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Abstract 

'Ibis thesis is an examination of sane themes and ideas about death 

which appear in Greek poetry from Homer to Euripides. My approach is 

two-fold_ in that I illustrate the skillful technique of poets who treat 

these themes, and the important Greek moral values which these attitudes 

towards death reflect. I concentrate on themes that involve two familiar 

ideas: death is an escape; death is inescapable. 

The first Chapter deals with poetic expressions of death as a 

release. I _begin with Homeric examples of the wish to die, and discuss 

the appearance of this wish in sane frag,nents of love-poetry. I then 

move to Greek elt:!gists and their attitu.des towc...._.:i....z ;,8 .. ,12:::·ty a'":~ cld c.E:e, 

both pa:inf\.u situations from which death would be sought as an escape. 

The ensuing section is an appraisal of poet;lc technique in the use of 

certaJ .1 conventional themes on the release- of death; it closes with a 

passage that demonstrates how highly the Greeks valued "honor" and 

"friendship". A survey of selected Greek tragedies in the Chapter's 

final section serves to illustrate more clearzy the life and death 
/ 

importance of these values; "honor" and "friendship" are worth dying 

for in Sophocles and, in Euripides, worth living for. 

Chapter Two is an examination of the manner with which the Greeks 

came to tenns with death: their own, and that of saneone dear. The 

first part concentrates on the persistent poetic expression of the Greek 

longing for a glorious death, and the effort to avoid "shame"; these . · 
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attitudes in part explain the soldier's ability to withstand bru:.-e~• 

the· approach of danger. My primary concern here is the demonstration 

of the importance of these moral values, and I employ the exhortations 

and advice in the surviving frag}Ilents of the elegiac military protreptic 

to achieve this goal. F.1nalJ.y, I include a fra©nent of Archilochus 

which clarifies the Greek attitude towards fate. and also deserves a 

discussion of poetic technique. 'lbe enphasis in the second part of 

this Chapter is on the poetic treatment of familiar theres of consolation 
I· • 

an the death of another. I end with a brie.f discussicn of Euripides' 

Alcestis, a play that aptly demonstrates the effectiveness with which 

a skillful poet might utilize traditional themes and also shows human 

characters face to face with the fact of death, their own and that of 

others. 

S. E. Scully 

H. H. Huxley 

.P. L. 9nith 

A. W. · Jenkins 
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I have adopted the numbering ahd texts of 

the standard editions. These, along with other 

works frequently cited, are shown in abbreviated· 

fonn and are found in full in the Bibliogr-aphy 

.(a), page 79, Passages cited without abbreviations 

cane fran the Oxford Classical Texts, except for 

Pindar and Bacchylides which are taken from the 

Teubner editions of Snell and J\19.ehler •. 
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INTRODUCTION 

. '!he idea f'or this 'lhesis f'onred in iey mind when I first began · 

serious study of' the poets who belong to what we can call the lyric 

age of' Greece: the time .fran Haner to Pindar. I was f'ascinated by the 

· emphasis that Rudolf' Pf'eif'f'er, in a 1929. Philologus article, 1 places on 

the sense of' am~chania, the ''helplessness" which these poets exhibit. 

Dodds (GI 29) Jikewise stresses this "human insecurity" which he talces 

to imply_ an increased awareness of' divine hostility af'ter the Homeric 

age. When I f'ound that Snell, Lesky and Frankel similarly treat the 

:Importance of' this prevailing tone of' amechania in the lyric poets, I 

rnent of' this sense of' "helplessness" in Greek poetry. 

I examined the poems that expressed the human pains of' lif'e, 

love and death, and I searched f'or l·.1at I thought might be the result 

of' their helplessness: the desire to escape. As I went back into 

Homer, · or f'orwards towards tragedy, I slowly discovered that this sense 

of' amechania was not a limited characteristic of' certain poets, but one 

of' the whole human condition. With Lloyd-Jones (JZ 36-54) , I saw· that 

the realistic Archilochus and the pessimistic Ianians did not represent 

a sudden change f'rom the Horreric attitudes towards moral values and the 

gods; they are. simply the first poets to our knowledge who spealc of' 

1 "Gotthei t und Individuum in der friihgriechischen Lyrik,'.' Philologus 84 
(f929) 13i-52, repr. in Ausgewahlte Schriften (Miinchen ,1960) 42-54. 
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another world. 

After the fantastic world of Herner where Ozyrnpians and mortals 

walked the sarre ground, and before the world of the Presocratics where 

·science began to increase man's sense of control, the earth was popu-· 

lated by unassuming men whose amazement at such IflYSteries as . water 

flowing frcim a spring. and whose awareness of a powerful but incanp:re­

hensible natural order confined their concept of reality to the tangible, 

:l.rnriediate present. 'Ihe lyric poets speak with urgency about recognizable 

mortal suffering and frustration •. 'Ihe ame-chania in their poetry is a 

feeling that persists even today; it is the feeling of being in cir­

cumstances well beyond our control. 

Although my survey of the Greek lyric poets covered a variety of 

familiar themes, I saw that their poetic reactions to death, coupled 

with their desire to escape, provided me with all the scope I needed to 

present the results of my inquiry. Poems about death are universal ana., 

though numerous, thematically limited. 'Ihus, I grasped this opportunity 

to choose the best examples of poets who attempted to treat an idea so 

familiar as to demand skillful techhique. In addition, I found that 

.their reactions to death offered by contrast sone insight into the 

Greek view of life. Lattimore 's (TGIE 44f) succinct outline of the 

nebulous attitude of the Greeks towards an afterlife_ shows that they ,.. 
could be certain only that death meant a separation of body and soul, 

the end of life. For these Greeks, "this life is all" (Adkins MR 155). 

My survey of their reactions to death helped me understand what that 

life was about; 

I 



CHAP1'ER CNE 

'IllE :REI.EASE OF IBATH 

3. 

Visions of the afterlife offered no encouragement to the Greeks. 

'.Ihe fate of the dead, in general belief, was a shadowy non-existence 

regarded with abhorrence by the living. I do not intend to follow the 

path of Rohde' s Psyche, for we must. understand that the Greeks ' only 

definite opinion about death was that it was not life; it was black 

night, as opposed to the sweet light of day; it was without sensation 

or substance; it was not being. If, then, death was the end of life, 

and if life caused pains which could-not be borne, death was welcomed 

as "the Releaser". When we hear. tJ:ie cry for the release of death in 

Greek poetry from Homer to Euripides, we hear ·as well the urgent wish 

to relieve unendurable troubles with an . absolutely final remedy. 

Euripides' Macaria, who volunteers to sacrifice her life for the 

Heraclidae, walks off to her doom w:U;h these words (593-96): 

·---

&t~ ye µev~OL µ~6ev. et yap ~~oµev 

1«ixet µepCµvac; ot 0avooµevoL ~poroov; 
,. .,5, JI ~,,, .. ' a ~ · ovx OL unoL ~L<; ~pe,e~aL· ~o yap a"._&LV 

xa-xrov µeyLCITOV ~apµaxov voµC~e~aL. 

May there be nothing [underground]. For if we, 'the mortal dead, 
will feel anguish there as wel·l, I do not know where one might 
turn. For death, it is thought, is the greatest remedy for 
troubles. 
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(a) 'lhe Wish For Death · 

'lhe monumental war which the Iliad records began with the 

abduction of the world's most beautiful wanan. Helen is consistently. 

presented _in the poem as ·b_eing ashamed of her role 'as this a.pxTJ xcixoov. 

With the first words she speaks in the epic, she wishes that thirigs 

had been different (3.173-76): 

I wish that vile death had been pleasing to me, when once I 
followed your son here,, •• But tha_t did not happen, and so 
weeping, I languish, 

Here Priam is kind to her, and so is Hector, who will hear her express 

this same wish again (6.344-48). 'lhe last time Helen speaks, she is 

weeping over Hector's body; she says (24. 764): "I wish I had died 

first" (i.e., before coming to Troy). Helen's characteristic wish 

throue,riout the Iliad is unattainab.le, as she realizes: no mortal can 

undo what is done. Nonetheless, her wish is most striking; it repre­

sents a drastic curse on her own existence, and reflects· the irrmediate 

share that she feels before the rul:i.ng family of cioaned Troy. 

Elsewhere in the Iliad, the shame_ of an imagined or imminent 

situation often produces a conditional death-wish. In Book 4, Agamemnon 

fears that if M=nelaus, recently wounded by Pandarus, were to die, the 

expedition would have been a failure and the Trojans would stamp on his 

brother's grave and mock his own defeat. He shudders and concludes · 

(182): 11 'lhen may the wide earth gape open for me! 11 Faced with the same 

possibility of inglorious defeat, a nameless Achaean in Book 17 urges 

the fight for Patroclus ' body by advocating death before disgrace ( 416-19) : 

H~re may the black earth gape open for us all; that would be 
much better for us if we let the horse-taming Trojans drag 
this body off to their city and win glory. 
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'lhis cold preference °for destruction to disgraceful failure persists, 

as we shall see, even in the world of fi~h-cent'ury . tragedy. 

Ironic foreshadowing gives a special poignancy to the conditional 

death-wishes of Hector and Andromache in the famous 6µ.L'll.Ca of Iliad 6~ 

With pathetic accuracy, they :lmagine· the life Andranache might have 

after Hector's death and the ensumg fall of Troy. She affinns (410-11): 

''When I lose you, it would be better for ire to sink into the gr:ound." 

He replies ( 464-65): "May a_ mound of earth cover me dead before I hear 

your cry as they carry ·you off into captivity." For Andromache the 

unbearable horror of the loss of her ~C'll.o~ (529f; 4llf) and for Hector 

concern for what people will say ( 459f) and the pain of their separation 

( 462f) would make them both want to quit life. 'Ihat this terrible sit­

uation will cane to pass is known to,. both ( 409f and 447f), and so their 

words have a striking sense of urgency. Hector's wish is_, of course, 

granted.but Andranache's is not. At the poem's close, we leave i;he 

wanan contemplating her future misery and lamenting that Hector did not 

die in her arms and speak his final words to her (24. 725-45). 

''lhe urgency evident in these Horreric death-wishes attains full 

.power in the :!mnediate death-wishes of the personal lyric poets. How 

many lines have been lost from the following fragment of Sappho (94LP) 

we cannot know; what remains opens (1-11): 

. --

~&Bvax~v 6' a66>..oo<; 6eA(()• 

2 ~ µ.& tLo6oµ.eva xa~&'ll.Cµnav&v 

·n6'll.'ll.a xat ~66' !&Ln.[ 

&ILµ.' roe; 6&1:va n&n[6v6]aµ.&v, 

5 Yan~' 1 ~ µ.av 0
1 aeXOL01 anllA.LiJ.TT.avro, . 

~av 6' lyro ~a6' ,aµ.&L~6µ.av· 

xaCpoLo' ~PX&O x~µ.&6&v 

µ.&µ.VClLO', olo6a yup &I~ O& ne6fptoµ.&v, 

( 



at 6e µ:fJ, aAA(l a' l!yc,:, a_i>.i,, 

-~µ.,ia~oa~[··· (.l]:[·••'•JJ.,d~ 

•• [ . J · xa t xlit •· enaaxoµ.&v · 
'And honestly I wish I were ·dead.' Weeping she left me;2 she 
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. said much and also this: 'What bad luck has been.ours'. Sappho, 
truly, -I leave you against my will.' I gave her this• answer: 
1Go ··and fare well,·. and remember me; you know how we cared for 
you. If_ not, ·yet ·1 would re.mind you ••• of our happy experience.' 

- .'lhe strength of the emotions which .held two lovers at the moment 

· of their unavoidable separation is effectively portrayed by the dramatic 

presentation of their conversation .. Sappho's speech conveys the joy and 

depth of their relationship, and her lover's . the sorrow of their in­

eluctable good-bye; the first line of tl'le frag,nent conveys the pain. 

'lhe wish to die is ~nt and inmediate. 3 

'lhere have been many discussions about whether this first line is 
\,.~•1· 

spoken by Sappho or by her departing lover; any answer is beyond proof and 

unnecessary as well, for the thought suits either speaker •. ~e e;:pressic::, 

the words, belong to the poet : Sappho. A lover I s wish to die may be even 

at this t:!Jre a convention, but the poet's succinct phrase seems -to re­

flect a· genuine emotion. 4 'A66)w:,c, :i.s often employed in the formula of 

_ solemn treaties and. is .· rare in poetry (Page · S&A 76) , but as Campbeil 

nbtes (GLPS. 278), it may have been a conmen expression, like the English 

"honestly".·. In my opinion, Sappho is giving a canmon thought a genuine 

emotional quality with this' word: "you may have heard this before, but 

this time I really rean it." 

2 Campbell·GLPS 278 notes that every other stanza ends with a pause. 
Gerber E 75 thinks "weepit1g many tears" is smoother, because he takes 
the first line to be spoken by· Sappho. Eithei; interpretation is 
possible;·•see below. 

·3--Fiankel EGPP 170-88 stresses these elements of Sappho's poetry. 

4 This is Bowra's view, GLP 192, and agrees'with U. von Wilamowitz­
Moellendoi'ff, Sappho undSimonides (Berlin 1913, 1:epr. 1966) 50. 



A portion of P. O:xy. 2322 contains 18 continuous lines by Anacreon 

(347 PMJ) which tell two seemingly distinct stories.5 Efforts to 
. -- - .- ,· ;. . ,'. . 

' ' ' 

connect the poem have been, .in general, unsuccessful. 6 '.Ihe second half 

contains a vividly dramatic wish Tor death ·(11-18): 

14 

18 

otx~pa 6~ ~pov&!v axou[ 

1:T)V apCyvOO't"ov yuva![xa 

nOAA(lXLc; ~~ 9TJ ~66' &tn·[&!v 

. 6aCµov' .ahL~e[v],;iv· 

cb]c; -~V di na00LµL, µryr&p, 

&_tl µ' aµ&CALXOV •<i>lpoucra .· 

. n]6nov la~aAOLc; euCov~a [. 

n]op~[up]toLOL x6µacrL[. 

].[ ] .. [] .. [ 
I hear that the easily-known lady has pitiful thoughts and that 
often sh_e says this, damning her luck: 'How. well off I ·would be,. 
mother, if you carried and .. tossed me into the ruthless sea that 
rages.with dark-gleaming waves.' 

, This "easily-known lady" "often117 repeats her wish which here is 

described in the conventional image of .the sea's destructive power. 

_'.Ihe uncertainty about the context makes it difficult to'detennine 

exactly · what the usually frivolous .l\nacreon is telling us. His intro­

·duction to the woman's speech is not very sympathetic, and her words 

· display more artistry than emotion. '.Ihe lack of context again ,limits 

cannent .on .another fragm:!nt 'of .Anacreon which is a _death-wish in a 

, ,: 

·s. Cf. Bowra GLP 278-82, and B. Gentili, Anacreon (Rome 1958) 52, 206-18. 

6 PMG !!EE.· crit. simply has the causti~ "ii sunt gui opinentur carmen 
nov= incipere," and Page is as brief in CR ns 9 ·(1959) 237; J. A. Evans,' 
"A Fragment of Anacreon (P.Oxy.2322)," S0.38 (1963) 22-24, suggests the 
woman in the-,second half grieves becauseshe cut the baby's hair in the 
firs.t; Gerber E 223 is convinced that they are two poems, yet his· text 

_prints them together! 

1 'l. have noted a similarity between these lines and Sappho 96 LP 2-5, but 
I cannot suggest that Anacreon is mimicking the Lesbian. In Sappho's 
fragment,'B. Marzullo,. Maia 5 (1952) 85f. sees a proper name: Arignota. 

' -
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first-person expression ( 411a PMG) : 

an6 µo~ 0av&!v y€vo~~•, 06 yup ~v &AA~ 

A6cr~, €K n6vrov y€vo~~· o65aµa ~oov5&, 

Would that I die: for there can be no other release at all from 
these troubles, 

'Ihe statement is explicit and direct; except for ccmnent on tmesis and 

hyperbaton, we can say no more than this. These lines are quoted for 

the sake ·of the meter by Hephae~tio (Enich.12.4,p.39 Consbr.) and be­

cause they follow after Anacreon's famous fragmentary image of "Love, 

like a blacksmith, ... " .(413 PMJ), many are inclined, without factual. 

basis, to take this death-wish in the context of a lover's pains. 

The poets, of course, frequently connect the .. themes of love and 

death. A well-known poem by Sappho which.describes the physical sym­

ptans of her love when jealousy inflanes it, thereafter concludes 

(31 LP 15-16) : 

. 
And I seem not far short of death, -

And another tantalizingly frag;nentary text contains the phrase (95 LP 11): 

xa~Sav~v 5' tµ&p6, ~~,, "a certain longing _to die". That this destructive 

desire of Sappho was caused by an unsatisfied love is "an obvious but 

• unverifiable conjecture," according to Page (S&A 86). Helplessness and 

suffering because of love is a' popular theme in Anacreon as well. 8 

Just as it remains impossible to determine what misfortune was so 

acute as to make death preferable in Anacreon's frag;nents; there is a 

8 E,~., 47 LP, 102 LP, 130 LP, etc.; 360 ~. 398 ~. etc.; see also 
Bowra GLP 192 for Sappho anddeath. -- ' 
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similar lack of contextual detail in this couplet of· 'Iheognis (819-20 W): 

tc; noluapl')'t'O~ xaxOv ~xoµev, ~v0a· µalLcrt"a 

K6pve ouvaµq,O"t"epouc;· µoi:pa lal30L 8ava,:ou • 

. We have come to an accurs~d ill, 9 where ·best the fate of death 

. might seize us both together, Cyrnus. 
' ' ' 

What circumstances p~ted this preference for· death can only' be .. 

suggested.10 Whatever it was, it was for the poet a fate. worse than 

death. 

(b) Fates Worse 'lhan Daath 

, .In the 'lheognidea, poverty is often and. earnestly repre~ented.as 

a disastrous misfortune that makes life unbearable. In a series of 

. gnanic-paraenetic verses to Cymus, the death-preference serves to under­

score th~ debilitat:lng power of nevC~ (173-82 !f): 

&v6p' aya0ov nevC~ nav't'CJlv_6aµv~aL µalLa,:a, 

xat yriproc; nolLou K6pve xat.~nLalou·. 

175 -l)v 6T) XPTJ (j)e6yov,:a · xat tc; µeyaxTJiea n6v,:o/ · 

~Ln,:e!v xat ne,:pewv K6pve xa,:' ·~lLl3a,:wv. 

xat yap avT)p nev C~L 6e6µ~µlvo<; o1h-l ,:L e tne!v 

olS,:' ~pl;aL Mva,:aL, yloooo Bl_ oL 6l6e,:a·L.· 

179 XPTJ yap oµroc; tn t .yrjv -re xat, eopea v&m 8a}..aoorJc; 

6C~~a8aL xaAen~c; K6pv& }..6aLv nevC~c;; 

,:e8vaµevaL q>CA& K6pv& n&VLX[)WL !3l}..,:epov av6pt 

-1\ _~oo&Lv xa}..en~L ,:&Lp6µevov nevC~_L. 

