THE DRAMATIC EPISTEMOLOGY OF SOPHOCLES’
TRACHINIAE

Stuart E. LAWRENCE

THE MEANING OF THE Trachiniae is revealed to us superficially through
the obvious implications of the causation and the contrasted presentation
of the two protagonists,! but more subtly through the theme of know-
ledge, explored throughout the play as events and situations are trans-
lated into epistemological terms. Cognitive and perceptual expressions
occur with unusual frequency and with a reflective concentration that
compels the auditor to ponder the sources of information and their re-
liability, and the inevitably personal and subjective responses often
accorded this information by characters of the drama.

The fundamental truths of the play are conventional enough. The two
key passages are the opening lines with the famous Aéyos that a man’s
happiness can only be known when he is dead, that is when the full course
of his life is known, and the parodos with its notion of the vicissitudes of
fortune cast upon mortals by the son of Cronus. These vicissitudes of joy
and sorrow and of knowledge and ignorance are conveyed here through
the beautiful light-and-dark imagery of the sun and star-spangled night,
and of waves in succession. Spangled Night (alé\a »d¢ [94]) from its own
destruction (é&vapifopéva [94]) gives birth to and lays to rest the sun which
is itself naturally associated with brightness (99) and with sight (3uua
[102)), and in particular here with sight or knowledge of Heracles, for
this is the knowledge to which the whole dramatic action tends. In the
concluding epode the same spangled night is more explicitly related to the
ebb and flow of human life: of wealth, joy, and deprivation. Suffering and
night are brought together almost to the point of identification in the
prologos by Deianeira in an explicit way which is echoed by the more
purely “poetic” association merely implicit in this imagery (29-30). But
Deianeira is aware only of the succession of nights of suffering, not of the
days which come between, as she lies awake anxiously awaiting news of
Heracles. This implied pessimism is at odds with the more balanced and
certainly more conventional view of the chorus.

But the practical utility of the chorus’s view that suffering will in time
give place to joy is impaired by human ignorance. Deianeira’s sufferings
at the hands of Achelous were apparently followed by the joy of release
bestowed by Heracles under the auspices of Zeus (26-27). But in the
perspective of time Heracles’ release of Deianeira has been shown merely

1See my discussion of critical views in the final section, 302.
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to have brought new sufferings (27-35). So a problem arises: having
accepted the basic principle of fortune’s ebb and flow, how do we identify
genuine occasions for joy or sorrow amid this ambiguous flux of events?

Let us take one example. With the messenger’s apparently favourable
report of Heracles’ imminent return Deianeira declares that Zeus has
finally brought joy (201). She speaks, in words which resist translation,
of enjoying the fruit of the ‘“‘unexpected eye of the report risen:”

Os GehwTov Bup’ éuol
dnuns avaoxov THode viv kapmovuefa (203-204)

The “risen eye’’ suggests that the report resembles the sun, itself a symbol
of knowledge as we have seen;? but we shall see too that the terms fuy and
the earlier Méyos (184) imply, in the context of the play, the uncertainty
of information. This uncertainty implicit in the terms undermines for us
the impression of certain knowledge suggested by Deianeira’s confidence
and by the covert suggestion of a sun image in évasxov. The effect is
underscored, of course, by the auditor’s realisation that ultimately
Deianeira will have no cause to rejoice. This further association of what is
deemed to be knowledge with the sun, as darkness was associated with
ignorance, will encourage us further to explicate the master image of the
parodos. Is it too far-fetched to argue that Sophocles’ evocative image of
darkness both giving birth to the sun and laying it to rest (94-96) implies
the virtual primacy of ignorance in the world of men, while the spangled
quality of night suggests the shimmering instability of mere information
which too often passes for genuine knowledge?3 In support of this inter-
pretation I would draw the reader’s attention to the use of aiéhos in the
prologos (11) as the epithet of the serpent, the form adopted by Achelous
in his courtship of Deianeira after he had taken the shape of a distinct
bull (évapyis Tadpos [11]). I would suggest that the sequence of metamor-
phoses paraded before Deianeira by Achelous foreshadows symbolically
the bewildering parade of information, some clear, some deceptive and
obscure, which Deianeira will confront during the play’s action, and
which mirrors the epistemological texture of the world which it is the lot
of all mortals to weave and within which they are inevitably interwoven.

The very first word of the Trackiniae denotes a source of information,
a Noyos, that is, an ancient maxim “manifest” (¢aveis [1]) for human appre-
hension. Full knowledge (ékudbois, 2), it declares, of a man’s happiness

*See Kamerbeek’s note ad 203-204 (J. C. Kamerbeek, Track., Leiden 1959).

#*For a time, night itself becomes the motif of uncertainty, delicately at first, but
significantly in connection with words that suggest wifehood and motherhood; then,
to round off the chorus, night appears as a full-fledged symbol of evil” (C. H. Whitman,
Sophocles [Cambridge, Mass. 1951] 111).
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or sorrow is unobtainable until he is dead. Deianeira, however, feels that
she has knowledge of her own sorrow already before she has died (¢0i8’, 5).
This supposed knowledge is based on a review of her life up to the present.
It falls into two periods: the courtship of Achelous and the marriage with
Heracles. At first Deianeira had interpreted this “diptych” as the suces-
sion of good fortune upon ill but in the event Zeus’ 7élos (26) only
appeared fair (kalGs, / €l 6% xalds, 26-27), as Heracles’ “release” of
Deianeira (éAberar, 21) led only to further sufferings in the form of her
anxiety for him during his absence. Consequently the essential notion of
good fortune succeeding ill becomes problematical when it encounters
our frequent mortal inability to distinguish good fortune from ill.

