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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The Ajax of Sophocles is a gstirring drama in Greek literature.
The feats before the walls of Troy of this Salaminian hero, huge,
sturdy, and daring, can thrill mind and imagination., Still, the
play with all its interest and movement ﬁas a eritical defect: it
lacks dramatic unity. The Ajax is an ennobling story but a poor
drama; the poet has penned an artistic work, but he has failéd in
unified, dramatic effect. These are, fortunately, not the opinions
of all the crities, but they are sufficiently represeﬁtative of the
common opinion of those who attack the Ajax at a vital point.

Such an accusation is serious, and directed, as it is, against
one of the three great Greek tragedians, demands careful examina-
tion. This thesis purposes to consider what some scholars have
stated about the unity of the Ajax; in it will be studied closely
the construction of the play, the use of the Ajax legend by Sopho-
cles, and a basis will be established whereupon the Ajax can be
judged a unified dramatic production.

Disagreement or divergence of opinion opens up a fertile field
for discussion, and scholars who have treated the Ajax of Sophocles

have manifested a wide variety in their views. One adversary in
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particular states the case clearly and to the point.

The critical difficulty is that though Ajax
kills himself at v. 865, the play goes on for
another 550 verses, verses which are full of
brilliant and hard wrangling about hls dburial,
but which are not obviously a necessary con-
tinuation of the story. . . . It is the normal
sort of tragedy of character, the tragedy of
Ajax and his §Bpo(s , but for some reason a dis-
proportionate amount gf attention is devoted

to the herots dburial.

Capps 1s not as definite in his criticism as Kitte, but after ana-
lysing the play in question he concludes:

This last portion, like the close of the Iliad
and Odyssey, Serves as an epllogue to the real
plot, %Eic%, to the modern mind, 1s concluded
with the death of Ajax.2

Obviously Capps considers the incidents after the death of Ajax as
an anticlimax to the tragic drama, whose plot ends with the death

of the hero midway through the play.>

Harry offers a very clear resume of the plot of the Ajax;’then

adds his comment upon the unity.

The tragedy, from the modern point of view,
should end with the suicide. We have become
more impatient: the rest of the play seems to
be an anticlimax. Jebb says it was esgsential
that Ajax be buried with due rite; but some
scholars, especially in Germany, oppose this
view,

H. D. Kitto, Greek Tragedy, Methuen, London, 1939, 118,

E. Capps, From.ﬁom to T%eooritus, Seribnerts, New York, 1901,
218,

The play contains 1420 verses; Ajax dies at verse 865.

J. E. Harry, Greek Tragedy, Columbia, New York, 1933, I, 102.
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He appears here to be noncommittal; he quotes Jebb, but takes no
gide with him. Yet, later in the same general passage, Harry af-
firms "we cannot make the past square with the present."5' Thus,
the prolongation of the drama did not offend Greek taste in dra-
matie art, although according to our modern conception of drama,
such technique would be considered inferior. Thus, Harry seems to
imply that the Ajax to the Greek mind and audience possessed dra-

matic unity.

Croiset in his work on Greek literature merely states that
"the last part of the play is of a larger horizon";6 what comprises
this "larger horizon™ he fails to explain, but goes on with his
general commentary on Sophocles. Campbell's short but concise
treatment on Greek tragedy has nothing of moment on the dramatic
unity of the play. Butcher and Livingstone in their essays on
Greece, Greek literature, and Greek culture never touch upon a
clarification of this point.,  Others, among whom are Symonds,
fMackail, Tyrrell, and Hamilton, have not left in their works any
opinion on the dramatic unity of the Ajax.

Among those who defend the unity of the play, Norwood must be

given a prominent place.

5 ZIbid., 1023.

6 X. Croiset and M. Croiset, An Abridged History of Greek Litera-
ture, transl. by G. F. Heffelbower, Macmillan, New York, 1004,
199.




In AjJax the theme is not his death, but his
rehebilitation: the disgrace, the suicide,

the veto on his burial, Teucer's defiance,

the persuasions of Odysseus, are all abso~

lutely necessary. The culminating point is

the dispute about his burial, especially

since Ajax was one of the Attic "heroes”,

and the center of a hero's cult was his tomb.

This explanation enables us to regard the

whole play as an organic unity.

His stand agrees essentially with that taken by Bowra, who is very
clear in asserting that "the last third of it (the play) is taken
up with a dispute over his (Ajax') body. This seems ungainly to
us, but to the Greeks it was esgsential to the story."8 Bowra fur-
ther asserts that there is apparenﬁ "an awkwardness in the struct-
ure and a harshness of tone in the quarrel over the deéd body ."9
These weaknesses he asgceribes to the predominance in Sophocles of
the poet over the dramatist in the writing of this play; then, too,
he adds, Sophocles is inexperienced in combining style with dramat-
ic requirements and "has not yet learned . . . to create a perfect
ethical and artistic unity."lo Bowra sees the shortcomings of the
play well, but still he admits the last part of the Ajax as essen-

tial to the play.

Rose is defiantly on the side of the unitarians! No modern,

7 G. Norwood, Greek Tragedy, John W. Luce, Boston, 1928, 136,
8 C. M. Bowra, Ancient Greek Literature, Thornton Butterworth,
London, 1933, 94.
Ibid., 94.
lO Toid., 94.




ijn his estimation, can understand the play unless he "takes the
Greek point of view,"ll which he then promptly attempts to analyze.
For him "the moral 1nterest of the second part is high";12 this
second part 1s undoubtedly a necessary complement to the dramatic
unity of the play. And those who cannot see it, he concludes,
ghould "have no more to do with Greek thought."15

Haigh is less emphatic in his view; in point of fact, there is
serious doubt whether he justifies the unity of the play or not.
The conatruction of the Ajax varies in
point of merit. In the first part of the play
the preparation for the crisis is admirably
contrived; . . . But after the death of Ajax,
as the scholiast pointed out, there is an end
of the tragic interest; and the final scenes
with their protracted wrangling over the dis-
posal of the body, are frigid by comparison,l4
Haigh further states that the concluding dialogues between Menelaus,
Teucer, and Odysseus are too long; they are interesting in them-
jselves, delightful to the audience, effective on the stage, but, un-
fortunately, "they fall below the usual level of Sophoclean trage-

dy.nl5

A few words will suffice to show the position of Jebb, often

considered the 'father'! of all Sophoclean commentators. He is quite]

11 H, J. Rose, A Handbook of Greek Literature, Dutton, New York,
1934, 163.
12 Ibid., 164.
13 Toid., 164.

14 %éinsgaigh, The Tragic Drama of the Greeks, Clarendon, Oxford,
L5 Ibid., iss.




gure that in the play

« « o both the dramatic treatment and the dic-

tion bear the stamp of Sophocles, though some

of the details are not in his happiest vein,

and though the form of the whole-- a prolonged
controversy-- makes a_somewhat exacting demand

| on the modern reader,l6 ‘ |

A further elaboration of this opinion will be brought out in the
succeeding chapters; it is sufficient here to note that Jebd holds
to this conviction: the Ajax is a dramatic whole with the interest
in the main plot sustained to the very last verse. The action of
the play must be viewed in its totality; and in that action Sopho-
cles, according to Jebb, "evinces his command over the highest art

of the theatre."1l7

What importance can be attached to this problem? For the lov-
ers of Sophocles the settlement of the question means a further re-
nown for the poet and his artistic ability, or a lessening of that
reputation which both ancients and moderns have unanimously pro-
claimed.l8 O0f course, the fame of Sophocles will not stand or fall
|on the merits or defects of the Ajax, but a careful study of the
play and an explanation of its dramatic unity will help to vindicatJ
the claims of all the poet's extant works to true greatmess.

}6 Sophocles, The Ajax, transl. by R. C. Jebb, University Press,
Cambridge, 1907, introd. xliv. All subsequent quotations from

the play will be Jebb's translations.

17 Ibid., xlv.

18 J. A, Symonds, Studies of the Greek Poets, Smith, Elder, London,

1877, 210; Haigh, 328. :




The purpose of this thesis, therefore, will be to explain the
dramatic unity of the Ajax. There is no claim put forth that the
Ajax is the greatest of Sophocles' extant works; the nobility of
Ajax himself is not the main point of the discussion. We do not
aim to explain merely one scene or speech or Ssequence of scenes.
The thesis will not discuss Sophocles' stage, his language, his
tragic irony, his use of actors; these topics may be touched, but
only incidentally, in as far as they cast light upon the main ques-
tion: in what way did Sophocles conceive the Ajax as a dramatic
whole? What underlying element can explain the unity of the play?
That, and that alone, we hope to discover.

To establish the dramatic unity of the play, an inquiry into
the nature of dramatic unity is necessary. Then will follow a few
words on the Ajax legend itself as apt material for tragedy. This
material then must be used by the author in his own characteristie
way to produce the desired effect of tragedy. This naturally in-
troduces a discussion of Sophocles' tragic theme, how his particu-
lar genius used the Ajax legend to produce a tragedy. This logic-
ally leads to the last and main point of the thesis, the dramatic
unity of the play itself, which will flow from the general princi-
ples of dramatic unity in itself, coupled with the matter and ac-
tion of the Ajax legend as employed by Sophocles in his drama.




