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VIII.—Euripides’ Tragedy of Hecuba

ERNST L. ABRAHAMSON

WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY

Euripides’ tragedy of Hecuba has not met with particular ad-
miration from most of its modern interpreters. Indeed, some of
them have criticized the play rather harshly.! Yet it seems to me
that the work is especially meaningful for our generation, that it
has gained a new and terrible relevance in our time. It is possible
that the horrible experiences of the last two decades were necessary
to open our eyes again to the significance of this great and powerful
tragedy. We have seen in our own days innumerable men and
women dragged away from their devastated countries and burn-
ing homes, thrown into captivity and subjected to the most
atrocious and infamous cruelty; we have seen them, as soon as their
fortunes turned, betrayed by those whom they had called friends,
and driven to the limits of abjection and despair.?

1 Among those who condemn the play are Gilbert Norwood, Greek Tragedy (London
1920) 215-219, and William N. Bates, Euripides, A Student of Human Nature (Phila-
delphia 1930) 91-95. André Rivier, Essai sur le tragique d'Euripide (Lausanne 1944)
172-173, classifies it among the piéces mineures. Croiset, Histoire de la littérature
grecque (Paris 1899) 3.304, called it une des belles piéces d' Euripide, but maintained that
the second part was inferior to the first and that the two parts were badly connected.
On the whole, the interpretation of the Hecuba has been hampered, as Gordon M.
Kirkwood, “Hecuba and Nomos,” TAPA 78 (1947) 61-68, rightly observes, ‘‘by the
tendency of the critics to think too exclusively of the play as being divided into two
parts’” (p. 63). Many important and illuminating discussions, like those of Louise E.
Matthaei, Studies in Greek Tragedy (Cambridge 1918) 118-157, H. D. F. Kitto, Greek
Tragedy (London 1939) 215-221, G. M. A. Grube, The Drama of Euripides (London
1941) 82-84; 93-97; 214-228, yet start from the “‘problem of the two parts’” and then
demonstrate the fundamental unity of the drama from a unifying principle. I wonder
whether this is necessary and whether the formal approach from presupposed standards
has not created a somewhat artificial difficulty. Once the meaning of the play is
understood the problem seems to disappear; and its composition, i.e. the particular
development of its action, is seen in its uniqueness and its necessity. Critics who
consider the structure in this way are Max Pohlenz, Die Griechische Tragiodie (Leipzig
and Berlin 1930) 282-297, Georges Méautis in his excellent discussion of the Hecuba
in Mythes inconnus de la Gréce Antique (Paris 1944) 97-130, and Walter Ziircher, Die
Darstellung des Menschen im Drama des Euripides (Basel 1947) 73-84.

2 Cf. Grube, op. cit. 214: ‘“The tragedy of Hecuba does not require from us any
very great effort of historical adjustment. Her sorrows at the death of her children,
the horrors of war and defeat, the thirst for revenge; these are all familiar enough in the
modern world. . . .”
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This is the theme of the Hecuba. It is a prisoner’s tragedy; if
a modern analogy be permitted, a concentration camp play. The
mythological guise is slight indeed. One is reminded, strikingly as
in few other tragedies, of Aristotle’s statement that the tragic poet
should first invent a story, and put the mythological names in
later.®* The story of the Hecuba is born out of contemporary ex-
perience; it is a bitterly human and darkly profound reflection of
the ills of the Peloponnesian War. The tragedy was probably per-
formed about the mid-420’s;* 427 was the year of Mytilene, of
Plataeae, of Corcyra. Thucydides has reported these events; and
it is immediately after his description of what happened in Corcyra
that he interrupts his account and reflects upon the frightful de-
moralization and depravation which the war had brought about in
individual as well as in social and political life.®* Euripides, in his
Hecuba, presents a similar indictment of this time; and, in its uni-
versal meaning, going beyond his time, of man’s insufficiency and
cruelty. '

As a prisoner’s tragedy, the Hecuba has three main aspects: the
suffering of the enslaved woman, the characters of her masters and
tormentors, and the effect which unbearable suffering has on her.
Here, in this last aspect, lies the real and truly terrible tragedy:
Under the pressure of torture beyond endurance the sufferer be-
comes as bestial as the tormentors. A most pitiable woman is
transformed into a fiery-eyed dog.