Closely associated with knowledge here and throughout are emotional
reactions, especially those of Deianeira, which are essentially passive.t In
response to Achelous’ horrifying variety and ambiguity she can only pray
for death (16). Similarly, amid the terror of Heracles’ struggle with the
river-god, she is so smitten with fear (&remApyuévy ¢6Bw, 24) that knowl-
edge is impossible (ob vap old’, 22).

As to the present, no one has knowledge of Heracles’ whereabouts (otdeis
olde 41), in spite of which Deianeira claims to ‘“‘understand” (ériocrauai,
43) that he has suffered some injury. In the circumstances she can only
be referring to an intuition born of fear. Far from being an epistemological
basis for remedial action, this intuition only contributes to her fearful
passivity.

But even if Deianeira is temperamentally disposed to paralysed inac-
tion through fear and anxiety, information will make itself known and a
response will eventually be forced. The nurse gently rebukes her mistress
for failing to seek information about Heracles (55) and advocates sending
Hyllus (who has just arrived) to obtain it. Deianeira welcomes these Aéyo
(60, 63) or udbor (62) and her communication of them to her son elicits
his “knowledge” (olda, 67) of Heracles. The ‘“knowledge,” however, con-
sists of stories (utbois, 67) about Heracles, the reliability of which has not
been established (el 7. morebew xpedw, 67) because in the first place their
being stories implies that Hyllus has merely heard about his father
(kNbew; 68, 71, 72) and is dependent upon what people say or announce
(paci, 70; ayyéNerar, 73; daciv, 74); and secondly their content is itself
uncertain: Heracles is moving his army against Eurytus’ city or he is
about to do so (74-75).

Such difficulties may be further compounded. Even if accurate infor-
mation is available, mortals may simply be unaware of its existence, and
now Deianeira commends to Hyllus knowledge in the form of a Méyos

‘Deianeira’s passivity is well-established in criticism of the play, and is most ably

discussed by Marsh McCall, “The Trachiniae: Structure, Focus, and Heracles,” A¥P 93
(1972) 142-163).
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hitherto unknown to him (78): the reliable (wwora, 77) prophecies con-
necting Heracles with Euboea. Now while Sophoclean oracles are wont
to convey accurate knowledge from an unimpeachable source and thus to
afford absolute certainty, nevertheless as a practical source of knowledge
they fall far short of immediate experience because their expression is
very often obscure or misleading. In this case Deianeira relates a version
of the oracle® which provides for two alternatives: either Heracles will
“accomplish”® the end of his life o7 his future life will be happy, if (or
when) he carries out (dpas, 80) the labour in which he is presently engaged
(79-81). Now if the oracle had merely predicted happiness for the rest of
Heracles’ life, it would not be too difficult to recognise this as a euphe-
mism for an early death, as Heracles later does when he remembers this
aspect of the prophecy (1143-1150). But the present expression of the
oracle at least suggests mutually exclusive alternatives, death or hap-
piness; and therefore implies that happiness here is not a euphemism for
death. Strictly, one supposes, the “either-or”” could comprise an alterna-
tive expression of the same fact, that Heracles will die. If so, it is grossly
deceptive. In any case now that Hyllus has this information about the
oracle he will initiate action to find the whole truth (90-91), an under-
taking in pointed contrast to his mother’s characteristic inactivity.

Following the entrance of the chorus Deianeira conjectures (&s
drewxdoar, 141) that the Trachinian women are present having ascertained
(wewvopérn, 141) her suffering. But wior.s is set below éudfnas in the epis-
temological hierarchy, as Deianeira gives them to understand that
thorough knowledge of her suffering could be obtained only through their
undergoing personal experience of a nature similar to her own:

&s 8 Eyw Oupodlopd
i’ &xudbois wafovga, viv &' dmepos €l. (142-143)

Associated with é&pudfnois is “insight” (eloidoiro, 151) obtained from
scrutiny (ekomdv, 151) of one’s own situation.

Deianeira now refers again to the oracle but with a slight change of
emphasis. Heracles will die when the appointed time has elapsed or live
the rest of his life without sorrow (166-168). The same alternatives apply
as before with their fateful ambiguity, but the oracle is conditioned now
by time rather than place. The effect of the differing versions is epis-

5“The wealth of oracular material only emphasizes the impossibility of knowing the
future ... The supposed clarity and helpfulness of these oracles are deliberately confusing.
They represent what hindsight, or knowledge free from time, might know, but which
no one in the moment of action could conceivably know” (Whitman [above, n. 3] 108).
For a different emphasis see G. M. Kirkwood, £ Study of Sophoclean Drama (Ithaca
1958) 74, 78-79.

SFor the key term Télos and its compounds and cognates see 26, 79, 155, 167, 170,
174,742, 824, 825, 948, 1149, 1171, 1187, 1257, 1263.
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temologically disconcerting, and anxiety increases as time and place
seem, as it were, to converge upon Heracles in the way that Ajax’ charac-
ter and Athena’s wrath seem to converge upon that hero. The oracle
hitherto accepted as reliable (mord, 77) is now mildly questioned
(vapépreia, 173), but if the prophecies are true they must be fulfilled now
173-174). Deianeira’s reaction to this uncertain but critical information
is violent, but essentially passive, terror (&mndar éué/Pp6Bw, 175-176).

