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Preface

The idea for this thesis started with the sense of otherness portrayed by the titular character of
Euripides’ Medea. The way Medea embodies something that is completely different from the
society for which the play was performed, has fascinated me tremendously. In discussing this
‘otherness’ with my supervisor, Ronald Blankenborg, we arrived at a subject larger than just
Medea’s character: the sense of estrangement in tragedy in general, in both ancient plays and
modern reperformances. In order to broaden the scope of this research, one play of each of the
renowned Greek tragedians was chosen that was restaged in recent years. To make the subject
matter manageable, different aspects were selected to reflect on in each of those plays.
Subsequently, the field of Performance Studies was chosen to combine the sense of
estrangement in both ancient and modern plays, in order to shed new light on all the six plays
and the presence or absence of estrangement. In this way, my fascination with Medea’s
otherness could be extended to a general sense of alienation that seems to be underestimated
when talking about ancient Greek tragedy. Of course, this thesis can only account for a small
part of the tragic corpus, but it is my hope that it will get the readers thinking about the sense
of estrangement that has been and is now felt when watching tragedy.

The process of writing this thesis has been difficult at times. The discussions with my
supervisor were very useful, but it took some time to get my words on paper. For that to
happen, | want to thank my friends and family who kept believing in my ability to finish it,
and special thanks go out to Margot Vreuls who has been a faithful companion in the
university library. | want to thank Ronald Blankenborg for our insightful discussions and his
encouragement to make this thesis something to be proud of. To everyone around me during

the process of this thesis: thank you for your unwavering support.
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Introduction

Greek tragedy: one of the most vivid remnants of the ancient Greek culture. Up until today,
plays are re-enacted, themes are reused, and a modern audience can enjoy plots that were
written centuries ago. Of course, adjustments are made to make them understandable for a
modern, in my case Western, audience, but the ‘original’! plays contain elements that can
apparently still be used today. To us, i.e. people who are living in the twenty-first century,
Greek tragedy is something that we may never fully comprehend. We can study its language,
style, characters, contexts, etcetera, but we’ll never be the Greek audience from the fifth
century BC that saw the Oedipal drama unfold before their eyes. Between the larger part of
the western world today and that Greek audience of the fifth century, a barrier exists that is
expressed not only in time, but also in place. For us to understand that drama as it was
performed millennia ago, seems thus impossible, and a sense of estrangement equally and
unavoidably inevitable. We, as Western, twenty-first-century listeners, readers or watchers of
ancient Greek tragedy, might experience some sense of alienation towards what is happening
on stage, since it is not relatable to our daily life. We are, however, possibly not the only ones
who experience estrangement when looking at the drama on stage. Already during the original
performances, which were performed as a part of the Dionysia, the Greek audience itself was
watching a plot unfold in a place and time that was not necessarily theirs. What was tragedy,
then, to the Greek public? As Aristotle put it:

(Arist. Poet.) 1449b. 24-28

o

gotv 0OV Tpaymdio pipnoig mpateme omovdaiog kol teleiog péyedog
€xovong, NOVCUEVE AOY® YOPig EKACTO TV €10V &V TOIg popiolg,
OpOVIOV Kol 0V 01" dmayyehiag, o' EAEov kail poOPov mepaivovoa TV TV
TOVTOV TOONUATOV KAOUPOLY.

Tragedy is then an imitation of a serious and complete action that has
magnitude, is of a different nature in language which is embellished by

11 say ‘original’ because the texts that we have today are not exactly like the ones that were brought on stage
during the Dionysian festival. Already in the fourth century BC, plays were amended and the texts which
Lycurgus made the ‘official texts’ between 338 to 326 were probably not completely like the ones performed
years before. From 250 BC onward, quotation from the Greek plays was narrowed down to the plays from
Aeschylus and Sophocles that remain extant today, and ten plays from Euripides. Apart from these, nine plays
from Euripides somehow survived to be recopied in the Middle Ages. The first printed editions of the surviving
tragedies were made in the fifteenth century, at which time the texts had undergone corruption, emendations,
corrections, etcetera (Kovacs, 2005, pp. 382-388).



every form in its parts, acting not through narrative, but achieving
through empathy and fear katharsis of such sufferings.?

His words about the action, grandeur and language are generic to such extent that it leaves
little to argue. Indeed, a tragedy can be seen as consisting of a serious and complete action,
with a certain grandeur and written in a stylised language. The statement, however, that
tragedy achieves katharsis (purification) through empathy and fear remains questionable. Like
us, Aristotle never saw the events unfold himself, and his findings on the emotions of the
audience might not be as canonical as has always been assumed. For the audience to
experience empathy and fear, it needs to feel a connection between the characters and events
on stage. Precisely this connection of familiarity is something that will be questioned in this
thesis. Aristotle’s words on tragedy have been long accepted as truth and his views on tragedy
as guiding. In this thesis, | will argue that estrangement plays a major part in the audience
perception of three ancient Greek plays — despite Aristotle’s appreciation of
‘acknowledgment’ and ‘recognition’. | believe that his view does, however, suit the modern
restaging of ancient Greek tragedies, more than its performance in antiquity. To this end, |
will start with explaining the concept of estrangement and its meaning in theatrical context.
Secondly, I will analyse both secondary literature and primary text on singular and isolated
plot elements that may cause this sense of estrangement in three tragedies. Reversely, these
same elements will then be analysed in recent examples of their restaging. | will show that, in
some cases, fifth-century tragedies were more estranging for the audience back then than for
the public of a modern re-enactment. The concluding chapter will focus on the way ancient

and modern tragedies can be used to reflect on one another.

2 For the Greek text of Aristotle’s Poetics, | used the edition of Taran and Gutas (2012), see primary texts in the
bibliography, p. 84. All the English translations in this thesis are of my own making.
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Estrangement in theatrical context

To define estrangement in the context of Classical Tragedy, the discourse on the concept
needs to be cleared out. Since estrangement is an idea originating from the twentieth century,
an attempt will first be made in this chapter to clarify it in its original context. Secondly, the
concept will be translated to a workable definition for ancient Greek tragedy. Lastly, a method
will be fashioned that can be used to put estrangement next to the tragedies that will be
studied in this thesis.

To start with the definition, the Oxford English Dictionary defines estrangement as
follows: “[t]he action of estranging; the condition of being estranged; separation, withdrawal,
alienation in feeling or affection.”® This self-explanatory word is, in other words, a feeling of
distance that exists between the person who feels it and the person(s), object(s), or concept(s)
by which estrangement is evoked. When talking about ancient Greek tragedy, we have the
writer, the actor(s) and, of course, the audience. When put in a diagram, the connections

between the different parties can be seen as below:

Audience
(Greek, fifth century
B.C)

Actor
(Greek, fifth century
B.C)

Plot
{Characters, world, ete.
Before fifth century
BC)

"We'
(Western, twenty-first
century A D)

Writer
(Greek, fifth century
BC)

Figure 2

The audience and the actor(s) can experience alienation towards each other, as well as the
writer and the audience. The writer and the actor(s) are in turn able to experience

estrangement towards each other, and all of them can experience the emotion towards the
plot. In the last case, however, it is a one way feeling, since the plot cannot experience the

feeling for itself. It would be interesting to look at the sense of estrangement for all parties

3 Oxford English Dictionary online (2018), “estrangement, n”.
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that can experience it, but only the audience will be further looked at. This choice has been
made not only for the sake of brevity, but also because it makes the audience and me, the
writer of this thesis, the same: spectator of a (re-performed) tragedy. The focus of this thesis
lies at first on the Greek audience that saw the plays at the time and its feeling of alienation
towards the plot. Subsequently, the possible perceptions of the twenty-first-century restaging

of the Greek tragedies today will be looked at.

The sense of alienation can be translated to theatrical alienation — i.e. estrangement by
happenings on stage. This notion was introduced by different twentieth-century critics and a
few theorists from both the nineteenth and twentieth century dominate the debate regarding
estrangement: Konstantin Stanislavski, a Russian actor, director and theatre theorist, Bertold
Brecht, a German poet, writer and literary critic, and Viktor Shklovsky, Russian writer and
literary theorist. Over the years, many scholars have used their theories and from these a few
have been selected to shape the discourse on estrangement.