CHAPTER II
NATURE OF DRAMATIC UNITY

Greek tragedy was from its very beginning an expression of
belief in and reverence for the gods. Tragedy, accordling to one
view, "originated in the worship of Dionysus, the deity of wild
vegetation, fruits, and especially the vine."l To the Greek it
always held a deeply religious meaning, a part of the worship of
those deities who day by day watched over the fortunes of Athens,
brought forth a plenteous harvest, and preserved the people from
unseen dangers. Greek tragedy as written and presented at the

City Dionysia made an intense appeal to the Greek mind.

Still, this intense appeal of the tragic drama 4id not arise
solely from the deep religious inatinct of the Greeks. There was
in the construction and presentation of the plays themselves some-
thing more immediate, more concrete to hold a Greek audience 1it-
erally spellbound during the festival days. Was it the lyric
poetry that so attracted them? Or was it the soul-stirring themes
of the plays? Lyric poetry and sublime story were not exclusive

features of the drama; the Greek people had Sappho and Alceus,

1 Norwood, 1.




Heslod and Homer. The tales of Achilles, Patroclus, Diomede, and
odysseus were well known to them. Certainly, it wasn't brilliant
costuming or lavish stage presentation which attracted the crowds!
It was something higher, more subtle, more intellectual. It was a

deep~seated desire for the dramatic!

Here let us beware of a misunderstanding. By dramatic is not
meant unusual, sensational, or theatrical; there is nothing ‘'dra-
matic' in the sight of an Antigone being led off to her death or

of an Oedipus, contrite and remorseful, groping about the stage in
his self-inflicted blindness. The @reek desire for the dramatic

was not a longing for the bombastic and spectacular; it was a deep

deslire to witness action on the stage, action that would be repre-
sentative of life, that would, as Arlstotle observes, "present

people as doing things."3 This action, this 'doing' again was not
the mechanical runction'of moving about the boards, gesturing aim-
lessly toward the audiencé and being busy about trivialities. The

action could be called a chapter of life, a human experience, a

man's aspirations and how they are thwarted or fulfilled. Thus,

2 Aristotle, Poetics, 1448a 1. 35, transl. by W. H. Fyfe, Heine~
mann, London, 1939. This and all subsequent references to
Aristotle will be taken from Fyfe's translation of the Poetics.
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action simply resolves itself into what is called the central idea
of Greek tragedy, "the conflict between free-will and fa'be,"5 twit-
nessing the main crisis in some great life,"4 "a gpiritual st:uggle
in which each side has a c¢laim upon our sympathy."5 Action thus
implies a conflict, a crisis, a struggle; and 1n the struggle of
will against will, in the gradual evolution of the action toward
its ultimate goal, the tragedy attained its singleness of purpose,

its dramatic effect, ite dramatic unity.

Tragedy, again to use Aristotle's words,

is not a representation of men but of a pilece

of actlon, of life, of happiness and unhappi-

ness, which come under the head of action, and
the end aimed at 1s the representation not of

qualities of character but of some action.®

The type of action, of course, in the tragedy is manifold, depend-
ing on the personal desire or outlook of the poet. It may center
around a hero like Agamemnon; it may concern itself with a dynasty
of the ancestral line of Labdacus; or it may deal with the for-

tunes of many individuals as the Seven Against Thebes does. The

action "does not have unity, as some people think, =imply because

R. C.'Jebb, Essays and Addresses, University Press, Cambridge,
1907, 8.

L. Cémpbell, A Guide to Greek Tragedy, Percival, London, 1891,
12.

E. Hamilton, The Greek Way, Norton, New York, 1930, 142.
Aristotle, 1450a, 11. 19-23.

(o200 ¢ ) B S ¢
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it deals with a single hero."? Unity of action comes from single-
ness of purpose: the tragedy portrays a "single plece of action
and the whole of it;"® it is derived further from the consistency

in the portrayal of the action, and the production of a single

effect, always, however, in accord with the general purpose of

tragedy, to arouse the emotions of pity and fear.

"Action is the essence of the drama,"® and dramatic unity or
singleness of purpose and effect is concerned principally with ac-

tion.

The aim of the poet, in presenting a story
upon the stage, is to divest it of everything
that is irrelevant and unnecessary, and to
fix the mind of the audlience upon a single,
all-absorbing issue. . . . In all the more
typical tragedies of the Greeks the tendency
is to concentrate the attention, not only on
one subject, but on a single portion of that
subject. . . . They confine the attention for
the most part to one centra% personage, and
to one set of individuals.l

Greek tragedians had a desire for intensity and singleness of im-
pression, rather than for complexity, devious side-plots, and va-

riety of impression. The Greek tragedian set himself a simple

7 Ibid., 145la, 11. 19-20.
8 Tbid., 1451a, l. 37.

9 FHalgh, 333.

10 Ibid., 338-339.
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task: to portray a crisis in an artistie background with a unique

jntensity and concentration which held the attention of an Athe-
nian audience for hours or days at a time. It was action which

pade the drams.

Action is the essence of the drama; this we know and under-

atand. Yet, we have to push our inquiry another step forward:
what is unity of action or dramatic unity, and then; specifically,
how does the problem of dramatic unity enter into the Ajax of
Sophocles? The action of the drama is nothing else than the plot
of the play, and thus does Aristotle understand the term: "It is
the plot which represents the action. By 'plot' I mean here the
arrangement of the ineidents."1l Thus, the question can be put in
another manner: how must the inclidents be arranged so that the

dramatic action be unified?

Aristotle realizes that the proper arrangement of incidents
is the first and most important thing in'tragedy.lz He then goes
on to explain its nature.

We have laid it down that tragedy 1s a repre~
sentation of an action that 1is whole and

11 Aristotle, 1450a 1l1. 4-6.
12 Ibid., 1450b 1. 31.
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complete and of a certain magnitude, since
a thing may be a whole and yet have no mag-
nitude. A whole 1s what has a beginning
and middle and end. A beginning is that
which is not a necessary consequent of any-
thing else, but after which something else
exists or happens as a natural result. An
end on the contrary is that which is inevi-
tably or, as a rule, the natural result of
somethling else but from which nothing else
follows; a middle follows something else
and something follows from it. Well con-
structed plots must not therefore begin and
end at random, but must embody the formula
we have stated.l3 J

When we untangle thies rather involved English translation, I think
we can explain Aristotle's meaning simply. The incidents which
are the component parts of the story must be essential to the
whole. This ﬁeans that each incident, each bit of action muet re-
sult either inevitably or at least probably from what has gone be-
fore~-~that "natural result" of which Aristotle speaks--and must in
the same manner, either inevitably or probably, cause what is to

follow. Unity of action, therefore, 1s an essential, causal con-

nection between the incidents of the plot to make the story of the
play one story and not a mere series of episodea, A tragedy is an
organic whole, not an episodic conglomeration. The dramatist's
first business is to make his story one coherent whole. And fur-

ther, to refer once more to the Stagirite,

13 Ibid., 1450b 11. 32-43,
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« o o the component incidents must be so ar-
ranged that if one of them be transposed or
removed, the unity of the whole is dislocated
and destroyed. For if the presence or ab-
sence of a thing makes no visible difference,
then it is not an integral part of the whole.l4

Thus, a "well constructed plot" embodies a piece of action or

struggle, all of whose incidents present a causal relation to the

evolution of the whole. The Oedipus Rex with its inexorable de-

ocree of banishment from the city for the one who has brought the
curse upon Thebes presents a unified plot. Oedipus against the
wishes of Teireslas and Jocasta pursues the inquiry into his real
identity, and he finds that he alone has brought the curse upon
the city. Humbled and disgraced because of his crimes, he gouges
out his eyes and leaves his native land. Here there is a logical
relation of events, a causal connection between the beginning, the
absolute decree, the middle, the revelation of Oedipus' true iden-~
tity, and the end of the drama, the self-inflicted punishment and
banishment of the king. Such a plot we would call unified, such a

plot does verify the fundamental notion of dramatic unity.

Now we must approach the nuclear problem of the thesis and
determine specifically what must be done. The dramatic unity of
the Ajax must be shown: that is, it has to be explained how the

action of the play from beginning to end can be regarded as an

14 Ibid., 1451a 11, 37-42,
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organic whole. The idea which pervades it, giving it unity and
coherence, must be such that the death of Ajax can be viewed, not
as a catastrophe after which everything else becomes just a tame
episode, an accretion to the main plot, but rather as a tragic
event naturally leading to the events which follow it. Thus the
true climax in the play is reached only in that decision which
rescues the corpse of the hero from dishonor. This idea we shall
elaborate in a future chapter, together with an analysis of the
play, whereby we hope to show the causal relations between the
many incidents of the play. Thus by fusing the conception of
Sophocies' art-~the idea behind the play--with the nature of dra-
matic unity as we have tried to outline it here, we belleve that

the dramatic unity of the Ajax will be a demonstrated fact.

A more general comment on the other unities of Greek drama is
unnecessary, except in so far as they aid to understanding dramatic
unity. The so-called unity of time was not originally a law of
Greek tragedy, as the words of Aristotle indicate:

But as for the natural limit of the action,
the longer the better, as far as magnitude
goes, grovided it can all be grasped at
once.l

This practical limitation of the magnitude is linked naturally

15 Ibid., 1451a 11. 1l1-14,
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with the unity of time.

And then as regards length, tragedy tends to
fall within a single revolution of the sus
or slightly to exceed that, whereas epic is
unlimited in point of time; and that is
another difference, although originally the
practice was the same in tragedy as in epic

poetry.l6
The plote of tragedy tend to encompass less than a day, even though

some of the early plays of Aeschylus~-the Persee, Agamemnon, eand

Bungnides-~seem to depart from this general practice.