Poverty ove'rpowei:s a good man most of all things, Cymus, , and 
more than gray old age or fever.· One who ·escapes it must hurl 

9 I am convinced by van Groningen's.argument, p. 313, that this does not 
mean "much-desired ill." . 

·10 Th~ most common hypothesis is politlcal strife, for which see Young 
and van Groningen ad lac.; it can hardly be old' age,· unless Theognis and 
Cyrnus are absurdlythought coeval. There are other possibilities. · 
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himself into a sea with deep .gulfs and. from ·towering .cliffs. 
For- a,man reduced by poverty has no power to-'llpeak or act, and 
his tongue is tied.. Truly, both on land and on the broad back 
of the sea as well, one must search for release· from cruel 

,poverty. Dear Cyrnus, a poor man.is better off dead than beaten 
alive by cruel poverty. 

In the editions of West and van Oroningen these lines appear as 

three poems, but I prefer to treat them as one, after Young and Campbell.11 

I choose this approach because I appreciate the effectiveness of the 

balanced· sequence of thought: ( 1) in the first and third couplet, poverty . . . . . 

reduces a man to an unbearable condition; (2) in the fourth couplet, 

which expands XpT) cpe6yoy-ra in 175, escape.is imperative; (3) in the 

second and ·1ast couplet, a drastic measure is suggested. If we accept 

that these ten lines have a pattern of the same thought twice stated, 

we can see in the repetition of identical. words not tautology, but 

rhetorical anadiplosis .12 

The description of the dominating.power of poverty begins with the 

pleonastic nciv-rrov µcihO't'a, "most of all things". This manner of expres­

sion is quasi..,fornrulaic; in another passage (271~78 W), the misfortune 

of a father who is dishonored by ungrateful children is said to b;~ nciv-rrov 

xcix~O't'ov, "worst of all things"; in both examples, other mortal ills are 

mentioned only to be coqiared · and discounted. Clearly; this technique. of 

exaggeration intensifies.the horror of the poet's.present topic. 

A drastic cure takes the form of the proverbial image ·of jumping · 
. , . 

off a cliff into the sea. 13 However, the .second image of the sea (179-80) 

suggests a different, positive escape in.that it recalls Hesiod's words 

11 Young ad lee. sees_ a cohering rhyme; cf.. Campbell GLPS. 356. 

12 See H.W. Smyth, Greek Grammar (Cambridg·e, Mass. 1920, repr. 1973) 673; 
the surplus of intensive _particles indicates a rhetorical tone. 

13 Cf. the drunken Anacreon's "lover•s·.:leap" 376 PMG,. and Campbell 91Ps 323~ 
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1n the Works and Days which tell of his father who took to the sea 

q,&6yoov ••• xaXT)V nevCT]v,. "on the run from evil poverty" (637-38). But 

the chances of financial success are not high; .6.C~T]o6ac, "search out", 

is a verb that does not imply fulfiJment, and the final couplet · is . an 

aninous reminder that death is the ooly sure means of escaping poverty.· 

This despondent conclusion emphasizes the principal topic of this 

passage: the helplessness of a poor man. Poverty is given but one 

epithet,· and that twice, namely, xa}..&nT). Elsewhere in the Corpus this 

adjective denotes a "difficulty in dealing with"; it qualifies /!'TT] (588), 

oi;aac<; (78, 1082) and drunkenness(838); it describes np~~.<; dya8ou in 

contrast to the ease of acting b_adly (1028); in an emphatic tautology, 

it modifies dµTJxavCa which is pictured here as the offspring of poverty 

(392).14 In 619-20 W, the author "rolls il;J. dµT]xavCT]ccrc" because of his 

insufficient resources. In the passage quoted, the middle couplet makes 

it clear that a man is powerless under poverty's "subjugation"; here (177) 

6&6µTJµ€.vo<; reinforces MµvT]ac in 173; the binding of his tongue has a 

countel1)art; in the yoke metaphor for Pove~y later in the Corpus ( 649f. ) ; 

unquestionably, the loss of 66vaµc<; is canplete. 

While poverty deprives a man of the power to act in the 'Iheognidea, 

wealth bestows that power.15 718W contains ·an old max:uii: 

cli<; n}..oin:oc; n}..i;Ccrrrjv nciacv lx&c 66vaµcv ·· 

That wealth holds the most power for all. 

'Ihe politically frustrated Alcaeus offers the same thou@l.t, with this 

l4 Cf. 385 ~. Tyrtaeus 10 ~ 7-10; D.H. Abel, "Genealogies of Ethical 
Concepts, 11 TAPA 74 (1943) 97f. lists _E!:nia and am!!chania as the first 
tw.o members ·of the "negative family of Vice;" they are sisters who 
"subdue a·great people" in Alcaeus 364 LP. 

l5 See West STUDIES 171 for examples ofLthe power of action conferrei 
· by wealth in the Theognidea, but add 928 W. 



expansion (360 LP): 

xP1'Jµa~• ~v~p, TTBVLXPOs 6'ob6'&ts nel&~' lalos 066& ~(µLos 

Money makes the man, no poor man can be noble or honored. 

12. 

'Ihe actagel6 appears again in a frag,nent of Sophocles' Aleadae (88 JP) 

which begins . 

~a xP1'Jµa.~• dv9po,nOLaLV &bp(ox&L ~(lous, 

~69 Ls 6 & ~ Lµ.as • • • . 
Money finds friends for men, l 7 and distinctions besides ••• 

and concludes with an affinnation that wealth.provides the power to 

enter such places 

xr.bn69&v nev~s dv~p 

066' tv~uxcov 66va.L~' tlv Jv l~a.'i: ~ux&'i:v .' 

where a poor man cannot obtain access so as to.realize his 
desires. 

Debilitation by poverty is the core of the traditional canplaint: 

a poor man is deprived of the power to act.· As a result, he finds it 

difficult to obtain ~ep1j,Ls and ~(loL, and impossible to display c,p&'TTJ 

and win ~Lµf]. In short, a man who cannot make a living cannot make his 

life worth 11 ving. 18 

The preference for· death is also found in traditional canplaints 

about old age, which lament similar losses. Just as the Greek poets 

defined the limits 9f poverty by interplay with wealth, its polar 

16 It recurs most notably in Pindar Isth. 2.11; Page S&A 315 cites 
many parallels, to which one may add Euripides Phoen. 439-40. 

17 The connection between wealth and friends appears often in the Theog­
ni-dea (e.g. 29-38 W, 101-04 W, 667-82 ::,) and is a familiar theme even 
in modern Blues (e.g. "Nobody loves y.;~ when you're. down and out"). 

18 Phocylides 10 D: "Seek a living and, when you have found a living, 
seek arete. 11 



. · 13. 

opposite, so too they effectively portrayed the misery of yi'jpa.c; by 

~tithetic~ ~~trast with -lj~TJ.l9. A passage inciuded in the Theognidea . 

(1017-22'W) describes the poet's personal .panic over disappearing youth, 
' - ' ' 

which is called 1:&pnvov 6µ/:lc; xa.t .xa.)..6-.,; "delightful alike and lovely", 

and then continues (1020-22 W): · 

. a)..)..' 6ALY0XPOVLOV yCve't"O.L &Sonep 8va.p 

-lj~TJ ·nµ1Jeooiv -i;o 6' oo)..oµevov xa.i li'.µopcpov · 

. a.6-.Cx' !mep l<e(j)O.A'Q<; yi'\pa.c; tm &pxpeµa.-i;a L. 

But a span as brief as a d.ream has precious youth; and baneful, 
formless old age hangs· presently over our heads, 

'lhese three lines are printed within quotation marks by Young in his 

Teubner edition, 20 since they repeat almost exactly frag,nent ·5 !f21. of. 

Minmennus which c~ntinues with this descriptive couplet (7-8): 

ixepov 6µooc; J<(lL li'.1:Lµov, ~ -i;' li'.yv/JlO'l:OV 't"L8e! li'.v5pa., 

· ~)..an't"&L 6' 6q,9a.)..µouc; xa.t v6ov aµ(j)LX09ev, 

hateful alike and unhonored, which makes a man unrecognizable, 
· weakens the eyes and mind buried under •. 

'II:!. the Theognidean Corpus, the praise of youth and the horr0r of· 

old age are most often found in a sympotic framework as an exhortation 

to enjoy life while on~ can. 22 . 'lhe treatment of this dual theme is far 

more poigp.ant in the surviving elegiacs of M:imnermus who is•. in fact, 

famous for his ,j,6yoc; YT)proc;, 11 censure of old agell. 

'lhe misery •Of old age is vividly· depicted in .these short frag,nents 

of Milmennus (3 • 4 W) ; 

19 ·E.g. Theognis 527-28 ~; see ·especially Euripides HF 634-54 with H, 
Parry, AJP 86 (1965) 364-67 who cites numerous passages, 

2~_ c~. Wilamowitz, ~- cit. 285£. 

21 West prints.the whole poem as the wcrk of·Mimnermus. 

22 See G. Giangrande, "Sympotic Literat;ure and Epigram," Fondation Hardt 14, • 
~03. 



~o nptv loov xaAA"cn:oc;, ln~v napaµ&C\jr&~a" &p~, 
·006& na~p na"atv ~Cµ"oc; otl-r& ~CAoc;. 

14. 

Though in former days he was fairest,.when his youth's season 
passes, not even a father wins honor or love from his children. 

T"9oov6i" µev !':6oox&v gX&"V xaxov /!~evi;ov { - - } 

yrjpac;, a xat 9ava~ou ~Cysov apyaAeou. 

[Zeus?] granted Tithonus evil, immortal old age, which is even 
chillier than painful death. 

'Ille myth. of Tithonus probably had a special significance for M:illlnermus 

who viewed old age as a fonn of living death. .In an elegy (2 !'{_) that 

b~~ with an image of the brevity of life and youth (1-2),. the poet 

recalls the famous story of Achilles' two Fates 23 with a reference to 

the black Kfjp&c; which await us all: old age and death (3-7). After 

another :l.rnage of quickly passing youth (7-8), there is this couplet (9-10): 

· . a~up ln~v 5~ ~O\Yt"O ~eAOs napaµeC\jre~ac l6p~c; ,. 

a~Cxa 5~ ~e9vava" /3eA~.cov f\ l3Ccn:oc;• 

·But when this final stage of youth passes, then death is 
better than life. 

'Ille poem ends pessimistically with a catalogue of the miseries tr 'l.t 

beset an old man: poverty, unfulfilled desire for children, disease (11-

16). For Mirnnermus, old age is a Fate Worse Than Death. 
. . 

'Ille most popular elegy of M:!lllnermus (1 W) bluntly explains why an 
. . . . . 

old man is in a deplorable state. Qld age makes orie a taxpov 6µ6ic; · .xa t 

xaxov, "ugly alike and base" (6); the consequences. are ·clear in the 

pathetic ending of the poem (8-10): 

-- . 

065' aoyuc; npoaopoov ~epne~ac ~eA(ou, 

aAA' txepoc;· µev na"aCv, a~Cµaai;oc; 5e yuva"~Cv• 

oB~ apyaAlov yrjpac; ge~xe 9e6,; 

23 Il. 9. 4llf.; Bowrr, EGE 21 discusses .this section of the poem. 



He delights not in looking upon the rays of the sun, but is 
hateful to children and w1thout honor in the eyes of women; 
so painful has god made old age. 

15. 

An old man I s disgrace is so acute that_ he cannot take pleasure in the 

fundamental joy of looking on the sunlight; that the Greeks valued this 

joy is borne out by numerous references in their literature.24 More­

over, in his wasted state, an old man is denied even the canfort of day­

to-day pleasure. It is this loss in particular which prorrpts the wish 

for death that opens the elegy (1-2): 

~c~ Be ~Co~, ~c Be ~epnvov &~ep xpuofj~ 'A~poBC'tT]~; 

~e9vaCT)v, IS~e µcc µT)xhc '.t"ain:a µe}..oc, 

What life, what joy without golden Aphrodite? May I die when 
such things no longer concern me, ••• 

llie poet betrays his panic at the prospect of physical impotence which 

he cla~0s wi:!.:!. mark the end of a worthwhile life. 

For the Greeks, old age generally constituted· a man's removal 

from action. In some cases the old man is able to use his wisdom and 

wider experience25 to provide, as Nestor does, not fighting power- but 

the ~ou}..at yep6v~rov.26 However this is only one slight gain in the 

otherwise totally enfeebling process of age_27 and· is, in most cases,· 

of little advantage. 

24 E.g. Praxilla 747 PMG has the dead Adonis say, "The_ most beautiful · 
thing I leave i_s the light of the sun." 

25 Cf. Solon 18 W: "I grow old, always learning many things;" Euripides 
Phoen. 528-30, fc. 619 TGF2; Antiphon fr. 3 TGF2• 

26 E_.g. Il. 4.322-25; cf. Sophocles fr. 260 JP for additional examples. 
At the end of his long life, Bertrand Russell said that he found a·small 
compensation for his loss of the sex-drive- in the considerable amount of 
extra time it allowed him for thinking. 

27 Cf. the description of old age in Aristotle Rhet. 2.13, and in Horace 
~ !'..• 169f. along with C.0. Brink's cc,inmentary ad loc. 



16. 

At the beginn:ing of Euripides' Heracles, Amphitryon appears as 

the sole defense of the absent hero's family against the tyrant Iorcus. 

'!he old man says to his grandchildren (228-31): 

npoc; 5' ~µ• cr.oBevi'j q,O,ov 

5e56pxa~•, ob5&v ~v~a nATJV yAOOOOT]<; t6q,ov. 

~~ yap lxA&AOLnev ~\I nptv etxoµev, 

y(JpaL 5& ~poµepa yota xcr.µaopov oBlvoc;. 

)'.o_u look at me, a weak friend being nothing more than the sotmd 
of a tongue, The strength we once had has left; in old age we have 
trembling limbs and fading power, 

His· address closes a fine speech (170f.) with which he employs his 

remaining faculty to uphold Heracles' reputation in the wake of Lycus' 

slander. The aged Chorus is impressed, 28 but the yoimg tyrant mocks 

him (238-39): 

otl µ&v A&y' ~µa<; o~<; nen6p)"'.OOCL AOyo,<;, 

tyro 5e 5pa= a' cr.v~t ~oov A6yoov xaxoo<;. 

Go on, rant, pile up your tower of words! My actions, not my 
words, shall answer your abuse.29 

Amphitryon' s weakened flesh cannot serve his willing spirit, and i,e 

remains a yepov~• cixpetov, "useless old man" ( 42). 

Old age, lilie poverty, deprives a mart of the power to lead a good 

life, to stand strong for his friends and . against his enemies. But 

worse than poverty, it is hopelessly irreversible and, in a sense, more . 

debilitating. For instance, a sympotic quatrain in the Theognidea 

contradicts the earlier sent:l.ment30 that poverty is worse than old age 

28 The parodos included a similar lament for the Chorus' infirmity and 
a self-reference of being "mere words" -(111), 

29 Translation by W. Arrowsmith. 

30.173-74 .!'.!_, p, 9 above, 



( ll29-32 W) : 

tµnCoµaL· n&vC~s 0uµo~06pou ob µ&A&5aCvro, · 

065' civ5pwv exSprov ,ct µ& A&yoUoL xaxroc;. 

ciA,_",: 'lj~~v epa'TT)v OAo~6poµaL, 'lj µ' lnLA&Cn&L, 

XAaCro 5' cipy~}.;eov yi'Jp~s ln&px6µ&vov. 

17. 

I will drink my fill with no care for heart-killing poverty, or 
for my enemies who speak badly of me'. ·But I lament lovely youth, 
which is slipping from me, and I cry out at painful old age 
approaching. 

This selection is a variation of the familiar elegiac gnome, "not for a 

price can you escape death or old age. n3l The sentiment, a poor young man 

has an access to sane. pleasures of life that an old ri.ch man cannot enjoy, 

is in my opinion closer to general truth than Theognis' earlier contention 

of the opposite. This obvious contradiction within the Corpus delights 

the so-called separatists who take an autobiographical approach to this 

wcrk; but aside i':ran that, it raises a.'1 :important q_uestion. How sincere 

are these unequivocal statements of a preference. for death? 

The .fra@nents of Mimnermus present such a passionate, gloany des­

cripticx1 of the horrors of old age that his death-wish is readily accepted. 

The confusing te_stimonies concerrung his life make it impossible to know 

whether his wish to die at sixty32 was realized, but if it was not, would 

he have welcaned or even sought death? It is a ccmmon belief that old 

· people cherish life all the more; this is demonstrated by what A. M. Dale33 

calls a piece of "trenchant popular morality" with which Euripides has 

Aclmetus end his bitter condemnation of the father who refused to die in 

31 Solon 24 W 9-10 = Theognis 727-28 W. 

32 Mimnenr.us 6 w. -- -
33 Euripides: Alcestis (Oxford 1954) ad loc. My uncle once told me that 
old folks have trouble sleeping because their bodies instinctually demand 
as -much of the little time that is left as possible. \ 



his stead (Alcestis 669-72): 

µa:tT)V -~p• oL"yePoV~&~ &6xov~a• 9av&'i:v, 

yi'jpa~ t&yov~&, xat µaxpov xp6vov ~Cou· 

f)v: 5' lyyu, !'),Sri• 9ava~o~, o65&ts ~06),.&~ac 

9v'll•DX&•v, ~o yi'jpa~ .5• ·ooxe~• lcrr' a~o'i:~ ~ap6. 

18. 

Idly do old men plead for death, complaining about old age 
and life's long span; .if death should come near, no one wants 
to die, and old age is no longer heavy upon them • 

.An old person tends to hang on even more dearly to life because his age 

reminds him that time is short. This is nicely demonstrated by the only 

poem of .Anacreon I s serious enougj:l to find- a place in Stobaeus' Anthology. 

Despite the frivolous· rreter, the second half is an understandable reac­

tion to the threatening pranise of old age (395 PMG 7-12) :34 

I 5•<1 ~ati-t-' a.vacrra),.6~o:i 

9aµa Ta~apov 5&5o•xro~• 

'At5&o:i yap lcrr• OHVOs 

µux6~, a.pya),.~ 15' ls a~ov 

xa~o6o~• xat yap e~o'i:µov 

xa~a~av~• µT) a.va~~vai.. 