In her book Theatre of Estrangement: Theory, Practice, Ideology, Silvija Jestrovic,
professor of Theatre and Performance studies, reflects on theatrical estrangement in reaction
to both Bertold Brecht and Victor Shklovsky in order to look at Avant-Garde theatre.
Jestrovic, through Shklovsky, defines estrangement (ostranenie, as Shklovsky calls it) as a
“means of counteracting one of the most deadening forces in both art and life —
habitualization or automatization — that, as Shklovsky puts it, ‘devours works, clothes,
furniture, one’s wife, and the fear of war.””* Estrangement, in other words, serves as a wake-
up call that takes you out of your automatised life, a life that is deadened by this
automatization. Also reflecting on Brecht’s concept of Verfremdung, Jestrovic defines his
theory as an “ideological” one: “[Verfremdung] distances the audience from the stage work to
enable them to see the well-known in its true state.”

Even though Jestrovic’s reflections are used to look at Avant-Garde theatre, these
explanations of estrangement can be used to look at Greek theatre. The performances that
were put on stage in fifth-century Greece could be estranging in that they were a wake-up call
from day-to-day life or offer a reflection on everything that the audience knew to be true.
Jestrovic concludes with the notion that the estrangement, or defamiliarization, in a more
modern age “brings about an ‘effect of daring innovation,” while in fact it is based not on new

aesthetic inventions, but on the revival of old ones. Since this concept can be traced from

4 Jestrovic (2006), 4.
5 Jestrovic (2006), 4.



Aristotle and Horace to Hegel and Marx, it becomes clear that in the twentieth century it is
inevitably a revival.”® While I disagree slightly on the connection between Aristotle and
estrangement — Jestrovic never fully explains what this connection entails, and it is my belief
that Aristotle’s argument is stooled on recognition, not defamiliarization —, | support the idea
of estrangement existing throughout time. Instead of taking Aristotle as a starting point,
however, | will try to use the tragedians themselves to shed light on this concept, which is
otherwise known as the Verfremdungseffekt.

The Verfremdungseffekt, as Brecht calls it, is diametrically opposed to the Aristotelian
view that characterises Greek tragedy as based on empathy.” This alienation-effect as
mentioned by Brecht is further explained by Douglas Robinson, an American scholar on
literary theory (amongst other fields):

The “effect” as experienced by spectators seems mobile, in both geographical
and cultural space (across political borders: the experience of localization and
foreignization) and psychological and phenomenological time (across the
borders of the old and the new: the experience of conventionalization and
innovation). The estrangement effect is primarily a measure of strangeness in
the current audience's response to a theatrical event, which may vary wildly
among audience members depending upon the degree of familiarity each
audience member already has with this sort of theatrical experience, or with
this particular author or artist or piece;®

The effect of estrangement, in other words, is a feeling that can be sensed by the audience. In
this thesis, an attempt will be made to characterize the estrangement on a few of these levels
for the Greek fifth-century audience. The choice of plays and the level on which they will be
looked at, will be explained below.

Robinson mentions a few points of caution that come with this idea of estrangement.
First, it is important not to generalize the audience that sees the show.® The audience that is
mentioned in the quote above does not consist of a homogenous group that sees the show, or
tragedy, in just one way. This cautionary comment highlights the theoretical nature of the
research of this thesis. We can speculate all we want about the nature of the Greek audience
of the fifth century, but we’ll never know its true character and its diversity. The audience will

be discussed further on, since it is an integral part of the thesis, but the caveat Robinson

6 Jestrovic (2006), 154.
" Brecht & Bentley (1961), 130.
8 Robinson (2007), 123.
? Robinson (2007), 123.



mentioned is noteworthy. His warning comment is directly related to the second point, which
is of both temporal and cultural nature: Brecht used the Verfremdungseffekt when looking at
Chinese theatre,*® which means that part of the estrangement could be the fact that he, as a
German, was experiencing the estrangement due to his foreignness. When taking a look at the
material, | will do that with my twenty-first-century Dutch bias. With the defining of the
audience of fifth-century Greece, and adherence to that definition, some part of that bias
should be filtered out, but awareness of this fact is key. Estrangement deals for a great part
with personal feelings and emotions: it is not only important to notice that | cannot completely
state the feelings of the Greek audience, but also that | do my research with a modern Western
look. What is estranging to me is not necessarily estranging to an audience that lived centuries

ago in a country that is, or was, not mine.

So far, we have established a few things about estrangement. It is a feeling of alienation that
can serve to take the ‘normal’ and make it strange (as Shklovsky puts it) or be experienced by
an audience which distances it from the ‘normal’ in order to see that normal more clearly
(according to Brecht). Both theorists have some common ground on which they built their
estrangement theories. As Simon Spiegel, a scholar on German literature and linguistics
(amongst other things) puts it: “Ostranenie and Verfremdung are both based on the idea of
turning the common into the unfamiliar.”! Is that what happened with the Greek tragedies?
Did, in this case, Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides turn the common in the unfamiliar?
Could it be that what was shown all those years ago felt rather strange to the audience? And
did these three great tragedians try to confront the Greeks with something that was strange to
them in order to reflect on their ‘normal’? Spiegel uses the terms ostranenie and verfremdung
in the above quoted article to reflect on science-fiction and mentions that in that genre “these
marvelous acts are not presented in an estranged way; rather they are rationalized and made
plausible. (...) On a formal level, sf does not estrange the familiar, but rather makes the
strange familiar.”*? An alien world, in science-fiction sometimes taken literally, is portrayed
in a way that is familiar to the audience. If we use that on the Greek tragedies, it would mean
that, for example, the story of Medea is in a way strange to the audience but made to look like

a normal event for the audience. Is that what was happening? If so, how?

10 Robinson (2007) gets Brecht’s views on Chinese acting from Brecht’s “Verfremdungseffekte in der
chinesischen Schauspielkunst” (1957 [1936]). | found much of the same views expressed in the article
mentioned before (Brecht & Bentley, 1961).

11 Spiegel, S. (2008), 371. [emphasis in original]

12 Spiegel, S. (2008), 371 & 372. [emphasis in original]
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Estrangement and ancient Greek Tragedy
A few theories have been outlined and all we need now, is a framework alongside the ancient
Greek tragedies in order to see if estrangement is present in those tragedies. The texts
constitute the basis, but the plot and the performance will also be looked at, more on that later.
We know now that estrangement can work in two ways: normal things can be presented as
unfamiliar and strange things can be presented as normal. Both ways make sure the audience
sees something being presented in a way that is different from its expectations. When turning
to Greek tragedy, it is not completely evident which form of estrangement, if any at all, is
present in the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. The theories mentioned above all
deal with a more modern form of theatre, which raises the question if these are even
applicable to the ancient Greek form.

Ismene Lada-Richards, professor of Classical Literature & Performance Culture at
King’s College London, uses the angle of Performance Studies to study Greek tragedy. In her
article ““’Estrangement” or “Reincarnation”?: Performers and Performance on the Classical
Athenian stage” she discusses the issue of ‘metatheatricality’ in Greek plays. While she
focuses on the ‘internalization’ of the actor, which is not the main topic of this thesis, she
aptly uses the theories of Brecht and Stanislavski to reflect on Greek tragedy. One of the first
issues she discusses is the question of belief:

... does the actor act his role in such a way as to display consciously his own
consciousness that he is a performer ... ? And does he, by extension, make it
systematically impossible for his spectators to “suspend” their “disbelief” ... Or
does he act instead in such a way as to encourage the spectator to “surrender,”
to lose sight of the very process of artistic transformation and to prevent his
keen awareness of the dramatic frame's artificiality from persistently intruding
and constantly shattering the “illusion” of a real-life stage-world?*3

According to Lada-Richards, the actor can either perform in such a way that the audience is
aware of the fact that they are looking at an actor, or the performance is thus convincing that it
draws the audience into the performance and reality is left behind. Even if this thesis is not
centralised around the metatheatricality of actors, the question whether the audience

‘suspends their disbelief,’ i.e. stows away its scepticism concerning the events on stage, or
not, is an important one for this research. If the audience leaves its scepticism behind, they

fully accept, for the time being, the plot on stage as plausible. Connecting this to