At this point, however, Deianeira’s anxiety is due for release as the
chorus see a messenger approaching wpés xédpw Noywr (178-179). The
release which he brings (Atow, 181) parallels in a minor way the release
from Achelous earlier bestowed on Deianeira by Heracles, itself a release
from anxiety and paralysis in the face of horrifying uncertainty (éMberac,
21). Now the deliverance from Achelous was in a sense illusory, for the
marriage which followed brought a renewal of anxiety and uncertainty;
but the messenger here with the confidence of the Creon or Corinthian of
the OT brings what appears to be good news. Deianeira is to know or
understand (ériorw, 182) that Heracles is alive. Her response even to this
seemingly certain information (Aéyos, 184) is at first indecisive surprise,
so that the messenger is obliged to reiterate that Heracles will indeed be
manifest (few, pavévra, 186). But with the future tense uncertainty has
returned, and furthermore what is manifest may be deceptive, as Deianeira
will discover.

Of course the messenger’s positive Aéyos may reflect only his own con-
fidence, so Deianeira will know whence he has learned it (uafdv, 187). He
has heard it (189), he says, from Lichas, who is undergoing examination
(kpiver, 195) by the people who wish to learn fully (éuafeiv, 196). The
information, however, will be the more certain, it is implied, as Deianeira
will soon see Lichas clearly (8yy ... éuparsi, 199). Now Deianeira is pre-
pared to declare that Zeus has brought her joy (200-201), but the audi-
ence will remember that Zeus had once before brought deliverance which
in the event proved deceptive (26-27). So Deianeira’s joy is a hasty reac-
tion on the basis of inadequate information, a reaction echoed in the
subsequent ode, in which the chorus also accept the evidence of sight
(although they have not actually seen Heracles) and regard the hero’s
return as ““clearly present to see face to face” (223-224). Deianeira agrees
with the chorus; she has before her the visible evidence of Heracles’
retinue (6pd, 8uuartos, 225; Nebooew, 226), and the messenger is indeed
manifest (¢pavévra, 228).

Now the information conveyed by the messenger derived from Lichas,
and Deianeira will examine this remoter human source. She bids him
“teach” her (8idator, 233) if Heracles is still alive, whereupon Lichas offers
her the evidence of his own eyesight. Lichas is speaking, however, not of
the present but of the past. When he was actually leaving Heracles
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(Eevmov, 234) he was not merely alive, but “powerful and flourishing”
(234-235). In this way clear information is rendered less so by the em-
phasis upon the past time, and the validity of any consequent misgivings
on the part of the audience is confirmed by the obvious irony of kot véow
Bapiv (235). We are reminded that what is clear in the immediate past
may be totally false in a catastrophic instant.

If information is sometimes deceptive or unreliable, it is also on occa-
sion unpalatable, as might seem to be the Aéyos of Heracles’ enslavement
(250-251). But since this was brought about at the behest of Zeus, Lichas
declares, it should not be seen as a cause for shame. Be that as it may, this
story depends on subjective experience, and it is double-edged, for it is
Heracles himself who tells of his thraldom (&s ¢ne’ abrés, 249; s abrés
Aever, 253). The subjective element may be taken either as tending to
render the account authoritative, in this case all the more because it
comes from Heracles himself, or as drawing our attention to the human
source and his motivation. The audience is thus alerted to possible irony:
the messenger thinks that Heracles is an unimpeachable witness; the
audience realise that the great hero may have motives for deception.

The account of Heracles’ exploits with Eurytus and Iphitus reveals his
decisiveness by contrast with Deianeira, a quality bought perhaps at the
cost of epistemological sophistication and moral sensitivity, as he regards
Eurytus as “solely responsible of mortals” (uerairiov / uévor Bporév,
260-61) for his enslavement. The murder of Iphitus is #8pis in the sight
of Zeus because stealth was employed (275-280).7 Secrecy or stealth is a
principal theme of the play for the obvious reason that Deianeira employs
it against Heracles with fatal consequences, and in respect of the theme
of knowledge it implies a deliberate attempt to exploit man’s already
tragic ignorance. Iphitus was preoccupied when Heracles slew him, his
eye (Bupa) in one place, his mind (voiv) in another (272). The eye, we have
seen, is a symbol of knowledge in the play; here Iphitus has no knowledge
of his hidden adversary, being absorbed in tracking down his cattle.

Deianeira is now aware of the Aéyos of Heracles’ return, the messenger’s
account having undergone elaboration by Lichas. Apart from the factual
content there is, more significantly, a moral lesson for Deianeira, a
warning against the #8pis of secret action. Such a Moyos is more akin to the
first of the play, the ancient maxim, in that it provides a guide for conduct
for those who are sufficiently aware to profit by it. But while this vital
lesson is lost on Deianeira, what seems more clearly knowledge now
impinges fatefully on her consciousness: the visible evidence of the female
captives, and among them Iole. The importance of this is clear from
Lichas’ explicit mention of the women whom Deianeira sees before her

7On the importance of Ayéris in the play and Kitto’s view see below, 303.
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eyes (Gv 0p@s & dupaoww, 241 ; Tdade 8'damep eloopds, 283) and from her imme-
diate compassion for them (242-243). The twofold nature of her informa-
tion, what she has ascertained and the women who are before her, should
occasion her clear delight:

dvacaa, viv got Tépus Eudaris Kvpet,
TGV pév mapbyrwy, 74 6¢ Temvouery Noyw. (291-292)