Because of this [yl'jpa,J I weep often, afraid of Tartarus: for 
the pit of Hades is horrible, and difficult is the road down to 
it. And it is certain that he who goes down can never come up. 

'Ille human dread of death and the natural instinct for self-preser-

- vation do not minimize these poetic expressions of death-wishes and 

death-preferences. Rather than raising suspicion about· the sincerity of 

these poets, the ingenuous reluctance to die forces us to take their 

calls for release all the more seriously. Like the modern mother's 

threat, "If you drown in that canoe, I' 11 kill you! 11
, these conventional 

eJC_pressio.ns are genuine reflections of the gravity of a situation. F;,r 

34 By all means see Giangrande, ~.cit. 110 on this passage for his 
singular interpretation. r 



M:imnermus, the helplessness and disgrace of old age clearly make an 

earzy death the better Fate. For others, the best is never to have 

been born. 

(c) The Use Of Convention35 

19. 

When the poet of the Worlcs and Days reaches .the beginning of his 

· description of the fifth age, the present one, a burst of passion 

wrenches him away frcm the narration; he exclaims (174-75): 

µ~xe~• ~nee~' lScpeAAOV tyro neµn~occrc µe~e1vac 

&.v6pa.crcv, 6.AA' f\ np6o0e 0ave1v f\ lfau~a yeveo0ac. 

Would that I were no longer part of the fifth generation 
of men, but had died before, or was born after. 

Hesiod had previously described the powerful and glorious men of old, 

and the process of degeneration Khich can go no lower tha.'1 t:iis. 36 This 

life is hard; Hesiod wants no part of it. 

In his Consolation to Apollonius, Plu:tarch37 tells a folk-tale 

that h~ credits to Aristotle. Midas was said to have captured the 

prophetic satyr, Silenus, who was able to regain his freedom by supplying, 

after much persuasion, the answer to the king's query about the best and 

most preferable of all things for mankind. 38 Silenus' words are the 

·35 I am of course indebted to Gordon Williams' approach to poetry in 
Tradition and Originality in Roman Poetry (Oxford 1968) and to the 
instruction of my supervisor on the importance of context.· 

36 Or ~o we might infer from his emotional wish and the subsequent 
prediction of Zeus' destruction of this race, 

37 Cons.ad Apoll.115, Arist, fr.44 R; questions by most modern scholars 
al>_out the authorship of this work result in the name "Pseudo-PlutarcJ-.". 

38 Virgil's adaptation of this story in Eclogue 6 is cosmogonical and 
mythological; cf. Rohde Psyche n, 10 to chap.12 for modern comments on 
the fable. 



20. 

fullest expression of a pess:!mistic outlook on life; it is found often _ 

and nearzy always in the same form in Greek literature.39 It first 

appears in the '.Iheog):lidea ( 425-28 W): . 

· ntiv-roov µ.&v µ.T) q>tivcu ,ln LX0ov to LcrL v l!p LO-.Ov, 

µ.~a• lcrLo&:v aoya~ 6~€0~ ~&Atou, 

,q>6v-ra 5' /Sn~ c!lxLo-ra niiAa~• 'A!oao n&pi'jaa:L 

xat x&tcr0aL noAATJV yi'jv lnaµ.~crcrµ.&vov. 

Best of al~ it is for mortals not to be born and not look on the 
keen sun's rays, but, once born, to pass as quickly as possible 
through the portals of Hell, and to lie buried, having a heaped 
up mound of earth. 

\ 
'.Ihe two hexameters ( 425 ,. 427) are without doubt proverbial; van 

Groningen notes: "c'.est le cas de toute expression devenue proverbe et 

souvent citee de memoire. II So it is understandable that Young's Teubner 

edition pr:ints them within quotation marks, but it also beyond proof, 

for we know of no earlier source frcm which it could have been taken. 40 

The pentameters do have the appearance of being added on to well-known 

· lines which, if old indeed, would likely have taken the shape of hex­

ameteri,. Without evidence, we can only trE1at them as a quatrain of the 

Theognidea. However, discussion of this conventional expression in 

later lyric poetry will be profitable, 

Sophocles makes notable use of this convention in the Cedipus at 

Colonus. Theseus returns with the daughters of Cedipus (1099f.) whcm he 

has rescued from Creon's brigands, but he also brings the news that -

39 Van Groningen, commenting on the passage below, has a complete list 
(to my knowledge) of the twelve other authors in antiquity who use it. 
Cf. also the epitaph in A.P. 7.309: "I, Dionysius of Tarsus, sixty, lie 
here never having married -:_ I wish my father had not." 

40-campbell GLPS 366 maintains with Young that the source is the Certanen 
Homeri et He~i, but West's competent article in the ~. 2-·~·, 
convinces me of a later date for that work. 



his hated son, Po:cyne_ices is asking for an audience with his blinded 

··father ~1161-62). .After much persuasion (ll79-1203) ~ Oedipus agrees to 

reet him. 'lheseus_ leaves Oedipus to ponder his confrontation with _his 

. son, and in the interlude, the Chorus sings, the, triadic Third Stas:!.mon 

which begins (1211-39): 

1215 

· 1220 

1225 

1230 

·8cn-Lg ~ou nAfovog µepoug 
/I N ii' " ' ' XPT]Ll;:&L ~o_u µ&~PLOU n11p&Lg 

l;'.oo&LV, OXllLOOUVllV ~UAaO-

OOOV lv lµot x11~a6T]AOg im:11L. 

lnet nOAAa µev 11L µ11xp11t 

aµepllL Xll~ee &V~O 6T) 

Aun11g lyy~fpro., ~a ~ep- . 

nov~11 6' o6x 8.v {6oL<; /Snou., 

8~11v ~Lg lg nAeOV neOT]L 

~ou 6fov~og • 6 6' lnCxoupog ·tcr~&A&cn-og, 

NAL6og 8~& µo!p' dvuµevllLOg 

/(Aupog /(xopog dv11ne~T]v&, 

8av11~og lg ~&A&~av. 

µT) ~uv11~ ~ov ~n11v~11 VL-

xa.·L A6yov · ~o . 6' , ln& 1 ~llVTj'L , . 

~fjv11L xetcr' 6n68ev nep l')-

X&L noAo 6e&t-epov rog ~axLcn-11. 

rog. &6-.' 8.v ~o vlov n11pT]L 

xo6~11g d~pocr6v11g ~epov, 

~tg nAayx8TJ noAo µ6x8og ~-

1235 x11t ~6VOL• ~6 ~& Xll~aµeµn~ov lnLAeAO'('X& 

. n6µa.~ov axpa.~eg dnpoooµLAOV 

yijpa.g. I(~ LAOV, . iva. np6l1a.v~ci . 

lv' cJL ~Mµrov 86', obx_lyoo µ6vog,: •• 



22. 

Wh6ever desires a larger measure, ill-content· wi.th a moderate ... 
life span, will be in my· opinion ari obvious retainer of fool:.; __ 
ishness. For the. long days lay up full many things nearer, to 
pain, 'but as for delights you will no.t ,kn9w their place; when 

' .. one has slipped beyond a due term. The Deliverer is accomplished 
for all alike, when Hades' lot, with no·wedding-song, no lyre, · 
no dance, has suddenly appeared,. namely,·neath at the end. 

Not to be born surpasses every estimation; \,'ut when he has come 
to light, by far the.next best. is to·go as quickly as possible 
to the place from which he Ii.as· come·. For •when once he has let 
by youth's buraen of light follies, what vast trouble is beyond 
that range? 'What-suffering isnot·therein?. Envy,. discord, 

":. ·; , .. , . -strife, battles and.,killings. The .disparaged,. final. lot· next 
falls to him, strengthless, .unsociable, and friendless old age, 
where every evil of evils abides. 

At that point is the wretch here, not I alone, •.• 

en the lines that begin the antistrophe (1224-27), the Scholiast 

quotes the Theo¢dean passage and calls the -sentiment 1:0 },,eyoµe11011. 

llie poet expands this thougµt by revealing the discouraging pranises of 

mortality; he presents the ontogenetic figure of a man who, if he man­

ages to survive the·many dangers and pains of life, will endure the 

degradation of enervating old age. The strophe (1211-23) is a forlorn 

lament on the human condition which begins·.with the familiar: condemnation 

of fools who yearn for longevity, •and ends with the allusion to the two 

black Fates of mortals: joyless old age or gloany deliverance, and, in 

either case, death at the end. 

Sophocles I treatment of these familiar. themei( by far surpasses the 

work of the elegists. Note,. for example, the three ?-privative adjectives 

·he uses to describe both death and old age; they conyey the negative 

aspects, the pathetic sense of loss. 41 And the lyrical quality of his 

4l Cf. Iphigenia's description of her wretched state in Euripides IT 220: 
"I am hushandless, childless, friendless,· and a citizen of nowhere-:1' This 
apt translation is S. Barlow's, The Imagery of Euripides (London 1958) 26 •. 



23. 

rendition (1224-25) gives powerful life to what migpt otherwise have 

been a cold convention. 

With the opening words of the epode (1239), the Chorus points to 

Oedipus who stands on stage. After bemoaning the sorrow' of Man; then of 

one nameless' man in particular, they present this tortured, blind old 

, wretch as a visible example of outrageous mortal suffering. This tele­

scopic movement from a general idea to a specific 'reference is a tech­

nique used elsewhere by Sophocles with equal dramatic effectivene;s,.42 , 

When the. hapless Oedipus· is in focus, he is canpared to a sea-beaten · 
' 

rock in a simile whose lyrical quality evokes the repetitive, 'wailing 

. soi.md of funereal gtl~f •.. Like other Sophoclean choral odes, 43 this one 

could stand apart fran the drama. Nevertheless, it serves a dramatic 

function:. "it prepares for the catastrophe by representing Oedipus' old 

age as a misery fran which death will be a welcane release." 44 

'.Ihe traditional conceit, "Death the Releaser",• is alluded to in 

two striking words (1220): tn(xoopo<; Looi:eAeO't"o<; •. '!he translation of 

the latter found in the ISJ is Jebb·' s: 11 coming at the end to all alike". 

'.Ih:is rare adjective describes a familiar attribute·, of death; the sense 

appears again in a fr~ent of Sophocles' Philoctetes at Troy (698 JP): 

aAA' ioe• 6 9avai:o<; AD!mlo<; Lai:po<; v6orov 
I 

Death at the last is the healer of diseases. ----. 

The idea has an explicit expression at the end of the strophe (1223), but 

' ' ' 

42 T,B.L. Webster, An Introduction to Sophocles (Oxford 1936) 115 has 
other examples. · 

43 G. Kirkwood, A Study of Sophoclean Drama (Ithaca 1958) 201. 

44· H.D,F. Kitto, Greek Tragedy (3rd ed. London 1.961) 392; cf. Creon's .. line 
(955): "The dead feel. no pain," and Jebb' s note on l 211-48;Kirkwood,. ~• 
cit. 261, has an interpretation which is· less convincing: he saw an ironic 
contrast to the bold "inner-strength" Oedipus will display in.the next 
scene .. 



24. 

here, the noun which suggests "Releaser" is rich in connotations. It is 

used in HCXJEr to refer t'? barbarian allies at Troy, in the Historians to 

mean mercenary 'troops, and in a lyric passage of the Oedipus Tyrannus 
.. 

(497) for an "avenger of the dead". Again, the poetic skill of Sophocles 

transcends cliche in treatment of a universal theme, for Death is not 

· merely a "remedy", but scmething like a "forei@:l agent brought in for 

assistance cornnonly by all" • 

1 ' As· so often in Greek poetry, here we see how a . conventional theme 

can acquire a fresh vitality through its use in a context which.shows its 

particular as well as its universal relevance, and through skillful 

choice of words. To illustrate the·vital±zing power of poetic technique, 

I shall consider two other examples that treat, respectively, the two 

conventional themes "better never to have been born" and "death as a 

release". They are taken from the mythical digressions in the epinician 

odes of two different poets. 

The myth in Bacchylides' 01e 5 is prefaced by the statement that 

not even the most famous and prosperous mortal is happy in all things 

(50-5'.i):; Heracles and Meleager verify, in their different ways, the truth 

of this maxim. On his errand to fetch Cerberus, Heracles meets the 

ghost of Meleager within the gates of Hades, and listens to his pitiful 

story. Then, and then alone ( 155), Alcmene I s son weeps; he says to the 

.dead hero (160-64): 

8vn~otaL µ~ ~uvnL ~epLITTov 

µ~6' d&A(oo npoaL6&tv 

~ey-yo~· dAA' 06 yap ~c~ iITTLV 

npu~~~ ~a6& µopoµ&VOL~, 

XP~ xei:vo A&y&.LV lhL xnf µ&AA&L ~&A&tv. 

i 

' ' 
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Best for mortals not to have been born and to look on the light 
of the sun. Still, there is no use mourning ~hese things; a 
man must talk of that which he is in. fact likely to accomplish. 

The first sentiment is a crudely abridged quotation of Theognis 425 !i_. 

The second observation of Heracles more faithfully reproduces "Haner, 

Od. 10.202 := 568: 

~XX' ob yap~"~ np~~"~ lyCyvg~o µupoµlvo"cr"v. 

And yet nothing was accomplished by lamentations. 

But Bacchylides ; un:imaginati ve adaptation of conventions, word for word, 45 

does not as a rule cllininish his special talent for narration. His crisp, 

undistracting language keeps his stories moving -at a skillfully planned 

pace. In this passage, however, Heracles' bland expression of a familiar 

commonplace brings the narration to an abrupt halt . · The poet 's attempt 

to have his character deliver a sympathetic reaction clearly fails. 

Gerber's canments (~ '356) on these lines are in fact an accurate 

and unacknowledged restatement ·or Jebb's observation: "Its pathos is 

enhanc;c,d by virtue of its caning from Heracles, • the unconquered• , ( v. 57) • 11 

It is unfortunate that Gerber arlits the rest of Jebb's canment, which 

expresses his uneasiness about the curious application of this gnane to 

M:!leager's story: 46 

A subtler poet would scarcely have made him say' it here, within 
the gates of Hades, ••• for the first part of the adage, ••• in­
evitably suggests the other which is not spoken, -- 'and next 
best, to die soon. 1 

45 It is this Ode which contains almost exactly (31-33) Pindar's opening 
words of Isth. 4. ·It is said Pindar calls him an ape in Pyth. 2.72-73; 
.£!.• C.M. Bowra, Problems in Greek Poetry (Oxford 1953) 74£. 

46 R.C. Jebb, Bacchylides: The Poems and Fragments (Cambridge 1905, r~pr. 
Hildesheim 1967) ad loc. Jebb favors· Sophocles' treatment, p. 21 abo~e. 



Other modem conmentators · dutifully note the "pathos" of this scene; in 

my opinion, it has all the pathos of a sympathy card. In any case, what­

ever pathos this passage can be said to .have is obliterated by Heracles' 

next sentence, when he asks ~leager i:r' he has any good-looking sisters . · . . 

(165-69). 

Heracles' question makes it · obvious ·that the poet's interest was 

not in evoking pathos - though he- canes close with the narrative .descrip­

tion of the ooly tears the hero-ever shed - but that he was involved .in 

telling the story. . ~leager answers that 'he does have. a marriageable 

sister, Deianeira, "Man-Destroyer" (172-75). 'Ihe narration begins again 

with :3- startling jolt and, paradoxically, closes at the same time with 

the ironic resolution that Heracles has sought and found, in Hades, the 

agent of his own destruction. 47, 

It'is admittedly unfair and in most cases unprofitable to compare 

Bacchylides with .Pindar. I would like to stress that my goal is to 

demonstrate how a poet employs traditional theme.s. · As it happens, Bac­

chylides' attempt in the last example is disappointing, and Pindar's in 

the next shows how he succeeds with his usual mastery. 

Pindar's Nemean 10 contains a version of the myth of the sons of 

I.eda, Castor and Polydeuces. 'Ihe poet uses both their traditional 

patronymics, the Tyndaridae (:!_. ~-, the sons of 'fyndareus) and the Dioscuri 

(i.~., the.sons ·of Zeus). In the story of their last battle (59f.), 

Castor, the true Tyndarid, is stabbed by Idas who then launches an attack 

with his brother lijnceus on Polydeuces. The latter kills lijnceus, and 

47 A version of this same story is said _by the scholiast on Il. 21. 194 
to. have been told by Pindar; in his ver,;ion, Meleager begged Heracles to 
marry Deianeira. Jebb. discusses the ·effectiveness of both versions with : 
his usual commanding insight in his Appendix, ££_.cit. 472. 
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then Zeus strikes the other with a thunderbolt which consumes both, their 

bodies. Immediately, Poiydeuces rushes to his fallen brother and finds 

Castor at the point of death. Helpless with grief, he prays (76-79): 

Kpov (oov, ,rCi; 

lµot 6a.va,rov 

WL6' lnC'.t"&Llov, &val;. 

oEx&'.t"aL '.t"Lµa ~C)wiv ,ra~Cl:µ6'\ICllL 

cruv 

q,c,:tt"C, naupoL 5' lv no'\IOOL nLCYt"Ot ~pwrov 

xaµa.,rou µ&,ralaµ~a.v&~v. 

Father, Son of Cronos, what release will there be from sorrows? 
To me as well grant death with him, lord. Honor goes from a man 
deprived of dear ones. In trouble, few mortals may be-trusted 
to share one's labors. 

When this passage is considered out of context, the words of Poiydeuces 

over his dying brother appear to be conventional expressions of grief. 

His thoughts are familiar and simplY stated: the rhetorical question 

:Implying _no escape, the direct wish for death, the reflection that one's 

'.t"LµT) dies with one's ~CloL, the traditional complaint that in times of 

trouble men cannot be trusted. Yet each of these e;l.ellll:ents is enhanced 

in meaning and· emotional impact by Pindar's use and presentation of the 

11\Yth. 

The poet begins the story with the end; The fourth strophe (55f.) 

describes the conman destiny enjoyed by the Dioscuri, who live one day 

on Olympus with Zeus, "dear father", and the next day in a place below 

the earth. Polydeuces chose this destiny. rather than be a god alone 

when Castor fell. So the audience knows even before his prayer that 

Poiydeuces will be _given a choice, and which one he will take. Thus, 

each phrase of his speech is richlY laden with meaning. 

His. wish for death ·is boldly ironic; his question about looL<; will, 
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-
· we lmow, be, cll1SWered by 7.eus himself. . Though Polydeuces is seek:!ng the 

release. of death, his irnrrortal father, :ln :!mnediate reply, offers him 

the choice of eternal -life and escape from "death as well as ·hateful old 

age" (83), or the curious quasi..:life with Castor which he takes without 

hesitation (89). '.!he "release from sorrows" (,.6cr.c; rr&v9eoov) was not 

death for Polydeuces, but life for Castor, as the poem's final ·1:ine 

emphasizes (90): 

·ava 6' g,_ucr&v µev 6~9aAµ6v, ~rre.~a 6e ~vcrv 

xa,.xoµC~pa Ka=opoc;. 