13 Lada-Richards (1997), 68. [emphasis in original]



estrangement, that can mean two things in the case of Greek tragedy: the audience is either
able to accept something strange as normal, or the world that is portrayed is not at all strange
to the people watching nor is it portrayed in a way that is estranging, since they can suspend
their disbelief. In the latter case, it means that the concept of estrangement is not applicable to
the Greek tragedy of the fifth century at all, which would be a slightly disappointing, but
possible, outcome of this thesis. Lada-Richards is in any case of the opinion that the ancient
tragedies had a more “Stanislavskian” approach, i.e. “a desire to merge with the part,” while
the ancient comedies have more use for the Brechtian one: the visibility of both the actor and
the role he portrays.'* Through Sophocles’ Philoctetes, however, she nuances this dichotomy,
by stating that tragedy can contain Brechtian elements in, for example, the messenger
speeches where events are retold and the messenger represents those events.®

Concluding the article, Lada-Richards ends with an essential note. She states that
distancing — the act of estranging — is a sine qua non of Greek tragedy, due to the difference
between the audience’s milieu and that of the tragedy: both the characters and the plot are not
directly related to the people that are watching them on display.!® She says that “the tragic
dramatis personae are “translated” into a different milieu, determined by the new forms of
political and juridical thought belonging to the city, the fifth-century democracy of Athens.”*’
This puts the strange characters in an environment that is common to the audience. In other
words: the strange is being made familiar.

Methodology

The theoretical base is clear: estrangement, the sense of alienation and/or defamiliarization,
can have its effect on the audience in multiple ways. On a theoretical level, Shklovsky was of
the opinion that estrangement counteracts automatization of day-to-day life, whereas the
Brechtian way of estrangement distances the audience from the stage in order to better know
the true state of things. In practice, the Brechtian way of acting makes the audience aware of
both the character and the actor, while Stanislavskian Method Acting®® tries to make the
audience see just a character, not the actor. As Lada-Richards concluded, it is likely that the
writers of Greek tragedy took a story that did not necessarily belong to the time and place of

the audience and transformed it to match the audience’s environment. To see whether that is

14 |_ada-Richards (1997), 76.
15 Lada-Richards (1997), 87.
16 | ada-Richards (1997), 90-91.
7 Lada-Richards (1997), 91.
18 |_ada-Richards (1997), 66.
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the case, | will focus on three aspects of tragedy: the involvement of the gods, the place and
time where the plot takes place, and the matter of distance to the personality of an important
character. In this way, the cultural (mythical) and geographical estrangement can be studied, a
few of the aspects Robinson mentioned, as well as and the cultural and geographical
estrangement regarding a character. Three plays have been chosen, for which the selection
was quite simple: all were re-enacted in recent years, which made it possible for me to make a
comparison on aforementioned levels. The Eumenides of Aeschylus, the last play of the
trilogy the Oresteia, will be used to look at the presence of the gods. In this tragedy, the gods
play a pivotal role after the murdering of Agamemnon, Clytaemnestra, and Aegisthus in the
Agamemnon and the Libation Bearers. This makes the tragedy an excellent example to zoom
in on the role of the gods. The environment of the plot, the second object of research, will be
looked at through the Oedipus Tyrannus of Sophocles. The story of Oedipus is placed in
Thebes and was probably already around in the second millennium BC,° which makes both
the time and place different from that of the audience of fifth-century Athens. The Medea of
Euripides will be used to look at the titular character, Medea, and her deliberation about,
planning on, and eventual act of murdering her children. The deed itself is horrifying enough,
the fact that she is a woman and from Colchis should further the estranging sense the audience
may have felt towards her. This makes the Medea an excellent example to take a look at the
more personal aspect of estrangement. While 1 do not claim that the outcome of this research
is applicable to all of tragedy — three plays is just not enough material —, the use of all three
great tragedians can be a base for further research on the subject.

As one can see, all the aspects that will be discussed — gods, difference in place and
time, and the character and act of Medea — are inherently different from the characteristics of
the Athenian audience of the fifth century BC and allude to the sine qua non that Lada-
Richards mentioned. It would be easy to just point out the things in the plot that are strange to
the audience who saw it, but the research would then only scratch the surface of the sense of
estrangement. In order to deepen the study, | will take ideas about theatre from the relatively
new field of Performance Studies. This field, originating from the United States, focuses on
the idea that performance is everywhere. Not only on the stage, but also in rituals, sports, and
everyday life, performance can be found.?° Richard Martin, a Classics scholar at Stanford
University with a focus on Homeric epic and poetry in performance, defines performance as

follows: “a significant enactment or expression for which the initiator takes responsibility

19 Edmunds (2006), 4.
20 Schechner (2006), 2.
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before a critical audience that can judge his or her skill.”?! Or, as Marvin Carlson, professor of
Theatre, Comparative Literature and Middle Eastern Studies, notes: “Performance is always
performance for someone, some audience that recognizes and validates it as performance even
when, as is occasionally the case, that audience is the self.”?? In other words, performance is
an act that is meant to be seen by an audience that is capable of taking in its meaning and of
reflecting on itself through the performance. Even though these definitions are used to
describe performances of epic or performance in a modern age, it is applicable to tragedy.
After all, a tragedy is written to be seen by an audience and is quite literally judged in order to
win a prize.?® Taking as a starting point the fact that the Greek tragedies were first and
foremost performances, creates a slightly different focus. The problem remains, however, that
for the entire scope of performance, both primary and secondary sources are needed.?* Since
we lack fifth-century secondary sources on Greek tragedy, and have only a few fragments
about the audience response,?® the ancient texts will remain the capital object of research.
Reconstructing the audience’s response and in general making the idea of performance more
present, should allow for new insights. Since the field is new and, in the words of one of its
founders, Richard Schechner, “resists fixed definition,”?® a precise method is hard to develop.
Besides that, the fact that Performance Studies is of such a changing and young nature, makes
that the definitions of estrangement are not clearly outlined in this framework. To try and add
to the field, the constant question during the research of the text will not just be ‘is there an
estranging element present?’, but also ‘how would the audience perceive the estranging
sensation through the performance itself?’ In that way both the idea of estrangement and the

field of Performance Studies should be able to gain insights from one another.

The Athenian, fifth-century audience
To answer the questions mentioned above, we need to have a clearer definition of the
audience that saw the plays in fifth-century Athens. Even though the Athenian,

Dionysian context is not the only one in which the Greek tragedies were performed,?’ it

21 Martin (2011), 642.

22 Carlson (2004), 71. [emphasis in original]

2 Roisman (2014), 953.

24 _each (2008), 73.

%5 Wiles (2005), 5, for example: “Remember how Merope in the tragedy raised her axe against her son because
she mistook him for his own murderer. When she cries: ‘This blow will cost you dearer than the one you gave!’
what uproar she causes in the auditorium, lifting them to their feet in terror, in case she does the boy an injury
before the old man can stop her.” (Wiles’ translation of Plut. Mor. 998e)

% Schechner (2006), 22.

27 Kovacs (2005), 380; Scodel (2010), 52.
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is the originating context and the best known. This will therefore remain the context in
which the plays will be situated when talking about estrangement. Including all the
places and periods where tragedy could have been (re)performed, would generate an
audience that is impossible to define. Even with a secluded group like in the original
context, the caveat that Robinson expressed, applies: the audience is never a
homogenous group and the response “may vary wildly among audience members.”?®
When discussing the way the audience could experience estrangement, it is important to
keep in mind that the audience of fifth-century Athens witnessing the tragedies was not
a uniform group with all the same characteristics. | will, however, attempt to define the
audience as precisely as possible.

According to Ruth Scodel, professor of Greek and Latin at the University of
Michigan, the audience of the City Dionysia, the original context of the tragedies, did
not include the lower classes of the Athenian citizens, since the “poorer Athenians
probably had other priorities than the theatre.”?° She does, nevertheless, state that the
theatre was not that exclusive: even if poorer people may have had other business to
attend to, they weren’t banned from the plays. They may have not always had the means
to go, however.®® Laura Swift, a Senior Lecturer in Classical Studies at the Open
University, agrees with the notion that the audience represented all classes of society
and adds that it probably consisted of some five to six thousand spectators.3!