No explieit reference to unity of place is found in the
Poetics of Aristotle, although it is Haigh's belief that unity of
place 1s "tacitly aessumed as a necessary condition of theatrical
representation."l7 It is, perhaps, very significant to note that
one of the 'violationg' of the unity of place occurs in the Ajax
of Sophocles, where the scene of the drama shifts from the camp of
Ajax to a deserted sea-shore. These unities, therefore, subordi-
nate in importance and practice, have contributed little to the
central unity of Greek tragedy, unity of action. Upon this the
soul and spirit, the very life of tragedy rests; upon the causal
relation between the lncidents of the plot rests the art and skill
of the tragedlan; upon this fact the Ajax of Sophocles shall stand

as a unified drama.

16 Ibid., 1449b 11l. 13-18.
17 Haigh, 340, footnote.




CHAPTER III
THE AJAX LEGEND AS TRAGIC MATERIAL

Before considering at once the dramatic unity of Sophocles!
Ajax, another preliminary point remains for consideration. Trag-
edy is an action or struggle with a unity of impression; it im-
plies & crisis, not in foolish and meaningless episcdes, but in
the significant happenings of life--happiness, final vietory,
dire defeat or shame, bloody or violent death. Tragedy is an
action "of a certain magnitude,"l an action implying serious and
awful consequences. Originating as it did as & religious func-
tion, tragedy retained its deep notes of solemnity and profundity.
The materiel from which the poets drew their inspiration had to
be far above the mediocre; tragic themes had to admit grand, pom-
pous, profound action. In view of the subsequent discussion of
the common note of Sophoclean tragedy, it seems fitting &and prof-
itable to ask: was the Ajax legend suitable for dramatic |

presentation?

Commentators on Greek tragedy do not agree on the origins of

the Ajax legend. 1In general tragediens drew thelir subject matter

1 Aristotle, 1449b 1, 27.

17
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from the earlier epic¢ and lyric poets, whose themes and tales
were well-known to the ancient Greeks. "From the epic it (trag-
edy) derived its legendary subjects, and its graceful and ma jes-~
tic plcture of the heroic wsrld."z Under the transforming magic
of the tragedian the drama was born.

The serene and leisurely narrative of the

epic was intensified into an action, rapid

and concise, and transacteg before the

very eyes of the audience.
The Ajax legend was one of the heroic legends "taken from sources
later than the Iliad, but the conception of the hero, though mod-
ified by that later legemd, is fundamentally Homeric.m? In the
Iliad Ajax, son of Telamon, has come to Troy from Salamis to aid
the Greeks. His quallties of impetuosity and obstinacy shine out
in his deeds of valor; he is staunch and steadfast of purpose,
pre-eminent for bravery and prudence, qualitieé which he retains
as the chief character in the play. A scholiast says that "the
story comes from the Cyclic poets."5 Another source points to

Pindar, who is thought to have given a peculiar twist to the
tale;6 even Aeschylus is mentioned as having made an addition to

Haigh, 322.

Ibid., 322.

Jebb, Sophocles, The Ajax, introd., ix.
Ibid., xii.

Tbid., xv.

OO A0
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the 1egend.7 He handled the story in a trilogy, whose titles
alone we possess. Sophocles seems to have assumed Pindar's inter-
pretation about the award of the arms, but for the rest, con-
formed rather closely to the plot as it is handed down in the

Little Iliad. This, at least, is Professor Jebb's conjecture.8

Ajax was, therefore, a noble figure, outstanding in charac-
ter. His life and adventures as related in the legends, diversi-
fied as they might be, opened up for Sophocles dramatic possi-
bilities. There was opportunity here for dramatic presentation.
Ajax' adventures after leaving Troy could be related with an in-
tensity and concentration, with the beauty and artistic symmetry
which would produce the desired dramatic effect. This Sophocles

proceeded to do.

The scene of the play is laid before the tent of Ajax on the
plain of Troy. Ajax hed been enraged by the action of the Greek
chiefs in ewarding to Cdysseus instead of to himself the arms of
the dead Achilles. According to the Odyssey the judges in the
contest were "the children of the Trojans and Pallas Athena."g
Still, Sophocles adopts Pindar's change noted above, an account

of the awarding of the arms which was suited "to win sympathy for

Ibid., xviii.
1bid., xxiii.
Ibid., xv.

O D ~2
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Ajax,"lo and in this way the tragic hero appears at the outset as
a victim of jealousy and injustice. Ajax determined to slay the
Atreidae in their sleep, but the goddess Athena struck him with
mad frenzy, and all unknowing, he butchers a flock of sheep and
thelr shepherds. Ajax with a blood-stained scourge in his hands,
boasts with wild laughter of his triumphs; soon, however, he comes
to his senses. He feels his shame keenly; he withdraws from his
friends, the chorus of Salaminisn sailors. He leaves his tender
wife, Tecmessa, and retires to a lonely spot by the sea. There,
amidst the cuiet of the deserted shore, he falls upon his sword.
Ajax' own brother, Teucer, filled at the time with strange fore-
bodings of coming tragedy, returns too late to save the hapless
hero. He discovers the dead Ajax near the sea. Almost at once
Teucer confronts a defiant Menelaus, who forbids burial to Ajax’
body. Finally, however, the earnest pleas of Adysseus prevail,

and Agamemnon gives orders that the body be consigned to a grave.

With the A jax legend Sophocles produced what is probably the
earliest of his extant dramas.ll The story of this hero is apt
material for tragedy; it contains all the necessary elements of
action and conflict; it has dramatic effect; it leaves the specta-

tor with a singleness of impression. Ajax, the hero,

10 Ibid., xv.
11 Rose, 162.
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is a man dowered with nobility, sensitive-
ness, and self-reliance, but ruined by the
excess of these qualities. His nobility had
become ambition, his sensitiveness morbidity,
his self-reliance pride. He offends Heaven
by his haughtiness, and is humbled; then,
rather than accept his lesson, he shuns
disgrace by suicide.l®

The general outline of the Ajax gives just a glimpse of the
profundity of Sophocles himself. His tragic conception was not
merely on the surface; it was buried in his plays, not to remain
there, & dead, inert thing, but to become the leaven and pulse of

his dramas. A closer study‘of the general tenor of that tragic

theme will be necessary to judge the dramatic unity of the Ajax.

12 Norwood, 133.




CHAPTER IV
THE TRAGIC THEME OF SOPHOCIES

This chapter must begin with an assumption, a theory, which,
unfortunately, is not universally held. The study of the Sopho-
clean plays leaves the reader with the firm conviction that the
tragedien had a message to convey to his audience. Behind the
fortunes of Orestes, the pathetic struggle of Antigone, the cries
of an unfortunate Hercules, there lingers a deeper, more lasting
meaning. There is a definite moral lesson which Sophocles is
trying to teach.

The plays of Sophocles are far from being
mere artistic studies, devoid of moral im-
port. Human nature, to him, has more than

a psychological interest. The passions and
sufferings of mankind are everywhere painted,
not only as they appear in themselves, but
also as they appear in relation to the eter-
nal laws of justice and divine government.
The mysterious decrees of destiny are always
visible in the background of the pleture;
and the actions of mortal men, when seen
under this agpect, acquire ufwonted

grandeur and impressiveness.

The moral implications of the "unwritten laws" in the Antigone
are quite vivid; the "over-weening pride" of Oedipus remains a

lesson for all. Livingstone notes that

1 Heigh, 168-169.
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+ + . the agonies and misfortunes . .

are agonies we all might conceivably have

ggfzgifgaésgigggfgunes that might possibly
Mackail,5 Norwood,4 Jebb,5 and Bowra6 also point out in clear
expressions the deeply moral tone of the Sophoclean drama.
There is a gpirit behind =211 the plays, a definite moral under-
current which_we believe is a necegsary factor in understanding
Sophoclean tragedy. The struggles between heroic characters and
their destiny, the portrayal of sin and its retribution, the
terrible punishment in store for the impudent and insolent--all
thegse themes as revealed in the dramas of Sophocles are ioo fre-
guent, too definite to be explained as mere dramatic accidents
or incidental afterthoughts inserted into the body of the plays.
Their insistent and constant recurrence in the plays points them

out as something essential to the meaning and understanding of

Sophoclean dranma.

Here too there is danger of over-stating the case. The
plays with their deep moral tone have, too, a dramatic interest

which centers about the characters as individual human beings.

2 R. W. Livingstone, The Greek Genius and Its Meaning To Us,
Oxford University Press, London, 1924, 166.

J. W. Mackail, Lectures on Greek Poetny, Longmans, London,
1626, 155.

Norwood 184.

R. C. Jebb The Growth and Influence of Clasgssical Greek Poetry,
Houghton Mifflin Boston, 1893, 184. :

Bowra, 92; 107.
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The action portrayed is something ind;vidual, a contest, a striv-
ing between man and man, between character and character. Ele-
ments of suspense, pathos, conflict are everywhere present;
strains of lyrical poetry sound the extremes of sorrow and joy

in the dramas. All these elements show the consummate art of
Sophocles; they reveal too the human side of his character, his
interest and sympathy with men who suffer physical and mentel
anguish. But they do not seem to touch the core of Sophoclean
tragedy, that deep and profound awe, that sense of the religious

and moral meaning of humen life.