He freed the eyes, and then the voice o-f bronze-belted Castor. 

In this way did Zeus, in response· to 'Polydeuces' canplaint about the 

dearth of mortals who are rr.=oC (78), prove the truth of the maxim that 

closes the fiisst section of the poem before the telling of the myth (54): 

xat µCl.v · 9e00v ·rtt.O"t'Ov y&voc; .• 

I; truth, the race of gods is trustworthy.48 

Polydeuces' explanation of his call .for the release of deat". is 

very explicit (78): he lost his ~C,.oc; and hence also ~.µa. These losses 

lead him to feel that life itself is deprived of value .. This sentiment, 

so neatly crystallized by Pindar in a s:lngle sentence, can be paralleled 

in fifth-century tragedy, which here, as so often, reflects the tradi­

tional scheme of Greek values. In Pindar and :ln trageay49 honor and all 

48 The placement of this line at .the end. of the epode practically ensures 
that the audience will recall. it· during Polydeuces' speech. 

49 For the Homeric view of friendship and honor, which is generally re­
flected in later tragedy, see e.g,. A.W,H. -Adkins, "'Friendship' and 'Self­
Sufficiency' in Homer and Aristotle," CC~ 13 (1963) 30f. and '"Honour' and 
'Punishment' in the Homeric Poems;'' BIG!~ 7 (1960) 23'-.32. 
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worth are frequently dependent on friends •. 

(d) 'Ihe Value Of Ll.fe: TLµT}, <PL).r.a 

In this final section, I shall briefly exarrrlne sane strlidng treat­

ments of these ideas in the plays of Sophocles and Euripides. It will be 

apparent that the closely linked ideas of ·nµT} and cpL).r.a had for the 

Greeks a_personal :Importance which was, :in a very strict sense, vital. 

First, Sophocles' Electra. In a recent paper, C.P. Segal50 somewh~t 

overstates a valid po:int on this play: "In no other Sophoclean play is 

death (literally and metaphorically) so dominant a there." The title 

character, as only one example, longs for death and is visibly near death 

because of her grief for a dead man and for a man who is not really dead; 

in addition, Electra longs for, plots and ultimately accanplishes the 

murders of her enemies. The issues and ideas beneath this theme will 

appear in the following brief SUlllll8r,Y. 

In t~ Prologue, Orestes the avenger (·nµrop6c;, 14) prays that he 

might not leave "without honor" (li·nµoc;, 71); he clearly conceiw, this 

-i;LµT} in tenns of material possessions (72). In the Paredes, Electra's 

thoughts repeatedly tum to the memory of AgaIJEmon and his death, and 

to her desire for vengeance; "how can it be right to neglect the dead?" 

she asks (237). His murderers' insults and their presence in Agamemon's 

own hane are, for his daughter, further justification of her present 

grief and c:bsession with revenge (254-309). 

50 "The Electra of Sophocles," TAPA 97 (1966) 485f. In this lengthy article 
he presents a full and interesting discussion on the relationship of the 
life-death interplay to the play' s structure. and symmetry. Crucial here, of 
co.urse, is the initial plan adopted by Orestes who allows the old Tutor to 
report his "death" to the royal house cf Argos. 
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Electra's problem is that she has no ~CAo<; av~p (188) to cane to 

her assistance; she is literally helpless (143, 230) and virtually dying 

of grief (304). She prays for Orestes' return,. and admits to the Chorus 

that the hope that he will not fail his ~CAOL is her only reason .to live 

(322-23). At this point, her· sister Chrysothemis enters on the heels of 

a pertinent rerrruk by the Chorus about their blood-ties (324f.). But in 

Electra Is view, Chrysothemis is no ~CAT]: her refusal to respond with 

actions to the claims of ~LACa and her cowardly acquiescence in the rule 

of Agamemnon's murderers make her a betrayer of ~CAOL (368, 395). ~e 

can, therefore, understand Electra's reaction to the news of Orestes' 

"death"; it means her death, too (674, 677). All her hopes have died 

with rum and above all, her hope of vengeance (807-12). Now she is alone 

and no longer will she share the house with murderers ( 812-18) . She con- . 

tinues (819-22): 

nap&!cr'lµatnTJv &~LAO<; abavoo ~Cov. 

npoc; 1:a'ln-ci xaLVl'Wl 't"L<;, el ~ap6ve1:aL, 

1:wv ·~v6ov line.iv· cbc; xa.pL<; µl11, fiv x1:a.vT]L, 

AOilTJ 6', l&v );co· wu ~Cou 6' ob6et<; n60oc;. 

Lying down, friendless, I shall waste my life away. For that, 
let anyone in the house, if angry, kill me. It would be a favor 
if I die, agony if I live. Longing for life is no more. 

. ' 

When Chrysothemis appears with a lock of· Orestes' hair she discovered 

en Agamemnon's tonb, Electra rejects this token; OrestE;s is dead, Hades .has 

all their ~CAoL, and they are all alone (924, 948-50). Electra implores 

her sister to join together and kill Aegisthus, for thereby they will win 

eBXAeLa and indeed mdying fane (947f.); she concludes with the assertion 

that l-;;fiv atcrxpov atcrxpwc; 1:o'i:c; xctAW<; ne~ux~crLv, "shameful it is for the 

n:;bly born to live shaiiEfully" (989): When her sister refuses to help, 

Electra decides to seek revenge by herself. But before she acts, Orestes 
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, appears :In disguise and present::; h:::. with the um that .supposedly contains 

his ashes. In Electra's view~ honor is gone along with her 'l'O,o<;; she is 

noth:lng now (1166), and wants to die "';1-th Orestes, to be with him in the 

grave, for she sees that "the dead feel no pa:ln" (1170). So ends her 

moving lament over the um. orestes, who has listened for fourty-four 

l:lnes, can keep silent no longer and exposes the truth. Once Electra 

underst~ds the situation, she embraces life with all the fervor of her 

earlier rejection of it; she embraces Orestes,. and soon her demand:lng 

~sire for vengeance will be satisfied. 

'lhat desire has its starting-point in the ethic, "aid your friends 

and hann your enemies" (cf. 355..:56). In this play, Electra's ability to 

act on these lines is frustrated by the power of her enemies and her lack 

of friends; she can neither hann her enemies, her mother and her lover, 

nor can she aid her (j)C\oL until Orestes returns. Until then, her shame 

and helplessness are gradually turning Electra into a lifeless corpse. 

I tur_n now to Sophocles' Antigone. Creon's plea for death in the 

final Komnos comes from a man whose misguided belief that he alon,, !mows • 

what is right for 'Ihebes and what treatment should be afforded the bodies 

of Polyneices and Eteocles, together with his concern for his reputation, 

has resulted in his loss of (j)C\o•. The collapse of his house has made 

him a "living' corpse" (1167). At first, Creon realizes that his misfortune 

was caused by his own 5tJcr~otJ\Ca•, "ill counsel" (1269); but still, he tries 

to blame "some god" (1271-75). When he learns that his wife Eurydice died 

cursing him as a na L5ox't"6vo<;, ":Infanticide", he wishes that someone might 

slay him (1304-11). His life is merely a living death (cf. 1325), and he 

mes out :In pain (1328-33): 



f 't"Cll ~,::.: , 

(jlaVTj't"OO µ6pCllV b xaAALO't"' lµwv 

tµot -.&pµCav &yc,iv &.µepav 

Bna-.oc; · hoo t't"Cll,. 
ISnooc; µT]xl-.' Jµap &AA' &taCoo:i. 
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Come, let it appear, the fairest of my fates bringing to me a 
final day, best of my fates by far; come, let it.pass that I 
never look on another day: · 

'Ibis prayer sums up all his desires (1336), but it is not f'Ulfilled. As 

the Chorus indicates, there is no escape fran destined woe (1337-38), and 

at the end of the play Creon is led away. I:espised by, and bereft of his . 

-(jlCAoL, he will die a death, now or later, which will be what Antigone 

swore she would never endure: oo xaAoic; Sav&'i:v", "to_not die well" (96-97). 

Fran the outset of the play, Antigone's concern is her duty to her 

dead brother Polyneices. At any cost, she will guarantee his 't"LµT) ( 2lf. ) ; 

it will be xa;.,.6v to bury him, her (jl,Aoc;, and then die herself (72). 

Confronte·d by Creon, she admits that she !mew she faced death for burying 

her brother., but death co~s to all in time, and she counts an early 

death a gain in her circumstances ( 458-70). Glory will be hers (~;02-04). 

She rejects Is~ne's offer to die along with her by saying that she alone 

chose to die (555) in service to the dead (560). 

In the Sophoclean play that bears his name, : Ajax chooses death 

rather than life ( 473-80): 

~taxpov yup &v6pa ~00 µaxpoo XP~L~&LV ~Cou, 

xaxo'i:a~v ISO't"L<; µT]6Ev l!';aAAaaa&'t"aL. 

't"( yup !lap' ~µap ~µepa 't"&pll&LV ~XEL 

npooB&'i:oo xavaSe'i:oo -.oo y& xa-.eav&'i:v( 

obx 8:v llpLaCµT]V ob6&voc; A6you ~pO't"rov. 

ISO't"L<; x&'lia'i:aLv lAnCaLv 9&oµaCv&'t"aL. 

&.AA' fi xaMic; ~fiv fi xaAoic;· 't"&9VTJX&VaL 

-.ov &oy&vfj XPTJ• 



For it is shameful for a man to desire long.life, who finds no 
change in troubles. Whai: juy·-is there, day after day, in moving 
towards, then moving back from death? I rate a man as worthless, 
who is warmed by idle hopes. Rather, either to live well or else 
to. die well must a well-born man choose. 

lliese words conclude a deliberation on the possibility of living without 

. . q,C:\.oL and ·nµ-/j. R. Lattimore rightly says, ".Ajax has seen his death is 

necessary by sheer logic. 11 51 Once he discovers how he has been tricked 

by Athena, he repeatedly prays for death. He is &·nµo<; ( 426, 440) . He 

is, in any case, in danger of being killed, for he is hated by gods and 

men alike (457-59). Now a laughing-stock before· the Greeks (454), .Ajax 

considers facing his once valorous father, but .he says, "It cannot be 

endured" (466). He has nowhere to go; death is his only escape. He lives 

in a world in which friends and enemies change places (678-83). It is 

no world for .Ajax.52 

In these plays by Sophocles, we see how characters respond to the 

clroms of q,L:\.ta and ·nµ-/j, even to the point of giving up their lives, and 

how the los_s of friends and honor makes death preferable to life. _Many 

plays of Euripides touch on s:imilar concerns. I deal here with c•;uy one 

play, the Heracles, where, as so often in Euripides, we can observe the 

salutary effect of <pL:\.Ca and its close links with ~Lµ-/j, 

J\mphitryon delivers the Prologue of the_ Heracles and describes the 

bleak situation: Heracles is in the Underworld, his. family is threatened 

with death, and there is no promise of help. He concludes with the bit­

ter and traditional canplaint about the unreliability of friends in mis­

fortune (55-59). Later, Megara-twice repeats this corrmonplace (559, 561) 

5~ The Poetry of Greek Tragedy (Baltimore ·and Oxford 1958) 77. - . . 

52 Cf. B.M. Knox, "The Aj·ax of Sophocl~s," ~ 65 (1961) 17; in this 
article Knox shows how the ethic "help your friends and harm your 
enemies" informs much of the play. 
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to Heracles who, arriving at the last moment, cannot believe that no one 

has risen to assist his. family. 53 The hero passionately and dutifully 

swears to defend those dear to him and, if he must, to die (577-78) : 

xat 6&! µ' bn&p -.rov6', etn&p ot6' bn&p na~p6~, 

8v~,OX&,V aµovov~•• 

I must die in their defense, as they might have for their father. 

The Chorus calls his sense of duty proper (583), and Amphitryon adds 

(585-86): 

~ . ~ 

npo~ oou µlv, ro na!, ~o!~ ~(Ao,~{~'} e,va, ~CAov 

~a~· txepa µ,a&!v· 

It is like you, my son, to be a friend to friends and· to hate 
.the enemy. 

Heracles succeeds :in throwing off the danger, but his dest:iny takes 

a cruel twist _when _Madness, under Hera• s orders, :induces his bloody ram­

page aga:inst what he thought were his enemies but were :in fact the family 

he had just recently rescued. Afterwards, the hesitant prodding of Am-­

phitryon brings Heracles to his senses as. he stands· amidst the ce".'llage 

that was once his wife and children, He cries (1146-47): 

otµo,· ~c 6fyt-a ~&C6oµa, ~uxi'i~ tµ~~ 

~~v ~•A~a~rov µo, yev6µ&vo~ naC6rov ~ov&6~; 

Why then am I sparing of my life, having become the butcher of 
the children most dear to me? 

He is the murderer of his own ~CAo,, and seeks to release himself fran 

the 6Ucn<A& -Cl, "ill fame" which q.Waits him (1152). 

Now Heracles sees Theseus approaching, and his immediate concern 

53 A.P. Burnett, Catastrophe Survived (.Oxford 1971) 165 n.13 comments 
that every citizen of Thebes was indebted to Heracles, the conqueror . 
of the Minyans. ' 
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is for this -"friend and k:in..."'!!!:m" (1154) who, he fears, will be polluted 

by his shaneful actions; Heracles hides his head under his robes (cf. 

1198). After ascertaining the gravity and misery of his friend's circum­

stances, '.lheseus is determined tci share his grief (1202) and calls upon 

Heracles to "show your face to friends" (1215). He will not be dismissed, 

for he takes no thought of pollution and remembers that Heracles saved 

him from death (1221-22). '.lheseus' next words repeat the recurring com­

plaint about friends who are absent in trials (1223-25): 

xapLV 6& yr]paoxouaav exeaCpro ~CArov, 

xat ~rov xaAWv µ~v 8m:L~ dnoAa6eLv 9&AeL, 

aoµnAe'i:v 6~ ~o'i:~ ~CAOLOL 6um:uxoiloLv olS. 

I detest the gratitude of friends that grows old, and any man 
who is willing to profit from good times, but not sail along 
with friends in misfortune.54 • 

'.lhroughout the play, the essence of ~LACa is Effective action. In 

the stichic exchange which follows, Theseus is determined to display true 

~Lt..Ca and h~lp Heracles through his misfortune. He dismisses the s_tricken 

hero's fear of pollution (1234), reminds him of his ·debt (1236, 1?38), and 

makes the suggestion that suicide is sha:rreful (1254). Heracles is not 

swayed, and delivers a long pro_of that his _life is d~Cmov (1257); he sees 

no profit in continuing to live (1301). 

Gradually, Heracles' argument for self-destruction is invalidated 

by '.lheseus' corrpassionate action ( 1300-39) ; Theseus offers him a place to 

go, possessions, status, all of these ~Lµ'l'i in the material sense. Her­

acles in the end sees he ought to avoid the 6eLt..Ca (1348) of suicide and 

accepts Theseus' -xapL~ (1352) and decides to endure (1354f.). Heracles 

54_ The common expression i•sail along wi.th friends" is found again in 
Euripides g. 1355. , 

}, 
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had brought Theseus back from gloorey Hades, and now this unequalled, favor. 

. · · is nonetheless repaid in kind. · Heracles emotionally calls it );;&ily6c; y6 

cplA.Lov, "the yoke of friendship" (1403), and )1e advises. Arrphitryon to 

seek such a man. as Theseus for a friend ,(1404). '.Ihe hero's last words 

are significant (1425-26): 

8CITL<; 6& 1111.0U't"OV 11 oe eve<; µ.i:tU.ov cp CACllv 

aya9wv !16llcto9aL ~OUA.6~aL, xaxoo<; cppover. 

Whoever would prefer to-possess wealth, or strength rather than 
energetic friends is thinking badly. 

'Ihus, Euripides· represents q,~Ua as a positive force that can make 

life worth living, just as the Sophoclean examples demonstrate that 

td.thout it, life is worthless. In. the Heracles, its force is able to 

overpower what was generally for the Greeks the worst of Fates Worse 

'lhan Death: humiliation. 
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CHAPIBR 'IWO ' 

THE ACCEPI'ANCE OF DEATH 

PAR!' I: THE FACT 'IHAT aIB WILL DIE 

'lhe Greeks were always aware that they could not !mow what lay in 

store for them in the future, apart · fran the fact that they would die. 

'lhe familiar maxim, "Count no man happy before he dies," 1 conveys among 

others the idea that sorreone who lived a life of distinction might lose 

it all even at the moment of death. For the Greeks,. the manner of death 

was important: the reputation that would remain after death was at stake 

especially at the final nPrrent. At that time, one has the opportunity 

to be proven once and for all a hero or a coward. 

(a) '.Ihe Persistence Of Values: E~x~6ca 

'Ihe condition. of his reputation was, for the Greek, a matte~ of 

life and death. Since death afforded him nothing beyond the cessation 

of this painful life, the report of his existence after he died was an 

important consideration. . As a corollary, the loss of face while all ve 

was an unbearable setback. '.Ihus, we saw how Sophocles' Ajax chooses to 

die rather than live with the shameful lmowledge that people blame or 

despise him for what he has done. 

1 This commonplace first appears in extant literature in Aeschylus~- 928, 
but in Sophocles Tr. 1 it is described as an "ancient saying" and according 
to Aristotle Eth.Nie. llOOalO it goes b·ack to Solon; see Herodotus 1, 30-33. 
It occurs frequently in tragedy, the ef:Eect naturally depending on the con­
text. It probably stems from the Gree~ idea that a prosperous man will 
readily incur the wrath of their jealous gods. 



'Jhis standard of "sharre"2 is Adkins 1. (MR 154f.) first demonstration 

of the ''persistence of traditional values" from Horrer to fifth-century 

Athens. Both he and, more recently, Hugh Lloyd-Jones in The Justice of 

Zeus have emphasized the eleirerit of continuity in Greek beliefs and 

oppose Dodds' (GI 28-63) view of the "guilt-culture" as exaggerating the 

element of change. It is clearly the case that individuals in poetry 

fran Honer to Euripides strive at any· cost· to secure, and preserve a good 

reputation and avoid the mockery of .enemies. Thus, Euripides i Megara 

(HF. 281-94) recogJ:lizes that death is a terrible thing, but argues that 

to die in a manner which would allow her family's enemies to mock them 

would be for.her a greater evil than-death. 

