, the 
Athenians so often used as stand-ins for the Persians in their 
strictly visual arts. Just as Aeschylus reshapes the historical 
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father, so he adjusts the character of the son. The real Xerxes 
was a mature man, almost forty years old at the time of 
Salamis. He was married and had children of his own. As 
Herodotus makes clear, with his mother's support, he had 
succeeded in his struggle to inherit the Persian throne, and 
had been ruling as an unchallenged despot for half a decade 
before the Greek campaign. But the play, in addition to 
suppressing some of his cruelties, emphasizes his youth and 
his understandable desire to be as great as his father. He is 
repeatedly referred to as neos, "the young man." Aeschylus 
makes him more like some of the protagonists of later 
Athenian tragedies, young men like Pentheus in Euripides' 
Bacchae perhaps, whose errors are culpable and disastrous, 
but not signs of depraved humanity. Aeschylus himself may 
have played the part, and his audience would have been 
expectantly awaiting his appearance in the last scene.29 When 
he appears at the end, the audience, like the Chorus, must be 
able to recognize their own humanity in him. This 
compassion for the suffering of the Persians and their 
misguided despot is not, as some have called it, "the poet's 
own amnesty"30 regarding the Persians. Aeschylus wants the 
Athenians to remember the Persians and what they did to 
Athens, but he wants to shape their remembering. What the 
city needs is not amnesty or amnesia, but continued vigilance 
against future threats and the moderation, through pity and 
awe, of their natural tendency to remember with exultation 
and hatred. The play warns Athens not to become like Persia, 
but does it foresee the more interesting dangers of being 
Athens? 

In the last scene the Chorus intones, for the last time, a 
catalogue of Persian names. The Athenians in the theater no 
longer fear these names. The Persians on stage know that 
even the Persian commanders will be forgotten: now they too 
are "nameless"(n6numoi, 1003), stripped of their glory by 
Athens, whose name is heard for the last time (976) in the 
midst of their Persian names. But the sufferings of those 
named Persians are "unforgettable" (alasta from alethomai, 
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990), and Aeschylus wants his audience to remember that 
human suffering, even when it is the result of just 
punishment, is not simply to be celebrated. When the Chorus 
asks about the fate of the "best of Persians"(978), they use a 
word associated with textiles, a6ton (978), which, in the 
Iliad, signifies the soft surface of fine wool (13.599) or linen 
(9.661).31 The rest of the Kommos (lament) will describe the 
Persian defeat in the language of ruined textiles. 

Most of the Persians come "home," not to Persia, but
prematurely-to Hades, "shrouded" or "covered" (kalypsai, 
917) by death. Their master returns to Susa alone, as isolated 
in defeat as he was in command. He descends, or even falls, 
from his cart just as the Queen says he did in her dream. But 
now he arrives, not in a war chariot (harma, 84), but in the 
tattered, broken-down curtained vehicle (schenais troichela
toisin, 1001) that the Athenians often mocked. 32 The robe 
that finally makes its appearance on stage is not his gorgeous 
royal garment, but the tattered peplos mentioned in each of 
the preceding episodes. The Elders do not prostrate 
themselves before this fallen man or address him with the 
exaggerated honorifics they use with the Queen and Darius. 
Here, after a silence long enough for Chorus and spectators 
to take in the King's appearance, the King, not his subjects, 
speaks first. He wails in despair at his own loss, and his 
attention is concentrated entirely on himself. We hear a series 
of first person pronouns and verbs as he faces the disastrous 
consequences of his own hybris. But, as the Kommos 
develops into the longest and wildest dirge in extant Greek 
tragedy,33 something remarkable happens. The scene starts 
out as a "trial,"34 in which the onstage Chorus and the 
Athenian audience blame Xerxes and he acknowledges his 
guilt. The Athenians, trained by Solon's laws and, later, by 
orators like Pericles, to control their public lamentation, 35 

would have regarded these wailing, self-lacerating male 
mourners as effeminate, alien, and contemptible. But the 
Kommos moves the audience from mere contempt and pride 
in their own victory to sympathy for the suffering of their 
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vanquished enemies. It does this by gradually bringing the 
alienated Chorus and Xerxes together. In the first two long, 
unmatched speeches, the Chorus blames him for destroying 
tens of thousands of young men. But these speeches are 
followed by matching strophic speeches, which, in the fourth 
set, become entirely stichomythic stanzas in which the 
Chorus laments in response to (antidoupa, 1065) and with 
Xerxes. Now we hear the first person plural, as their cries are 
interwoven with his and they try, somehow, to reintegrate 
him into what is left of his unraveled regime. 

The lamentations, like the rest of the play, make clear that 
the fabric of this community, however soft and opulent it was, 
was never properly woven together. The Persian household 
and regime, like its "citycdestroying" (perseptolis, 65) army, 
has fallen apart into a myriad of scattered threads. Now the 
Great King's own land "has been bent to its knees"(930). The 
yoke is not mentioned again and, as we have heard, Xerxes is 
not "accountable" to his subjects. The only thing they can do 
together is lament. Here, at the very end, Xerxes and the 
Chorus accompany their groans and blows with the rippings 
and tearings we heard of in the Queen's dream and the 
Messenger's report. When the Chorus asks if anything 
Persian has not been destroyed, Xerxes shows them what's 
"left" (loipon) of his "garment/gear" (stolas, 1016-17). He 
has no bow, his quiver is empty, and he has "ripped" (eperrex, 
1030) his peplos. Xerxes says he is "naked" [gumnos] of 
escorts [propompon]" (1036), and bids the Chorus to rip 
their beards (1 05 6) and "tear their robe" (peplon d' ereike, 
1060). The stripping and ripping in this early historical 
tragedy, like that in the mythical tragedies of the following 
decades, is self-induced. At the end, decency and human 
compassion require, as the humbled queen mother requests, 
that the exposed be covered and the defeated taken in. This 
does not mean that Xerxes has been re-robed and has been 
restored to his pre-invasion status.36 The play ends with the 
Chorus "escorting" Xerxes back to the palace on foot in a 
procession, a pompe, fit, not for the homecoming of the great 
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king, but for a shattered human being. For the fallen would
be god, the land of the "sofHreading" (habrobatai, 1073) 
Persians is now "hard to tread" (dusbatos, 1070). Although 
the life of the historical Xerxes was by no means over, the end 
of the Persians feels like a funeral procession. Unlike the 
procession at the end of the Oresteia, this one does not 
include the Athenian audience as they exit the theatre and 
return to city life. In Persia, as we have seen, the most poorly 
housed subject and the King in his palace both lack the 
experience of political life that transcends the oikos, the 
household. Xerxes' dream was to transform the whole world 
into a Persian oikos. Thwarted by a highly integrated and fully 
developed polis, the Great King fittingly retreats . alone, in 
rags, on foot, "into the palace," (es domous, 1069), the royal 
household. Oikos (1077, in the plural) is his last word. His 
trusted retainers, who never engaged in reciprocal speech 
with him, answer that they will escort him only with "harsh
voiced wails" (1078). 

The elaborate fabric of words that Aeschylus wove to 
shape the collective Athenian memory of the recent past was 
intended to shape Athenian politics in the immediate future. 
In the years following the single performance of the play, the 
Persians remained vividly in the minds and eyes of the city 
that had repelled the invasion. Part One of this essay has 
presented the Athenian depiction of the Persians in defeat. 
Part Two will continue the story of Athens' most famous 
battle by looking at Athens' most famous building. 
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