For such a plot Euripides could find no better subject than the
tales of Hecuba.® There is no other story which, first of all, ex-
emplifies so powerfully and radically the change in fortune and
condition. Hecuba has not only lost her home and her country.
She was a queen and ruled; now she is a slave helplessly dependent
on the will of others. She was rich and prosperous; now she is

3 Aristotle, Poetics 1455 b.

4 There is no agreement about the date of the Hecuba. Norwood, op. cit. 215,
puts it ‘““about 425'’; Pohlenz, op. cit. 288, and Erlduterungen 80, ‘‘vor 423.”" Wilhelm
Schmid, Geschichte der Griechischen Literatur 1.3 (Munich 1940) 463 note 2, however,
presents an extensive argument for a much later date, about 417.

® Thucydides 3.82-83. As a graphic instance of the cruelty of the war Méautis,
op. cit. 98 f., recalls Thucydides’ account of the raid on Mycalessus (7.29).

& The sources of the Hecuba are discussed by Pohlenz, Die griechische Tragodie
288 and Erlduterungen 79 f., and by Schmid, o0p. cit. 465. They disagree mainly with
respect to the Polymestor-Polydorus episode for which Pohlenz assumes a Lokalsage
while Schmid considers it Euripides’ own invention. I am inclined to agree with
Pohlenz.
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poor and wretched. A mother of many children, she has lost her
sons in the war and has seen her aged husband and her daughters
killed in the days of conquest. Of her few surviving children,
Cassandra, the virgin priestess of Apollo, has been made the con-
cubine of the enemy general. And, to make Hecuba’s fall even
more terrible and pitiable, she is old and infirm.

But all this is, in terms of the action of the play, only the ex-
position. We will learn, in the horror of Hecuba’s fate, what it
means to be a prisoner. In the course of one day she loses all that
is left her, her last two children, the two youngest ones, and both in
a most terrible manner. Polyxena, who is a prisoner with her, is
taken away by her masters, the Greeks, to be killed as a sacrifice to
the spirit of Achilles. And immediately after the death of Polyx-
ena she finds, washed to the shore by the sea, the mangled body of
Polydorus, whom she had sent with treasures to their friend of old,
king Polymestor of Thrace, in order to save the boy in case Troy
fell.

Hecuba’s masters, the men who hold power over her, the “‘camp
commanders” if I may use my analogy again, are Agamemnon and
Odysseus. In the characters of these two men Euripides repre-
sents two types of human viciousness which are the source of
Hecuba’s suffering: weakness and cruelty. It is a fine and subtle
point (sanctioned, by the way, by the wisdom of tradition from
Homer on?) that the one who is superior in rank and power is the
weakling; while the active inhumanity of Odysseus, who is Aga-
memnon’s inferior, is actually responsible for the decision to kill
as well as for the efficient preparation of the execution. Euripides
has made it perfectly clear that no religious necessity is involved
in the sacrifice of Polyxena.! The Greeks in the assembly are
about equally divided in their opinions, and are finally swayed by
Odysseus’ demagogic oratory.®

7 This is, of course, to be understood mutatis mutandis. Yet it is certainly not
by accident, but rather meaningful indeed, that in the Iliad the most powerful man is
not the best man.

8 Grube, op. cit. 217, goes even further. He feels, obviously on the basis of
Hecuba's lines 288-290, ‘‘that Polyxena who had been spared as a suppliant at the
capture of Troy, in common with the other women, cannot now be killed without
impiety.”’

9116-140. We might suspect the harsh words which the Trojan women have
for Odysseus (cf. Pohlenz, op. cit. 292; Grube, op. cit. 217); for the outcome of the
assembly for which he is responsible is such a blow to them that they may not be able
to judge his position on its merits. But would we suspect them if instead of reading
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The reason for Odysseus’ interest in the death of Polyxena is
probably militarist psychological expediency. I say ‘‘probably,”
for he is a master at specious reasoning and ad hoc arguing, and one
cannot be sure of his real motives. It is a sign of Euripides’ pro-
found human insight, as well as of his poetic power, that he has
shown in great detail, and in the strongest colors, Odysseus’ char-
acter in action, yet has underplayed his motives. Euripides seems
to be saying that with such men any specific motives in a particular
situation are only consequences of the abysmal inhumanity which
is the true source of their actions.!®

the play we saw it? Is not this description of Odysseus rather meant to convey a
first and strong impression of the man as he actually is? Indeed, the judgment of the
chorus is borne out when he later appears on the stage in person. It is to be noted,
too, that the Trojan women have no words of blame for the Thesidae who also advo-
cated the sacrifice (cf. Kitto, op. cit. 217). — The assembly is described by the chorus
as a rather unruly affair. The argument is long and noisy. The Thesidae attack
Agamemnon on personal grounds. Finally the demagogy of Odysseus carries the day.