She would seem, in the chorus’s view, to have adequate knowledge of
Heracles’ return. The matter is not so clear to Deianeira, who certainly
rejoices, but reminds us (with or without conscious emphasis) that she
has merely “heard” (kAbovea, 294) this information and draws from it the
inference that it is appropriate to rejoice. Still, the knowledge is not so
clear in its implications for action that careful consideration (eb
oxomovpévats, 296) is precluded. But here it is less the truth of the informa-
tion which is in doubt than the moral implications of an apparently happy
event. A reflection to this effect occurs to Deianeira through the medium
of sight (6pdap, 299; cf. 7408’ dpwuévn, 306): the fate of the captives re-
minds her of the ebb and flow of fortune which afflicts the whole of man-
kind, not least herself.

At this critical point in the play Deianeira turns again to Zeus (303—
306), who, the chorus have told us, brings succession of weal and woe
(126-131) and who, according to Deianeira, brought a happy ending to
Achelous’ courtship (26-27). That outcome, of course, was ambiguous.
Later in the play the messenger’s report moved Deianeira to apostrophize
Zeus for the joy he had brought (200-201). It was Zeus of Oeta she
invoked, with clearly ironical implications for the audience.® And iron-
ically her present appeal to Zeus Tropaeus (303) immediately precedes
her compassionate attention to lole and the beginning of an obvious
concatenation of events leading to the employment of the Hydra’s deadly
blood. In the OT (911-923) Jocasta’s prayer to Apollo for deliverance is
followed at once by the apparent deliverance of the Corinthian; here,
similarly, it is as if Zeus answers Deianeira’s prayer, and precisely on her
condition that if he turns against her family he will do so after her death.
The god, it seems, works through the unwitting Deianeira to destroy her
and her family.

The sight of Iole moves Deianeira to pity (¢krioa / B\émova’, 312-313),
a response which reflects her individual nature. But here a new epis-
temological element enters. We have been made aware of the difficulty
of attaining knowledge against the background of a general assumption
that its attainment is desirable. Lichas, however, represents the view that
knowledge may be dangerous, that sometimes it is better not to know
since there is a risk that one will react unwisely. His almost sullen reti-

8See McCall (above n. 4) 145-146.
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cence recalls the Theban of the OT. But for Deianeira not to know is
accounted ‘“‘misfortune” (fvugopé, 321). Oedipus sought knowledge of
self; here Deianeira’s sympathy for others must be afforded ample scope.
Iole, however, like Lichas, apparently believes in silence (and ignorance)
(oeyfl, 3195 322-324). And this salutary, if timorous, attitude would have
prevailed had the messenger not felt that thorough understanding was
required and might be gained from listening to his account of the matter
of which he claims to have knowledge:

abrod ye mpdTov Bawy duueivas’, Swws

pébys, dvev Tavd’, oloTvds 1’ dyers tow

v 7' obdey elofkovaas ékpdlys & del

ToUTWY €W Yap TavT' EmoTHUNY EYd. (335-338)

He bids her stand and listen (srafete’ dxovoov, 340), whereupon she bids
in turn that the account be given (x& Aéyos onupawérw, 345). The mes-
senger distinguishes between words as such and the truth (346-348) and
later between what is agreeable (¢i\a, 373) and the truth. Deianeira
requests a clear statement of what he knows, for of what he has said she
is ignorant (349-350). So by this preliminary exchange the audience are
once again clearly oriented towards the epistemological issues of the play.
The messenger’s present account is corroborated in that it accords with
Lichas’ earlier speech uttered before witnesses including the messenger
himself (351-352). With the revelation of the substance and genuine
motivation of Heracles’ exploits the theme of obscurity through deceit is
again thrust before us. The messenger, like Lichas before him, points to
the visible evidence of Iole (&s 6pds, 365) whom Deianeira sees in the new
light of her real significance. Thus she discovers that what is apparently
clear and visible may be in reality secret (Aabpator, 377).

Deianeira’s response to this new information is characteristic: she is
overwhelmed (éwemAnyuérn, 386). The false account earlier conveyed by
the messenger originated from Lichas who is now impeached as a witness.
(cp. 49-60) Again Deianeira must be advised to seek information, to
ascertain (webfov), to examine forcibly (wpos Biav kpivew) in order to obtain
accurate speech (ca¢f Aeferev) (387-388). Once again the source of infor-
mation comes to her of its own accord (391-392; cp. 58-60). With the
now familiar orientation of the spectator through epistemological words
(393-397) Deianeira is assured of the reliability (76 marév 7s &Apfeias, 398)
of Lichas’ testimony.

We shall soon discover, however, that Lichas’ motives for this falsehood
are by no means evil and in fact reveal the naivety of the notion that the
truth is always for the best. An epistemological battle ensues. When the
messenger confronts Lichas with the discrepancy between his two ac-
counts, Lichas challenges him to name witnesses of his first, allegedly true
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account (421-422). When these witnesses have been cited (423-424)
Lichas takes refuge in the distinction between saying what one fancies
one has heard and making an exact statement of the real happenings (425-
426).° The distinction is epistemologically important but irrelevant in
this instance, as Lichas has sworn (érduoros Neyww, 427) that he brings
ITole as Heracles’ “wife.”