Why should there be such an emphasis upon moral issues in
Sophocles' plays? Why should all of his dramas be in unison in
gsound ing that note? It seems that the outgrowth of drama from
the religious festivals was the fact which set the tone to trage-
dy. During Aeschylus' and Sophocles' day tragedy retained its
deep meaning; "the drama was an act of worship,"7 as Jebb re-
marks; moreover, "ancient drama was connected with religion, was
part of some god's worship, and as such, could be presented only
at the time of his festivals."® The subject matter, tone, and
style of tragedy reflected the religious nature of its beginnings.
Dramatic competitions were held during the City Dionysia, the

7 Jebb, Essays, 8.
8 R. C. Flickinger The Greek Theater and Its Drama, University
of Chicago, Chicago, 1938, 119.
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supreme religious festival of the year; how could dramatists,
and tragedians in particular, fail to flavor their own productions

with their beliefs and convictions about the gods?

Aeschylus set the stage for handling the themes of Greek
tragedy. He borrowed from the herolc legends, and his successors
followed his example. In Aeschylus tragedy took its simplest and,
indeed, grandest form. Sophocles adopted the praeternatural out-
look of his predecessor, but his application of it was somewhat
different. Without losing any of the religious sweep of Aeschylus,
Sophocles turned to the study of human character.

The spectator of a Sophoclean tragedy was

invited to witness the supreme crisis of an

individual destiny, and was possessed at the

outset with the circumstances of the decisive

moment .
The relation of the character to his destiny or to the cerisis por-
trayed in the play was the concrete embodiment of the moral back-
ground of the play. Sophocles was not as intense in his portrayal
as Aeschylus, but the moral sense'of his dramas is clear. Pro-
fegsor Symonds has an opinion to the point.

The weakness of the offender is more promi-

nent in Sophocles than the vengeance of

the outraged deity. Thus, although there

1s the sternest religious background to

all the tragedies of Sophocles, our atten-

tion is alwags fixed on the humanity of
his heroes.l

9 Campbell, 218.
10 Symonds, 207.
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Oedipus and Antigone in their individual crises are like Prometheus
and Orestes: their struggles are aspects of the all-pervading rule

of Zeus and his supreme power over the actions of men.

Curiously enough this assumption of the predominantly moral
nature of Sophoclean tragedy runs counter to an assumption of Kitto,
which it is necessary to quote here,

I make one basic assumption of which noth-
ing that I have read in or about Greek tragedy

has cauged me to doubt the soundness., It is
that the Greek dramatist was first and last an

ne.) Many Greeks, like many moderns, thought

he was a moral teacher. No doubt he was, ineci-

dentally. Many English schoolmasters assert

that cericket inculcates all sorts of moral vir-

tues., No doubt it does, incidentally; but the

writer on cricket does well to leave this aspect

of his igbject to the historian of the British

Empire.
It is true that the Greek dramatist was an artist first and fore-
most, who exercised his skill with consummate taste and imagination,
In this point there is no disagreement with Professor Kitto. But
why should we insist further that the dramatist's morsl teaching
was merely "incldental™ to his work? Moral and ethical teaching,
basic¢ humen values, are so predominant in tragedy, especially in
Aeschylus and Sophocles, that it seems impossible to relegate their
influence to a merely "incidental" level. The moral consciousness

of the poet Sophocles is too striking, too all-pervading to admit

11 Kitto, Preface, v.
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it is only "incidental™ to the bone and structure of his dramas.

Kitto's analogy too can scarcely be admitted, since the Eng-
lish game of cricket has not the close association with morality
and religion which Greek tragedy boasts of. A writer on the game
of cricket does well to let the moral implications alone, since
these are very general and certainly not essential in understanding
the nature of the game. But the writer on Greek tragedy could not
conceivably pass by the religious overtones and moral significance
of the plays without being guilty of composing an incomplete and
inaccurate treatise.

Tragedy is a mode of thought as well as a

form of art: not only will seriocus poetry natu-

rally be thoughtful, but it is impossible to

construct a story on any considerable scale

without its reflecting conceptions of the social

framework, and speculations as ig the principles

on which the world is governed.
Kittold in his book concedes that a dramatist, especlally a Greek
dramatist, cannot be indifferent to questions of morality, since
the matter of his plots will always deasl with the thoughts and ac~
tions of men. These human acts proceed from the rational nature
of man, and thus they fall under the category of moral acts. Kitto
too desires to judge the individual pleys, "each a work of art and

therefqre unique, each obeying the laws of its own being."l4 This

12 R, G. Moulton, The Ancient Classical Drama, Clarendon, Oxford,
1898, 93.

13 Kitto, vi.

14 Ibid., vi.
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porm would be an excellent one, if there were a question only of
judging the diaslogue, plot, setting, and language of the plays.
These factors differ undoubtedly in each play, and well they ought,
if the writer desires to keep the interest of his audience. Still,
the uniformity of impression of each of Sophocles® plays, their
moral nature, their moral theme, gives them a furthe; unity which
demands & unifying conception in the mind of the playwright., This
conception will not destroy the artistic diversity of the plays,
but it will explain the patent moral nature of Sophoclean drama.

It will be a very potent factor in Sophocles'! tragic conception;

it will provide a means whereby we may determine the dramatic unity

of the play we are considering.




CHAPTER V
THE NOTE OF RECONCILIATION

What was the keynote of the moral background of Sophoclean
tragedy? What supreme reality did Sophocles wish to impress upon
his audience? It was a truth vividly seen and vividly grasped by
this Greek dramatist. Various authors have described it in divers
ways, and their comments on the subject can be helpful in under-
standing the keynote of Sophocles' tragedies as we conceive it. I
dare say that not one of them treats the question as fully as we
intend to treat it; certainly in their comments they do not direct
them to the particular difficulty about the dramatic unity of the
AJax. Thus thelr personal opinione may not be in total agreement
with mine, but teken as & whole they do show the general trend of
thought on the problem. Their explanations can prove very en-

lightening.

R. C. Jebb in one of his many essays glves us hils opinion on
Sophocles' genius:

Sophocles lived in the ancestral legends of
Greece otherwise than Aeschylus lived in
them. . . . Sophocles dwelt on their details
with the intent, calm Joy of artistic medi-
tation; belleving their divineness, finding
in them a typical reconciliaetion (italics
mine) of forces which in real life are never

29
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absolutely reconciled--a concord such as the
musical instincet of his nature assured him
must be the ultimate law. . . . In the dramas
of Sophocles, there is perfect unity of moral
government; and the development of human mo-
tives, while it heightens the interest of the
action, serves to illustrate the power of the
gods.l

At the beginning of a chapter on Sophocles, Hamilton glves us
an interesting slant.
Traglc pleasure, Schppenhauer said, is
in the last analysls a matter of acceptance.
The great philosopher of gloom was defining
all tragedy in the terms of one tragedian.
His definition applies to Sophocles alone,
but 1t compresses into a single word the
spirit of the Sophoclean drama.Z®
Campbell has written that "concentration is the leading note
of Sophoclean art."S For him Sophocles' plays are pervaded with a
sense of over-ruling and relentless Providence; "the action of each
dreme is set in a rigid fremework of fatality."® Heroes and hero- -

ines are always under the influence of the gods and Fate.

Haigh seems to catch the underlying spirit of Sophocles very

well.
Stated in general terms, the aim of Sophocles
was to humanise tragedy, and to dbring it down
to a more earthly level from the supernatural

1l Jebb, Eseays, l1ll-l12.

> Hemiiton 173.

3 Campbell, 211.

4 ITbid., 212.
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region in which it had previously moved. . . .

The nature of man, and his various passions

and struggles, become for the first time the

main object of attention in the tragic drama.®

Gilbert Norwood recalls that the Athenlan needed no 'local

color' or exciting technicalities on the stage, but only

serenity, profundity, to blend their own

scattered experiences into one noble picture

of life itself, life made beautiful because

so wonderfully comprehended.®
It would seem here that Sophocles had a breadth of vision in his
plays, an intensive and extensive comprehension which could not but
leave a definite impression on the alert minds of the Greek audi-

ence.

In another place,'when‘treating of the Attic drama, Jebb re-~
calls that "Sophocles believed not less in the fixity of the divine
law; but he dwelt on less simple forms of its operation."” This
belief led him to build his tragedieé around the laws of the gods,
never, however, losing sight of the human element.

Hence, his human sympathy on the one side and
his plety on the other conspired to interest
him in cheracter, in the motives and feelings
of men, in the influences which they exert
over each other, and in the effects upon them
of the divine discipline. Here he saw the
best hope of resolving the apparent discords.8

Haigh, 141-142.

Norwood, 184.

Jebb, Cl. Gk. Poetry, -184.
Ibid., 184.
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Mackail is impressed too with the expanded outlook of Sopho-
clean tragedy. For him "Attic drama is Sopho,cles,"g because that
poet was a symbol of the life of fifth century Athens. Sophocles
was a supreme artist, a great poet. But behind that poetry there
lies "an embodiment and interpretation of life,"10 which Mackail
goes on to explain more in detail.

The envisagement of life which underlies
the Sophoclean drama is given most sharply in
the morals which Sophocles himself has at-
tached to or incorporated in five out of the
seven plays. . . . The endless wonderfulness
of life--its splendour and fascination and
unfathomable depth iI meaning; this is what
Sophocles gives us.

Livingstone has some interesting observations on the notes of
sanity and manysidedness of Greek humanism. He is eriticizing a
" |modern humanistic view, comparing it with the Greeks.

Their lives and their theory (the modern
theory) of human nature are narrow in a way
in which Greek life and theory were not.
There was in the Greeks a certain ‘'perfec-
tion' which we do not possess; a certain
width and completeness in their view of
human nature, for want of which our litera-
ture is limited and provincial; a certain
width and completeness in their conduct of
life, for waEE of which our life is poor
and starved.