In his discussion of attitudes during the time of Plato and Aristotle, · 

Dover conrnents (GPM 168): 

The Athenians' view of suicide was undoubtedly fonned .in part by 
their fear of humiliation, which made 11 would rather die!' and 

'Life would not be worth living,' come to.their lips rather readily; 
but it was· also a high regard for the man who· faces the instrument 
of -death unflinchingly, no matter whether the hand that wields it· 
is another's or his own. 

'lhese two attitudes have a dramatic demonstration in Euripides' Heraclidae. 

At the play's beginning, Iolaus has brought the family'of Heracles to 

Athens in an attempt to avoid the cruel persecution of Eurystheus. 'lhe 

.Argive herald now demands that Athens surrender the suppliants to his 

king; if not, Argos will take them by force. Iolaus is confident that the 

Athenians will not be influenced by threats, for in his view ( 200-01): 

8v~LOX&LV 9&A~OOUcr'· ~ yap aLcrxuv~ {nape~} 

i:oiJ ~v nap' &cr8Ao'i:~ ~v6pacrL.V voµCl;:;ei:aL. 

2 Also discussed by Dover GPM 2i6-42. 



They will be willing to die; for among good men, a sense of 
honor is given a higher priority than life, 

The old man is soon .·proven correct. The Athenian king Demophon assures 

him that there are three considerat:l:ons which canpel him not to surrender· 

the Heraclidae. The third and most significant is 1:0 ataxp6v, the shame 

that he would feel if he betrayed ·the suppliants: it would be virtually 

such as 1;o make him hang himse1f3 (242-46; cf. 256). In the play' s cen-. -
tral scene, Iolaus comnents ( 443-50): 

I do not care if I must die, except if by my death I shall delight 
my enemies,,, Now we must fall into our enemies' hands and-leave 
life shamefully and basely• 

At the end of. the play, the evil Eur,ystheus, chained but undaunted, faces 

his executioners with a refusal to beg for his life since such action 

would mark him out as a coward (984-85), Later he says (1016-:!.7): "I do 

not want to die, but leaving life would not vex me." 
( 

Both attitudes noted by Dover are even more clearly demonstrated by 

the actions and words of Macaria in this .play. The daughter of P.eiracles 

bravely volunteers to becane the required sacrificial victim (500-02). 

She considers the shame that she and her family will feel should she · 

refuse, and logically co11cludes (533-34): 

&Bp~µCl yap -i;o" µ~ ~"lotuxoucr' lyii:, 

xa.ll"o-i;ov ~B~x', £0XA£w<; l"n£1:v ~Gov, 

For if I love not my life, I have found the fairest treasure: 
to leave live gloriouslr, 

This opportunity for dlxl£"Cl is Macaria.'s overriding concern. When 

3 For the colloquial use of this expre~:sion see P.T.· Stevens, Euripides: 
Andromache (Oxford 1971) on 811; cf, S~phocles ·Q'!., _1374, and Aristop_hanes 

· Ach, 125, 



Io],aus suggests that all the Heraclldae draw straws, she vehemently · 

refuses to die ''by chance" (547) and repeatedly affinns that her acticri 

must be of her own choosing, that it is her own self-sacrifice which will 

save the lives of .her family. Cne death is necessary. By bravE!ly 

facing death, Macaria f'Ulfills the necessity to die well. As often :in 

Euripides,4 this attitude towards E~XAE1.a :indicates the.persistence of 

Greek values frail the time of Haner. 

(b) 'Ille Soldier's Profession 

The ability to stand fearless and face the visible approach of 

violent death belongs to heroic warriors, or to victims of unbearable 

circumstances. We have already seen examples of the latter; one more 

will serve to illustrate the frigj:J.tf'Ul position of foreseeing one's 

own doan. 

The· Third Epinician of Bacchylides contains tli.e story of Croesus 

who, during the Persians ' sack of Sardis, decides. that death for himself 

and his family is em:inemtly preferable to a life of disgraceful s.:avery. 

· Climbing a funeral pyre with his wailing wife and. daugj:J.ters, he says (47): 

1:0. rrp6o0Ev Hx}epa cpCAct· eaviiv yA6x1.cnov. 

What once was hateful is dear: to die is .sweetest, 

'lhis juxtaposition of polar opposites vividly conveys the depth of 

Croesus' emotion, and his reversal of fortune. In the finest display 

of his talent for narration, Baqchylldes effectively employs this tech­

nique of antithetical contrast; Croesus' cold and determ:ined resolution 

4-other Euripidean figures who die or are willing to die either to preserve 
their good nane or to win a good_one are Alcestis, Phaedra, Evadne, Orestes 
and Pylades in IT, Menoeceus in Phoen. ,,, and Iphigenia in IA, 
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is movingly underscored by the emotional outburst of his daughters, who 

scream 1ri terror when the pyre is lit ( 49-50). With valuable insight, 

the poet explains (51-52) : 

0 "((lp npO(j)ClVTJ<; .0vci­

~OLO~V ~x9~ITTo<; (!)6voov• 

.In truth, for mortals, the visible· is .the most hateful of 
violent deaths·; 

'lhe listener can hardly doubt that Croesus shares this· fear. 

The approach of death takes many forms : advancing flaires, water 

filling a ship, a sacrificial knife held' high.. More often for the 

Greeks, it takes the. shape of an arm~d enemy advancing across a battle­

field. A soldier's profession requires that he confront his own death. 

Each battle is an opportunity to test and prove his moral worth, for, as 

Heraclitus says in one of the more lucid fragments (53 VS): 

. Ilo'/,.gµoc; nanoov µev nci'TT)p tITT~, nav~oov 6e 
~Cl0~Ao6c;, l<Cll. ~ouc; µ.ev 0oouc; [6g~l;g ~ouc; 6e'dv0pwnooc;, 

~ouc; µev 606'/,.ooc; tnoCT]Oo ~ooc; 6e lA5\l0 i;pooc;. 

War is the father of all, the king'of all, and some he shows as 
gods, others as men, some he makes slaves, others free. 

And Thucydides' (ii.42.2) Pericles says of' the war-dead of 431: "The way 

in which their lives have ended is, in.my view, simultaneously the first 

revelation and the final confirmation of' a man's quality." The f'uture 

of' his city and his own reputation depended on the soldier's ability to 

suppress his concern f'or lif'e and to stand his ground, 5 

'lhe warriors of the Iliad recognized their duty in terms of glory 

and shame. In Boak 12.310-28, Sarpedon sets f'orth the morality of' the· 

5 See Dover GPM 161-63. 
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Horreric hero. He reminds Glaucus that a prince's subjects pay him honor 

in palpable fonns, and that it is a hero's duty to stand in the front 

line of battle (315) and show hlmself worthy of honor by deeds of valor. 

S8.I1Jedon goes on to point out that they will not live forever, and then 

says (326-28): 

vuv·5• ~µn~s. yap X~P&S l~&CITUOLV 9ava~OLO 

µopCaL, as o6x fcrrL ~oyetv ~p~ov 066' ona\6saL, 

toµ&v, ~£ ~OOL &bXOS .6pesoµ&v, ~£ ~LS ~µtv. 

But now, seeing that the spirits of death .close about us in their 
thousands, no·man can turn aside or escape than, let us go on and 
win glory for ourselves, or yield it to others. 

More than once in the Iliad a warrior argues introspectively about 

,, . the prospect of running from the enemy. Odysseus, cut off and surrounded 

in Book 11.404-10, vacillates between flight (a great xax6v) and capture 

( p Cy .ov , "even chillier") . He quickly concludes, "I know that cowards 

creep away fran war, but that he who would win honor in battle must 

staunchly stand his ground. n6 'Ihe Trojan Agenor has a similar dialogue 

with hj_s 9oµ6s (21.552f.) while his fello~. citizens flee before Achilles. 

He imagines being caught from behind by the raging Argi ve who "will cut 

my cowardly throat"; instead, Agenor decides to stand and face him. 

In Book 3, when J\'enelaus steps out to answer his challenge, Paris 

·shrinks back behind the lines without any introspective deliberation at 

all (30-37). He is forced to reappear by Hector, who curses him for 

providing the Greeks with an opportunity to mock the Trojans (38-45). 7 

This concern for shame and reputation is the impetus that prods Hector 

6 Later, in Book·14, when Agamemnon tries to argue that there is no shame 
in flight and that it is better to .flee.than be captured (80-81), he is 
condemned by Odysseus (83-102): heroes are born.to fight for glory. 

7 -~f. 11. 6.521-25, and 13.769£. 
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into the fray; he says this much to Andrcmache in Book 6 ( 441-46) , and 

to himself, just before he dies. 

'lhe long-awaited confrontation between Hector and Achilles occurs 

in Book 22. respite the. frantic, emotional pleas of his parents, Hector 

stands and awaits the :!mninent onslaught of the detennined Achilles. 

Retreat into the city would bring reproach (100) and shame (105), and an 

attempt to reach a settlement with the Argive would probably result in 

an ignominious death (123-25). Hector will fight (130): "We shall see to 

which one the Olympian grants glory." The sight of the furious Achilles, 

however, is at first too fearful to withstand, and Hector runs, until he 

finally realizes that there is no escape (303-05): 

Now, my death is upon me. 
struggle, inglorious, but 
to come might know of it. 

And indeed we do. 

May I at least not die without a 
first perform a grand deed, that men 

Once Hector accepted the necessity of death, he was strong enough 

to stand and fight, to die well. Once he understood that his destined 
/ . 

hour of death had cane, 8 he conquer,~d the instinctive fear of dying and 

· stood firmly to face the approach of Achilles, the approach of his own 

death. 

Advice· on how to withstand the teITbr of approaching death is a 

theme of the military elegists, to whan I now turn. 

8 Zeus had weighed the scales and Hector's ker was heavier (209-13). See 
B.C. Dietrich, Death, Fate and the Gods (London 1965) 289-96 for the spin­
ing and balancing of fate. With this, cf. M.P. Nilsson; A History of 
Greek Rel:lgion, trans. by F.J. Fielden (Oxford, 2nd ed. 1949) 169: "The 
Homeric man is seized with terror when confronted with the empty nothingness 
of the ki11gdom of the dead. Therefore the idea of death as the certa,in lot 
of all the living ••• grips him with violence." 



( c) 'Ihe Fear Of Death 

The :lndanitable Spartan warriors were famous even :ln their own· 

t1tne for. their ·c~lete lack ·of Qilldety · over personal safety. 9 The 

finest example of their steadfast courage is the well-lmown stand at 

'Ihennopylae. 'Ihough the prag,natic Spartans might not have appreciated 

the aesthetic function of poetry, it is. said• that ·they memorized and 

marched to the elegiacs of Tyrtaeus. 1 O His martial protreptics were 

canposed around two exhortations: µ:ri cpe"56µevo" 1:0.c; ~ooa.c;,11 "be not 

sparing of your lives", and ncip' <iAAT]Ao"cr" µlvov1:ec;, 12 "standing f~t 

next to each other".· 'Ihe poet's familiar .encouragement to "stand steady, 

finnly planted, and bit!=! your lip" is an elegiac couplet found twice in 

the extant fragments, in 11 W 21-22, and at the end. of the elegy (10 W) 

quoted by the fourth-century orator J.orcurgus who introduces it to his 

Athenian audience with these words (in Leocr. 107): 

It is advantageous to listen to these elegiac verses, so that. 
you might understand the kind of deeds that made men esteemed 
among them. 

This poem, without the final couplet, can be neatly divided into 

9 See the anecdote in Polyaenus 1. 17 about Spartan "dog tags". 

10 Athenaeus 14.630e; Bowra (EGE 42) assumed that they were accompanied 
by the flute, but this. connection· of flutes with elegy is impossible: see 
D.A. Campbell_, "Flutes and Elegiac Couplets," JHS. 84 (1964) 63-68. 

11 856 PMG 5, ~n anapaestic Embateri~ (Battle-Song) attributed to Tyrtaeus. 

12 10 W 15, and 11 W 11 where it is followed by the promise that "fewer 
will die" (13). B.-Snell, Poetry and Society (Bloomington 1961) 37 remarks 
that these poems coincide with the full development of the hoplite phalanx, 
a highly _successful battle stance provided that no one ran off and left the 
fl'ank of his partner exposed. 



two sections of equal length; in fact, many modem scholars treat it as 

two separate poems. 'lhe change fran first person to second at the center 

of the piece has pranpted Prato, in his recent edition (1968) of Tyrtaeus, 

to follow Wilamowitz•l3 reason for separation (81, 86): "dopa il v. 14 

ogni nesso si interrornpe, 11 and "vv. 13-14 che segano ..• il manento cul-

. minante dell' allocuzione." But· most·. modem· scholars• since the detailed 

arguments of two other ·Ita.lians,14 see a canplete poem which is one of 

the few genu:ine works of Tyrtaeus. 

Elegy 10 W has a. startling beginning: "To die is indeed beautiful .•• " 

'lhi~ is explained by the following words. The first couplet runs ( 1-2) : 

~e9vaµeva. yap XaAOV tvt npoµaxo.cr. Tieoov~a 

llv6p' dya9ov nept' ii• na~pC6. µapvaµevov• 

To die is indeed beautiful in the frontline, a good man who fell 
fighting for his country. 

Again at the end of the poem, Tyrtaeus draws a visual :image of a young 

corpse bravely fallen and calls it xaA6<; (30). Horace will later adapt 

this sentiment ( ()jes iii. 2 .13) : 

DULCE ET DECORVM EST PRO PATRIA MORI 

In both cases, Tyrtaeus contrasts the coml:iness of a hero's death with 

the ignaniny of defeat and exile (7-10) • and the shame of flight (21). 

'lhe thought that such shame would be unbearable leads to his exhortation 

(13-14): "let· us fight" and Svijcrxwµ.ev ,i,uxerov µT]xl~. cpu66µevo., "let us 

die• no longer sparing our lives." Inrnediately after this·, he addresses 

13 U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Die Textgeschichte der Griechischen 
Lyriker (~erlin 1900) 111. 

14 A. Barigazzi, "Contribute al Vero Tirteo," PP 6. (1951) 102-15, and, 
F. Rossi, "Studi su Tirteo," !!!:;!_ 112 (1953-54)369-437. , 



the men of fight:lng age (15-18): 

& V&OL, aAM µaxea0e nap' aAA~AOLcrL µevov~e<;, 

µ~5&. cpoyf'jc; atcrxp~<; &pxe~e µ~5e cp6~ou, 

aAAa. µeyav no Lei:~e xat &AxLµov lv cppecrt 0uµ6v, 

µ~5& (j)LAO,jruxiii:-r' av5pa<n µapvaµevo L" 

Young men, rather fight standing fast next to each other, do not 
begin a shameful flight nor fear, but make great· and stout the 
heart in your chests, and be not too fond of life when battling 
men. 

'Ibis is the earliest appearance of the word q>LAo,jruxei:v, "to be too fond 

of life", and so "to be cowardzy". This admonition is, as Prato notes 

(92), a "concetto frequente in Tirteo." It finds, as Campbell observes 

(GLPS 172), a more vivid expression in a couplet from another elegy where 

it follows an exhortation to put aside fear (11 W 5-6): 

txepi'}v µev ,j,UJ(T)V 0eµevo<;, 9ava~ou 5& µeAaCva<; 

x~pa<; {oµroc;} aoya'l:c; T]&ACOLO cpCAa<;. 

holding life in abhorrence and the black fates of death as dear 
as the rays of the sun, 

Clear];,;, a ·soldier who holds this view will conquer his :Innate fear of, 

and his :Instinct to flee from the threat .of death. In this way could he 

(12 w·11.:.12) 

- - ~e~AaC~ µev 6prov cp6vov aLµawev~a, 

xat 5~Coov 6peyoL~' eyy69ev Lmaµevo<;. 

endure the sight of bloody slaughter, and still strike at the 
enemy· and stand close, 

'lhese words cane from an elegy which Friinkel15maintains exhibits a style 

and contains sentiments that suggest a date too late for Tyrtaeus. For 

--
15 EGPP 337-39; cf.- C. Del Grande, "Tir·teo, Elegia 9 Diehl," Filologia · 
Minore (Milan 1956) who argues that the poem is by Tyrtaeus, 
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instead of·the usual vivid pictures of the disgrace of flj_g;.';t ~'!t:l the 

blunt prohibitions against displays of cowardice, this poem offers a 

positive reason to. stay in' the fight with the sentiment that, if a man 

dies bravely, then (31-32) 

006& no-;;e XAeo<; lcr6Aov an6AAU"t"aL 006' ~voµ' a~ou, 

aAA' bno•yrj<; nep loov yCve-;;aL a9ava-;;o<; 

never will his good fame die, nor his name, and though he is 
under the earth, he is immortal. 

Not before this, and not until nn.tch later, 16 is there a direct reference 

to the idea of immortality fran a heroic death, an idea that receives 

such decorous treatment in Simonides' tribute to the Spartans who stood 

fast, unafraid, against the approach of certain· death (531 PMG): 

-;;rov lv 0epµon6AaL<; 9av6v-;;rov 

eDXA&Tj<; µE.v a. -;;6xa, ;;ca}.~<; 5' b n6-;;;.,.o<;, 

~ooµo<; 6' b -;;a~o<;, npo yooov 5f. µva01:L<;, b 5' otx-;;o<; ~naLVO<;· 

·lv-;;a~LOV 5f. -;;OLOu-;;ov oln-' eopoo<; 

. o!le' b nav 5aµa-;;oop dµci upoicn L xp6vo<;. 

dv5prov dya9rov 55e crrixo<; otxe-;;av e65ostav 

'EAAa5o<; etAe-;;o, µap-;;upe! 5e xat AeoovC5a<;, 

Znap-;;a<; fuCJLA&O<;' ape-;;a<; µeyav A&AOLTToo<; 

x6uµov aeva6v -;;e XA&O<;, 

Those who died at Thermopylae: glorious is their opportunity, 
fair their end; an altar is their tomb and commemoration instead 
of lamentations, for pity, praise; such an offering to the dead 
neither Decay nor all-subduing Time will obscure. This precinct 
of good men has won as its inhabitant the glory of Greece. 
Leonidas in turn bears witness, the Spartan king who has left 
a great ornament of excellence and ever-lasting fame, 

A Spartan soldier who was inspired by 'fyrtaeus would reckon his own 

life as far less important than the preservation of his city and reputation. 

16 See Lattimore TGLE 46 n.188, and also 238f. However, kleos aphthiton_is 
found in Homer (Il---;---g:-413) and on early stone inscriptions: see #33 and ·q44 

·· :>-::·· ~'.-~~ .P. Friedlande-;-and H.B. Hoffleit, Epigrammata (Berkeley and Los /µlg~les 
·1948). 

-.c-:-1 
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In this way, his fear of death would be m:irumized and his -capacity for 

endurance strengthened. 