10 Miss Matthaei who found the theme of the Hecuba in the contrast between
Conventional Justice (Nomos) and Natural Justice (op. cit. 128) saw in Odysseus an
exponent of a community justice which required the sacrifice of Polyxena. ‘‘Achilles
was, still is, though in death, the greatest, the best member of his society. . . . Justice,
rather than expediency, requires that the society which he saved should fulfill all due
obligations to him. . . . In a pre-eminent degree its accredited leaders, Agamemnon,
Odysseus, are bound to see that these duties, these responsibilities, are carried out’’
(op. cit. 130 f.). Many critics have followed her in this. Pohlenz writes (op. cit. 295):
“Der Nomos bestimmt aber auch im ersten Teile Polyxenes Schicksal. . . . Mit rein
menschlichen Erwidgungen, mit Griinden der Staatsraison, die das Verdienst auch
nach dem Tode zu ehren gebietet, tritt Odysseus fiir Achills Forderung ein.”” Kirk-
wood (op. cit. 64): ‘““The sacrifice of Polyxena was made by the Greeks in obedience
to the demands of Nomos. . . . Odysseus . . . states the principle with perfect
clarity in the course of the debate between him and Hecuba. . . .”” But Miss Mat-
thaei had gone further. She pointed out the limitations of the community justice
which, except in the Perfect State, may do injustice to the individual and, in the case
of Hecuba and Polyxena, clearly did (op. cit. 137 f.). “Ultimately [Achilles’ demand]
isnot just” (op. cit. 129). And she also noted Euripides’ criticism of Odysseus (particu-
larly with reference to lines 135 and 328 ff.). Vet she felt that ‘“Euripides makes us
see how Odysseus and Agamemnon come to believe that [Achilles’ demand] is just”
(loc. cit.).

But what kind of Nomos is this — that requires the sacrifice of innocent prisoners?
Miss Matthaei’s argument may be extended to justify any atrocity as long as it is legal
or corresponds to a community spirit however perverted this may be. And is the
subjective conviction of an evildoer, whether or not he act in the name of an unjust
community, a defence of his action? The answer to all the arguments of Odysseus is
given by Hecuba before he even begins to speak (291-292):

vopos 8’ & dutv Tols 7' eNevbépos laos
kal Tolot SobNots aluaros KetTar wépt.

An analysis of Odysseus’ speech in the scene with Hecuba, insofar as it is concerned
with the justification of the sacrifice, is interesting. His argument consists of four
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Within the action of the drama Odysseus is the typical hench-
man (in the moral, not in the literal meaning of the word). It is
in this réle that we see him in his scene with Hecuba and Polyxena
(218-440). Euripides has emphasized Odysseus’ inhumanity in all
its heinousness by a trait which may be his own invention (and
for which he has been criticized in antiquity on grounds of manque
de vraisemblance).’® This man who is most responsible for Polyx-

points which, instead of adding up to a powerful case, weaken each other;also each fol-
lowing point is weaker than the preceding one. His reasoning runs as follows:
1. (306-312)
a) Many cities come to ruin because they do not honor their good men more
than the kakioves.
b) Achilles who fell for Greece deserves honor.
This gives a strange twist to (a) which means, in itself, that states are ruined
when they have bad leaders rather than when they neglect to honor their dead
good leaders.
¢) Is it not shameful if he who was a friend when living should cease to be
our friend when dead?

The argument as a whole misses the point; which is not that Achilles should not be
honored, but that he should not be ‘“honored’ by the spilling of innocent blood.
2. (313-316) This would be a bad example for the future; how are soldiers going to be
willing to fight if they see the dead deprived of their honor?
This point does not strengthen the previous one. If the necessity of honoring the dead
was established the reference to expedient consequences was superfluous. But this
may be, if any, Odysseus’ true reason.
3. (317-320) I myself am not so much interested in having much in life as in being
honored after my death.
Falling back on an old commonplace (the shortness of life and the length of death)
Odysseus uses an argument of the type ‘““Take me, for example. . . . " It carries no
conviction, adds nothing to the previous points, and is particularly grotesque since the
victor who has everything in life is speaking to the enslaved mother (a ‘“‘nothing”’) of
the girl who is going to die.
4. (328-331) You barbarians do not know what friendship is, but we Greeks (to quote
Miss Matthaei, op. cit. 130) ‘‘sacrifice young girls.”
In this statement which actually defeats Odysseus’ case Euripides’ irony is obvious.