At this critical juncture Deianeira makes further reference to Zeus of
Oeta, begging Lichas to reveal the Méyos (436-437), and again we are free
to imagine Zeus working through Lichas to effect the fateful revelation.

Yet another epistemological problem is raised. Lichas has taken the
view that Deianeira will react badly to the truth and has therefore con-
cealed it in her interest (481-483). Of course he had no actual knowledge
of her reaction. Her speech of reassurance recalls Medea’s reassurance to
Creon of her reasonable attitude to him and his daughter.!® Medea’s
speech involved only deception; Deianeira’s involves also self-deception.
Medea was fully and tragically aware of the cleft between mind and heart
and could use the former to further the desires of the latter, but Deianeira’s
consciously and deliberately tolerant and altruistic nature cannot wholly
withstand the undertow of her more spontaneous conjugal jealousy.
Lichas is deceived, as Deianeira, like the Sophoclean Ajax in his “recan-
tation” speech, shows a sensitive awareness of the human condition and
an ability to apply this awareness to her own situation. Notable is her
denial of all responsibility on Iole’s part (447-448). To understand is to
forgive, and Iole’s part must be understood in the context of the vicis-
situdes of human fortune (439-440) and the invincibility of Eros (441-
449), and in the light of Deianeira’s own experience. This is consistent
with her earlier assertions. The word for responsibility here (uerairig,
447) recalls Heracles’ uncharitable and unsympathetic apportionment
of total blame to Eurytus (perairiov / pévov, 260-261) and looks forward
to Hyllus’ agonised sense that in Iole he is marrying the woman “solely
responsible” for his mother’s death (uévy / perairios, 1233-1234). Such a
view is, of course, an oversimplification and signally ignores Deianeira’s
own responsibility, but it is emotionally excusable and highlights the
seeming enormity of Heracles’ demands of his son. Knowledge for
Deianeira involves admitting as much as possible to the play of her sensi-
bilities and compassion, in this case through the medium of sight
(@kTepa ... mpooBhépas’, 464). This is why ignorance is painful (458; cf.
321). The tragic implications of this admirable attitude are clear in the
sequel.

With her secret confiding in the chorus (Aéfpe, 533) Deianeira resorts
to the very secrecy which is condemned in her husband by Zeus and by

9See Kamerbeek ad Joc.
VEur, Medea 292-315.
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the chorus. Clearly there is a discrepancy between Deianeira’s earlier
acceptance of Heracles” involvement with Iole and her uncharacteris-
tically bitter language here (536-542). Although Deianeira reasserts her
reasonable response in epistemological language—she does not ‘‘under-
stand” (odx émiorapar, 543) how to be angry with Heracles—the discrep-
ancy reflects her inability to bring her feelings of erotic possessiveness
and pardonable jealousy into line with her characteristic sympathy. This
is a more subtle phenomenon than the polarised disunity of the Euripidean
Phaedra and is less obtrusively presented. Her reiteration of the attitude
required of a reasonable woman (552-553) perhaps confirms our awareness
of her inability to attain this attitude.

The secrecy to which Deianeira now resorts applies appropriately to
the blood of the Hydra, itself hidden (kekpvuuévor, 556) in a bronze urn.

We have now reached the epistemological crisis of the play: Deianeira’s
decision to use the gift of Nessus. The language, as we should expect,
reflects the theme of knowledge. The chorus require wigris, the guarantee
or reliability earlier ascribed to the prophecies (77). In this they are
uttering merely their own opinion (dokeis, 589), what seems to them to be
so; wiotis, however, is only to be obtained through direct,immediate experi-
ence. In this case the aural evidence consists of Nessus’ dying words to
Deianeira. The dramatic action has already made us acutely aware that
such evidence may be corrupted by unconscious error or deliberate deceit.
Even sight is unreliable, if it is of an event in the past. Heracles’ return
was visible to the messenger, all but visible to Deianeira. The most com-
prehensive visual evidence was Deianeira’s of Iole, and here vision com-
bined with inherent sensitivity and compassion. Nevertheless, the knowl-
edge so gained could not deter Deianeira from attempting to secure
Heracles’ love. Had she tested the gift before sending it to her husband
she might have witnessed the visual evidence of its corrosive effect. But
the crowning difficulty stems from the tragic truth that only knowledge
of what is present or past can properly be said to be within the domain of
mortal knowledge at all, leaving aside the obscure prophecies of deity.
This is clear from the chorus’s reference to the wioris obtained from actu-
ally doing something (8pwuévois, 588). Short of this there is only the wioris
of what seems, before one has “associated oneself with the attempt:”

obrws &xet v’ ) wloTis, bs TO uév dokety
&vear, melpg 8’ ol wpoowuilyod Tw. (590-591)

Here mposcwuilnoa seems to suggest the intimate knowledge which comes
only with experience.l!
Deianeira has thus arrived at an impasse which demands a decision.

uSee Kamerbeek ad /oc.
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Will she or will she not act on insufficient evidence? Again she relies on
the advice of others as the chorus advocate knowing by doing it:

&M\’ eldevar xp) Spdoav’ s old’ el dokels
Exew, éxots &v yrdpa, un wepwuévn. (592-593)

While accurate knowledge is impossible before the event—this is the
burden of the opening Aéyos of the play—it is clear that Deianeira pro-
ceeds on grossly insufficient evidence and without the epistemological
circumspection which the preceding action has encouraged the alert
auditor to value.