Another major question about the audience, apart from status and numbers, is
whether women attended as well. This remains unclear — some scholars argue that they
were excluded —, but the audience of the Greek tragedy was probably quite diverse and
consisted of both men and women.32 Women seem to have been a minority, however,
and we can assume that men made up the larger part of the audience. More important
than that is, in my opinion, the historical context in which the tragedies were performed.
The plays were roughly performed between the “end of the Persian Wars and Athens’
defeat by Sparta and her allies.”®® War, in other words, was common to the audience of
the plays and the precarious position of Athens was maybe already settling in the minds

of the Athenians. On a political level Athens seemed to fare well, due to the democracy

28 See the quote from his work on p. 7.
29 Scodel (2010), 52.
30 Scodel (2010), 52.
31 Swift (2016), 3-4.
32 Swift (2016), 3-4.
33 Debnar (2005), 6.
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alongside which Greek tragedy flourished.3* The Athenian fifth-century audience, in
other words, was diverse in status and gender, and possessed the fresh memory of war.
The people might have been slightly xenophobic due to the relatively recent attacks
from the outside, but this is certainly not an assumption that can be made concerning the
entire audience. Democracy became a major part of Athenian life and a recurring theme
in the plays by Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides.® The new state form must have
been known to the society in general, but, again, no assumption can be made about the
general audience’s feelings towards it. For now, it is enough to state the fact that
democracy was hot and happening in fifth-century Athens. One final notion needs to be
made: when talking about the audience in all its diversity, including all the statuses,
genders, and origins, I will use the term ‘Greek audience’ (assuming that the number of
people from outside Greece is negligible). If | want to zoom in on the part of the

audience that actually came from Athens, I will use ‘Athenian audience’.

Now that estrangement in theatrical context has been cleared out and we know more or
less who the people were that may or may not have experienced the estrangement, it is
time to look at the tragedies themselves. As said before, no clear method from the
viewpoint of Performance Studies is present, but this field will remain the base on
which this research is built. Going through the text, the question will at all times be how
the audience saw and perceived the performance, whereby the text is more a tool than a

goal itself.

3 Swift (2016), 1.
3 Swift (2016), 15 & 78-80.
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Estrangement in Greek tragedies

As said before: three ancient Greek tragedies will be discussed when talking about the level of
estrangement, one from each of the well-known Greek tragedians: Aeschylus’ Eumenides,
Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and Euripides’ Medea. Any one tragedy could have been
chosen to discuss the level of estrangement, but these three have been selected because of
their recent re-enactments. Aeschylus Oresteia was re-enacted by the National Theatre of the
Netherlands and both Euripides’ Medea and Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus have been
reperformed by the Theatre Group of Amsterdam. To further minimize the scope of this
research to make the material manageable, the focus will be on three parts of estrangement:
the place of gods next to man in the Eumenides, the distance of place and time in the Oedipus
Tyrannus and the distance towards the (actions of the) character in the Medea. While my
interest for this thesis was sparked by the character of Medea and her strangeness to the Greek
world, the plays will be discussed chronologically.

Aeschylus’ Eumenides

Aeschylus is the eldest of the illustrious three tragedians. He was born in 525/24 BC in
Eleusis and thus experienced the birth of democracy with Cleisthenes in 508.% He witnessed
the transfer of tragic performances from the Athenian Agora to the Acropolis and lived
through most of the Persian wars, before passing away in 456.3” He was quite successful,
having won either thirteen or twenty-eight times, and was famous for his works.® The
Eumenides is the third tragedy of the trilogy Oresteia, the only complete trilogy that survives.
The Oresteia was performed at the City Dionysia in 458 BC and won the first prize.*® The
trilogy evolves around Agamemnon, the king of Argos who went with his brother to Troy,
and his family: his wife Clytaemnestra, her lover Aegisthus, and the children of
Clytaemnestra and Agamemnon, Electra and Orestes. The first play, Agamemnon, deals with
the coming home of Agamemnon after the Trojan war, bringing with him the Trojan princess
and priestess Cassandra. His wife Clytaemnestra, still furious over Agamemnon’s offering of
their daughter Iphigeneia and further enraged by his new concubine, deliberates on, and
eventually proceeds to, the murder of her husband and Cassandra with the support of her new

lover Aegisthus. The play ends with the instalment of Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus as the

36 Mitchell-Boyask (2009), 12-13.
37 Mitchell-Boyask (2009), 17.

38 Mitchell-Boyask (2009), 16.

3% Sommerstein (2008), ix.
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new rulers. In the Libation Bearers, Orestes returns to Argos, after his exile by his mother to
Phocis (something that already happened before the start of Agamemnon). Together with his
sister Electra, who has mourned his absence and wishes for him to return, he sets up a plan to
kill his mother and Aegisthus and after extensive deliberation and hesitation he kills them
both with his sister’s help.

This is the starting point of the Eumenides. Killing your own mother has its
consequences in ancient Greece, one of which is being hunted by the Furies, or Erinyes,
goddesses of vengeance following in-family transgressions like patricide and filicide. The
play starts at the temple of Apollo at Delphi, where the Pythia finds Orestes as a suppliant,
surrounded by a chorus of sleeping Furies, praying to Apollo. Apollo himself appears and
tells Orestes to go to Athens, where he’ll find judgment and an end to his misery. On the
departure of Orestes, the ghost of Clytaemnestra appears, who tells the Furies to wake up and
follow Orestes again. When Apollo encounters the Furies, he admits that he is the one who
told Orestes to follow through on the murder of his mother. The scene shifts to Athens, where
court is held with Orestes on the one side, the Furies on the other, and Pallas Athena as the
judge. Both the Furies and Orestes plead their case with Athena and she urges them to find
testimonies and evidence to support their case. Apollo supports Orestes’ claim that he himself
is responsible for Orestes’ action of murdering Clytaemnestra. The Furies persist and ask
Orestes about the deed, to which he answers truthfully that he killed his mother. The question
remains, however, if Orestes Killed her justly,*® to which Apollo keeps answering yes, since
he deems the father more important than the mother. The Furies turn to Apollo and
discussions arise about paternal instincts with the gods and the importance of a father over a
mother. After the divine discussion, Athena gives a speech about the importance of what is
happening: the way that this first trial is held will be continued throughout time. A ballot is
held, which ends in a tie, and Athena decides in favour of Orestes. This infuriates the Furies
and after Orestes’ plead of thanks to Athena and his exit, a discussion rises between them and
Athena. She urges them not to do their name justice, but to accept her judgment gracefully.
The Furies, who have been deprived of their revenge, are hard to convince, and Athena offers
them a new way of life: instead of the negative ambiance that surrounds them, she offers to
make them patrons of good deeds and honour. Eventually, they accept, and the play ends with

a procession in which the Furies, now Eumenides, are welcomed as honoured goddesses.*!

40 Aesch. Eum., 615: “Sucaing”.
4 Aesch. Eum., 1041: “Tepvoi Osai”.
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Evidently, the gods play a major part in this third play. The only mortal is Orestes and
while he is name-bearer of the trilogy, this last play seems to revolve less around him and
more around the gods, or god-likes, who discuss his future and punishment. I will now go
deeper into the plot, to discuss the involvement of the gods from a performance perspective.
This means that | will derive their appearance as much as possible from the text and will,

subsequently, focus on the text to reflect on the role they play in this tragedy.

The first time we encounter godlike creatures in the Eumenides is when Orestes and the Furies
appear on stage. Apparently, they did so on an ekkyklema, which supported Orestes in a
suppliant position*? and three Furies.*® Other than the fact that Orestes is shown as a suppliant
to Apollo,* not much is said about the divine status of the god. The Furies on the other hand,

are shown as ugly old creatures in the words of the Pythia:

(Aesch. Eum.) 46-52

[Tv.: Tpdcbev 8¢ TavopoOc ToDdE BavpacsTog AdY0g
ebdEL YovauK®Vv &v Bpovotsty fjpevoc.
ovTOl Yuvaikag, aAAd Topydvag Adyw:
008" avte Fopyelowotv gikdom TomOILC.
€100V 0T’ §On DVEMG YEYPOUUEVOS
JeImvov pepovoag Amtepol ye unv 1delv
T 4 s 9 \ ~ 4
avtol, péAaval 8, &g T0 v PoeAdKTpoTOL,

Py: In front of this man a wonderful troop of

women sleeps, sitting on thrones.

| call them not women, but Gorgons:

nor again would I compare them to Gorgonic forms.

| saw once already painted creatures, who took

the dinner from Phineus: these are, it’s clear to see,
without feathers, and black, and altogether horrifying,

The Pythia does not know what to make of the creatures: they look on the one hand like
Gorgons, on the other like wingless harpies. They appear non-human, black, and disgusting.