Advice on how to face death is given a different but no less 

effective emphasis in the only surviving elegy by Callinus (1 W 8-13): 

eciva~oc; lie ~&,;• ~=&~ac, 6nnw& X&V OT) 

Moi:pac lri CXAOOo='. 0.AA(I ~cc; teuc; hoo 

~yxoc; a.vaax6µ&vo<; xat on' a.ontooc; &}.xcµov fr.op 

~}.aa<;, ~o nproi;ov µ&cyvuµevou no}.eµou. 

06 yap xooc; 9civa~6v y& <puy&'i:v & Lµapµevov l~tv ' 

8vop', 066' &L npoy6voov ~c yevoc; a.9ava~oov. 

But death will come at precisely the moment that the Fates spin 
it. So let each man go straight out holding fast a spear and 
covering a stout heart behind his shield, at the onset of clashing 
battle. For it is decreed by fate that no man escape death, not 
even if he is a child of immortal ancestors. 

On the whole elegy, Frankel says (EGPP 153): 

In order to combat the natural fear of death a series of argu­
ments are [sic] woven into the poem; these are not very consis­
tent but all are at one in the conclusion to be drawn from them. 

Apart fran these lines, and the couplet that follows, . Callinus appeals to 

the men's sense of glory and shame, and consequently to their worries 

about their reputations. At the outset he only briefly calls for pat­

triotism ( 6-7) • His most striking argument is in the lines quoted above. 

Callinus attempts to engender an attitude towards_ the approach of 

death which, if achieved, will assuage a soldier's fear. He uses a trad­

itional belief17 that the time of each man's death has already been 

detennined by inescapable fate. To hold this view is to come to direct 

~I Cf. Il. 6.487-89 a~d 7.52-53 for the idea that the ~_of one's 
death ispart of one's moira; ·on the other hand, how one dies is the 
individual's own responsibility. 
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terms with the cold, hard fact that at a certain time; at any minute, 

death is possible and unavoidable. 

But as Adldns observes (MR 119), "a fatalistic attitude to the 

whole of life does not result from this." Adkins goes on to rephrase 

the point of Callinus' exhortation: 

There may be a·bullet with your name on it, but until you meet 
it your actions are in your hands, and it is shameful to succumb. 

Callinus could not and would not hope to create a ·reckless band of 

fighting automata who act without personal concern. Rather, he wants 

to inspire an anny of. heroes whose will to fight is fired by the cour­

ageous acceptance of the necessity to die. 

The couplet that follows the selection of Callinus' elegy quoted 

above is an expansion of the concept or· inescapable destiny: a man may 

return from war cnJ.:r· to c!:.e at hcrre (14-15). (}.:!:'be~ (E 46) t-!"1~"11-:s 

:i.IIlnediately of Agamemnon. Ca.rrpbell (GLPS 165) cites many parallels 

and, though Callinus does not refer explicii;ly to a deserter, he can­

pares :3.unonides (524 PMG): 

o -o' a6 Suva~o~ xCxe xa~ ~ov ~uy6µaxov. 

Death in turn finds even the deserter. 

as well as Horace (Odes iii.2.14): 

MORS ET FVGACEM PERSEQVITVR VIRVM. 

To these I add Martial 1s clever epigram (ii.SO): 

HOSTEM CVM FVGERET, SE. FANNIVS IPSE PEREMIT. 

}UC, ROGO, NON FVROR EST, NE MORIARE, MORI? 
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Tyrtaeus' :Injunction against flight is delivered with ~es of 

the attending unbearable shame. Callinus further adds that flight, if 

not :!n accord with destiny, is ~ossible. Thus, a soldier who runs is 
' ' 

not onzy a coward, but also a fool who runs the risk of a coward's death. 

There is also the famous story of the Spartan who canes hane frc:m war, 

m:!nus his· shield, only to be killed by his mother for failing to obey 

her comnand to return with his shield, or on it.18 Sextus Ehlpiricus 

(Pyrrh. Hypot. 3. 216) tells this tale, and then quotes the first three 

lines of this poem of .Archilochus (5 W) : 

6:ont5L µev Zai:oov ·nc; ciycii..Ae't'aL, fiv napcr. 9ciµvooL, 

· ~v't'o<;. <iµcqi:ryrnv, xcii..i..Lnov oox te ei..oov, 

aO't'OV 5' l/;eaciooaa. 't'L µoL µeAH aontc; lxeCvT]; 

lppe't'ol· li;a1n-L<; X'TT)OOµaL 00 xaxi'.oo. 

Some Thracian exults over the shield I left behind beside a bush, 
a serviceable piece of armor, but I had no choice; myself I 
saved. Wfiy_worry myself about ·that particular shield? Lat it 
rot. Again will I own one, no worse. 

Discussion of this poem is hampered by the crucial lack of definite 

evider,,ce about .Archilochus, and the problem is that a]most any conclusion 

is :Incontestable. For example, Bowra (EGE 10) saw a marked contrast with 

Honeric battles over armor and honor, and claimed that Archilochus, "with 

years of military experience •.• ," was more realistic. There are only two 

fraignents of.Archilochus that can even tentative]¥ be dated, 19 and neither 

one sheds any light on the age of the author who canposed this piece; and 

yet, who can prove Bowra wrong? 

18 As part of the normal equipment of the age,.a heavy shield would 
impede someone intent on speed at any cost, and would also be useful 
for carting its dead owner home. 

19 -19 ~. "Gyges'·' and 122 ~. an eclipse; see F •. Jacoby, "The Date of 
Archilochus," Q1 35 (1941) 97-109. 
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'.Ihis poem is the first of what A. Bonnaro20 calls the "cascade de 

boucliers laches." 'lhe ancient critics disdainful]¥ condemed Archilochus 

as a coward]y /:, Ctaon ~<;. Modem scholars no:rnially see :in this poem a 

deliberate rejection of Horreric ideals. A. l.esky,21 writing·:in 1958, 

discerned an attack on the ancient code of chivalry. Likewise, Frankel 

(EGPP 137) sees Archilochus as an iconoclast who boldly ridiculed ranantic 

ideologies, "false glitter". 'lhe piece is read seriously by Gerber (~ 15) 

who defends Archilochus: "He mig1:lt be accused of carelessness, not cow­

ardice." In 1974, G. Kirkwood22 described the poet's words as a "fresh 

viel-f" that is not anti-Horreric, but un-Horreric. He further adds : 23 

The element of narrative is incidental;· the events are valuable 
not intrinsically but for what they tell us about the poet him­
self, his attitude, tastes and emotions. 

In si.mxnary, the poet who composed these l:ines is the agent prov­

ocateur of a social revolution, or a picaresque rogue flippantly mocking 

traditional values, or else an honest pragjllatist. So the characteri­

zations run. But :in fact, the most that can be said is that he was 

probably a soldier, and ipso facto, a poet. 

, Lloyd-Jones (JZ 38) poses a question for those who say that Archil­

ochus is rebelling ·aga:inst the Horeric code of honor: 

20 A, Bonnard and F. Lasserre, Archiloque: Fragments (Paris 1958) 5; like 
everyone else, Bonnard refers to the other poets who claimed to have 
thrown away their shields: Alcaeus (428 LP), Anacreon (381b PMG) and 
Horace (ii. 7. 9-10); he then suggests, "Iln' est pas raisonnable de penser 
que, •• soit autre chose que litterature. II 

21 A History of Greek Literature, trans, by J. Willis and ,C, de Heer 
(New York 1966) 111. 

2~_ Early Greek Monody (Ithaca 1974) 32-33 • 

. 23 ibid, 34, 



Do they imagine that the Homeric Odysseus, faced with the 
choice between abandoning his shield and being killed or 
captured, would have kept his shield? 

52, 

He proceeds to demonstrate that certain moral values remain constant 

despite the rapid changes · of the archaic age, but that the element of 

continuity is overlooked by those intent on tracing a development. How 

can we assume that what in ·Archilochus is new to us was necessarily 

new to his contemporaries? . We should also ask another question: can we 

' assume with confidence that the first person narrator of these lines 

is actually Archilochus?24 

K. J. Dover25 has questioned the validity of assuming that, unless 

proven otherwise, any fraginent or poem of an early Greek poet which uses 

the first person singular is in fact;. autobiographical. He asks: 

Are we sure -- to take a crucial example -- that Archilochus 
himself threw away his shield.,,? I put this question because 
consideration of preliterate song has left me no longer sure. 

Nor am I. Dover's suggestions are attractive. 

His thesis is that Archilochus canposed neither iambics nor elegiacs, 

' .neither philosophic nor didactic poetry, but that he conposed songs. 

Dover examines songs from modem preliterate cultures and observes four 

aspects: short songs express feelings; the feelings are not necessarily 

those of the conposer; the situations are not necessarily actual; they are 

canposed in relatively small carrnunities. . ' According to this view, a 

biographical sketch of Archilochus is impossible and, at any rate, useless. 

24 West (STUDIES 2) clearly maintains that in elegy the poet speaks 
in propri/:,. persona • 

. 25 "The P~etry of Archilochus," Fondation Hardt ·10, 209. Dover's insight 
and intelligence successfully fulfil the intention of the preceding, 
wearisome paper by D. Page, who goes nowhere but to a lexicon in his 
fraudulent examination of "Archilochus and fhe Oral Tradition," 
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' The poet's f'ragJllents still show us what standpoints, emotions and ·topics 

he preferred to use; these, conclude Dover, "are the elements which 

canpose his personality as an artist. 11 26 

My own interpretat_ion of Archilochus 5 W concerns both the poet and 

his poetry. I sense a change in the feelings of. the narrator between the 

two couplets; the first seems to express genuine regret over an event that 

has happened, but the second conveys an enheartening determination to do 

now what can be done. Furthermore, a poet who displays a clever inven­

tiveness in handling different meters and canposing rhythrns27 might 

naturally recognize the literary effectiveness of the notion of ethical 

inversion.28 I suggest that Archilochus is not turning moral values 

upside-down, but by his unexpected use of a familiar theme, that he is 

producing a delightfully entertaining result. 

The reflection in this story is after all grounded in the tradi­

tional Greek. attitude to accept what fate has accanplished but simul­

taneously to strive within mortal limits to do what one can. Whoever it 

was that threw away his shield exemplifies again the Greek attitude 

toward destiny and death; he was not so resignedly fatalistic that he 

·would not exert himself and attenpt in every way to avoid disaster until 

events proved that ·escape was impossible. 

Hesiod tells an old story which he is sure that the nobles will 

understand (.Qe_. 202-12): a hawk seizes a nightingale and as he carries 

26 ibid. 212. 

27 His skill is recognized and praised by Campbell (GLPS 139). 

28 L. Edmunds,. "Thucydides' Ethics as Reflected in the Description of 
Stasis (3. 82-83)," HSCP 79 (1975) 88f. argues that the notion of ethical 

. inversion is traditional in Greek ethical thought and that this mental 
habit is reflected in Archilochus' poem. 



her away, his prey cries pitifulzy; the hawk says (207-11): 

ba"µovC~, ~c AlA~Ka<;; ~xe" VO ae noAAOV dp&W>V 

'tfj" 5' et,,· 'Ti~ a' 8.v tyoo nep liyro xat i'io"5ov to'iloov· 

5e'i:nvov 5', at. x' t9€AW, novfiaoµa", -fie µeBfJ=. · 

lJ.q>poov 5', /5<; x' ·telA~" npo<; xpeCaaova<; dv~~q>epCi;;e"v· 

54. 

My good lady, why do you screech? One much stronger has you 
now, and you go to wherever I take you, for all your singing. 
I will make you, if I wish, my dinner, or I. will let you go. 
A fqbl is he who wi~hes to withstand the stronger. He loses 
and suffers pains besides his humiliation. 

Idealzy, a Greek would. not foolishzy leave himself prey to danger, but 

if caught, he would face his fate bravezy, without tears. 
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THE ACCEPI'ANCE OF IEATH 

PAR!' II: THE FAGr 'lliAT ONE HAS DIED 

We have seen how a Greek could endure the approach of death without 

fear by realizing that his own death is an inevitable and unavoidable 

fact. This courageous stance at his terrifying final moment allowed him 

to fulfil a need that was crucial for a Greek: the need to die well. 

Death's victim must accept what has to be; likewise, his survivors must 

accept what had to be. Again, by realizing that death is an inevitable 

and unavoidable fact, mourners of the deceased could endure their loss 

after death's departure. In the biblical words of Shakespeare (Lear 5.2), 

"Men must endt.m, their go:ing hence, even as th~ir ccrn:l.r,g. !-'.ithc::·." 

(a) Grief And Consolation 

A short fra@Ilent of Solon is a death-wish of a different sort (21 !'!_): 

µ~5e µOL ~XAa~o, eava~o, µ6AOL, dAAa ~LAOLOL 

xaAAeCnoLµL eavoov ~Ayea xal ITTOvaxa,. 
May death not come to me unwept; instead, when I am dead, may I 
leave behind mourning and lamentations for my friends. 

Plutarch (Publ. 24.5) quotes this couplet to illustrate Solon's opinion 

that the loud and numerous lairentations which surrounded. the funeral of 

Publicola proved him to be e65aCµ.oov. . Solon would like the same recognition 

for his ow.'l corpse. 
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Dover (GPM 167) correctly observes that the Greeks "were inclined 

to express grief noisily and extravagantly." 'lhe death of cp i'.)..o L would 

produce such a volume of lamentation that the Chorus in the Alcestis (86) 

could expect to hear it even though it listened outside the house of 

Adrnetus. 'lhe expression of grief over the loss of someone dear is a 

spontaneous reaction, and is a necessary part of the process of facing 

such a loss,l 

However, another frag,nentary elegiac couplet is said by Plutarch 

to contain Archilochus' reaction to the death of his sister's husband 

(11 W): 

o!n:€ ·n yup XAClLulV li'jooµaL, o!n:e X(lXLOV 

91700:, ·npno:,)..u<; xa:t 9a:)..i'.a:i; lcplnrov. 

I shall, in fact, heal nothing by crying, nor make it worse by 
pursuing enjoyment and feasting. 

'lhe Greeks clearly realized that the refusal to accept the fact of death 

is to deny that life must go on. Their poetry is replete with exhortations 

to endure the loss of cpi'.)..oL. Archilochus' sentiment is frequently echoed 

by other poets. Some lines by Stesichorus (244 PMG) : 

a~e)..&CTTO:~O: yup xa:t aµaxa:va; ~OU<; 9a:v6v~a:<; 

'KAO: LeL V 

It is supremely pointless and assuredly useless to weep for 
the dead. 

are impersonal, but nonetheless· emphatic. He canes closer in attitude to 

Archilochus elsewhere (232 PMG): 2 

l It is to the detriment of the modern Western world that _sociological 
taboo and custom prohibit this type of release. 

2 Bowra GLP 128: "Against the final darkness of death Stesichorus sets 
the sunlit present." 



tµaAat ~OL µaAL=a 

naLyµoo6va<;· {~&} <!'LA&~ µoAna<; ~••An6AAWv, 

llTJ5&a 5& =ovaxa<; ~• 'At5a<; ~AaX& 

57. 

Apollo loves games and songs best, and mournful lamentations 
belong to Hades.• 

'lhese lines seem to suggest that the dead should weep for the dead, but 

that for the living, life must go on. Perhaps even Sappho was expressing 

a similar idea in the words which, we are told, she' addressed to her 

daughter ( 150 LP) : 

oO yap 0lµL<; ev µoLoon6AWV totxtaL 

0pfjvov lµµ&v'· 06 x' &µµL ~a5& nplnoL 

It is not right that there be lamentations in the [house?] of 
the Muses' servants; it would not become us. 

I hesitate to conclude that her sent:ilrent is the same as those above; 

much of her poetry, though in no way 0pfjvoL, exhibits grier". A more 

explicit example is the fragJJ1ent of Sophocles (557 JP) which begins with 

the comnonplace that tears cannot raise the dead; if they could, they 

would be more valuable than gold. 3 

In fact, nothing can bring the dead back to life; 4 as Ibycus suc­

cinctly puts it (313 FMG): 

oOx l=.Lv iino<!'0 LµlvoL<; ,roo.<; i~L <i'apµaxov &Opei:v 

For the dead it is impossible to find a drug to win back life. 

So grief has no effect on the circumstances, but only on the one who 

grieves. The poetic conceit that a mourner's tears are useless, clinically 

3 _'.J;his valadiction prohibitin~ mourning occurs elsewhere :!,n Sophocles: &· 
377f., El. 137f., fr. 761 TGF; for further references see Johann 56 n.221, 

'Kassel 70,_and for examples from grave inscriptions, Lattimore~ 217f. 
' . 

4 Except, of course, in myth: e.g. M.W. Shelley's Frankenstein, Heracles' 
rescue of Theseus and of, as we shall see, Al.cestis. 
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labeled n:ihil proficitur maerendo,5 is a central canponent of the later 

· literary consolatio mortis. The locus classicus is to be found in Iliad 

24.6 

Priam canes as a suppliant to recover the body of Hector. He 

conf'ronts Achilles and kisses his hands ( 476-80). 'lheir reconciliation 

is achieved by mutual consolation. Priam's opening address· may be para­

phrased as follows : "Remember your father, Achilles, who is old like me 

and also surrounded by enemies. • But at least he lives in hopes that his 

son will return.; I have lost ray sons, including Hector for whose body I 

have now cane. Pity me, remembering your father; I am still more to be 

pitied, for I have endured what no other has done, to·put ray lips to th~ 

hands of the man who killed ray sons" ( 486-506) . Priam's argurrent that he 

and Peleus have both suffered pranpts Achilles to gr>ieve: while Priam 

weeps for Hector, Achilles weeps for Peleus and Patroclus. His weeping, 

shared with Priam, serves to console him (512f.), and now it is his tum 

to offer consolation to the Trojan king. He begins by urging him to set 

aside his gr>ief (522-26): 

l/.)..yea 5' [µnric; 

lv 0uµ.roL xa~axeco0aL laooµev axv6µevoC nep• 

ob yap ~Le; np~~L<; ns)..e~aL xpuepoco y<)OLO' 

clic; yup lnex)..oooav~o 0eoc 5eL)..occrL ~p=occrL, 

~OOeLV dxvuµevoLc;· 

But let us allow our sorrows to lie still in our hearts despite' 
our affliction. Nothing, in fact, is accomplished by grim 
lamentation, For thus have gods spun their fate for unhappy 
mortals, to live in affliction. 

He introduces Peleus as a paradigin of the mixed fortunes of men: to his 

5 -Johann 56; the words are Cicero's(Tusc:.. 3.64). 