First of all Deianeira requires secrecy of the chorus, admitting that her
undertaking may appear shameful (596-597). The instructions given to
Lichas direct that the robe be kept out of the light of the sun (606). The
sun is a symbol of knowledge in the play and especially knowledge of
Heracles; Deianeira is thus choosing the ways of darkness and ignorance.
When Heracles finally reveals himself all too clearly (¢avepés éudavas)
(608-609), it will be too late. Meanwhile in the abeyance of genuine
knowledge Heracles is to be deceived with false (¢pa¢’, 604; oiip’, 614;
ebuafés, 614; pabnoerar, 615) and is to be given the false assurance of
Deianeira’s instructions (Aéywv ... miorww, 623) by Lichas who is himself
the victim of deceit and misunderstanding (ériorapai, 626; ofofa, 627) and
(like Deianeira) of violent emotional reaction to apparent knowledge
(ékmhayivar ... Hoovfi, 629).

Deianeira’s realisation of the baneful properties of Nessus’ gift (663 ff.)
prompts her observation that one should not conceive enthusiasm for a
deed whose outcome is obscure (669-670). Her reaction is vague fear
rather than rational inference (8¢dowka, 663; otk ol6’, 666). The events
described are “an unexpected marvel to learn of” (fadu’ évéNmoror pafei,
673). The fate of the wool is an intimation of Heracles’ fate. Deianeira
has worked in the obscurity of deceit with a reagent whose properties are
obscure and which must remain in the obscurity of physical darkness in
order to retain its potency. When exposed to light its properties become
clear while, paradoxically, the substance with which it has come into
contact disappears, not merely spatially but as it were essentially from
within (&8n)ov, 698; cf. 676 ff.). The already obviously sinister implica-
tions of the wool’s disappearance—that Heracles will suffer likewise—are
thus greatly augmented in the light of the theme of knowledge, as a phys-
ical obscurity which normally betokens ignorance is clearly a prelude to
the supremely tragic knowledge of the play.

Deianeira is the victim of late learning (710-711). In this case her
anticipation of the worst is fully justified and soon corroborated by
Hyllus. The chorus, on the other hand, criticise an unjustifiably gloomy
&\wis not founded on experience (723-724), but Deianeira naturally re-
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joins that one may well be pessimistic when one has planned badly
(725-726). The chorus would mitigate her responsibility; Deianeira’s
acceptance of full responsibility reveals her greatness of soul. We remem-
ber that she was inclined to excuse Heracles and Iole and to see the latter
as in no wise responsible (444-448). Such a view was achieved through
compassionate understanding based on personal experience. But Deianeira
refuses to extend a like tolerance to herself, and with this ruthlessness in
respect of self she proceeds to manifest a Heraclean directness in action.

But it is Deianeira’s turn to be silent (731) and listen to her son’s
dreadful report. The knowledge comes with a brutal specificity and
directness:

70y avdpa Tov adv labi, Tov &' Eudv Néyw
watépa, kaTakTelvaga TH8' &v fuépq. (739-740)

Here are the full implications. The knowledge is thrust upon her in the
imperative; the definition of Heracles as her husband and Hyllus’ father
stresses the dreadful situation of Deianeira as a wife and mother. Her
reaction is, characteristically, paralysed surprise and disbelief (741), but
what is revealed (¢avfér) as done cannot be undone (743). She inquires
as to the source of this knowledge: from what man did Hyllus learn it
(nabwv, 744)? Unfortunately, the knowledge is all too well corroborated.
He did not Aear it (kobkard yAdooav kNwy, 747) but sawit with his own eyes
(abrds ... & Supacw / ... dedopris, 746-747). But his mother wants further
evidence: where was Hyllus when he witnessed his father’s doom (748)?12
Deianeira will now be told everything and “learn’ it (749).

Heracles, we learn, in his sufferings, like Deianeira shortly, wishes to
avoid being seen (8yera, 800; cp. 903) to be outside the knowledge of
men. Deianeira, on the other hand, will soon see him (¢éséyest’, 806) alive
or dead, and will never see another like him (812).

Deianeira’s silent departure, quite apart from its grim implications,
recalls the silence motif earlier in the play. Lichas and Iole chose silence
as an appropriate response to unpalatable knowledge; Deianeira now
chooses it apparently in the knowledge (xdrows8’, 813) that she is thereby
acquiescing in Hyllus’ accusations. Hyllus, however, wishes to lose sight
(and knowledge) of her (815-816) as she is a mother only in name (817—
820). Hyllus is, of course, deceived by his ignorance of Deianeira’s
motives, and in this instance the appearance and the reality of mother do
in fact coincide. The distinction between appearance, or nominal role,
and reality is further explored in Heracles’ relationship with Hyllus who
in order to prove himself a true son is obliged to murder his own father
(1199-1207; cf. 1064).

12See below, n. 13.
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When the nurse brings the news of her mistress’ death the chorus
inquire into the basis of it. Did she see the deed of violence (émeides, 888)?
Indeed, she was standing by (mA\eia Tapagrars, 889)13, a circumstance
facilitating compassion (cf. 896-897).

Deianeira in the final actions of her life again resorts to secrecy, this
time to remove herself from sight and knowledge (903). The nurse, too,
must have recourse to concealment in order to learn of her mistress’
actions (Aafpatov éup’, 914). Deianeira’s mode of suicide is made by verbal
echo toreflect her characteristic emotional behaviour. Throughout the play
Sophocles has described her as “smitten” (24, 386); now with gruesome
literalness she is smitten in the midriff (¢pévas TerApyuévmy, 931). A similar
irony applies in inverse fashion to Heracles who, once the literal sacker of
cities, is now himself metaphorically “sacked” (é&kwemépfnuar, 1104).