9 Mackail, 143.

10 Ibid., 154.

11 Ibid., 155.

12 Tivingstone, 162,
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This width and completeness in their views are exemplified in the
tragedies of Sophocles, whose characters and plots had a deep mean-
ing for the Greek audiencs.

For they remembered that the figures that

moved on the stage were reflections of the

struggling humanity to which they themselves

belonged, in whose weekness and sufferings

they saw the image of their own, from whose

errors they drig warning, from whose forti-

tude strength. )

A. Croiset and M. Croiset in their comprehensive history of
Greek literature do not fail to point out the salient characteris-
tics of Sophocles, the tragedian.

He had a charming vivacity, & wide experi-~

ence of life, and what is better, a sure

and prompt intuition of moral truth, an

exqulsite appreciation of shades of differ-

ence, and a natural delicacy--united to a

feelin§ for grandeur and a liking for the

ideal. 14

These marks of Sophoclean tragedy show a serious vein of mind, all
in keeping with the moral background of his plays. Bowra calls
Sophocles "a poet who continued the work of Aeschylus by portraying
on the stage problems suggested by the relation of man with the

gods . " 15

Aftef a careful analysis of all the preceding comments is

made, what lasting impression remains? Authors have been Impressed

13 Ibid., 171.
14 A, Croiset and M. Croiset, 198.
15 Bowra, 92.
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by the religious nature of Sophocles' plays. And in these plays,
what unifying theme is predominant? It is, without doubt, an ethi-
cal theme, the ultimate resolution of a struggle between man and
his destiny. The climactic point of this struggle has been vari-
ously described in the foregoing quotations; it has been called
"gerenity or profundity";l6 Hemilton has named it a "matter of ac-
cepténce";l7 concord, peace, and tranquillity represent the pre-
vailing tone of Sophoclean drama. The lasting impression seems to
be that Sophocles believed in and portrayed an ultimate reconcilia-
tion of all the cross-~currents that make life a struggle. Sopho-
cles portrayed this idea through the medium of peetry and dramatic
presentation on the stage. He was at the same time a supreme ar-
tist and a wise teacher. His ideas were clear; though they were
pagan, reflecting an undue emphasis on fate and praeternatural
forces, still they impressed the Greek audience of their day.
Sophocles with consummate intuition, pagan though he was, saw life
wholly and completely; he had a deep convietion that all of man's
actions were done under the influence of the powers above. For
him there was fate, but not an oppressive fatalism; men could
choose freely, and often enough their choice meant their doom.

These facts, these convictions, these beliefs we see reflected con-

cretely in the plots of his plays.

16 Norwood, 184.
17 Hemilton, 172.
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The dramatic action of a play was set in a moral background
of ultimate reconciliation. The dramatic struggle leads to a cri-
sis where the hero is faced with a momentous decision. 1In the
Antigone the Grecian maiden is asked to forego her natural duty to
her brother and obey the imperious edict of a c¢ivil, earthly king.
This she refuses to do and goes to her doom, living incarceration
in a tomb. Creon, however, sees his error, and he becomes a re-
pentant man. But alas! He acquired ‘'wisdom' too late in 1life to
aid the dead Antigone. Oedipus the King boldly and courageously
goes forward in his search for the cause of the pestilence in 4
Thebes; when he sees the finger of the oracle pointing at himself,
he makes what retribution he can for his stubborn pride, gouges
out his eyes, and spends the rest of his mortal days in the long
shadows of sorrow. Sophocles' characters are human; they must have
caused perceptible waves of emotion to rise among the Greek audi-
ence. But behind all the action lies the ultimate reconciliation
of the opposing forces, pointing always toward an equitable solu-
tion. This same theme of reconciliation is necessary to understand
the Ajax, its dramatic construction and dramatic unity; from this

point of view we shall now attempt to examine the play.




CHAPTER VI
THE DRAMATIC UNITY IN THE PLAY

Sophocles, we believe, was a man who wrote plays and who
dreamed great dreams; one day he had the greatest dream of his
life. He had an inspiration, a quasi vision, arising from a deep;
intellectual conviction that man's 1ife must always be lived in
accordance with divine law and order. Man was not self-sufficient
unto himself; he had to seek aid from the gods, those 'divine'
belngs, who controlled and directed man's actioﬁs. In the dally
living of men's lives there would be conflicts between human will
and desires and the will and desires of the deities; yet in the
last choice of man, disastrous and dire as it might be, the gods
would show their supreme control. Man's shortsighted and stubborn
folly would be revealed in the "eternal and immutable laws"; his
actions, good and evil, would merit a just and equitable

retribution.

Sophocles, the dramatist, had seen his fellow tragedian,
Aeschylus, develop this all-powerful and all-pervading theme of
retribution. He had inculcated it in a Agamemnon and a Eumenides,
compositions which have found a permanent place in the realm of
great literature. Sophocles too ”had definite ideas and ildeals
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which he wanted to communicate to the public.“l Sophocles took
the tragic theme of his predecessor, brought the action down from
heaven to earth, and produced some powerful dramas whose dominant

note is one of ultimate and final reconciliation between the
deities who govern the universe and the human beings who inhabdbit

it.

Congidering the Ajax as a whole, what can we say 1s its domi-
nant and unifying theme? What did Sophocles conceive to be the
core of this drama? In accordance with the general idea of a
final reconciliation, we might state our thesis thus: the preserva-
tion of the moral order, the ultimate working out of the rule of
the gods in the life of an individual--that is the Ajax! 1In the
construction of the play Sophocles attempts to plumb the depths of
human nature, to see to what depths Ajax could go, to what heights
ﬁe could arise, and yet in the end recei?e his due reward in the
eyes of all. Sophocles 1is presénting an anomaly of human life,
apparent defeat as the prelude to ultimate victory. Sophocles

adapted the legend of Ajax to the frame of tragedy, bringing out

both the manliness and the degredation of the hero, and yet keep- -
ing his ultimate purpose in view. The tragedian presented to his

1 T. B. Webster, An Introduction to Sophocles, Clarendon,
Oxford, 1936, 20.
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Athenian audience a personality in surroundings where his great-
ness and his weakne®s could be seen and understood. "One individ-
ual hero becomes his microcosm; into him all his tragic thinking
is projected."2 "With this fundamental notion in mind, the influ-
ence of the gods upon Ajax, both in his madness and death, and in
the rehabilitation of his character after death, we must, lest we
be accused of begging the question, examine the play closely. Can
our thesis be justified in the clear and wvigorous action of the
play itself? Does the AJax portray a struggle whose incidents
show an essentlal, causal relation, a natural development, and
whose theme is an ultimeste reconciliation between the rule of the
gods and the will of the indlvidual? This 1s the crucial

question.

The scene of the play is laid in the Greek camp at Troy be-
fore the tent of Ajax. The play opens with action. Odysseus is
seen cautiously examining footprints near the tent of Ajax. The

goddess Athena appears to him and addresses him. In this opening

monologue Athena tells him that Ajax is in the tent, but asks why

he has been trying to find out. Odysseus, though Athena is invis-
ible, answers in the direction of her voilce that the cattle

2 Kitto, 142.
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belonging to the army have been slain during the night, and that
he is trying to find out if Ajax is responsible for the deed, as
is the common suspicion. Athena tells him that Ajax is the cul-
prit. Ajax had planned to kill all his enemies in the camp and

was on the point of carrying out his intention when she caused him
to become violently insane and in that condition to attack the
cattle. Some of these he had killed and others he had driven to

his tent where he was torturing them, still under the delusion

that they were his enemies. She proposes to call Ajax out, but
Odysseus in terror begs her not to do so. She promises that Ajax
will not see him and summons the madman from his tent. A dialogue
ensues between the goddess and the insane hero, in which Ajax is
led to say that he had slain Agememnon and Menelaus, and means to
flog Odysseus to death. He then retires into the tent. Odysseus
is deeply moved by the pitiful condition of his adversary, and
Athena takes the opportunity to read him a lesson which he
scarcely needs, always to have due respect for the gods.

Therefore, bsholding such things, look that

thine own lips never speak a haughty word

agalnst the gods, and assume no swelling

port, if thou prevailest above another in

prowess or by store of emple wealth. For

a day can humble all human things, and a

day can 1ift them up; but the wise of
heart are loved of the gods, and the evil
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are abhorred.5

This is the first inkling of any conflict between Ajax and the
gods. AjJax has spoken a "haughty word"; his was a proud spirit.
He was never reconciled to the loss of Achilles' armor, which was
awarded to Odysseus by a vote of the Greeks. This, at least,
seems to be the version of the story upon which Sophocles based
the action of the play. Ajax was indignant at the effrontery of
Odysseus in venturing to compete against him in the contest for
the arms of the dead Achilles. Because of the loss of the arms to
Odysseus, Ajax nurtured an ﬁndying hatred against him and the sons
~of Atreus, who, he thought, had influenced the vote of the Greeks
in giving the decislon to Odysseus. Because of this hatred Ajax
determined to kill his enemies, Odysseus and the sons of Atreus in
particular, and they were preserved only by the prompt intervention

of Athena.

After Athena has pointed her lesson to Odysseus, the chorus
of Salaminian sailors, all followers of Ajax, enters the orchestra.
They have heard rumors that their master has slain the cattle and
have come to ask him to show himself and confute his ensemies. Yet,

they have lurking dread that some god may have led Ajax astray.