Apollo, who encounters them shortly after the Pythia does, describes them as follows:

42 Henderson (2008), 363.

43 Henderson (2008), 362n22.

4 Aesch. Eum., 40-41: “6p® &’ &m’ dppold pev dvdpa Oeopvot £6pac &xovta mpootpdmatov,” (I see on the
centre a man, abominable before the gods, having a seat of suppliance)

17



(Aesch. Eum.) 67-70

"AT.: Kol VOV GA0000G TAGOE TOG LAPYOLG OpaIS:
UIvol tecodoat 8’ ol KoTArTuoTol KOpaL,

ypoion Todonondmardec, oic ov petyvoton

Bedv TIC 008" GvOpwmog 00dE Op moTe—*

Ap.: Even now you see these frantic captive women:
fallen by sleep, the despicable maidens,

old women, ancient children, with whom not one

of the gods, nor a man, nor a beast ever came together—

The Furies are, even though they are godlike creatures, depicted as women who stand out by
their old age and seem more mortal than god in that respect. This is, however, said by a god
and he is obviously talking about immortal beings that are beneath him. In the Pythia’s
description, they seem to be more distant from humans than the gods themselves, whose
appearances are not mentioned. Orestes is the only mortal that directly addresses the gods and

he does so in a reverent, but not necessarily awestruck fashion:

(Aesch. Eum.) 85-87

"Op.: Gvaé Amolrov, oic0a L&y TO um Adikeiv:
€mel 0’ €mioTal, Kol TO U ApeAelv pnade.
604vog 8¢ motEiv €D PePEYYLOV TO GOV.

Or.: Lord Apollo, you know how to not do wrong:
since you know, teach me also not to neglect.
your power is able to do good.

We do not exactly know how Apollo was shown on stage, but it has been suggested that he
carries a bow and arrow to distinguish him from the rest.*® As for the rest, I can imagine that
the clothes made the god: the actor would probably be dressed in an orderly fashion, but this
is not made clear from the text. Even though Orestes does not mention Apollo’s godlike
appearance, he does speak to the god about powers that seem to go beyond himself. He asks
Apollo to help him do good, which is something that he cannot do on his own. This combined
with the suppliant position that the Pythia found him in, suggests something more than

4 For the Greek text of Aeschylus’ Eumenides, | used the edition of Sommerstein (1989), see primary texts in
the bibliography, p. 84.
46 Sommerstein (1989), 34.
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humans interacting. To the audience, the division of roles would have been made clear:
Orestes is the suppliant to the god Apollo. Apollo urges him to leave the temple and go to
Athens, a command which Orestes obeys. The Furies who were still asleep during this
altercation, are awakened by the ghost of Clytaemnestra, who urges them to follow Orestes.

They linger and meet Apollo, who then speaks with the authority belonging to a god:

(Aesch. Eum.) 179-184

"An.: £E®, KeEAEVL®, TAVOE dMUATOV TAYOG
YOPET’, AMAALACCECHE LOVTIKDY U@V,

un kol Aafodoa TTnVoV apynotny 6w
YPLONAATOL O UYYOS EE0pUDUEVOV

aviig O’ dAhyovg péAaY’ A’ AvOpdTOV APPdV,
guodoa OpopPovg odg dpeilikvcoag eOvov.

Ap.: Outside, | order you, leave this house immediately,
go away from my prophetic chamber,

so that you not, having received a winged, flashing snake,
that speeds away from my golden-made bowstring,

send forth in agony black foam from humans,

vomiting blood clots that you swallowed from murder.

While the words he says are not necessarily decent, it is clear that he rules the sanctuary and
that he as a god can be difficult for the Furies. Besides that, the fact that Apollo, unlike the
common man, had a winged serpent at his disposal with which he could do terrible things,
makes it further evident that he is a god. He does, however, answer in the next section answer
to the Furies in a politer manner about the way he is responsible for the actions of Orestes and
the Furies clearly speak with more reverence to Apollo than he does to them.*’

What follows, is the trial that eventually clears Orestes’ name, where Apollo is
Orestes’ advocate, the Furies serve as prosecutors, and Athena as the judge. Orestes does not
address Apollo as much in this trial as he does Athena, but the god does make an appearance
when summoned to the court. Apollo calls Orestes his “lawful suppliant,”*® but the next time

Orestes talks to Apollo, the reverence seems to be gone:

47 Aesch. Eum., 198: “8vaf AmoAlov”.
48 Aesch. Eum., 576-577: “vouo ikétng”.
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(Aesch. Eum.) 609-610

"Op.: 10N oV paptopnoov, EEnyod ¢ pot,
AmoAAOV, €1 Qe GLV SIKNL KOTEKTAVOV.

Or.: You, give testimony already, and tell me,
Apollo, whether | killed her rightfully.

The moment of truth has come and the question whether Orestes handled justly or not will be
answered by Apollo. Orestes seems to leave all carefulness behind and talks to him like any
normal person. This can either be a change of scenery in which it is acceptable to address a
god like that, or it is the nervous exclamation of a man who is dying to hear his fate. Apollo,
in any case, never rebukes him, but in his turn addresses the court instead of Orestes. In the
realm of the court, the division between man and god seems of less importance and we hear a
man talking to his attorney, more than a man supplicating to a god. The next time Orestes

turns to Apollo, he talks to him in a more godlike manner again:

(Aesch. Eum.) 744

"Op.: @ Do’ Anorrov, TdS dydv KpOnceTal;

Or.: O Phoebus Apollo, how will the trial be decided?

Here, we see an Orestes who is again a suppliant of Apollo, speaking to him as to a god. The
two relationships seem to differ inside and outside of court. During the trial Orestes talked to
Apollo on a man-to-man basis, but he changed to man-to-god fashion again, when he needed
Apollo in that way. That makes one wonder whether Aeschylus deliberately changed the
interaction during court. When the trial occurred, all the gods and godlike creatures took on a
role that mortal men normally have when going to court: the prosecutor, the advocate and the
judge. It is not altogether unbelievable that they leave their godly characteristics behind for
the time being. Either the gods stayed in a godlike fashion and the audience saw a human trial
dominated by gods, or the gods were made human and the audience perceived humans that
they knew were gods. The trial, in any case, must have brought up some reaction with the
audience, especially since Athena as a judge addressed some issues that recently became
important for the Athenian people, but more on that later.

To sum up, Apollo and Orestes meet multiple times in the play and the tone differs in

the various situations. For the audience, the performance must have been a bit weird anyway,
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since Eumenides deals with gods that are obvious played by men. No matter how capable the
actor was with Stanislavskian Method Acting, the actor could never become the god in the
way that we can today simulate in movies. Whether the audience suspended their disbelief or

not because of the gods, will be discussed when we have included the last one: Athena.

Starting with her probable appearance: she likely came on stage clad in bronze armour to refer
not only to her influence realm as a goddess, but also to the procession that will take place at
the end of the play.*® Her character is not present throughout the entire play, but her role is not
less important because of that. From verse 235 onwards, the play continues in Athens, in the

temple of Athena Polias on the Acropolis.>® Orestes opens this part with an address to Athena:

(Aesch. Eum.) 235-243

Op.: tvacs’ ABava, Ao&iov keredpaoty
Ko d€xov 08 mpevpevdg dAdaTopa,

00 TTPOGTPOTALOV 0V’ ApoifavTov xépa,
GAL APPADY 1O TPOCTETPIUUEVOV TE TPOG
dALototv oikolg Kol TopedUAcLY BPoTdv.
ouoia xépoov kai 0dAaccayv Ekmep®dv,
ocdov Epetnag Ao&lov ypnotnpiovg,
npocel 0L Kol Bpétag TO GOV, Oed.
a0TOD PLAGGCMOV AVAUEV® TEAOG OIKNC.

