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THE TRAGIC AORIST*

The tragic or ‘instantaneous’ aorist usually has a paragraph to itself in the grammar
books, as a distinct but not especially important use of the aorist. It is most common
in Athenian drama of the second half of the fifth century, although there are
possible examples in Homer and some learned revivals later. The present article
offers an entirely new account of these aorists, and entails a new interpretation of the
tone of some 75 lines of tragedy and comedy.

TRADITIONAL EXPLANATIONS

The fullest and most influential discussion of the tragic aorist is that of Kiihner and
Gerth.! They distinguish three types, of which the common feature (in their view) is
that a statement relating to the present is expressed as if it had already happened or
begun:

(a) The aorist is used in dialogue, especially in lively exchanges, to express a
(present) judgement on something said by someone else. The implication is that the
judgement was already formed while the other person was speaking. This is especially
characteristic of excited speakers. Kithner-Gerth’s examples are: wvoodunv (H. II.
17.173), éwviika (e.g. A. Cho. 887), fjveca (e.g. E. LT 1023) émjveca (e.g. S. 4j. 536),
mpoonkdunv (E. El. 622), édefdunv (e.g. S. El. 668).

(b) Also in dialogue, the aorist is used to express feelings aroused by what the other
person was saying. This is essentially an ingressive aorist: the outbreak of emotion is
contemporary with the words of the other person. Kithner—Gerth’s examples are:
fjobyv (e.g. S. Phil. 1314), éyélaca (e.g. Ar. Eq. 696), éxdavoa (E. Su. 1160),
amémrvoa (e.g. E. Hec. 1276), duwéa (e.g. E. El. 248), xatdrripa (E. LA. 469),
kareddrpvoa (E. Hel. 673).

(c) The aorist is also used with verbs of saying, ordering, advising, and swearing,
even when they relate to the present. It is more forceful than the perfect (e.g. E.
Med. 354), implying that what belongs to the past cannot be changed (‘ich habe
hiermit . . .”). Kithner-Gerth’s examples are: maprjveca (S. Phil. 1434), émjveca (S. El.
1322), elmov (e.g. E. Med. 272; but cf. 34 below), dmeimov (E. Su. 1171; but cf. n. 37
below), drduooa (e.g. S. Phil. 1289), kardpooca (E. Or. 1517).

There are three main objections to this account:

(i) Kiithner—Gerth’s categories (a) and (b) are basically similar, in that they relate the
aorist to a postulated judgement or emotion which is prior to the utterance of the
verb. Category (c) is different, in that these aorists do not refer back to anything that
might actually have happened before the utterance of the verb. The asymmetry is

* T am grateful to Hayden Pelliccia for commenting on an earlier version of this article.

Complete tragedies are cited from the latest Oxford Classical Text. Fragments of Euripides are
cited from A. Nauck (ed.), Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta® (Leipzig, 1889). Other tragic
fragments are cited from B. Snell et al. (edd.), Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta (Gottingen,
1971-). Aristophanes is cited from the editions of A. H. Sommerstein (Warminster, 1980-).
Standard commentaries are cited in the form ‘Fraenkel on A. Ag 123’, or by author’s name alone
if it is clear which passage is in question.

' R. Kiihner and B. Gerth, Ausfiihrliche Grammatik der griechischen Sprache?, 2 vols (Hanover
and Leipzig, 1898-1904), vol. I, pp. 163-5. The standard commentaries on Greek drama add little
or nothing to Kithner-Gerth’s discussion.
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especially striking in the case of 7jveca and its compounds, which appear in categories
(a) and (c) with different explanations.

(ii) Many of Kihner—Gerth’s aorists in categories (a) and (b) occur in contexts
where there is no particular evidence that the judgements or emotions expressed are
especially impulsive or immediate. Some even occur in the middle of speeches, where
there is no question of an ‘instantaneous’ reaction to the words of anyone else.

Furthermore, aorists of this type are especially common in tragedy, and thus belong
to a particularly elevated style.? If they really expressed excitability or impulsiveness,
one would expect them to be especially common in less formal kinds of dialogue (e.g.
in comedy). Even in tragedy, they occur predominantly in more formal or elevated
contexts. There is also a tendency to the formulaic, with frequent recurrence of a small
number of words (e.g. [ém]iveca, dménTvoa, duwla, jobny).

The same objection applies to an explanation formulated in terms of aspect rather
than of tense. Moorhouse, for example, argues that the tragic aorist

may best be explained as arising from the punctual aspect, and as bringing to the fore the
instantaneous nature of the occurrence: hence it is suitable for a sudden feeling, or act of
comprehension, especially as expressed in quick repartee. The substitution of a present tense
(with its durative emphasis) in such cases would be inappropriate aspectually. So far as the time
of the occurrence is concerned, it should be taken as contem?orary; an attempt to refer all
examples to the past, even the most immediate, cannot succeed.

This explanation dispenses with Kithner—Gerth’s postulation of specific past events
for these aorists to refer back to, but it fails equally to account for cases where the
feeling (etc.) is not sudden.