3 Sophocles, The Ajax, vv.127-133. This and all subsequent trans-
lations, as noted before, are taken from R. C. Jebb's edition
of the play.
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Thus we see at the outset of the play the reasons for Ajax' hatred
of the Atreidae and the cause of the hero's madness. Can we sus-
pect that the sons of Atreus may retaliate hatred for hatred?
Perhaps not, since this is only Ajax' first burst of anger agalnst
the leaders of the host; but as the play progresses and his undying
hatred is augmented, we can logically be led to expect some counter

action by the Atreidae.

Tecmessa, captlve and wife of Ajax, enters at this point, and
in a lyric dialogue with the chorus she explains that her lord,
when he was afflicted with madness, slew the cattle. The chorus
are much distressed and know that their own lives,‘as well as
their master's, are in danger. Tecmessa in a vivid épeech tells
how in the middle of the nlight Ajax had gone forth and returned
with sheep and cattle. Some 0f these he slaughtered, others he
tortured, shouting in his madness that he had inflicted punishment
upon Agamemnon, Meneleus, and Odysseus. Then, at length, he re-
covered his reason and asked what it all meant. When told, he
moaned aloud, though in all previous time he had always regarded
lamentation as a sign of weakness., And now, she prays, he is
sitting in the midst of the slaughtered animels, and she asks
the chorus to try to help him.
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As the chorus attempts to console Tecmessa, Ajax is heard
crying out from within the tent. He calls for his half-brother,
Teucer, who is absent at the time on a raid. By means of the
eccyclema the interior of the tent is now shown, revealing the
hero in the midst of the blood and gore of the slain animals.

Ajax has by this time come back to his right mind and is over-
whelmed with shame and disgrace at the thought of what he has
done. He still curses Odysseus and the sons of Atreus; his hatred
is mounting. But now he adds the hope that he too may die. His
shipmates attempt to console him. "Why grieve when the deed is
paet recall? These things can never be but as they are."4 They
urge him to cease his imprecations: "Speak no proud word; seest
thou not to what a plight thou hast come?"5 The Saleminian
sailors are trying to call Ajax back from the road to doom to an
attitude of respect and reverence for the immortal gods. Ajax
then begins to soliloquize. He speaks partly to himself, though
in reality he is addressing the chorus. The full import of his
deed flashed across his mind; he has disgraced himself, his family,
his father; he can see nothing ahead but shame, 1f he lives; yet

he longs for a chance to redeem his honor.

4 Ibido, vyv. 577'5780
5 Ibid., vv. 3886.
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And now what shall I do; who plainly
am hateful to the gods, abhorred by the
Greek host, hated by all Troy and all these
plains? Shall I forsake the station of the
ships and leave the Atreidae forlorn, and
g0 homeward across the Aegean? And what

. face shall I show to my father when I come
--to Telamon? How will he find heart to
look on me, when I stand before him un-
graced--without that meed of valour where-
by he won a grgat crown of fame? 'Tis not
to be endured.

Here Sophocles has brought his hero face to face with the great

theme of the play: Ajax' actlion has made him an enemy of the gods;
how is he to placate them?

Here Tecmessa makes a pathetic plea to him to live for her
sake. She asks him to think of the insults which will be heaped
upon her if he dies, and the hard life will she have to live. She
begs him to think of his father and mother and his little boy, and
finally reminds him that her father and mother are dead and that
her only safety lies with him. Ajax seems to hearken to her words,
promising her his approval and protection, but then calls abruptly
for his son. An attendant leads in the little boy, Burysaces, who
draws back at the sight of his father stained with gore. Ajax wel-
comes his little son, dwelling upon his future greatness as a

arrior, and then he commands him to be put under the care of
gelamon and Eriboea, his aged parents, at his own home in Greece.

K ITbid., vv. 457-466.
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He asks Teucer to be his guardian, and then beseeches Tecmessa to
take the child away. She is slow to accede to his request; she 1s
filled with fear for Ajax. He promptly informs her: "Nay, thou
vexest me over much; knowest thou not that I no longer owe aught
of service to the gods?"7 Again Ajax spurns the powers from

above, and Tecmessa can only reply: "I am afraid, 0 prince!”8

Tecmessa, after uttering this plaintive c¢ry, retires with
Eurysaces;'Ajax is drawn back into the tent by means of the
eccyclema, and the stage is set for the chorus for their first
formal dance, the first stasimon. In their song they recall their
long absence from their native land. They express their distress
at the mental condition of their master, and they begin to specu-

late on the sorrow it will cause his father.

Ajax now reenters, holding in his hand tﬁe sword which he had
once received from Hector in an exchange of gifts. He declares
that he will bury it, for the gift of an enemy is bound to bring
harm. He says he will be discreet and yield to the sons of Atreus.
He has undergone a change of heart.

For even I, erst so wondrous firm--yea, as

iron hardened in the dipping,--felt the keen
edge of my temper softened by yon woman's

7
8 1Ibid., vs. 593.

Ibido ’ VTV 589-5900
s
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words; and I feel the pity of leaving her 3
widow with my foes, and the boy an orphan.

The tender plea of Tecmessa has taken effect; Ajax apparently is
going to relent in his fimm resolve. He has been touched by the
worde of Tecmessa; he does feel plity. One need not suppose that
this change has been abrupt. Ajax is a hard, rugged, imperious,
and resolute warrior, but not hard of heart; his love for his wife
and his son has been clearly hinted at previously in the action of
the play. His words now suggest that his pity forbids him to die.
Yet, his real design, despite his change of heart, is apparent in
the following words:

But I will go to the bathing place and the

meadows by the shore, that in purging of my

etains T may flee the heavy anger of the

goddess. Then I will seek out some untrodden

spot, and bury this sword, hatefullest of wea-

pons, in a hole dug where none shall see; . . .

Therefore henceforth I shall know how to

yield to the gods and learn to revere the
Atreidae.l0

The understanding of Ajax' mood here, according to Professor
Jebb, "must affect the interpretation of the play as a whole."ll
This may be true, since Jebb in his defense of the dramatic unity
of the play, must determine whether Ajax here was attempting to

deceive his hearers, Tecmessa and the chorus, or merely felgning

decelt. Ultimately, after much learned discussion of the point,

Ibid-, Wo 650‘653-
0 Ibid., vv. 654-659; 666~667.
11 Tbid., introd., xxxiii.
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Jebb concludes that Ajex' words were taken literally, and in this

nl2

way "Ajax deliberately deceives his hearers. In the speech of

Ajax a veiled threat of death lurks, and this death of the hero
practically in the middle of the play Jebb is at great pains to
explain. He is much worried about 1t, for if Ajax is to survive
as a hero among the Greeks, surrounded by the grandeur of herociec
ritual--another main argument in Jebb's analysis of the dramatic
unity-—Ajax must be shown to have had a strong desire to live on
in the memory of the Greeks. The audience was not prepared for
the death of the hero because of his deceitful speech; thus, how
can the heroic cult of Ajax be preserved? Jebb answers the
difficulty by explaining that

three distinct threads are subtly interwo#en

in the texture of the speech: viz., direct

expression of his (Ajax') real mind; irony

in a form which does not necessarily imply

the intention to mislead; and artifice of

language so elaborate as necessarily to imply

such an intention, at any rate when addrescsed

to simple hearers. While the change of pur-15

pose ls felgned, the change of mood is real.
Thus, after Ajax‘utters the last words of this speech, " . . . and
ere long, perchance, though now I suffer, ye will hear that I have

found peace,"l4 the difficulty according to Jebb is solved.

12 Ibid., introd., xxxV.
13 d., introd., xxxviii.
14 .[E. ’ V. 691-692-

2
o
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Ajax passes, then, reconciled to the
gods; and so in a manner suited to that event
which is the real end of the play, his acces-
sion to the order of worshipped heroes .19

Against Jebb's interpretation much must be said. First, we

single out Jebb, since he is the only author among those we have
cited who has a definite and ordered interpretation of the drama-
tic unity of the play. Xitto simply attacks the play, denies its
basic unity, and then goes on to explain the Ajax as a rather epi~
sodic example of tragedy. Most of the other commentators either
only present the problem and leave it unsolved, or follow in out-

line the solution presented by Jebb. Thus, when we consider
Jebb's interpretation, I believe we are considering, at least in

nucleus, the general opinion of most commentators on the play.

Secondly, we‘do not wish to deny that Jebb upholds the
dramatic unity of the Ajax. We simply ask: why put forward such
a subtle and complex argument in defense of the dramatic unity of
the Ajax, when a simpler, more coherent explanation is possible?
Ajax' words about a coming "purge", about present suffering and
future peace, we belleve, are not a dellberate decelt of the hero,

but rather an unwarranted interpretation on the part of his

15 Ibid., introd., xl.
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hearers. The entire speech is a fine example of Sophoclean irony.

The speech contains a veiled threat of death; thus the catastrophe

is not & complete surprise. Moreover, if we recall the essential
note of the play as we have posted it--the reconciliation between
the will of the gods and the human will--then we can view the

catastrophe, not only in itself, but in its natural relation with

what precedes and follows.