Or.: Lady Athena, | have come on the biddings of Loxias.
Receive gracefully this wretched man,

neither suppliant, nor with hands uncleaned,

but already spiritless and worn away in

other homes and haunts of mortals.

passing beyond dry land and sea alike,

maintaining the commands of prophetic Loxias,

| am present at your home and image, goddess.

guarding here, | await the outcome of justice.

In this passage, Orestes speaks very reverently to Athena, addressing the goddess in a formal
manner. He states that he has not arrived in Athens in the capacity of suppliant, but to await
the judgment regarding the murder of his mother. The tone, however, is clearly that of a

human talking to a god, not a man talking to an equal. Worn away by his wanderings, which

49 Sommerstein (1989), 151.
%0 Henderson (2008), 387.
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he made in order to obey Apollo, whose suppliant he actually is, he is ready to hear Athena’s
verdict. Instead of Athena, however, the Furies engage with Orestes, pestering him to answer
to them before Athena arrives. Orestes sticks to the plan and waits for the goddess with whom
the trial can begin. When Athena comes to the stage, she first engages in a civilised

conversation with the Furies, after which she turns to Orestes:

(Aesch. Eum.) 436-441

"A0.: Tl mpdC T4’ ginelv, @ EEV’, &v pépet BEleC;
AEEag O xdpav Kal YEVOG Kol ELUPOPOCS

T0G 064G, Emetta TOVO dpvvadod yoyov,

ginep memoBwg Tt dikm Bpétag 160

Nool UAAGGmV £6Tiog Efic TELIG,

oeUVOC TpooikTwp &v Tpomolg T&iovog.

Ath.: What, stranger, do you wish to say against these things in turn?
after having told your country, your kin and your

destinies, then defend against their reprimand,

if you indeed, trusting justice, sit guarding

this wooden image, close to my hearth,

as an honoured suppliant in the manners of Ixion.

After talking to the Furies, familiar creatures to her, she now turns to Orestes, who is merely a
stranger to her. Because he came to the temple of Athena and is now sitting close to a wooden

image of her, she deems him a suppliant, a role that Orestes immediately discards:

(Aesch. Eum.) 443-446

'Op.: tvacs’ ABava, TpdTOV €K TOV VOTATOV
TOV 6OV MOV LEANU AQAPNo® UEYA.

0VK €ipl TPOSTPOTOLOG, 0V’ EY®V HOCOG
TPOG ¥l TNURL TO OV Epelouny Ppétag.

Or.: Lady Athena, first | will take a great object
of care away from your last words.

| am not a suppliant, nor having dirt on my
hand did | take a seat near your image.

He reassures her that he is not a man seeking purification from a goddess in order to clear his

conscience in any way. He asks her to be the judge that is needed to solve this case and puts
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his fate in her hands. Athena, even though she is not needed in the godlike capacity she

thought, answers in a manner that makes the relationship between them clear:

(Aesch. Eum.) 470-471

"A0.: 10 mpaypa peifov, €1 T1g ofeTon T00€
Bpotog dkalev: ovde unv ol Bpug

Ath.: The matter is too great, if any mortal believes
to judge this: [it is] not even lawful for me

She, as a goddess, can make a verdict better than any mortal can, much like a judge knows
judgement better than the other parties involved in a court case. Even Athena as the goddess
of wisdom, however, cannot make the correct judgment. Later on, as we will see below,
Athena finds a resolution for this.

After urging both Orestes and the Furies to gather testimonies, she disappears from the
stage and the chorus of Furies start a choral song about how no one can escape justice. When
Athena returns, the trial begins, and the Furies start questioning Orestes about the murder of
his mother. Apollo is questioned as well and when the trial ends in a tie, Athena’s vote acquits
Orestes of the murder of his mother. Orestes, jubilant about his acquittal, addresses both

Athena and Apollo in their godly capacity:

(Aesch. Eum.) 754-760

"Op.: @ TToAAGg, & 6MOGGA TOVG £LOVG SOUOUC.
yoiog TaTpmag E6TEPNUEVOV GV TOL
KOTOWKIOAG pe. Kot Tig EAAvav épel

‘Apysiog avip avdic &v Te YpIACLY

oikel matpdro1g, [TaAradog kai Ao&iov

gxati, kol Tod Tavto Kpatvovtog Tpitov
Yothpog’

Or.: O Pallas, because you have saved my house, you
have brought me, who was deprived of fatherlands
back to my homeland. And anyone of the Greeks will
ask ‘the man from Argos lives again in the belongings
of his fatherland, because of Pallas and Loxias, and of
the third who rules everything, the Saviour’:
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Now that the trial has ended, Orestes turns to Athena, the goddess, in order to thank her for
the outcome. As Athena is standing next to him, recently having spoken as a judge, he praises
her as a human would praise a god. The relationship is that of man-to-god, but, unlike the
relation to Apollo, it has never throughout the play been any different. Athena has never been
addressed other than with the reverence suitable for a god. This undermines the notion that the
gods played a different role in the trial than in the rest of the tragedy and makes the
assumption that the audience saw gods partake in a human trial more agreeable than the idea
that the audience saw humans where there should have been gods. The attire that Athena and
Apollo probably wore during the entire performance supports the claim further that their
‘godness’ was present the entire time. Either way, the audience saw gods descended on earth,
partaking in a trial as humans with a human. Something out of the ordinary was placed in an
environment known to the audience: they saw gods acting in human capacities. The fact that
the audience was looking at human trial performed by gods, was probably an estranging

factor.

The last thing I want to mention here includes a passage of Eumenides, in which Athena

addresses the judges of the trial that she brought with her:

(Aesch. Eum.) 681-685, 690-699 & 704-710

"AB.: KMot av 11om Beopov, ATTikdg AedG,
TPOTOG Oikag KPivovTeg aipaTog utod.
g€otan 0¢ Kl TO Aowmov Aiy€wmc oTpatdt

aiel d1kaoT®V TOVTO BoLAELTIPIOV.

nayov 0’ "Apetov Tovo, (...)

(...) &v 0¢ T céPag
aoT®V POPog TE ELYYEVG TO N AOKETV
oYMoEL 16 T MUop Kol Kot eDQPOVNY OUGC,
AOTAOV TOMTOV U1 "TpovoHVTOV VOLOLS
kakoic Emppoaiot fopPfopmt 6 HOwp
AOUTPOV paivev obmod’ evpnoelg ToTodv.
TO UNT’ AvopyoV UNTE OEGTOTOVEVOV
0.0101g TEPIoTELLOVGL foLAEV® GEPEY

Ko 1) 10 0oV Tav TOAemG EE® PoAETv:
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KePO®V AOKTOV TODTO POoVALLTHPLOV,
aidoiov, 6EVBvpoV, EVSOVTLV VTep
Eypnyopog epovpnua yiig kabictapot.
TOOTNV eV €EETEWV’ €UOTG TTOPOIVESY
aoTolow £¢ TO Aomdv: Opbodchat 68 ypn|
Kol yfpov aipev kai dtoryvdval diknv
aidovuévoug Tov dpKov. gipntatl Adyoc.

Ath: So that you may already hear the law, Attican people,
who are deciding the first judgements of bloodshed.
Hereafter as well, this court of judges

will be there forever for the people of Aigeus.

And this Areion hill, (...)

(...) on this, reverential awe of the citizens

and its relative, fear, will keep you away from
doing wrong, by day and all the same every night,
when the citizens themselves do not defile the laws:
staining clear water with bad streams and filth,

you will never find a drink.

Neither anarchy, nor being ruled by a despot,

| determine for the citizens to attend to and worship
and not to throw all terrible out of the city:

| appoint this council untouched by crafty deeds,
honoured, fiery, awake over those who sleep

a watch post of the land.

| extended this exhortation to my citizens

for the future: but it is necessary to rise

and to take a ballot and to give a verdict
honouring your oath. My word is spoken.