With the spectacle of his mother’s doom late learning comes to Hyllus
(&Y’ &xdidaxbeis, 934). The terms are important (932-935). He sees and
takes pity. Only immediate, present vision seems to confer accurate
knowledge (éyvw, 932). And with the reference to Deianeira’s unwitting
slaughter of Heracles (&kovsa, 935) the issue of responsibility is again
thrust before the audience. Deianeira saw Iole as odx éxobaa (466), but
Heracles will soon ignore such distinctions (1122-1125,1137) in his appal-
ling and awesome inhumanity. The piece of popular wisdom (943-946)
with which the nurse concludes her account reminds us of Deianeira’s
opening Novos, the implications of which she ignored to her own destruc-
tion, and thus effectively rounds off Deianeira’s tragedy.

Through the theme of knowledge the Deianeira and Heracles tragedies
are made to form a unified whole. Hyllus, too, is drawn into this theme.
For example the folly of jumping to conclusions is illustrated through the
term pdracos. According to the nurse he who acts on inadequate informa-
tion is parawos (945). Similarly Hyllus blamed his mother waraiws (940)
and earlier Deianeira shrank before the perils of an action which was
parawov (587).

The Heracles section of the play is interwoven with epistemological
terms. Surely Hyllus (and the chorus), says the old man, is fully aware
(¢690na6’, 988) of the need for silence in order that Heracles may sleep
(ovyfi, 989). The point is that Heracles, like his Euripidean counterpart or
the Sophoclean Ajax, is better off without consciousness of his agony.
Knowledge, we have seen before, is sometimes better avoided. Hyllus,
for his part, cannot endure the sight (991-992) and on waking Heracles is
agonised that he should be seen thus (997-999).

We have seen Hyllus’ earlier concern with the apparent discrepancy in
Deianeira’s case between a nominal and a true mother (817-818);

13Cf, 748, 896, 1076.
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Heracles is likewise concerned that Hyllus prove himself a true son, which
in the circumstances means one who brings his own mother to suffer
death at the hands of his father. There is again the play on words, appear-
ance and reality and upon sight and accurate knowledge:

& watl, yevod pou wals éTfTUNOS YEYDS,

kal uf 70 unTpds dvoua mpeoPeboys whéow.

86s pot xepolv galv albrds &£ olkov Nafdw

& xelpa Tv Tekoboav, ws €ldd cada

el Tobudy aNyels palhov 7 kelvns 6pdv

AwPBnTov eldos &v diky xakoluevov. (1064-1069)

Here Hyllus is instructed to choose between the name of mother without
the reality and the emotional knowledge consisting of the pity he should
feel for his father. In profound self-pity Heracles bids his son stand near
(o756 T\patov, 1076, cf. 748, 896) and consider (oképar, 1077), view (fed.obe,
1079), see (opdre, 1080) his lamentable condition.

Even if Heracles is “nothing”!4 (16 undév &, 1107), nevertheless he will
destroy Deianeira. There is an obvious irony in that he is destroyed by a
“nobody”” (=Nessus) while Deianeira has eluded his vengeance, although
he believes that she must learn (&d&idaxff, 1110) that even in death
Heracles can destroy her.

But Heracles’ whole attitude is based on a misconception about
Deianeira, so Hyllus bids him be silent and listen (1115) for he does not
know (o0 ydp dv yvoins, 1118). There is an unpleasant literal-mindedness
about Heracles by contrast with Deianeira. This is made especially appar-
ent through the theme of knowledge. For Deianeira knowledge is a
problem to be given careful thought before action, and personal respon-
sibility (except her own) is mitigated, she feels, by the complexity of
causation. Heracles, understandably, is impatient with Hyllus’ obscurity
(woukiMhets, 11215 cf. 412). He is not concerned with refinements such as
whether Deianeira acted with conscious intention (ékovaia, 1123). For him
she is simply his murderer, and any concern for her on Hyllus’ part is a
sign of his degenerate nature (1129). Again when Hyllus informs him of
Deianeira’s suicide he fails to think of the implications of it for her inten-
tions in using the Hydra’s blood (1132-1133).15 But Heracles must learn
(néfois, 1134) what Hyllus knows (voets, 1135) about Deianeira and how
she erred on seeing Heracles’ “marriage” with Iole (wpoceide, 1139) and
was persuaded by Nessus (1141-1142). When at last Heracles has know-
ledge (¢povd, 1145), he combines it with the oracles he calls to mind, and
now in his turn will confer knowledge on Hyllus (xt6908e, 1150).