(iii) The explanatory power of Kiihner-Gerth’s category (c) depends on these
aorists being more forceful and authoritative than the equivalent presents. Monro
argued, somewhat similarly, that the aorist is used ‘because the stress is on the nature
of the action as something completed, though the completion is in present time’.*
Completeness (Monro thinks) would not equally be expressed by the present, with its
implication of ongoing process. Investigation does, however, reveal that such aorists
are actually less forceful than the equivalent presents, so that the aorist cannot itself be
contributing anything in the way of force or authority.’

TRAGIC AORISTS AS PERFORMATIVES

Tragic aorists are invariably performative. They do not describe anything, but
actually do something.® Performative verbs in English can typically be accompanied

2 W. W. Goodwin, Syntax of the Moods and Tenses of the Greek Verb (corrected impression;
London, 1912), §60 alleged that the instantaneous aorist is colloquial. Denniston (on E. EI 215),
however, observed that it is almost confined to tragedy, and entirely absent from the dialogue
prose of Plato and Xenophon.

3 A. C. Moorhouse, The Syntax of Sophocles (Mnemosyne Suppl. 75; Leiden, 1982), p. 195.

* D. B. Monro, A Grammar of the Homeric Dialec® (Oxford, 1891), §78. Cf. E. Schwyzer,
Griechische Grammatik (Munich, 1939-53), vol. II, pp. 281f,, 285f.; J. Humbert, Syntaxe Grecque
(Paris, 1945), §187; K. L. McKay, BICS 12 (1965), 5f.

5 N. E. Collinge, ‘Thoughts on the pragmatics of Ancient Greek’, PCPSn.s. 34 (1988), 1-13, at
5, relates the instantaneous aorist to a Greek avoidance of ‘non-verifiable speech acts’, and a
consequent suspicion of performatives like ‘Thank you’. He thus argues that evaluatory reactions
and formal statements (i.e. all three of Kiihner-Gerth’s categories) are expressed as reports of
historical events (e.g. ‘I approved’). In fact, the present is normally used in these cases, even in
tragedy (e.g. émawa for ‘thank you’).

¢ The basic discussion of performatives is J. L. Austin, How To Do Things with Words (Oxford,
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by the word ‘hereby’. Examples are: ‘I apologize’, ‘I promise’, ‘I swear’. All tragic
aorists, it will be argued, are first-person verbs of this type. Possible counterexamples
will be considered below, in the section ‘Not Tragic Aorists’. Verbs which are not
performative, such as meiflouac (‘I believe’), are never used in the tragic aorist.
Utterance of the word me{fopar does not constitute the action of belief; it makes a
statement about the speaker’s beliefs which could be true or false.’

Verbs that occur in the tragic aorist normally have a corresponding first-person
present which is also performative (e.g. dpoca ~ Suvuuti, édefduny ~ 8éyopar,
émjveca ~ émaw). All other tragic aorists have a corresponding gesture or
exclamation which is essentially equivalent to a present performative. The tragic aorist
amémrvoa corresponds to the act of spitting (when that act expresses rejection or
disgust), the tragic aorist guwéa to a groan (oipod). Thus dmémrvoa : spitting ::
émjveoa : émawd.

It will be argued that the function of the tragic aorist is to distance the speaker from
the full force of the present performative. émjveoa is less forceful and direct than
émawd, amémTvoa than the act of spitting. It is striking that the tragic aorist is
confined specifically to performative verbs. There is no reason in principle why it
should not be employed as a distancing device with other types of verb, but it does
have obvious advantages for performative verbs in particular. A potential optative, for
example, would not only reduce the force of a performative verb but also reduce its
performativity. dudoawu’ dv could hardly be considered to accomplish an oath at all,
even one of reduced force. A tragic aorist (e.g. duooa) distances the speaker from the
performance (e.g. the oath), without reducing its actuality.

Tragic aorists will be divided into two broad categories. This is mainly for con-
venience of exposition, and the similarities are more significant than the differences.
In one type (‘notional actions’), the aorist replaces an action or expression (e.g.
spitting, groaning, laughing). In the other type (‘polite aorists’), the distancing effect
of the tragic aorist makes an expression less forceful and thus more polite.

NOTIONAL ACTIONS

Abomination

amémTvoa (lit. ‘T spat out’) is common in Euripides, and virtually confined to him.
The ‘present’ equivalent of this aorist is not the descriptive first-person present
damomtiw (‘I am spitting’; cf. Theocr. 27.5), but the actual act of spitting. Spitting
onstage would be well below the social and stylistic level of tragedy, though no doubt
possible offstage (cf. S. Ant. 1232). Utterance of the word dwémrvoa, on the other
hand, conveys the essential force of the act of spitting, while at the same time being
acceptable in tragic dialogue.

(1) Hippolytus rejects the Nurse’s implication that Phaedra is a ¢idos of his (E.
Hipp. 613 f.):

1962). Austin’s views, which themselves evolved, were developed and systematized in J. R. Searle,
Speech Acts (Cambridge, 1969). The term ‘performative’ is problematic, but is adequate for
present purposes to characterize a particular type of verb. The literature on ‘speech acts’ is now
vast; a lucid survey is S. C. Levinson, Pragmatics (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 226-83.