She gives a speech about how the people of Athens will know justice of the like from now on.

Since she was not suited to do it herself, Athena transfers the giving of judgment to the

citizens of Athens, seated on the Areopagus. Since the Areopagus was reformed by Ephialtes

in 458,%! the same year of the Oresteia’s performance, the allusion to the transformation

51 Debnar (2005), 9.
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mentioned here is probably not a coincidence. Aeschylus here uses a god to make a statement
about the new-founded institution, which gives the democracy and the judicial apparatus some
extra allure. Again, we see a cross-over between the divine world and the human world, an
experience that should now feel quite familiar to the audience. The sensation itself, however,
is estranging: the world of the gods is transferred to the world of humans and the gods roam
free as if they belong there. In the last passage of the Eumenides quoted above, however,
Athena predicts something that no human ever could, which puts her back between the gods.

In the Eumenides the gods play a pivotal role. They are wandering around on earth and take
up positions normally reserved for humans. They interact with the mortal Orestes in a fashion
that may occasionally seem like we’re dealing with man-to-man interactions, but most of the
time the gods remain gods. Initially, one would think that this makes the suspension of
disbelief difficult, since gods do not normally roam the earth. As said before, this may have
resulted in an estranging sensation for the audience, since it was confronted with gods playing
in a role in the human world: strange made normal. After two plays that deal with solely
human interactions in Agamemnon and Libation Bearers, the trial by the gods must have

given the audience an alienating sensation towards the characters and happenings on stage.

Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus

The next tragedian whose play will be discussed is Sophocles: “seven years younger than
Aeschylus and twenty-four years older than Euripides,” he lived from approximately 496 to
406/5 BC.52 While his family lived in Colonus, Sophocles became part of the Athenian
aristocracy® and gained public office as a general.>* He was therefore well-versed in
Athenian politics and knew his way around the city. His play Oedipus Tyrannus was probably
performed around 429-425 BC® and revolves around a myth well-known to the Greek
audience. Laius and locaste, king and queen of Thebes, want to have a child, but shouldn’t,
since they know by oracle that the child will bring doom upon their house. When Oedipus is
born — locaste’s maternal instinct is stronger than her fear of the prophecy — they leave him
behind and Merope and Polybius, king and queen of Corinth who cannot bear children, find

him. Oedipus becomes their son, but after hearing from a drunk man that he is not his parents’

52 Tyrell (2012), 20.

53 Tyrell (2012), 20-21.
% Tyrell (2012), 26.

%5 Segal (2001), ix.
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natural born child, he goes to Delphi. Apollo denies him a direct answer, but tells him instead
that he is doomed to kill his father and bear children with his mother. He then flees his
adoptive parents, whom he still believes to be his biological ones. On the road to Thebes he,
unknowingly, encounters his biological father and kills him in a quarrel. When arriving at
Thebes, he frees the city from a plague that has been torturing the people, the sphinx. As a
reward, he is given the hand of the queen, locaste in marriage, thus fulfilling the oracle. For a
while all seems right, but then the Plague hits the city, and as new-found king, Oedipus must
resolve the situation. This is where Oedipus Tyrannus begins. In this play, the focus will be
on the difference between the place and time of the story that is portrayed on stage and the
place and time of the audience itself. Unlike the interaction between human and gods, the
place and time of the plot are difficult to reconstruct performatively, since it has less to do
with the performance, and more with context on stage and the content of the text itself. This

context will be reconstructed as much as possible

As said before, the story is mythical and was probably already around in the second
millennium BC.%® Next to that, the story deals mainly with the city of Thebes, which is also
different from the direct environment of the Athenian audience. As David Wiles, self-
appointed ‘theatre historian’ at the University of Exeter, states when talking about the
different spaces and places of Greek tragedy: “an effort of the imagination is needed to view
the plays from an Athenian perspective.”’ As stated in the first chapter, the caveat of
Robinson is even more at play here, since the difference in place and time between plot and
audience is something that is very personal and can have different consequences for every
individual that watches the play. The festival of Dionysus was an event that attracted people
from afar and the audience must have included foreigners, even though they were probably
outnumbered by the Athenians.>® Not only the variety in status, but also the different origins
of the individual members of the audience, makes it difficult to accept any general idea about
how the place and the time of the play were received by the audience.

While Euripides is known for his glorifying of Athens over other Greek cities,*® we
can probably find some sentiment of Thebes as opposed to Athens in Sophocles’ Oedipus

Tyrannus. Thebes and Athens have some similarities, like the acropolis and their likeness in

%6 Edmunds (2006), 4.
57 Wiles (2000), 96.
%8 Croally (2005), 63.
59 Wiles (2000), 96.
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origin myths, but are in other ways enemies. The two cities were opponents in the
Peloponnesian war, and on a mythical level Thebes was a playground for incest, burial issues,
and murder, while Athens remained the place where heroism was daily business.®® This
division between heroic Athens and not-so-heroic other Greek cities was already evident in
the previous discussed tragedy. Eumenides takes for its larger part place in Athens, where the
judicial system was founded, not in Argos, where the murder of relatives had occurred. In
other words: Athens rules, the rest of Greece not so much. Adding to that, the story of
Oedipus ends with Oedipus in Colonus, in which Oedipus travels to Sophocles’ birthplace
Colonus. The myth gets a satisfying ending there, with Oedipus at peace with the things that
have happened. Colonus being a small town close to Athens at the time, this ending paints
Athens again as a superior place. The clash between the cities and the consequences it had for
the position of the cities in tragedies, may have resulted in an alienating sensation for the
audience, whether the individual members originated from Athens or not. Next to that, the
fact that the story is not only mythical but took place several hundred years ago, may have
created distance between the story and the audience as well. To investigate whether this was
the case or not, the different passages in the Oedipus Tyrannus where place and/or time play a

role, will be further zoomed in on.

Place

In the Oedipus Tyrannus, the audience finds itself brought to Thebes, in front of the palace of
the city (the make-up of the skené®?). In the very first sentence of the entire play, Oedipus
emphasizes this fact:

(Soph. OT.) 1-3

"Ot.: 'Q tékva, Kadpov tod mahot véa tpoen,
Tivag mo0’ €dpag Taede pot Bodlete
ikmpioig kKLadototv EEeoteppévor; %2

Oe.: Children, new generation of old, descending from Kadmos,
on which seats do you still sit before me
adorned with branches of suppliants?

80 Wiles (2000), 96-97.

61 Lloyd-Jones (1994), 327.

52 For the Greek text of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, | used the edition of Dawe (1982), see primary texts in
the bibliography, p. 84.
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He addresses the children and priest of Thebes as the descendants of Cadmus, which must
have instantly reminded the Athenian people, next to the idea that they are not in Athens
anymore, of the mythological founding of Thebes. This notion not only alludes to the story of
the rather violent start of the city — Cadmus slaying the dragon’s teeth, sowing them, making
the men that sprung from the teeth fight each other, and constituting the five remaining men
as heads of the new families of the city —, but reminds the audience as well that it is dealing
with the mythical city here, not (for the audience) contemporary Thebes. This allusion to the
founder of Thebes is seen seven times in the play, mostly in the beginning and one time in the
end. When mentioned, Cadmus is most often a way of talking about the people, only once is
his name directly connected with the city.®® The name of the city itself — Thebes — is
mentioned only four times: once when there is talk of the people, the other times to designate
the city.%* Corinth, the other town that plays a major role — because it is where Oedipus grew
up and where he believes he’s from — is only mentioned by its name or, once, by geographical
indicator.®® Unfortunately, that does not say much, since the name of the mythical founder of
Corinth gave his name to the city. Whether Sophocles wanted to designate Corinth by the
name of its founder — and with it some mythical allure — or with its geographical name, makes
little difference. The city does, however, have some myths that are connected to its history, so
if Sophocles had wanted to make the city more mythical, that would have been possible. Fact
remains that the mythical ancestry of Thebes is used more than its actual name, which
transfers the plot’s location from fifth-century Athens — the environment of the audience — to
the time and place of mythical Thebes. The other way in which the place of the plot is made
clear is through its decor. The background is made up to present the palace of Thebes, where
Oedipus and locaste live. The facade of the palace is not an uncommon decor of tragedies in
general and sends the message to the audience that it is not dealing with the common man: the
people that are on stage, are of a different status than the larger part of the audience.®

The plot takes place on a level that is not familiar to the Athenian audience: it sees a
city different from their own, and, next to that, a part of the city that is uncommon. Fact
remains, however, that Thebes did exist at the time of the plays. The Athenian audience was

thus looking at a tragedy that occurred in a place and time that was not necessarily theirs, but

8 Soph. OT, people: 1, 29, 144, 223, 268, 273, 1288; city: 35.

8 Soph. OT, city: 153, 1380, 1524; people: 453.

8 Soph, OT, 939-940: “y0ovoc i ToOuiag”.

% Even though it was said before that the lower classes were probably less represented than the upper classes, |
highly doubt the presence of multiple kings, queens or princesses in the Greek audience. High ranking officials
were probably present, but a royal house is something different.
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was nevertheless known to them. For the people from Thebes, if there were any, it must have
been particularly strange to look a place they knew, but that was portrayed in a different
manner than they were used to. For the people from Athens that had never seen Thebes
before, and | imagine that to be quite a few since travel was not as common as it is today, they

saw a city portrayed as something uncommon to their known world.