6 Cf. the treatment of the consolatio the~e in the Iliad by M.N. Nagler, 
Spontaneity and Tradition (Berkeley 197~) 174-98. 
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aged father the gods have giwn-both good and ill, as they have now given 

to Priam. He concludes (549-51): 

lfvax&o, µ~6' aACaO't°OV 656p&o oov xa~a 0oµ6v· 

06 yap ~~ np11l;uc; axa,crjµ&voc; ·u ~oc; M'joc;, 

obol µ~v av~cr&~<; 

_Endure. Do not mourn endlessly irr' your heart. For you will 
accomplish nothing by mourning your son, you will not raise him. 

This consolatio aJmost works. B1:1t first Hector's body must be surrendered 

(553-55). ~t done, Achilles urges Priam to eat with him (601, 618f.). 

He reminds the old man of the tale of Niobe: she lost her twelve children, 

killed by Apollo's bow, but she remembered to eat ( 6O2f. , 613). In short, 

life must go on. Priam is consoled and, after a meal, longs to sleep (635-

42). 

In this scene, two major consolatory themes are ,,vident: (1) the 

univers~ty of human misfortune and loss of dear ones; (2) the need for 

the living to accept the mortality of man and to continue to participate 

in the cycle of life. The grief of these mGumers is painfully acute, but 

once they are soothed by examples of other mortal suffering and are, shaken 

back into the reality that cannot be undone, they can, as they must, 

endure it. 

The consolatory encouragement "Endure" appears elsewhere in .Haner, 

often w1th the thought that this is all a mortal man can do. For instanee, 

it is after the famous "Urn Speech", in which the imnortals who are "free 

frail care" (ax~ol&c;) are compared with beleaguered mortals, that Achilles 

says lfvcrxw to Priam. More frequently, such. encouragement is given with 

the verb ~}..au:, and its cognates. 7 Nausicll.8.,- upon meeting Odysseus, recog-

7 Twice. in the Iliad both this verb and· imascheo are used, 1.586 and 5.382, 
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nizes that Z~us allots prosperity with no thougj::lt for the mor.al quality 

· of the. recipient, and that O:lysseus has received hardship; but she 

· advises him, oe 5& Xf)T) ,:ei:J,.ciµev ~µn'T]~, ·11it must be endured nonetheless" 

(00. 6,190, cf. 3.209). O:lysseus himself later corrments on the frailty 

of man and his prosperity: when suffering canes, all one can do is endure. fl 

'lhe Muses in the Hareric Hymn to Apollo are imagined singing about 

the gifts that the gods enjoy and about the ,:J,.T]µooovaL (191) of helpless 

mortals who can find no 9avcii:o LO· llxo~, "remedy against death" ( 193). In 

Iliad 24, Apollo blames Achilles for his excessive grief over the death of 

Patroclus; others, he says, have lost someone dear, but have ceased lam-

. entation ( 49) : 

. 
For the Fates have given mortals an enduring heart. 

'lhese lines might have been in Archilochus' mind when he composed this 

elegy (13 W): 

xi']5ea µev o,;ov6ev,:a Ilep CxAee~ o.&i:-l i:L~ do,;oiv 

µeµ~6µevo~ 9aJ,.CT]L~ ,:lptei:aL o65e n6AL~· 

3 ,:o(ou~ yap xa,:a xoµa noJ,.u~J,.oCo~OLO 9aAcioO'T]~ 

[xJ,.uoev, oL5aJ,.eou~ 5' dµ~• d56v'T]L~ txoµev 

5 nveoµova~. <iAAa ·eeot yap dv'T]X6CITOLOL XUXOCOLV 

~ ~CJ,.' ent· xpai:ep~v ,:\T]µooov'T]v ~9eoav 

7 ~cipµaxov, /lJ,.J,.o,:e /l\J,.o~ ~X&L ,:65e· vov µ&v l~ ~µla~ 

ii:pcine9', alµai:6ev 5' ~J,.xo~ dvacrrlvoµev, 

9 l~aui:L~ 5' ti:epou~ enaµeCtei:aL. CTAAa i:axLcn:a 

,:J,.fj,:e, yuvaLxetov nlv9o~ dnroociµevoL. 

8-- . 
Od, 18,130£.; cf. Lloyd-,-Jones JZ 30, '.18 on the themes of endurance in 

theOdyssey and in archaic poetrY:-
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CoIIiplaining of mournful =o==ows, Pericles, no citizen will take 
joy in the feasting, nor his city. Such men did the swells of 
the hard-roaring sea wash under; the pains of grief we feel within 
our lungs. And yet, for incurable troubles the gods,. my friend, 
have prescribed staunch endurance, a remedy. Now one, now another 
feels it. Though at present it has turned to us, and we moan a 
bloody wound, later .it will pass to others. So quickly, all of 
you, endure. Put aside womanly mourning. 

'Ihe structure of this fragm:mt caused an uneasiness in Frankel (EGPP 143f.) 

which pranpted him to add other elegiac fragrrents of Archilochus to it. 9 

I am inclined, like Campbell (GLPS 145) and West (app. crit .) , to talce 

these lines. as a canplete poem, and shall treat them as such. 

The elegy begins with an address to Pericles10 which describes the 

extent of a collective sorrow over a recent tragedy, and ends with a 

second person plural imperative to "endure" and cease lamenting. In order 

to help stop their tears, the poet skilli'Ully employs variations on the 

Greek view of mortality. 'Ihe traditional thought that helpless mortals 

can do nothing but endure the inescapable gifts of the gods is neatly 

inverted by _Archilochus with the final word of the sentence: the gods give 

mortals, for incurable troubles, endurance, · a cure. ll This parade ,x pre­

sents the divine "gift" of endurance in a new, positive light; it is at 

9 For other combinations equally beyond disproof but perhaps beyond belief, 
see F.R. Adrados, "La elegia a Pericles de Archiloco," AFC 6 (1953-54) 225-
38 for the sequence (W) 16, 8, 9, 12, 13, 11; also, the edition of _Lasserre­
Bonnard for (W) 13, s-; 9, 12, 11; oddly, all three assortments contain both 
the fragment bemoaning the absence of bodies for funeral rites (9 W) and .the 
fragment (12 W) which I take as a reference to bodies washed up on-shore. 

10 See Kassel 6 who cites appearances in Homer of the formulaic line, "touch 
and call £1_ name" which precedes many consolatory speeches. 

11 In an awkward attempt to demonstrate that Archilochus uses words and 
phrases not dissimilar to Homeric expressions, D.L, Page, "Archilochus and 
the Oral Tradition," Fondation Hardt 10, 12.7 says that pharmakon "is not to 
be ... regarded as metaphorical here." Doe£ he think Archilochus is referring to 
Olympian apothecaries? ·1 ·have examined every appearance of this word in 
Homer and nowhere does it mean anything .. but a concrete drug, poisonous or 
palliative, medicinal or magic. 
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this point that the poem leaves. lamentation, and begins consolation. 

Archilochus has indicated that the, disaster is in the past and cannot be 

· undone, and deftly moves to the present in line 7 with the consoling 

reminder that all mortals are subject to sorrow, 12 and then to the future 

1n line 9 with the prediction that others will feel it. This looking 

away fran the past towards the future is· the "remedy" for the gr1.ev:!ng 

survivors of the dead. 

J\rchilochus' reminder, "it happened before, it will happen again," 

is an attempt to force the mourners to come to terms with the unavoidable, 

incurable fact of their friends' death and by accepting it, to find a 

' release fran the anxiety of helpless frustration. At the same time, it is 

also an encouragement: "if it goes badly now, it may go well again at any 

manent." Once these vitalizing attitudes are accepted, men will hear the 

final words of the elegy not only as a mere rejoinder that this is all that 

can be done, but also as a positive encouragement, a logical development 

of the preceding reflections, a cure for incurable mortal difficulties. 

(b) The Consolation Of Mortality13 

The Greek consciousness of the presence of the iinmortals produced, 

by contrast, the concept, of their own feeble mortality. 14 A much quoted 

f'ragJ:nent of Pindar describes the gods (143 §): 

12 Arguments about the textual variants of the demonstrative pronoun in 
this line (7) are unnecessary: take either tade or tode. The point is 
the universality of the human condition. -- --

13 For this s~ction my debt to Johann's book, especially the outline of 
related themes on the argument de communi hominum condicione on 64-67, 
will be obvious to the reader. -

14 B.C. Dietrich, Death, Fate and the Gods (London 1965) 6: "The Greeks 
looked upon nature, the world and indeed. the gods from the point of · 
view of man." 



K&!VOL yap T 1 &vOOOL Kat ayfJpaOL 

-TlOVOOV T 1 &!!&LpOL, ~apll~OaV 

!!Op0µov !le~euy&i-e~ 'AxepovTo~ 

They are without diseases, without old age, of hardships always 
inexperienced, freed ·from the deep-sounding gate of Acheron. 

'Ihe picture of mortals, on the other hand, is fundamentally and persis­

tently outlined by the Greek notion of their universal subjection to 

unpredictable, inescapable and inconstant fate, to these capricious 

"gifts of the gods". Still, fran each of_ these characteristics of 

human destiny, some form of consolation could be derived. 

The epheineros nature15 of man is often viewed in terms of his 

inability to predict personal destiny. Man's existence is called ephe­

meros in a melancholy essay by Semonides of Amorgos (1 W). The poet 

compares the power of Zeus with the dull and bestial mind of man (1-5), 

and then mocks the vanity of mortal dreams for future success (6-10) by 

categorically drawing many images of horrible, but more realistic possi­

bilities for what lay in store (11-22). This is more than a simple 

pessimistic lament, as the poet's 8.Gvice at the end of the piece shows. 

· Semonides suggests that since we cannot !mow the future, we ought to 

take what joy we can from the present ( 22-4) : 

el 5' lµot TlL0oCaTo, 

oox ~v xaxrov lproLµev, ooo' ln' ~AyeoLv 

xaxo!~ txovTe~ 81Jµov alxL~otµeSa. 

If you want my advice, we would not chase after troubles and, 
when we have painful troubles, not torture ourselves. 

1.5- See the lucid discussion by ii. Frankel, "Man's Ephemeros Nature according 
to Pindar and Others," TAPA 77 (1946) 131-45; he sees the Semonides fragment 
treated below as a demoruittation of "ignorance of reality at large" and lack 
of mortal~ "insight". 
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It is a help.f'Ul suggestion,16 

'lhe_ obscurity of future events has an :Impact on the poets' attitudes 

towards·their present circumstances. After the eclipse of 648 B.C.,17 

Archilochus records his . finn belief that anything can happen ( 122 W) • 

Simonides repeats this point of view in a gnomic reminder ( 527 PMG) : "There 

is no ·trouble unexpected for m:irtals." 18 And .a frag,nent of Sophocles shows. 

a clever use of this idea in a consolation (761 'IG#): 

cru o' 8:,,-opa 9vrp:ov et xa-req,9 ""o 01:eve "<;, 

etooi<; 't"O µeAAO\I oboev et xepoo<; q>epe"; 

Do you lament a mortal man if he dies, knowing not if the future 
carries gain? 

When the sentiment that a mortal man cannot avoid his destined fate 

appears in poems of a consolatory nature, it serves to deny thoughts that 

what is now happening could have been avoided. 'Ihus, resignation in the 

face of pain.f'Ul reality is facilitated by the suppression of anxious re­

gret. A poem in the Theognidea begins with an adroit use of paranomasia 

and oxymoron an the theme ·of the exhortation to endure (1029 W): 

-r6lµa 9uµe xaxo!a"v ~µ.oi<; ~-rlrp:a nenov9oo<; 

Endure, my heart, in troubles, even though suffering the unendurable, 

A few lines on is the familiar encouragement that this is all one can do 

16 See R.G.M. Nisbet and M. Hubbard, A Commentary on Horace: Odes Book I 
(Oxford 1970) on i. 11. 8 (carpe diem) ·for the poet's familiar "distrust of 
the morrow"; Semonides, in my opinion, is expressing not only this idea 
but also the uselessness of wallowing in present misfortune -- I sense that 
he is trying to distinguish at what times a view to the future is not 
disadvantageous. 

17 In April; see F, Jacoby, "Th',' Date of Archilochus," Q1 35 (1941) 101. 

is In Bowta's view (GLP 324), Simonides knew that death and disaster might 
come at any moment and believed that men must be ready for them. Swami 
Shivananda once told me, "Expect the best, but be prepared for the worst." 



(1033-34 W): 

a iw" o • &tµcipµl "ci 56ipci 

obx ~" /Jr]'~o Croc; a "ryroc; dvi')p npocp6yo ~ 

Mortal man could not easily escape the allotted gifts of the gods. 

The litotes "not easily" recalls the common references by Homer and Hesiod 

to the gods, who achieve all things prJ°~5 Croc; .. llie whole thought that 

methods of escape are not available for men frequently appears in the 

Theognidea in relation to such inherited mortal woes as old age, death, 

the "gifts of the gods". llie theme of inescapable destiny has another 

variation in this couplet (817-18 W): 

K6p"'· ~µnric; 5' IS-i:~.µo'i:pci nci0e'i:" o6x foe' imci)..6~cic. 

[/S,:,:c Be µo'i:pCl n<18e'i:v, o!n.c ·oe5ocxci nci0e'i:".] 

Cymus,,it is impossible to avoid.what we are destined to suffer. 
What I am destined to suffer I am not afraid to suffer, 

Fearful anxiety about the future is as pointless as blind hopes for it.· 

Likewise, the fear of dying is foolish, as a fragJI1ent of Sophocles explains 

(951 JP): 

1501:cc; 5e 0"TJ1:WV 0a"Cl1:0" 6ppoo5e'i: A(Cl", 

µ6ipoc; necpuxe· njc 1:0J(T]C µlAec ,:a5e, 

IS-i:ci" 5' 6 xcicpoc; 1:ou 0ci"e'i:v l;)..0ro" 1:6J(T]
0

c, 

ob5'.~" ~poc; <16)..crc; ZT]voc; lxcp6yoc µo)..w". 

Whoever of mortals· is overly afraid of death is a fool. That is 
in the hands of chance. When the exact time to die happens to 
come, one cannot escape should he go to the halls of Zeus, 

By realizing that death and destiny are beyond mortals' "insubstantial 

p~ernl 9 to influence, a man might focus his energy on his imnediate 

circumstances and on what he is able to accanplish. This reasoning is 

l9 Simonides 520 PMG 1-2. This is Cal);inus' argument; see above p. 48. 
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a carmon element of the s;ympotic exnortation to enjoy life while it is 

still possible, to "eat, drink and be merry. 11 20 It is also used effec­

tively in the advice of a consolator that the survivors accept their 

loss as an unalterable fact, ,put,.aside useless mourning and make the 

best of life before death falls in tum to them. 

In his efforts to soothe the bereaved Apollonius, Plutarch (ii. I. 20) 

quotes S:il!lonides (520 PMG 4-6): 

6 6' l!q>ox,;o<; oµi:i<; lncxplµa-c-cn 06.va-c-o<; • 

x&Cvoo yup Ecrov Aa.xov µlpo<; ct -c-' aya0ot 

8cr-c-c<; -c-e xax6<;. 

Inevitable death hangs over all alike. Its equal portion both 
the good and bad obtain. 

'.Ibis thought 21 produces two related theme;. The first is the consolatio 

~ exemolum, i.e. the attempt to offer consolation by recalling some 

mythological character who for all his talents could not avoid death in 

the end. Achilles, for instance, upon notification of his approaching 

death, only shrugs: not even Heracles escaped his doan.22 The s,cond is 

the ccmf'orting reminder that "you are not the only one who has suffered 

such pain. 11 23 The latter theme is especially frequent. in Euripides. 24 A 

f'.ine illustration can be found in a fra.g}Ilent from his Kresphontes 

20 Nisbet-Hubbard, .££_.cit. on i.4.18 has many Greek examples. 

21 Lattimore TGLE 251 calls this theme of inescapable death the consolation 
par excellence,"representing as it does the ultimate if meager solace." 

22 Il. 18.117; Alcaeus uses the·story of Sisyphus in a sympotic illustration 
of death's inevitability (38 LP); cf. also Lucretius 3.1027-28. 

23 Non hoc tibi soli, Kassel 80; his re.ferences are expanded by Johann 64 
Ii;- 262 ;to these, add the Euripidean e>;amples in the next footnote. 

24 Fr. (TGF2) 10, 332, 418 and 757; note especially Hee. 32(-26, a callous 
use of this consolation by Odysseus. [ 
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~&8vacr~ na!6&~ obx eµot µ6v~" ~p~oov 

066' av6po~ ecn:&p~µ&8', aAAa µup Ca" 

~ov a~ov e!;~V~A~OO\/ cl,c; eyro ~ Cov. 

Children die not only for me of mortals, nor am I the only one 
robbed of my husband; countless many have drained the same life 
as I have. 

Sophocles employs a cruel application of this theme :in his -Electra. The 

Chorus• attempt to console Electra with this thought (153) has no effect; 

shortly afterwards; Electra explains to the Chorus the extent of abuse she 

suffers f'ran Clytenmestra, who taunts her with such insults as (289-90): 

J 6t'.io9 E:OV µC01]µa, oot µ6v~" na'IT)p 

. ~e9v~xov; 11.AAO~ 6' oll-t-~~ ·ev_nlv9E:" ~po~oovi 

You god-hated, vile creature, are you the only one whose father 
has died? Is there no other mortal who suffers? 

But.Electra is a typical Sophoclean hero:!ne: neither the consolations 

offered by _friends nor the rebukes of her enemies will make her yield. 

_She remains unimpressed by assertions that her fortUnes are sharE d by 

others; in her own view, ·her suffering is unique and thereby justifies 

her pursuit of vengeance. 

However, the recognition that man cannot escape his destiny and must 

die sooner or later does offer consolation to the living who are thus able 

to accept and endure their sorrow. The dead person could not have escaped 

his doan. In addition, when the mourner recognizes that he too must die 

sane day, he may cane to accept.the present, fleeting opportunity to 

enjoy what moments of life remain. Without question, death approaches; 

ii;_ canes at. any manent, without warning. So there is consolation as well 

. ' 
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in mortals' lack of foresight of what the next manents · will bring. 25 

The uncertainty embodied in the Greek view of changing fortune is 

eloquently-expressed by .Simonides (521 PMG): 

/£v9po:,nos toov µ~_ncn;e ~UOTJLS 3 ~L yCve~aL {a~pLov}, 

µT)5' /£v5pa l5oov ISA~Lov Baoov xp6vov ~aae~aL• 

ruxeta yap o65i ~avon~ep6yoo µoCas 

o!S-roi<; cr µe~am-acrLS, 

Being mortal, never say what is destined to happen [tomorrow], 
nor, when you have seen a man happy, how long he will be so; for 
.not even the long-winged fly's change of position is so swift. 