" Cf. E. Ion 1607, where the tragic aorist édefdueofa is closely followed by the present
melfopar.
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Tp. & mai, 7{ pdoeis; covs Pidovs Siepydoy;
Im.  dmémrua’ oVdels ddixos éori pot Pidos.

Barrett comments: ‘the speaker, in voicing a sudden emotion, thinks of the moment
(just past) of the access of that emotion, and so uses the aorist’. His translation
(‘pah!”), however, implies that dménrve’ is a verbal equivalent of the act of spitting
rather than a description of his reaction as the Nurse spoke.® Cf. (2) E. fr. 727 (from
Telephus); (3) Ar. Pax 528, a parody of (2).

(4) Hecuba rejects Polymestor’s prophecy of Cassandra’s death (E. Hec. 1276):
amémTve’ avTd TadTa ool 8i8wu’ éxew. There are many parallels for the practice of
spitting in order to avert an evil omen (e.g. A. fr. 354).° Hecuba rejects the ill-omened
prophecy, and tries to turn it back on Polymestor himself. The important thing is her
actual utterance of the word dmémrvo’, not her immediate feelings as Polymestor
spoke. The word is adequately performative for this essentially conversational context,
but not as forceful as the actual act of spitting would have been. Cf. (§) E. LT 1161; (6)
E. Hel. 664; (7T) E. . A. 873f.

(8) Andromache repudiates the faithless widow (E. Tro. 667 f.):

dmémrua’ adT)v fiTis dvbpa TOV mdpos
kawoiot Aéktpois dmofadovic’ dAAov dilei.

These lines come from the middle of a speech, and express a strong and settled
opinion on a general issue rather than a sudden access of emotion a moment before.
Cf. (9) E. I A. 509f.; (10) E. fr. 533 (Meleager).!?

A possible example of a tragic aorist of dmomriw in the third person occurs in
Cassandra’s vision of the Erinyes in the house of Atreus (A. Ag. 1191-3):

vpvoior 8’ duvov Sdpacw mpoonuevar
mpdTapxov drny, év uéper 8’ dmémTvoay
evvas adeddod TG maTolvTi Suopeveis.

Denniston and Page translate ‘expressed their loathing for a brother’s bed’, but the
use of the present in duvoior and other verbs in the passage shows that anémrvoav
must also refer to the present. Fraenkel thus relates it to the ‘instantaneous’
damémruoa, and it could be argued that if dmémrvoa means ‘I reject’, then dmémrvoav
can mean ‘they reject’. In fact, however, the present of dmomTdw is normally used in
the second and third persons when the reference is to the present (e.g. Hes. Op. 726;
A. Eum. 303; E. fr. 414). It is thus more likely that dawmémrvoav here is not
‘instantaneous’, but rather has elements both of gnomic and of punctual aorist: the
Erinyes’ expressions of disgust are regular but discrete. Comparable is 098¢ Movoav

8 Cf. the review of Barrett by J. W. Fitton, Pegasus 8 (1967), 17-43, at 18: ‘Why should a person
under the stress of emotion become unusually meticulous about timing the access of his
emotion? . . . The verb does not refer to a thought, it performs a rejection—*“pah!” . . . The aorist
is non-temporal.’ Fitton rightly stresses the performative nature of the verb, although his own
explanation of the aorist is different from that being proposed here. ‘Pah!’ is also insufficiently
dignified as a rendering of dmémrvoa, which can govern an object in a coherent sentence.

° Cf. Gow on Theocr. 6.39.

1 Grémrvoa (A. PV. 1070) is descriptive rather than performative, and is thus not
‘instantaneous’ (pace Griffiths ad loc.). The aorist is preterite, on a par with éuafov (1068),
explaining the Chorus’ present behaviour in terms of qualities evinced by them in the past.
dmémrvoav (E. H.F. 560) is also preterite (pace Bond ad loc.), on a par with éoyev (556) and
éomavifopev (558).
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xopol vwv dmearvynoav (S. O.C. 692), where the aorist (on a par with five presents)
suggests ‘not at any moment . . .’.!!

Lament

Gduwéa as a tragic aorist occurs five times in Euripides, and nowhere else. The
‘present’ equivalent of this aorist is not the descriptive first-person present oluw{w
(‘I am lamenting’; cf. A. Cho. 1014), but the exclamation oiuoc. The tragic aorist
ouwéa allows the speaker to express recognition that something is lamentable in a
less direct manner than by actually groaning.

(11) Medea contemplates the murder of her children (E. Med. 791-3):

p » e v 5 ,
Suwéa 8’ olov épyov éor’ épyactéov
Tovvredlev fuiv: Téxva ydp kaTakTeVd
Tdp’ olris éoTw SoTis éfarprioerad.

The aorist comes in the middle of a speech, not as an ‘instantaneous’ response to
anything that has just been said or done.!> Medea speaks in heroic mode, minimizing
the emotional cost of her revenge. Emotion breaks through in the next scene when
she actually sees the children (oipot, 899).

(12) Hippolytus reacts with an anguished oip.ot (E. Hipp. 1401) to the discovery that
Aphrodite was responsible for his fate, but with a more restrained duwéa to the
information that she has also ruined Theseus (1405).