Time

Taking time into account regarding the Oedipus Tyrannus is not meant here as part of the
unity that Aristotle describes. We do not deal with the question whether the time in the play
remains within the span of a day, but with the period in which the events take place and its
compatibility to the time of the audience. In the actual time of the audience, we know that
democracy was flourishing, war had been and would be present in society, and that Athens
had a superior position as well. As said before, the events in the Oedipus Tyrannus were
already known in the second millennium BC.%” That means that the origins of the myth were
even further apart from the audience than that and that the storyline had no chronological link
to the audience that saw the tragedy. As mythical stories often are, however, the tragedies
may have been some sort of explanation of the past of the Greek audience.®® The tragedies
could entail some sort of an ancestral lineage with which (parts of) the audience would feel a
connection. This may have brought the scenes closer to home, how mythical they might be.
The plot, however, and the individual characters that play a part in the story could have been
less familiar to the audience. The way that Oedipus Tyrannus alludes to Cadmus, puts the city
more in its mythical past than if it was called Thebes all the time and the events were certainly
not contemporary. The Thebes that is talked about in the Oedipus Tyrannus is not the same as
(for the audience) present-day Thebes.

The audience knew very well that they were looking at a myth long gone, but there is
one character in particular that highlights that fact even more: Teiresias. The characters of the
play are all distant from the audience in a way, but they have their place in the oedipal myth,
more so than in other stories. Teiresias, on the other hand, is, among other things, known for
his collaboration with Odysseus in the Odyssey, and has not only served Oedipus (unless there
are several blind seers that are called Teiresias). Oracles — both the prophets and the

57 Edmunds (2006), 4.
8 Sourvinou-Inwood (2005), 296.

30



prophecies — were still common practice during the time of the tragedies, but that is not

Teiresias’ way of foretelling, he just knows:

(Soph. OT.) 300-304, 324-325

'O @ wévta voudv Teipeosia, Sidoxtd te
dppntd T, ovpavid te kal xbovooTii,

oMV pHév, el Kal pn PAETELS, ppovelc & Oumg
oflo VOGmL GOVESTIV' TG G& TPOGTATHV
cOTAPA T, Ovas, podvov dEcvpickopey.

Tet.: ed Ped” povelv ig devov EvBa pun TéAn
AN epovodvr

Oe.: O Teiresias, who observes all things, that what can
be taught and unspeakable things, of heaven and earth,
you still know, even if you do not see it, with what
disease we are in this city: we found you as her

only protector and saviour, o lord.

Tei.: Alas alas: how terrible it is to know where the fulfilment is
accomplished for him who does not know:

His unusual powers as a seer, rather than a priest or priestess confined to the house of worship
of his or her god, make him an extraordinary individual. His mythical and mystical nature
both distance the time of the play from the time of the audience. Another creature with a clear
link to a mythical past is the sphinx, who, even though she does not appear actively in the

tragedy itself, played a great part in reuniting Oedipus with his birthplace and -mother.

(Soph. OT.) 35-36, 130-131, 391-392

‘Te.: 6y’ €€éAvoag dotv Kaopeiov poiav
OKANPAG Q000D dAGUOV OV APl OLEY,

Kpe.: 11 moiciho1d0¢ ZoiyE 10 TpoOC TOG1 GKOTETY
pedévtag NUag AoV TPOGNYETO.
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Or.: td¢ 0vK, 60”1 Paymidog EvOas™ v kdwv,
NHOaG TL T016d" AGTOIGY EKALTNPLOV;

Priest: [you] who freed the Kadmean city, when you came,
from the tax of the unyielding singer that we gave,

Kre.: The Sphinx with its riddling song got us to look at
the draught, when we let go of the things we could not see.

Oe.: How did you, when the reciting dog was here,
not invoke any salvation for these citizens?

The mythical nature of the sphinx that was terrorizing Thebes and stopping Oedipus from
entering, and the reference to the beast for the plot puts the story again in a time long gone.
Teiresias and the sphinx are of the same essence in that regard: they are both mythical in
itself, not only as figures of this particular story, and highlight a time that is not the
audience’s.

There are, however, also places in the tragedy that have more of a link with the
present. The plague that is roaming through Thebes in the story, could very well be a link to

the plague that had just been raging through Athens at the end of the Peloponnesian war:®°

(Soph. OT.) 22-30

Te.: mdMg yap, Homep kKavTOG gicopdic, dyov
1On caiedel Kavakovpioatl Kipa

BuOdv €1 0vy ofa T€ Potviov GaAov,
eOivovoa pev KAy &ykdpmolg y0ovaog,
@Oivovoa & dyéhaig fouvopolg TOKolol Te
AyOvolg Yovaik@®v: €v 6° 0 mupedpog Be0g
oKNyog EAavvel, Aotpodg Exbiotog, mOALY,
V¢’ 00 kevodtar ddpa Kadueiov, uéhag

0" Audng otevaypoic kai yoolg mhovtiletat.

% Liapis (2012), 85.
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Priest: Because the city, as you can see for yourself, is
already very much in trouble and cannot yet lift its head
from the depths and such as from bloody heaves,

dying with the fruit bearing blossoms of earth,

dying with grazing herds and with the unborn

children of women: and the flaming god, when he
struck, takes the city, the hated plague,

by which the house of Kadmos is emptied, and black
Hades is enriched with groaning and wailing.

The plague that is pestering the citizens of Thebes is devastating to them, much like it was in
Athens only a few moments before. The connection with what had just been happening in
Athens, and in some other places in Greece as well, must have been felt by people who had
experienced loss by the disease or the disease itself. In this way, the story that is being told
may be from ancient times, but this aspect brings the happenings closer to home. Sophocles
toys with the past and the present and it is likely that the audience caught some of that. After
all, a devastating plague is something that is not easily forgotten. This toying with past and
present could have worked in two ways. It may be that instead of estrangement, this may have
made the plot more familiar to the audience: even though events that are portrayed are of a
mythical nature, the fact that the audience saw something very real and contemporary
happening, may have brought the story closer to them and easier to connect with. On the other
hand, the clash between present and past could have been estranging. If the connection with
present events was tangible for the audience, as | imagine it was, it would see events
occurring in a mythical past that they had just experienced for themselves. This could have
evoked an estranging sensation for the audience, in that the familiar event of the plague was
put in a strange context. Putting aside the fact that this sensation was different for every
individual member of the audience, | consider the first explanation more likely. The
recognition of an experience the audience had just endured probably brought the tragedy
closer to home for the audience than that the alienating sensation distanced the audience from
the plot.

Another theme that was present during the age of the audience is the enmity that
existed between Athens and Thebes. While the opposition with Athens is not mentioned in
this tragedy per se, Thebes does not seem a nice place to be in the plot. Aside from the plague,
the sphinx terrorised the city and both incest and murder roam freely during the events of the
tragedy. The mythical citizens of Thebes are not aware of it, of course, but it is Thebes, not

Athens, where this all takes place. Thebes is established as a city with all thin