Ajax has realized how hateful he has become in the sight of
the gods because of his wrathful desires against the Atreidae.
Thus he will "purge" his stains and "flee the heavy anger" of
Athena. He is golng as a pagan freely to meet his fate--recall
the veiled threat of death. This fate will be the first stage of
his reconciliation, the vindication of Justice, the death of a
hero who had been disgraced before all. The gods are achieving
their purpose with Ajax; he will know how to "yield", according
to his own admission. Still, his hatred againest the Atreidae is
undying; as we shall see, he utters a curse upon them even as he
is on the point of dying. Shall the Atreidae permit this impre-

cation of an enemy go unanswered, to remain unchallenged?
Against Ajax alive they will be able to do nothing; yet, what
can they not attempt against the hero dead and helpless? Then
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they shall have their revenge! Thus, the death of Ajax culminates
a sequence of events and in turn sets the stage for what is to
follow. It marks a true "middle"™ point of the tragedy, as under-
stood by Aristotle and quoted in a previous chapter. The death
of Ajax marks the natural conclusion of his madness and hatred;
the death of Ajax opens up, at least with probability, the future
wrangling over the dead body. The corpse of Ajax becomes the
testing ground of the revenge of the sons of Atreus; it leads in
turn to another intervention of the gods, in the persons of Tec-

messa and Teucer, and in this way to the final and ultimate

reconciliation of Ajax himself.

The stage presentation of the drama--the death of Ajax at
this particular point, even a death somewhat sudden and unexpected
--may be impugned and eriticized severely; the later wrangling
about the buriel decree may also be considered poor method. Pos-
gibly here is convincing evidence that the Ajax is the eariiest
of the extant plays; certainly it has ite minor faults and pecu-
liarities, and these in considerable number and degree. But the

dramatic unity, that natural sequence of events, one flowing from

the other, remalns intact.
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Moreover, why, in defending the dramatic unity, does Pro-
fessor Jebb have recourse to & heroic cult of Ajax, a fact com-
pletely outside the understanding of the play, and, in fact,
subsequent and dependent upon the dramatic action portrayed in
the play itself? Jebb outlines his position thus:

The cult of a 'hero' meant the worship of

the spirit of a dead man, who in life had

been pre-eminent for great qualities. The

first condition of such worshlip was that the

departed spirit should have been duly admit-

ted to the reslm of the nethzr gods by the

rendering of funeral rites.t
Thus in discussing the subsequent wrangling over the corpse of
Ajax--a point we will consider shortly in our summary of the play--
Jebb gives his answer. "The question involved much more than that
(the burial),--viz., the whole claim of Ajax to the sanctity of a
‘hero'--one with which so many traditions of Athens were bound

up."17

The heroic cult of Ajax 1s outside the realm of the'drama-
tic action! Moreover, even if some should insist that nothing in
the play ought lessen the esteem in which Ajax is held among the
Greeks, that the heroie cult be as it were a kind of restraining
norm--nothing unseemly or disgraceful should be the ultimate re-

sult of the play--=still, that interpretation is at best very in-

complete in determining the intrinsic basis of the dramatic unity

6 Ibid., introd., xxxi.
7

1l
17 Ivid., introd., xxxii.




51

of the play. Certainly, our interpretation does not merit con-
demnation because 1t is derogatory to Ajax' character or because
it imperils the esteem and honor in which the Greek warrior was
held among his fellow citizens! Rather, the conflict between the
superior forces of the gods and the human will of Ajax, and the
consequent resignation of the hero to the will of the gods shows
the human charaecter of the Greek leader. Then too, the final
resolution of the conflict itself, contained in the intense
wrangling over the body, part of the intrinsic action of the play,
redounds to the honor and reverence of Ajax. Thus, any recourse

to the *hero' cult of Ajax seems rather superfluous.

When Ajax completes his monologue, his speech of 'deceit’,
the sailors, completely ‘'deceived' by his words, break into a Joy-
ous song. They believe that Ajax is out of any danger; they think
that the quarrel between Ajax and the Atreidee is a thing of the

past and that all will be well.

Now, once again, now, O Zeus, can the pure
brightnese of good days come to the swift
sea-cleaving ships; since Ajax again forgets
his trouble, and hath turned to perform the
law of the gods with all dﬁg rites, in per-
fectness of loyal worship.

Again, ironically, Ajax will "perform the law of the gods", but

18 Ibido, V. 708"7120
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what turn that performance will take the chorus does not as yet

perceive.

After the moments of Jjoy a messenger appears at the Greek
camp, announcing the return of Teucer. The latter, upon his
arrival in camp, had been received with abuse by the Greek
soidiers, and his life was threatened simply because he was a
relation of Ajax. The chorus explains that Ajax is ﬁot there,
but has gone "to meake his peace with the gods."lg The man la-
ments that he had not come before, for Teucer had given strict
orders that Ajax should be kept safely withln doors until he
arrived. Celchas, the prophet, had predicted death for Ajax un-
less he could pase that day in safety, for he had repeatedly
opposed the gods. When first leaving home, Ajéx-had answered in

scorn the advice of his father:

"Father, with the help of gods, e'ten a man

of nought might win the mastery; but I, even

without thelr aid, trust to bring that glogg

within my grasp." So proud was his vaunt.
On another occasion, when Ajax was about to go into battle, he
spurned the help of Athena, from whose hand only recently had come

his insane affliction.

19 Ibid., ve. 744.
20 Ibld., vv. 767-771.
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Then once again, in answer to divine Athena--
+ o « "Oueen, stand thou beside the other
Greeks; wherse Aj%f stands, battle will never
break our line."

At the very end df the messenger's announcement Tecmessa
enters and hears from the lips of the seme messenger that this
going forth of Ajax means his death! She orders everyone to go
in search of her master, and she herself sets out to find him.

The chorus too Joins in the search; all leave the stage.

The scene now shifts to a lonely spot on the seashore. Ajax
is seen standing at one side. He has fixed Hector's sword, his
famous prize of war, in the ground point up, and he begins to
speak to it. He prays to Zeus to send a messenger to Teucer that
his brother may take charge of his body before it is cast out un-
buried to the dogs and birde. He calls on Hermes to gulde him to
the nether world; he prays the Furies for vengeance, an awful ven-
geance against Agamemnon and Menelaus. Again his hatred for these
two 18 pointing to some further disaster; Ajax has even expressed
here his fear of lying unburied on the shore. He entreats the Sun
to announce his death to his aged parents, bids farewell to coun-
try and friends, and throws himself upon the sword. This is Ajax!
submission to the will of the deitles, due reparation for his

pride and haughtiness!

| 21 Ibid., vv. 774-775.
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The chorus then returns to the stage in two groups, search-
ing in vain for Ajax. They call for someone to help them find
their master. A sudden cry is heard off to one side; Tecmessa
has discovered her husband's body among the bushes. The chorus,
now united, rush to her and joln in her laments. After her first
outery, she spreads a robe over the body, now represented by an
effigy, that none may behold it covered with blood. The chorus

moralizes on the fate of Ajax, which they now understend was fore-
boded by his complaints against the Atreidae. The lament contin- -
ues in the form of a dialogue between Tecmessa and the chorus.

The chorus wails over the power which the Atreidae exerted over

Ajax, but Tecmessa simply replies: "Never had these things stood

22

thus, save by the will of the gods.™ She too reminds the

chorus that the enemies of Ajax in their folly do not know the

greatness of their loss. The death of her lord ie bitter to her,

but it is a relief to Ajax.

All that he yearned to win hath he made his
own,--the death for which he longed. Over
this man, then, wherefore should they tri-
umph? His death concerns the gods, not

them--no, verily. Then let Odysseus revel

in empty taunts. Ajex is for them no more .23

22 Ibid., vs. 950.
25 TbIdo, V. 967-972.
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Tecmessa here sounds the keynote to all the wrangling and dispute
that is to follow. Ajax freely submitted to his fate; he made
his peace with the gods in death. The gods therefore shall not
permit the hero's body to remain unburied! They are the ones who
have brought a proud man into submission; they cannot allow Ajax
to suffer further degredation. The Atreldae may storm and rave;
Menelaus may threaten Teucer with violence; the gods ecannot, the
gode will not hand over the body of a submissive Ajax to his im-
placable enemies to be ravaged by birds and dogs! This speech of
Tecmessa, closely linked with the fact of Ajax' death, 1s very

important in linking together the two divisions of the dramatic

action. It serves as part of the enlarged 'middle' of the tragedy.

It looks back upon the death of Ajax and the
troubles which have brought it to pass, and

at the same time by necessary implication

« o« o it looks forward to the next phase of

the struggle which must at length be deter-

mined in the closling scenes.

Teucer now enters lamenting his brother's death, and he is

informed that the rumor he had heard is true. He seeks Eurysaces

that he may protect the boy as Ajax desired, and Tecmessa goes to

seek her young son. Teucer, meanwhile, approaches the dead body

24 A. C. Pearson, "Sophocles. AJax 961-973," The Classical
Quarterly, XVI (1922), 125.
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and orders the covering raised. In his distress at the sight
which meets his eyes, he thinks of his own return home and of the
harsh reception he is likely to receive from his father, Telamon,
who will think that the death of Ajax was due to cowardice or
treachery on his part. He recalls the fact that it was by the
belt that Ajax gave him that Hector was fastened to the chariot
of Achilles to be dragged to his death; now Ajax lies slain by
the sword he received from Hector in return. His comment is
significant: "I, at least, would deem that these things and all

things ever are planned by gods for men."25

Meneleaus now comes upon the scene and in arrogant words for-
bids the removal of the dead Ajax. He declares that the dead man
has shown himself an enemy to the army, and in consequence, his

body shall be cast out unburied. The chorus mildly criticizes
Menelaus' order; but Teucer boldly defies him, declaring that he

has no authority over Ajax, either as a chief who commanded his
own soldiers before Troy, or as a man who has rendered just
retribution to the gods and is worthy of honorable burial by men.