(13) In her long stichomythia with the unrecognized Orestes, Electra explains why
she is living so far from the town (E. El. 247f.):

HX.  éynpdpedtd’, & Eeive, avdopov yduov.
Op. Guwf’ ddeddov adv. Mukmvaiwy Tivi;

Cropp comments on ‘the formality, reserve and politeness of [Orestes’] assumed
persona’,'® and the assumption of that persona is especially marked here. Stronger
emotion breaks through later with oiuo: (290), when Electra hints at the maltreat-
ment of Agamemnon’s corpse.

(14) The Chorus hears Clytaemestra’s death cries (E. El. 1167f.):

KX, pol pot.
Xo. duwéa kdyw mpos Tékvawr xewpoupévns.

The Chorus’ pity for Clytaemestra is qualified by the belief that what she suffered
was just.
(15) Orestes responds to Iphigenia’s account of her false wedding (E. L T. 861f.):

Ip.  Ped ped xepviBwv éxe{<vwv: olpor>.
Op. dpwéa kdyw TéApav fv érdn marip.

Jackson’s supplement, printed by Diggle, would suit the present argument, but there
is in any case a clear contrast in this section between Orestes’ iambics and Iphigenia’s
agitated dochmiacs (cf. 71). Orestes himself reacted with a more immediate oiuot

' Cf. Moorhouse (n. 3), p. 197. See also the aorists discussed in n. 72.
12 Cf. 8-10; Denniston on E. EI. 248.
3 M. J. Cropp (ed.), Euripides: Electra (Warminster, 1988), p. xxxiv.
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when Iphigenia mentioned Agamemnon actually putting the sword to her throat
(8595).

Derision

(16) Trygaeus responds to Hierocles’ oracular reference to the Spartans (Ar. Pax
1066):

Tp. aifoifoi. Ie. T{ yerds; Tp. oy xapomoior mbijiors.

If this were the only example of 7jofnv in this kind of context, it would be tempting
to take it as a preterite referring back to alfoiBoi. Sommerstein thus translates ‘I
liked those “fierce-eyed monkeys”.’

The other examples in Aristophanes (17-21), however, suggest that fjefnv is a
verbal equivalent of laughter rather than a report of it.!* The distancing effect of the
aorist converts amusement pure and simple into derision. The speaker can thus
express the view that something is risible without actually laughing. In English, one
does not say ‘What a joke!” or ‘Ha! Ha!’ if one is genuinely amused. Trygaeus has in
fact laughed, but apparently in an ostentatiously derisive way (aifoi normally
expresses disgust). Actual laughter would be inappropriate in some of the other cases
(especially 18, 22). Compare dmémrrvoa (1-10) and Guwéa (11-15), where the aorist is
a less immediate equivalent of the gesture or exclamation. Thus 7jofyv : laughter ::
duwéa : oluor.

(17) Strepsiades responds to the Student’s anecdote about gecko-droppings landing
on Socrates (Ar. Nub. 174): 5jelny yadedty karaxéoavt Zwkpdrovs. Dover
explains 7jofmv as a preterite: ‘Strepsiades has guffawed, and now says why. . . . The
aorist often puts into words a movement or noise already made.” The guffaw is
superfluous to this expression of amused contempt (‘How ludicrous-a gecko shitting
on Socrates!’).

(18) Strepsiades responds to the First Creditor’s oath by Zeus and the gods (Ar.
Nub. 1240f.): favpaciws fiafny “Oeois”, | kai Zeds yeloios Suvipevos Tois elddouw.
The aorist has the illocutionary force of expressing contempt for the oath (‘I regard
“the gods™ as a joke’), equivalent to the adjective yeloios in the next line.!’ Cf. (19) Ar.
Av. 570.

(20) Peisetaerus comments aside on the Priest’s pompous prayer, parodying the
regular Athenian addition of the Chians to prayers for benefits for themselves (Ar. Av.
880): Xiotaw 1jgfny mavrayod mpookewuévous. ‘It’s a bit of a joke, the way the Chians
get tagged on everywhere.” The obedient Chians may have been regarded in Athens
with a touch of condescension, not incompatible with appreciation of their loyalty.'6

(21) The Sausage-Seller responds to threats from Paphlagon (Ar. Eq. 696f.):

o ’ -~ 3 /’ ’
nobny dmetdais: éyélaga Poloxoumiars:
dmemvddpioa uébwva- meprexdkxaga.'’

The aorists are hardly reporting what the Sausage-Seller has actually been doing.

' Cf. 43 below for the rather different use of 7jofnw at S. Phil. 1314.

!5 For the exaggerated emphasis of favuaciws, see P. T. Stevens, Colloquial Expressions in
Euripides (Hermes Einzelschriften 38; Wiesbaden, 1976), p. 14.

16" Cf. Eupolis fr. 246 K-A (Poleis, c. 422 B.C.); Hornblower on Thuc. 4.129.2.

17 Sommerstein’s text (variants do not affect the point at issue here).
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The words stand for the deeds. The point is not so much that he is amused by
Paphlagon as that he regards him with contempt. An expression like ‘I regard your
threats as a joke’ need not be preceded by actual laughter. The examples from Lucian
below (22—4) suggest that it may be an accident that this is the only surviving
fifth-century use of éyéAaca in this idiom. The verbs in line 697 are extravagantly
incongruous with the superior tone of the tragic aorist (cf. 32).