The _ rapidity of fortune's reversals, combined with the general wish to 

avoid the ~96vos of the gocla, made a prosperous man look with caution 

to the future. Simonides I warning here, and in 527 P!'IK}, conveys this 

familiar thought, a ccmrnon theme throughout Greek poetry. This sentiment 

made the Greeks hesitant to use the encouragement of possible good luck. 

We saw that Semonides of .Amorgos (1 W) condemned hope in the future as 

vain and dangerous; this view is also professed by Solon ( 34 W 1 and 13 

W 36). In the Troades of Euripides, after Andranache asserts that the 

dead Polyxena has fared better than herself, Hecuba raises the counter­

·point (633): "Death is nothing, while in life there are hopes. 11 But the 

widow of Hector responds that death is preferable to a miserable life 

which is accanpanied by the bitter memory of fonner happiness (636-42), 

and she shows how the pain of her present misfortune is the result of 

her good riame (643-60). Andranache is looking entirely at the past: the 

memory of Hector still rules her ( 661-78) ; she has no hope, no future 

(681-83). So Hecuba apologizes for her tongue's loss of control, but 

25 Johann 65 n, 265 has many Greek examples of the consolatio theme de 
vitae varietate, 



nonetheless tries to turn Andranache's thoughts to the future by saying 

she must forget Hector: tears will not save him (697-98). 

In Aeschylus 1 . Pranetheus, the Chorus asks the chained. Titan what 

assistance he gave to mortal men. Before he 'mentions, in an offhand way, 

the gift of fire, Pranetheus says that he made them incapable of "fore­

seeing their doan"; he is asked how he did this, with what cpa.pµaxov, and he 

replies (250): 

~O<pAn~ lv a/n;o!~ lAnCoa~ xa~roLX"OO 

I placed in them blind hopes, 

The Chorus is impressed by this "great gift". 26 

Obviously, the Greeks thought of lAn C~ as both good and bad; this 

is apparent in the Chorus' famous words in Sophocles' Antigone ( 615-17). 

A lesser known example is found in the Heracles of Euripides. Against 

lfiegara's pessimistic condemnation of hope, the old Amphitryon reacts with 

his faith in the possibility that a better wind might still blow (95-96) 

and in the belief that everything changes (104); he feels that the brave 

. always hope, the coward despairs (105-06). Nonetheless, even he gives 

,up hope on the very edge of disaster (503-06); 

In addition, destiny was conceived as an oscillation between good 

and bad fortune. 27 The fraginent of Archilochus (130 ~) which gives an 

image for the human results of the capricious "gifts of' the gods" power­

fully describes men who are brought l9w as well as men who are raised up 

in circunstances; both happen frequently (noAAa.x"~ ... no)..)..a.xL~, 1 and 3). 

26 In the next line, 251'. Theognis (1135 W) calls it the greatest gift, 

21 Cf,. S01:hocles Tr, 129'-31 and J.C. Kamerbeek, Commentar,y: ·rrachiniae · 
(Leiden l'.J70) ad loc. concerning the cyclic workings of fate, the "veritable 
Wheel of Fortwie•i-.-
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!l1.l'l vivid reaction to the eclipse (122 W) is quoted by· Stobaeus under 

n&pi: i,.nC5oc;, "concerning hope": Archilochus' point is that men can, in 

blunt 'fact, have none. For as ·Pindar says of the future (Pythian 8. 76) :28 

,:a 6'. oox ln' iiv6pciac X&!i:ac. 

Those affairs are out of mortal reach. 

Anything can happen. Nonetheless, this does not exclude the possibility 

that it might be something good. When Archilochus ends his personal con­

solation to his 9uµ6c; (128 ~) with the words (7): 

yCvroo-x& 6" o'\oc; puoµoc; dv9poonouc; ~xu. 

Know well what kind of rhythm holds mankind. 

is he merely rewording the Delphic lll?XimS "Know thyself" and "Nothing to 

excess", or is he using an encouragement like the one that ends the Per­

iclean consolation (13 ~ 9) that these troubles, which are now impossible 

to escape, will eventually pass? This is no definite advocacy of hope 

for the future: that hope is impossible, dangerous, and it leads to dis­

appo:intment. But it is encouraging to remember, like the fact that sor­

_row and pa:in befall every mortal, that the fate of every mortal is in 

constant oscillation; whereas the present circumstances may deteriorate, 

they may also improve. In the meantime, a man could only hang on to life. 

This is undoubtedly the message :in the following consolatory couplet 

fran the '.Iheog;iidea (355-56 ~): 

,:6,.µa K6pv& xaxo!acv, lnd xiia9Ao!acv ~xacpec;, 

ekt a& xai: i:o6i:rov µo!p' lne~aAA&V ~X&LV' 

2~ Again, 'at Nem. 6.1-7 Pindar suggests that man's ignorance of what the 
future hoids is the most significant· distinction between the race of men 
and the race of gods. 
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Endure, Cyrnus, in bad times; as in good you found delight, when 
fate decreed that you share in them, 

In any case, hUITfill life is not static: nciv-ra. /n'i: says the philosopher.29 

Up or down, the present ·c;i.rcunstances must be endured. 

The Simonides fraginent quoted above (521 PMG; p. 68) is said to 

cane fran one of his famous 9prjvo.. In a discussion on lyric threnody, 

H. W. Smytt?0 observes: 

For the wild expression of passionate lament that was natural to 
a more primitive state of society, there was substituted in the 
lyric age an ennobling and purifying song that released the mourner 
from too close an engagement with his grief. 

Does Simonides' memorable description o:f- the speed of man •s µe-rcio-ra.a.c; 31 

contain some consolation for mourners? The warning about the folly of 

looking to the future, just as it is used :in sympotic exhortations, brings 

one effectively to consider the present circumstances. The past is dead, 

the future is precariously indefinite; both were and will be in the hands 

of :fate. The message is to live while the 11 v:ing can be done, to live 

how we can - in the now. 32 

Poems of consolation were written long before the development o:f the 

29 G.S. Kirk and J.E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers (Cambridge 1971) 
186-87; Plato attributes these words to Heraclitus, the "Obscure"; for 
both flux and obscurity, see the "River Fragment" and the discussion by 
M, Marcovich, Heraclitus (Merida, Venezuela 1967) 194-214. 

30 Greek Melic Poets (London 1906, repr, 1963) cxxvi; Smyth includes 
elegy in his discussion of related threnetic species. 

31 Kassel 65-66 gives other examples of Greek expressions for this 
_"changing of position"; Johann sees this theme as a topos of the conso­
latio whic:h he calls de praemeditatione futurorum malorum (63)_. 

32 It is also the message from Fritz Perls and Gestalt Therapy, and it 
is the main idea of Aldous Huxley's novel, Island. 
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of' the late literary fonn~ the consolatio mortis. The obvious proof of 

this is that the r"onn demanded by convention the· inclusion of mnnerous 

citations of consolatory themes from earlier authors. Since, in truth, 

only so many things can be said in consolation, the poets concentrated 

an saying them differently and well. 'Whereas the words of consolatory 

themes were the usual subject of variation, Euripides, in one play, 

varies their use in a skillful display of dramatic technique. I turn 

now to his Alcestis. 

(c) Inversion In The Alcestis 

Euripides' play dramatizes a story about the acceptance of death: 

one's own and someone else's. Every character in the play is compelled 

to confront the actuality of Death who indeed appears in the prologue. 

'.Ihe manner in which these people face death is presented in tenns of the 

moral values which have been discussed throughout this thesis. Their 

reactions to the approach and departure of death are human and traditional, 

but the whole play has a consistent:ls ironic tone: the characters act 

_within the framework of a mythological folk-tale which begins and ends 

with an escape fran death. 

The Prologue, delivered by Apollo and Thanatos, outlines the plot 

which is an inversion of all natural law. Apollo speaks first. He has 

endured (1) to act the servant for a mortal, his punishment for a crime 

against Zeus. Admetus, his master pro ternpore, received h:im hospitably, 

and in return for this kindness Apollo arranged - even though his own 

troubles .began when he reacted against Zeus' murder of Asclepius, his son, 

for rais:!.;1g the dead - for Admetus to escape the t:ime of his death if 
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he could find someone willing to die in his place (13-15). Only his 

wife, Alcestis, was willing; and today is the day ( 20-21) • Ieath appears 

in person to collect her. 

When '.fuanatos sees Apollo, he condemns his chicanery towards the 

Fates, his cheap "wrestler's trick" (34); he is uneasy and afraid that 

the god will deprive him of his ·nµrj (30) throughout their ensuing conver­

sation (31, 43, 53). Thanatos is not his usual indam.table self, and 

Apollo predicts the play's ending: Ieath will be overpowered and robbed 

of his vict:im by a man who is unquestionably Heracles (64-71). Apollo 

leaves; Thanatos, unmoved, enters the house to fetch Alcestis. 

At this point, the drama of Alcestis' death unfolds. Her name is 

:immediately on the lips of the Chorus, and it is accanpanied by the des­

cription which will be -used repeatedly and significantly: dpCOTTJ yovrj, 

"the best wife" (83-84). 33 'Ihe last half of the Parodos (112-31) contains 

the theme of inescapable and incurable death; here it has an unusual 

application,34 because this particular·death had a visible approach and 

is a clear matter of choice, Alcesr.is' decision has won for her s~xlsLa 

(150), whereas the result of Admetus' decision is described by the maid­

servant,, in these words (196-97): 

xat xai:-8avrov i:-av &ls,:-', ex~oyrov 6' [xsL 

-rooo'ihov li.lyoc;, oJ no,:-' -- oo lslrjos-raL. 

Had he died, he would merely have died: but he escaped and has 
such grief, which he will rem.ember all too well. 

Admetus chose not to endure his death. 

33 A.M. Dale, Euripides: Alcestis (Oxford 1954) ad loc. notes that this 
at.tribute.is "at the centre of the story." 

34 At different moments, e,&, at the reference to Phoebus' son (124f.), 
the audience might be reminded of the predicted escape at the end; cf. 
also the Chorus' prayer for a deliverer from death '(244). 
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Ad::!etus I inability to look past the present circumstances led him 

I -· 

to accept all too readily Apollo's gift and then his wife's offer, with-
I 

out ~onsidering what he will learn only as she is dying. 35 Even the 
I - • • 

Chorus recog;uzes that the soITow over the loss of· a good wife would make 

a man want 
1
to kill himself (228-30). Alcestis knows that her choice· 

represents ;a· release fran a painful life deprived of q,CAOL (287-88) and · 
I 

. an opporttmity to win i!SxAua (323-25). Admetus will have neither; 
I • • 

' . ' though he managed .to .escape inescapable death, the life he has won, as 
' 

J ' 

the Chorus isees (242-43), will not be worth living. Just before Alcestis 
I 

dies, Admetus swears not only to fulfil her last request that he not re-
' . I 

marry (-3047 05, 328f.), but also t.o mourn for -the. rest of his life for a 
I 

wife so generous (340-42). The description of the future life he says he 

will make for himself is aptly evaluated by A.M. Dale:36 
·1 . 

Adl)tetus is in all good faith proposing to lead a life which will 
ma~e nonsense of her gift to him. 

His whole ~peech on this idea (especially 342f.) is· a vivid expansion of 

the painful truth which he gradually perceives: not only .his continued 
I 

-existence,lbut also its very quality is· determined by Alcestis' willing­
i 

ness to di~ for him. Her death is a matter of both life and death for 
I 

him. '.Ihus: there is a grim irony in Alcestis' affirmation that she gave 
' 

her lif'e in exchange f'or his (282-84). Moreover we can understand, even 
I 
I 

though we <::annot condone, Admetus' pleas that she not leave him, that she 
i 

"endure" (277), and his desire to die with her (382). But he has accepted 
I 

the bargain Apollo aITanged for him, and .now Alcestis must die alone. 
I 

35 273-74,,i Admetus: "This is worse than death." Also, cf. 278-79. 

36 \' £E_.citF' -82. 

. . ' 
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T..1a Chorus praises her bravery: cu. . . µ6va. • • ~,:)..a<;, "you alone 

dared" ( 460-62) to give up your life. Adrnetus' father uses the same word 

(,:)..ffaa, 624) to indicate the daring of her act when he canes to console 

his son with the canmonplace that such sorrow must nevertheless be borne 

(617). 3 7 In earlier scenes Adrnetus' parents were repeatedly criticized 

for their failure to die for their son (16, 290-92, 338-39, 466-70). Now 

. Pheres is condemned to his face as a coward by his son (ooo' h6)..µ.T)aet<; 

eave;'i:v, 644), but he returns the charge with the reminder that it was 

Adrnetus himself who originally would not dare·to face death (694-96, 701-

02, 716). Pheres' initial attempt to console Adrnetus is clearly insincere 

and it merely provokes his son, who disowns his parents and argues that 

the prayers of the old for death are idle: when death comes they do not wish 
,; 

to die (669-72). 38 In response to Adrnetus' outb~st, Pheres employs the 

notion that all men must die, !10t with its re,vuer application ai:., a con­

solatory theme, but as a defense for his refusal to die for his son: since 

life is short and all rren rejoice in life, he, like Acl!retus, will not 

surrender it; they are not unique, f::,r all men love life (703-04) .39 

In an earlier scene after the death of Alcestis, Admetus' pride in 

his reputation as a host pranpts him to mislead Heracles and force him 

to accept hospitality. 40 During the burial, Heracles directs a rich 

37 According to Johann 37, in the Chapter "Uber den Zeitpunkt der thera­
peutischen Behandlung," it would seem· that Pheres'timing was "off": the 
Chorus tactfully waits until after the corpse has been carried to the 
grave before they advise Admetus to "bear it". 

38 These lines are quoted above p. 18. 

~ 39 When the notion is applied i~ this manner, Alcestis would seem a fool 
ta. sacrifice her life for another, 

40 Again Admetus demonstrates his concern for only the present situation 
and not for the possible ramifications ,in .the future. 
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"l.<:~ortment of consolatory therres to the attendant who' is mourning exces­

si vely over the death of one who Heracles has been led to believe is a 

minor member of the household. If the sentiments in the hero's speech 

were applied to Admetus, the irony would be obvious (782-91)°: 

~po~o!c; ~rra.oc xa.~ea.ve!v 6~&CA&~a.c, 

xoox [cn:c 9vrp;rov 8cn:cc; t~errCcn:a.~a.c 

'tT)V a.!Sp cov µlAAODaa.v el ~ u:iae~a. c • . 

785 ~o -njc; ~6)(llc; ya.p 6:~a.v ec;· de rrpo~TJO&~O. c, 

x~cn:• oo·6c6a.x~ov 006' 0:ACOX&~O.L ~exv~c. 

~a.in:' o6v d:xo6ooc; xa.t µa.9~v lµou rrapa., 

e!S~pa.cv& aa.~6v, rr!ve, ~ov xa.9' ~µepa.v 

~Cov AoyC~oo a6v, ~a 6' ~AAa. -njc; ~6)(llc;. 

790 ~cµa. 6e XO.L 'tT)V ITA&!oi:ov ~6C~v 9erov 

K6rrpcv ~p~o!ocv• eoµev~c; ya.p ~ 9e6c;. 

To die is a debt that comes due for all mortals, and there is no 
man who knows if he will live another tomorrow, For uncertain 
is the movement of chance; it cannot be learned or defined by 
craft. So hear this and learn from me, enjoy· yourself, drink, 
your life this day call your own, leave the rest to chance. And 
show respect for Cypris, by far the sweetest of ·gods for mortals; 
this god is truly gracious. 

A portion of the future was ma.c''.e clear to Admetus when he was told 

the day or his death. But he did not see the sorrow of losing his wife, 

nor the unavoidable ract that he must die anyway; he saw only the chance 

to forestall the payment of his mortal debt . So now, he can no longer 

call any day or his lire his own. His life, as well as his anguish, is 

the girt or Alcestis whose memory would make Heracles' final words un­

bearable if Admetus were to hear them. 

Admetus returns f'ran the funeral weeping copiously, and the Chorus 

tries various traditional techniques of consolation .(861-1005) without 

success; each of these consolatory themes has an ironic comotation in 

view of th~ play's action: 
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(1) "Tears will.not bring her back to life" (875, 985-86); but the 

tears of the servant brought out the truth to Heracles, who has rushed 
, 

away in· what we know will be a successful attempt to bully 'Ihanatos 

into surrendering Alcestis; his mission migtit have been accanplished 

already if Admetus had not concealed his own tears. 

(2) "Nothing can be done, there is no remedy" (962-71); but soon we 

learn how, in the fairy-tale world of this play, Heracles can act as a 

true <pCloc; and provide a remedy. 

(3) "Endure" (891, 985); but Admetus has not endured in the distant 

and inmediate past, and he cannot now; however, Heracles ' endurance (cf. 

837) makes it unnecessary for Admetus to endure_much longer. 

(4) "You are not the only mortal to suffer such sorrow" (892-93, 931-33); 

but Admetus' gift fran Apollo gave him a singular opportunity, namely, 

to ask his wife to die .for him; he unthinkingly accepted that gift and 

now regrets it . 

(5) "The glory of the dead will live on" (995-1005); but this is sav­

agely inappropriate since Alcestis' gain contrasts with Admetus' reali­

zation of his own loss of reputation. His last words before this ode 

contain what he imagines an enemy will mockingly say about his cowardice 

and shame (955-59), and then his concluding, rhetorical question (960-1): 

~c µo• l:;;iiv 6TTca xlp6sov, <pClo•, 

xaxooc; uuov·n xat xcrxroc; nenpay6-n; 

What gain do I have then in living, friends, with my bad repu­
tation and my bad fortune? 

Admetus has now seen that Alcestis' fortune is happier than his own: in 

death she is free fran pain and secure in her good name, but he, who was 

_slated to die, will live out a painful existence (935-40). 
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The folk-tale ending of the play is a veritable Conquest of Death. 

Heracles enters, obviously successful in his bout with Thanatos, and leads 

in a veiled wcrnan, his surprise for his host. Alcestis is restored to 

Admetus, and Apollo's prediction in the Prologue is fulfilled. The Chorus' 

earlier wish that Alcestis be delivered fran death is answered. Within 

the framework of a fairy-tale world, Euripides has allowed his characters 

to see the approach of death and has revealed their reactions to the 

audience. '.[he play I s action is informed by many of the ideas and the 

ideals which I have traced in this thesis, but frequently they are inverted 

or given an unusual application. Euripides I treatment has a tart and 

ironic tone because of his novel manipulation of poetic themes related 

to "the release of death" and "the acceptance of death". Once more we can 

see how a Greek poet uses his skill to endow traditional corrmonplaces and 

beliefs about death with a new vitality. 

' .. 
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