UCS. Ajax (767, 1094, 1257, 1275) where the expression, partly through its ironical
implications, directs us to an appraisal of Ajax’ heroic standards.
15See McCall (above, n. 4) 159-160.
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From this point on and in the light of the most profound insight of the
play Heracles takes control of the action. He refers to the oracle that at
this time he will find release from his sufferings (\bow, 1171; cf. 21, 181).
Now he knows that this signifies his death (1171-1173), for it is now clear
(Aapmwpa, 1174).16

We have been introduced to the problem of emotional response to
knowledge, be it adequate or not. Deianeira was persuaded by Nessus
(570, 661-662; &éehve, 710; 1141). Now Hyllus will obey his father before
he hears what is required of him. Not only must he kill his own father, but
he is not even permitted to express the emotions which Heracles contemns
as weak, but to which he himself gave vent in his self-pity, the emotions
Deianeira has taught us to prize (1200-1201). The discrepancy between
word and reality is again exploited. Nominally Hyllus will be his father’s
¢ovels; in reality ““the sole healer of his ills” (1206-1209). Deianeira strove
to be the true wife but killed her husband; Hyllus will consciously strive
to kill his father, but will achieve a salutary result.” Finally there is
Hyllus’ marriage with Iole. The command to take her to wife is set in the
context of obedience to a father and therefore of proving oneself a true
son. He is told to obey (or be persuaded ; mfo?, 1228). Hyllus fears that by
doing his father’s will he may be learning impiety (éédaxfd, 1245), but
Heracles calls upon the gods as unimpeachable witnesses (udprupas, 1248)
of the rectitude of his instruction.’® In the play’s closing moments,
Heracles has accurate knowledge.

The epistemological terminology of the play makes possible an explora-
tion in properly dramatic terms of the sources of human knowledge and
sufficient criteria for action, but it also serves to define the principal
tensions of the drama. Accordingly it is appropriate to conclude by rela-
ting the epistemological theme to other critical views.

Whitman takes the view that the “whole structure of the play is a
quest to uncover certain truths, a quest which unravels against a con-
stantly sounded contradictory motif of the uncertainty of knowledge and
the impossibility of knowing anything but what is past.”’®* Whitman
insists on the unmitigated pessimism of Sophocles’ outlook and plays
down the element of individual human responsibility. He takes Deianeira
rather than Heracles to be the hero, in part at least because “‘of all the
broken figures at the end, Deianeira alone is tragic, for her will is the only

16The epithet of the sun’s light (99).

"This is one of the many parallelisms of the play. Another of the less obtrusive ones
is the “rounding off” effect of Heracles’ two mopfuot that of Nessus (571) and now a
second which he requests in his Nessus-imposed suffering (802).

18Cf, 352, 422, 899.

1¥Whitman (above n. 3) 110-111.
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one involved” (112). Heracles is depicted as ““fantastically gross’ so that
Deianeira may remain ‘““alone” and “unloved” to the end (119). While
some critics attribute to Deianeira the “intellectualistic’” Aamartia of
having acted ill-advisedly, Whitman sees her mistake not as an individual
hamartia but as “inherent in life” (114). Kitto’s position with regard to
Deianeira is similar. He argues that the chorus’s “cautious approval” of
her action “makes her mistake more than an individual one, something
more like a typical one ... typical of the blindness which is the inescapable
lot of humanity.”?° Kirkwood also associates Deianeira chiefly with tragic
human ignorance while allowing for an individual failing. For him the
implications of Deianeira’s “pathetic fate are made clear only in Heracles’
scene.” She suffered so cruelly “because in trying to interfere with the
actions of Heracles she was grappling with forces too great for her. Only
for Heracles can the baffling and misleading oracles and the truthful lie
of Nessus give meaning and pattern.”?! And for Kirkwood there is
“something more than human’ (118) in Heracles’ personality.

Kitto places the chief emphasis on Heracles, as does McCall who com-
pares him to other Sophoclean heroes.?? For McCall it is Deianeira who
illuminates Heracles, largely through the contrast recognised by Kirkwood
and others between the irresolute Deianeira and the decisive and effective
Heracles.?® While critics generally find Heracles’ character monstrous and
grotesque, McCall draws our attention to the sympathetic response
Heracles evokes in the other characters. Kitto, on the other hand. convicts
the hero of Ayéris in sacking Oechalia 24 and is thus able to conclude that
human affairs are not “bound to go wrong, as if on some malignant prin-
ciple” (294), and that Deianeira suffers from the ‘‘disproportionate
effects” of Heracles’ Aybris.?

The epistemological theme certainly reinforces the overriding notion
of human ignorance, since the perils and difficulties of knowing and acting
are experienced by everyone in the play, including the almost superhuman
Heracles. Nevertheless we should not ignore a serious element of personal
responsibility on Deianeira’s part; this aspect of the play is also illumi-
nated by careful attention to Sophocles’ epistemological language. When
Deianeira comes to decide upon her fateful course the audience are well
aware that she proceeds on insufficient evidence and with a characteristic
indecisiveness well established in the prior action. Moreover, she fails to
profit by the object-lesson of Heracles’ punishment for the Aydris of

2H. D. F. Kitto, Greek Tragedy® (London 1961) 295.

AKirkwood (above n. 5) 50.

22McCall (above n. 4) 155-162.

23See Kirkwood (above n. 5) 49-51.

2Kitto (above n. 20) 292-294.

#This would seem to be the implication of Kitto’s remarks on page 298.
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stealth or by the traditional wisdom of the play’s opening maxim. The
contrast between her and Heracles is presented partly through their
differing notions of knowledge: Heracles’ simplistic ascription of respon-
sibility to individuals, Deianeira’s sensitive awareness of the manifold
implications of an action which blur the responsibility of the individuals
caught up in it. '

As for the poet’s view of the human condition, the complex exploration
of the theme of knowledge reinforces an awareness of the extent of our
mortal limitations. However, there does not seem to me to be anything
explicit or implicit in the imagery which suggests anything other than
resignation in the face of these limitations.

Massey UNIVERSITY,
PaLMmersToN NorTH, N.Z.
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