(22) Simylus and Polystratus converse in the Underworld (Lucian, D. Mort. 19.2):

Zwu. érvpdvvmoas, & ITodboTtpate, per’ éué;
IToA. oVk, dAX’ épactas elyov pvpiovs.
Zyu. éyélaga’ épactas oV TnAwcodTos dw, 686vTas TérTapas éxwv;

éyélaca is correctly translated by Macleod (Loeb) as ‘“You make me laugh.’
Kiihner—Gerth offer ‘ich brach in Lachen aus, als ich dein Wort horte’ (i.164f.), but
immediacy of amusement is hardly the point here. Lucian’s use of the tragic aorist
seems to be a learned echo of the fifth-century idiom. Cf. (23) D. Deor. 18.2 and (24)
Symp. 9.

Oaths

The tragic aorist is common with Suvuu: and compounds. Some scholars think that
the aorist in these oaths expresses impulsiveness or haste, somewhat in terms of
Kithner-Gerth’s category (b). Moorhouse thus explains dwduos’ (25): ‘Neopto-
lemus takes the oath with alacrity, after his good faith has been questioned’, and
apparently includes it with examples of aorist showing ‘a sudden feeling, or act of
comprehension . . . or other mental reaction to what has preceded’.!®* This
interpretation fits some examples well enough (25, 27, 29), but cannot account for
other aorist oaths which are obviously not impulsive or hasty (26, 28, 30, 35).

Kiihner—Gerth themselves include aorist oaths in their category (c), and believe that
the aorist makes the verb more forceful and definitive (‘ich habe hiermit . . .”). The
main objection to this is that performative verbs of swearing occur in drama in both
the present and the aorist, and it is the present which seems to be the more forceful, the
tense used in the most serious and formal oaths.!® A good example of a full and formal
oath is Aegeus’ promise that he will never surrender Medea to her enemies (E. Med.
752-5):

A Suvvue Taiav s e Aapmpov “HMlov
Oeols 1€ mavTas éupeveiv d oov KAVw.

Mny. dpkei 1{ 8’ Sprw T8 un ‘uuévwv mdbous;

Au. @ toio vocefovot yiyverar BpoTdv.

Aegeus swears by an impressive list of gods, and prescribes a penalty for himself
should he break his oath. The most solemn and explicit oaths in Greek drama are in
this form, with the performative verb in the present tense (cf. S. Trach. 1188; E. Hipp.
713, 1026; 1. 4. 473; fr. 487; Ar. Av. 445). So also in prose, as at the beginning of the
Hippocratic oath: duvvut AmddAwva iyTpov kal AoxAymidv kal ‘Yyelov xal
Iavdkewav katl feovs mdvras kal wdoas . . . (cf. Xen. An. 6.6.17; Dem. Contra Zen.
31; PL. Phdr. 236d10).

'8 Moorhouse (n. 3), pp. 195f. Dale describes kardpooa (E. Hel. 835) as ‘impulsive aor.”.
' Ttis, of course, possible to swear a formal oath without a performative verb of swearing (e.g.
E. I.T. 735-52; Ion 1528-31).
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A formal oath in the present tense is a performative of an especially strong kind.
The speaker is committed ‘on the record’ to the most emphatic possible type of
assertion. An oath with the tragic aorist distances the speaker somewhat from what is
being said: the oath is indeed accomplished, but less forcefully than by the present.
Thus dpooa : Spvvue = Guwéa : oipot.

A formal oath in the present tense is normally conclusive (e.g. E. Med. 756; Hipp.
715, 1036f.; Ar. Av. 448-50). The hearer may not be convinced by such an oath, as
Theseus is not convinced by Hippolytus’ oath (E. Hipp. 1038—40), but there is no
stronger statement for which (s)he can ask. It can even be regarded as offensive to the
gods to disbelieve what someone has said under oath (S. O.T 646f., 652). An aorist
oath, by contrast, can be met by a request for further confirmation.

(25) Neoptolemus has offered to return Philoctetes his bow (S. Phil. 1288-92):

®.. 7w elmas; dpa Sevrepov Soloduela;

Ne. dmdpoo’ dyvov Zywos vipiorov oéBas.

D & pidtar’ elmdv, € Myes érpTvpa,

Ne. Tolpyov mapéorar pavepdv. dAa Seiav
mpoTewe xeipa, Kal KpdTeEL TAY OOV SmAWY.

Neoptolemus’ oath is solemnly phrased, but is in practice no more than an emphatic
denial of Philoctetes’ suspicions, an elevated tragic version of the everyday ot pa
Ai{a.?® A formal oath would actually be superfluous, since Neoptolemus is in a
position to convince Philoctetes by returning the bow immediately.

(26) Polyneices addresses Jocasta (E. Pho. 433f.): feovs 8’ émwpoa’ ds drovoiws /
Tois ¢uArdTots éxovow Ypduny 86pv. The oath is little more than conversational
emphasis (‘By God, I don’t want to do this!’), a tragic equivalent of the everyday v
Tovs Beovs.