Menelaus sneers, threatens, and in a rage, finally withdraws.

The chorus is alarmed and urges Teucer to hasten the burial, but

25 Sophocles, The AJax, edition of R. C. Jebb, vv. 1036-1037.
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that man remains unafraid.

At this point Eurysaces is brought by Tecmessa. Teucer cuts
a lock of hair from the boy's head, and with this and with other
locks of hair from Teucer and Tecmessa in his hands, the boy is

told to c¢ling to the body of his dead father and beg for protec-

tion. He must let no one drag it away. As Teucer prepares to
leave to arrange the burial, the chorus again breaks out into a
short song recalling its past hardships and its present desire,

now that its protector is dead, to return home.

At this moment Teucer hastily returns, interrupting, as it
were, the choral ode of the chorus. He has sSeen Agamemnon ap-
praching and senses that there is trouble ahead. The king se-
verely upbraids Teucer, cites his notorious ancestry, and threa-
tens to have him whipped for opposing all the authorities. Teucer
defends himself with manly and dispassionate words. He calls to

mind the vallant deeds of Ajax before Troy, when the Greeks were
losing the battle, and polnts out the extreme ingratitude of

Agamemnon. He defies this leader of the host also and warns him

not to revile the dead.

The loud talk has drawn Odysseus to the scene, and now he

inquires about the cause for such wrangling. Agamemnon briefly
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explains that Teucer has defied his authority and declared that

he would bury the dead Ajax. Odysseus advises Agamemnon to per-
mit the burial, for by this act he would be conforming his will

to the just law of Heaven. |

It were not just, then, that he should suffer

dishonor at thy hand; 'tis not he, 'tis the

law of Heaven that thou wouldst hurt. When

a brave man 1s dead, 'tis not right to do him

scathe--no, not even if thou hate him. 26
Again that constantly recurring note of conflict between Ajax, now
dead, and "the law of heaven"™ is apparent. The death of Ajax, as
Tecmessa uttered, "concerned the gods," not the selfish and ada-
mant sons of Atreus. It is true that Ajax had reviled Agamemnon
and Menelaus; but he had paid his penalty in suffering both insan-
ity and death; the two Greek leaders no longer had any power over
him. The wrangling over the burial decree does make sense; it
completes the dramatic situation, the dramatic action; it is

another phase of the play wherein the gods, acting in the person

of human agente, accomplish their designs for Ajax.

Agamemnon finally yields, though sullenly, to the warnings
of Odysseus. Teucer is afraid, however, that the presence of

Odysseus at the burial might be offensive to the dead, since

26 Ibid., vv. 1342-1345.
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Odysseus had been a bitter enemy of Ajax during life. Odysseus

is not offended at the suggestion that he not remain at the burial
rites, but he acquiesces in Teucer's request and retires from the
scene. The bleeding body of Ajax is raised from the ground, and,
borne by Teucer and the attendants, followed by Tecmessa,
Burysaces, and the chorus, it is carried off the stage. As the
last of the funeral procession passes out of sight of the audi-
ence, the leader of the chorus turns toward the spectators and
morallizes on the uncertainty of the future: "Many things shall

mortals learn by seeing; but before he sees, no man may read the

future of his fate.“27

From this rather lengthy and detailed summary of the Ajax,
we believe that our initial question is answered; our thesis
rests proved on the objective facts of the dramatic action of
the play. We have followed AjJax in his struggle with the forces
from above. We have seen his human will thwarted by 'divine'
intervention; for from his noble eminence he has tumbled because
of his pride to the depths of insanity and death. He has achieved
his initial reconciliation with the gods. But even over his dead
body the hatred of Ajax engenders a counter-hatred from the

Atreidae. Agamemnon and Menelaus forbid burial. Still, the gods

27 Ibid., vv. 1418-1420.
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cannot cease to bring about a complete vindication of Ajax in
these circumstances; thelr care must extend through his misery

and degredation to hls justification. AjJjax has suffered for his
fault, Ajax has met his fate; his suffering must not exceed the
1imit decreed by the gods. His body will not become prey for
birds and dogs; rather, it shall recelve its just reward, its just

retribution, a decent burial.

Thus the action of the play from beginning to end is an
organic whole. All the incidents of the play blend together in a
coherent unity which carries Ajax through madness, disgrace,
hatred, and death to the vengeance, wrangling, and ultimate res-
cue of the corpse of the hero from dishonor. The complete and
ultimate reconciliation of Ajax has been accomplished in a series

of connected events which manifest dramatic unity.

Therefore, we cannot agree with modern critics who have pro-
claimed "the debates between Teucer and the Atreidae as a super-
fluous anti-climax to the tragic issue which reached its fulfill-
ment in Ajax' dea*»:,l'x."“a8 Thus, we cannot second Kitto's complaint,

voiced in a previous chapter, that "a disproportionate amount of

28 Pearson, 127.




61

n29 Nor need we dils-

attention is devoted to the hero's burial.
play the same blind faith that J. T. Sheppard shows in an article

of A. C. Pearson, which we have already cited: " 'The drama (Ajax)

is not a perfect work of art: Sophocles 1s so great that we need
not labor to prove him impeccable.'! 30 The play has presented &
definite problem: the dispute over the burial is a problem; evi-
dence must show that the Teucer-Atreidae incident is not a mere
episode, an "anti-climax to the tragic issue." We do not claim
Sophocles to be impeccable; there are defects in the play, as we
have admitted before. Yet, the play shows unity; the last part
of the play is rather a completion of the first, not a dangling
interlude or anti-climax of the plot. The burial of Ajax repre-~
sents the final retribution of the gods, the ultimate reconcilia-~
tion of the conflict; the hero went down to his due punishment and

received his due reward. Ajax is once more at peace with the gods!

29 Kitto, 118. (cf. Chap. I, footnote 1.)
30 Pearson, 128.




CHAPTER VII
CONCLUSION

The Ajax of Sophocles is generally believed to be the
earliest of the extant plays.l Undoubtedly it is not a perfect
play, and never have we made that claim. The method of Ajax'
suicide, whether in full view of the audience or not, the number
of actors employed in the final scene, the fact that’the chorus
leaves the stage, a very rare thing in Greek Tragedy-~these are
only some of the puzzles of the play. Yet, despite these defects
in staging and presentation, the dramatic action of the play is a
unit. The basic conflict, and therefore the unifying theme of the
play, 1s a conflict between human and divine will. ¢C. M. Bowra
in a treatise on Sophocles, while making a comparison between
Shakespeare and the ancient Greek writer, introduces & difference
which is to the point: "While the conflict in Shakespeare is
between men and men, in Sophocles it arises in the last analysis

between men and gods;"g

With this conception of Sophoclean drama we have endeavored

1 W. N. Bates, Sophocleg, University of Pennsylvania, Philadel-
phia, 1940, 114; Kitto, 118; Webster, 102.
2 C. M. Bowra, Sophoclean Tragedy, Clarendon, Oxford, 1944, 13.

62




63

to give an analysis of the play, defending its dramatic unity.
The analysis is dependent upon the decided moral element, the
ethical background of Sophoclean plays. Again Bowra comes to our

assistance with a pertinent consideration.

It may then be said that there is in
all Sophocles' plays an element of ethical
discussion, of casuistry, which pervades
the atmosphere and gives meaning to the tra-
gic events. . . . The protagonists in a
struggle no longer stand on oppocsite sides
of right and wrong but seem to present such
a struggle in themselves. . . . But in all
the plays the dramatic materlial demands
close consideration of right and wrong.
They are forcgd upon us and we cannot
neglect them.

This element of ethlcal discussion, moral consciousness, as we
have called it, gives us a sufficient unifying theme for the
action of the Ajax. Bowra calls this theme "a combination of
two themes, of heavy wrongdoing and of ultimate nobility.“4 The
two, we believe, can be combined into the one central theme of

ultimate union, wherein the two opposing forces by mutual inter-

play are resolved into a complete and final reconciliastion.

We have never meant in the course of our discussion to

characterize Sophocles as a didactic poet or mere instructor of

3 Ibid., 15
4 Ibid., 18
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the Greek populace, who employs his characters simply to illus-
trate his sublime moral concepts. He is, as Bowra save of him,

always a dramatist, and the ethical issues

are subordinated to human interests. But

fust ae it is impossible to understand hu-

man life without considerine moral issues

and even passing moral judeements, so in

Sophoclean tragedy much of the interest

turns on such issues. Sophocles 18 as

much concerned with men's souls as with

their fortunes.®

There is conflicet between Ajax and Athena, Ajax and the Atreidae,
Teucer and the Atreidae. But the great moral isesue behind these
individual confliets gives the meaning, raises the confliect to a
more exalted level, and provides the key to the unity of the
action involved. So prominent is this moral issue in our estima-
tion that without it the plav loses much of its meaning, much of

its unity of dremetic action.

Thus, the Ajax is a dramatic unity from the hero's initial
brutality and madness, through his insanity, and up to his final
vindication we are following a man "who illustrates important

rules which govern men in relation to the gods;“6 we see

clearly the depth of his fall and final justification.




The Ajax leads us to a deeper under-
standing of humen nature and the tragedy of
human l1life; yet it leaves us, too, with a
vague hope and belief in the world's harmony
and justice, whicg is 211 the wisdom pagan-
ism has to offer.

7 Norwood, 135.
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