(27) Menelaus has asked Helen what will happen if Theonoe refuses to help them.
The stichomythia then continues (E. Hel. 833—40):

EX.  fOovi yapodpar 8’ 7 rdraw’ éyw Bia.

Me. mpoddris dv eins: v Blav oxipac’ éxes.
EX. dMX\’ dyvov Spkov oov kdpa kaTdpooa . . .
Me. 7i ¢ijs; BaveioBar; kobmor’ dAXdfers Aéxm;
EX.  1ad70 Elper ye keloopar 8¢ cod médas.
Me. émi Toiode Tolvuv Seéids éutis Oiye.

E).  Yadw, Bavdvros ood 768° éxAelipew pdos.
Me. «kdyw otepnlels ood Tedevriioew Blov.

What is the content of Helen’s oath in 835? Menelaus supposes that she is swearing
to die with him, and she cannot (or at least does not) deny it. In 833, however, she
had envisaged surviving him.?! He is thus wrong to take 835 as the beginning of a
formal oath to die with him. It is more likely that Helen is merely repudiating the
unjust accusation in 834 (cf. ua 4{°, @A’ . .. at Ar. Ran. 174). Her oath is thus a
conversational denial, just like Neoptolemus’ (25), which Menelaus treats as the

2 Banal formulae like o0 ua dia are not dignified enough for tragedy (E. An. 934 is the
rule-proving exception). They can, however, be brought up to the level of tragedy by expansion
and elaboration, e.g. Clytaemestra’s ud v dvacoav Apyelav Oedv (E. I A. 739). Cf. K. J. Dover,
Greek and the Greeks (Oxford, 1987), p. 48.

2! Kannicht (on 834) implausibly suggests that yauodua: (833) is not the alternative to rescue,
but the premise of Helen’s decision to die with Menelaus. It would invite misunderstanding for
her to use unadorned futures to convey this idea.
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beginning of a formal oath. Helen then finds herself committed to his interpretation
of her words.
(28) Amphitryo calls witnesses to Heracles’ courage (E. H.F. 177-80):

Auos kepavvov fpduny Télpurmd Te

év ols Befnrws Toiol yijs BAasTinacw
TI'lyaot mAevpois w1y’ évapudoas BéAn
Tov kaMvikov petd Oedv éxduacey.

Witnesses are called upon in two different sets of circumstances: to observe an event
(e.g. a crime), and to testify to it later (e.g. at a trial). The normal performative tense
for calling witnesses to observe something is the present: papripopnar (e.g. E. Pho.
626; Ar. Ach. 926; Nub. 1222, 1297; Vesp. 1436; Ran. 528; P1. Phil. 12bl) or udprvpas
kaAd (e.g. E. Pho. 491). The present is also used to call on the gods to observe
something, often with the effect of an oath (e.g. S. Trach. 1248; E. Med. 619; Hipp.
1451; H.F. 858).

Amphitryon calls witnesses, not to observe what is happening, but to testify to the
truth of what he says (176). Orators do not actually use performative verbs for calling
witnesses to testify, but formulations like xai pot dvaBnre TodTwy pdprupes (Lys.
1.29) or pdprupas mapéfopnar (Lys. 3.20). The performative present, if it were to be
used, would be very forceful (‘I hereby call upon . . .”). Amphitryon’s witnesses are
Zeus’ thunderbolt, the centaurs, and Mt Dirphys. None of these is likely to be very art-
iculate on his behalf, and his appeal to them is purely figurative.?? The aorist jpdunv is
thus unlikely to be especially forceful, as suggested by Bond’s translation ‘I hereby ask
Zeus’ thunderbolt.” Amphitryon does not even pretend to summon the centaurs or
Mt Dirphys, saying merely ‘go and ask . . .’ (183, 185). 4pdunv thus seems to function
in much the same way as the ‘conversational’ aorist oaths discussed above (25-7).

(29) Orestes has questioned the Phrygian’s motives in agreeing that Helen deserved
to be killed (E. Or. 1516-18):

Op. Suocov (el 8¢ w1, kTevdd o€) un Aéyew éuny ydpw.
Dp. v éuny Yoy katwpod’, My Av edoproiu’ éyd.

The Phrygian’s oath is perjured: his hasty and exaggerated agreement (1513) shows
that he was indeed saying what he thought Orestes wanted to hear. He evidently does
succeed in swearing an oath, as instructed by Orestes, but the aorist distances him
from the full force of the performative present.? The aorist permits a form of words
that is acceptable as an oath, but falls short of the maximum emphasis and
commitment (cf. Xanthias’ use of the conversational vy 7ov dia in reply to
Dionysus’ karduocov at Ar. Ran. 304-7). The reason is not that the oath is merely
conversational (as in 25-8), but that even the Phrygian tries to minimize the grossness
of his perjury. His oath is comparable to other tragic aorists which are non-
committal (31, 37, 38, 42, 48) or insincere (30, 49, 52, 55, 70).

2 There are appeals to mute witnesses at Hipp. 976-80, 1074f., but both use indirect
formulations which avoid the absurdity of the performative present in such a context (cf. E. I. 4.
365).

2 West (on 1517) comments: ‘the aorist answers Orestes’ omoson, marking the oath as
something conclusive’. This oath is not, however, especially conclusive. Nor is there any reason to
suppose that an aorist indicative might be expected after an aorist imperative in such contexts:
(present) Suvuu answers (present) Suvv at S. Trach. 1185/1188 and E. Med. 746/752, but (aorist)
kaTdpuooov at Ar. Av. 444/445.
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(30) The aorist dradpos’ (E. Cyc. 266) dilutes another perjured oath in Silenus’
rebuttal of Odysseus’ denunciation of him to the Cyclops. This elaborate oath begins
resoundingly, but soon ‘sinks into bathos’ (Seaford).

(31) Helen swears that she will commit suicide if the rumour of Menelaus’ death is
true (E. Hel. 348-50):

\ \ b3 4 \ \ ’
o€ ydp éxdAega, o€ 8¢ karduoaa
Tov ¥dpdevTi Sdvart yAwpov
Edpdrav . ..

Dale (on 330) writes of ‘the common aor. of a decision just now taken’, but there is
nothing especially impulsive about this oath. Kannicht (on 330) translates ‘dich habe
ich hiermit angerufen, bei dir habe ich hiermit geschworen’, but this lyric expression
of despair is hardly more formal and definitive than the oaths with the present
Suvuue mentioned above. Helen has a propensity for the tragic aorist (cf. 27, 42),
and tentativeness or insincerity may be implied (cf. 29, and the other passages cited
there).

(32) The Chorus’ émnmeidnoa kai katdpooca (Ar. Av. 630) is rendered ‘I give due
warning and solemnly swear’ by Dunbar, and these aorists do indeed look as though
they could belong in Kiihner—Gerth’s category (c). The pompous tone may, however,
derive from evocation of the tragic idiom rather than from the aorist as such. The
tragic aorist evokes tragedy elsewhere in Aristophanes (3, 36, 59).

POLITE AORISTS

The distancing effect of the tragic aorist is often used to make a verb more polite
than it would have been in the present. It is in some ways comparable to the
‘attitudinal past’ in English, used to make verbs expressing volition or mental state
more tentative or polite (e.g. ‘I wondered if you could help me’, ‘Did you want to see
me?’).?® This is no more than a rough analogy, adduced purely for the purpose of
illustration. The tragic aorist resembles the attitudinal past in exploiting tenses for
the purpose of social distancing. It differs from it in being confined to performative
verbs, which do not take the attitudinal past in English. The stylistic register of the
two devices is also very different, in that the tragic aorist belongs to a high literary
style.

Politeness has been helpfully analysed as a universal human phenomenon by Brown
and Levinson. They argue that all competent human beings have ‘face’, which
comprises the want not to be imposed upon or impeded (‘negative face’) and the want
to be approved of, admired, etc. (‘positive face’).?¢ The specific details of social inter-
action differ widely in different cultures, but Brown and Levinson argue that a variety
of actions are intrinsically face-threatening. Actions which threaten the face of the

2'S. fr. 957 has an oath by the Eurotas. For oaths by rivers generally, see Pfeiffer on
Callimachus fr. 7.33f.; West on Hes. Th. 400.

» Cf. P. Brown and S. C. Levinson, Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage*
(Cambridge, 1987), pp. 118f., 204; S. Chalker and E. Weiner, The Oxford Dictionary of English
Grammar (Oxford, 1994), s.v. ‘social distancing’; R. Quirk et al., A Comprehensive Grammar of
the English Language (London and New York, 1985), 4.16; 4.37: ‘such forms enable us to avoid
the impoliteness which might well result from expressing one’s attitude too directly’.

% Brown and Levinson (n. 25) derive their concept of ‘face’ in particular from E. Goffman,
Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face to Face Behavior (New York, 1967).



34 M. LLOYD

hearer include orders, requests, advice, offers, promises, criticism, and disagreement.
Actions which threaten the face of the speaker include thanks, excuses, acceptance of
offers, unwilling promises or offers, apologies, and admissions of guilt.?’

A person may nevertheless need to perform a face-threatening act, and ‘politeness’
is the attempt to minimize the face threat involved in such an act. The threat does not
have to be very substantial in order to have an effect on the language used, especially
in formal contexts. Politeness tends to be oriented to a pessimistic estimate of any
given offence (the ‘virtual offence’), and thus to have an inbuilt element of exaggera-
tion.?® One may thus say, for example, ‘I am terribly sorry to bother you’ even when the
probable inconvenience to the hearer is quite small. The hearer may correspondingly
be offended if the apology is oriented to the actual inconvenience rather than to this
exaggerated view of it.

Greek, like other languages, has a wide variety of devices to mitigate face-
threatening utterances. One such device, common in tragedy, is to use a potential
optative rather than an imperative for a command.?” Manipulation of tense, as
mentioned above, is another. The future (e.g. fovAjoopat, aimijoopar) can thus be
used in Greek for polite requests (e.g. S. O.C. 1289; E. Alc. 164; Med. 259; Hcld. 475).3°
The imperfect éBovAduny (without dv) is sometimes used to distance the speaker from
an unfulfilled present wish.3! Drama is a rich source of politeness phenomena,
especially in cultures where evidence is otherwise in short supply.3? It may be an
accident of our evidence for Greek politeness that there is hardly a trace of the tragic
aorist before about 450 B.C., and that it occurs almost exclusively in drama.

Greetings and orders

(33) Odysseus addresses Silenus (E. Cyc. 101): xaipew mpoceima mpdTa Tov
yepairarov. Hailing strangers, or others whose goodwill may be in doubt, is to
threaten their negative face by impinging upon them without their consent. The
face-threat is exacerbated by use of second-person singular pronouns, which
emphasize the immediacy of the contact between speaker and addressee.’* Third-
person greetings like this one are thus more polite (cf. S. Trach. 227; E. El. 552; Ion
401f; Ar. Nub. 1145; Av. 1378, 1581; Alexis fr. 172.5f. K-A). The tragic aorist, less

7 Brown and Levinson (n. 25), pp. 65-8 give a useful classification of face-threatening acts
(‘FTAS).

% Brown and Levinson (n. 25), pp. 1f, 33, 51, n. 7 adopt the concept of the ‘virtual offence’
from E. Goffman, Relations in Public: Microstudies of the Public Order (New York, 1971),
pp. 108f.

® Cf. Kithner-Gerth (n. 1), vol. I, pp. 233f,; Goodwin (n. 2), §237; Fraenkel on A. Ag. 1049.

3 Cf. Kithner-Gerth (n. 1), vol. I, pp. 172f; H. W. Smyth, Greek Grammar (Cambridge, MA,
1920), §1913.

3! Cf. Kithner-Gerth (n. 1), vol. I, pp. 205f.; Goodwin (n. 2), §425; Smyth (n. 30), §1782.

32 Cf. R. Brown and A. Gilman, ‘Politeness theory and Shakespeare’s four major tragedies’,
Language in Society 18 (1989), 159-212; M. Sifianou, Politeness Phenomena in England and
Greece: A Cross-cultural Perspective (Oxford, 1992); A. Lardinois, CP 92 (1997), 230, n. 79.

3 Fraenkel (on A. Ag. 838) comments on another polite usage: ‘the restrained form of
expression . . . reflects the urbanity of Attic society’. Cf. K. Lammermann, ‘Von der attischen
Urbanitét und ihrer Auswirkung in der Sprache’ (diss. Gottingen, 1935); A. M. Dale, E. Alc. ed.,
pp. xxiii f. On the ‘stylized-elevated’ language of tragedy, see M. S. Silk, ‘Tragic language: the
Greek tragedians and Shakespeare’, in M.S. Silk (ed.), Tragedy and the Tragic: Greek Theatre and
Beyond (Oxford, 1996), pp. 458-96.

3 Cf. Brown and Levinson (n. 25), p. 203.
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direct than the present, makes Odysseus’ greeting even more polite.>* The tragic
idiom itself contributes to his comical solemnity (cf. 32).
(34) Creon’s first words after his entrance (E. Med. 271-3):

o€ T oxvBpwmov kal méoer Bupovuévmy,
Mde.’, dveimov tHode yiis éfw mepdv
dvydda . . .

Orders are obviously face-threatening, and are made more so if the addressee is
‘nailed’ by second-person singular pronoun, name, and description.’® This is the
language of an angry tyrant (e.g. S. El. 1445-7; Ant. 441f.) or of a god addressing a
human (e.g. E. Hi. 1283f.; Ba. 912-17). The rudeness of Creon’s opening words is
mitigated by the distancing effect of the aorist (cf. 72—4), and this combination of
superficial brusqueness with polite diffidence is very much in keeping with his
character (cf. 348f.).

The present is the usual performative tense in orders: dmavda (S. Phil. 1293; E. An.
579; Su. 467; Ar. Ran. 369); dmevwvémw (E. Med. 813); mpovwvémw (A. Eum. 852);
mpoduvd (S. Aj. 1089); Aéyw (E. Tro. 1047); kedevw (E. An. 577); éwémnw (S. O.T
350). Creon himself uses the present mpovvvémw when he takes his final and definitive
stand (351).37

(35) The Chorus invokes Epaphos (E. Pho. 676-80):

kal oé, Tov mpopdTopos
’Iods mot’ éxyovov
"Emadov, & Auos yévebiov,
téxdAeo’ éxdreaa BapBdpw Bod,
ia), BapPBd Araist.?

, BapBdpots Awraist.

Prayers systematically violate the politeness principles outlined under 33 and 34
above, no doubt because the absent deity must be nailed as explicitly as possible, and
can thus be addressed in a manner that would be unacceptable if (s)he were actually
present (cf. 41).

There is thus no obvious reason why the Chorus should use the polite aorist to
mitigate the second-person singular pronoun with which they summon Epaphus. The
present kaAw would be entirely normal in a prayer (e.g. A. Eum. 116; S. 4j. 831; E.
Hel. 969; Ar. Lys. 346), and the Chorus’ language may have been influenced by a form
more appropriate to polite conversation between humans (cf. 31).

(36) Dicaeopolis addresses Phales oe . . . mpogeimov . . . dopevos (Ar. Ach. 266f.).
Michael Silk observes that there is ‘a touch 