Euripides could have written a better speech had it been his intention to present
a real justification of a Nomos. As it stands, Odysseus’ argument is a masterpiece of
transparently pseudo-idealist rhetoric — with which we are, alas, only too familiar.
The critics have generally overlooked the strong element of #florotia in the representa-
tion of Odysseus. His “justification’ of the sacrifice comes after his character has
been firmly established in the first part of the scene; and the first part whose purpose
can be no other than to characterize the man is most probably Euripides’ own inven-
tion (see below, notes 21 and 24).

1 Cf, Kitto, op. cit. 216, note 1.

12Schol. ad Hec. 241 (Eduard Schwartz, Scholia in Eur. 1 [Berlin 1887] 32):
&mifavov 8¢ 76 TAGoua kal obx ‘Ounpikdy- ob yap &y éoiynoev “ExafBn, moléutov feacauévn
karorrebovra T& kard Tovs Tpdas wphyuara. 7 8¢ ‘EXévn eikdbrws - &y ydp peréoTevey
'A¢podirns. — M (arcianus 417). Cf. Eustathius ad Od. § 250, p. 1495 ed. Rom.
I am indebted to Professor Alexander Turyn, of the University of Illinois, for the
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ena’s death is under the greatest obligation to Hecuba; she once
saved his life. And in the light of this his treatment of Hecuba
becomes even more atrocious. We are shocked by the cold and
official formality with which he enters and announces to Hecuba
the decision of the Greeks.!* But we shudder when Hecuba re-
minds him of the time when, as a spy in Troy, he sat at her knees
and begged for his life, and he then answers with cynical ambiguities
(239-250). And who does not remember, to cite only a few ex-
amples of his inhumanity, the inappropriate impertinence of his
reference to the sufferings of the Greek women (321-325), the
gratuitous insult in his remarks about the barbarians who know
neither friendship nor honor (328-331), or the bestiality of the words
with which he begins his reply to Hecuba’s desperate plea for the
life of her child (299-302):

‘EkaBn, duddokov, undé 76 Buuovuévew

\ 5 JA ~ ~ ’
TOV €0 NéyovTa Cuoueri] Towol ppevi.
EY® TO uév aov odu’ v’ ovmep niThxouw
g@ew éroluds elut Kook AANNwSs Néyw.

Odysseus’ cruelty finds its fitting complement in Agamemnon’s
weakness. This most unkingly king cannot even open his mouth
in the assembly without having his infatuation with Cassandra
thrown in his face. That this is the obvious and only reason why he
opposes the sacrifice of Polyxena is known to everyone; no one
suspects him of justice or humaneness.’* And indeed, they know
him well. For this supreme commander lacks every virtue of
leadership. He is fearful and selfish, and fundamentally com-
pletely uninterested in the duties of his office. He likes to stay
out of trouble and continually yields to pressure — these are his
principles of action. He accedes to Polyxena’s plea to die freely

information that the scholia in M go back to antiquity, possibly to the second century
A.D.
13218-224 (and the lines that follow, 225-228).
14 When Agamemnon is mentioned for the first time in the play the Chorus inter-
pret his defence of Polyxena in the same way as the Thesidae (120-129):
7w 8 6 10 uév adv amebdwy dyalborv
s pavrirdélov Bakxns avéxwy
Nekrp' 'Ayauéuvwy-
T Onaoelda &8’ . ..
(127) 7a ... Kaocoavdpas
Nekrp’ obk Epdrny s 'Axi\elas
wpbabev Onoer more Noyxns.
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after the army has acclaimed her words.’® He sends for Hecuba
to bury her dead child after the soldiers have shown their reverence
for the body of the noble girl.’® When Hecuba, upon the discovery
of the murdered Polydorus, asks Agamemnon for justice he turns
away,!” but when she then — how much this must cost her! — ap-
peals to his nights of love with Cassandra (824-835) he becomes
willing to see Polymestor punished . . . provided a way can be
found that would not cause the Greeks to accuse him again of his
infatuation.!® He is only too glad when Hecuba wants to do the
job herself (864-904), and he hides his relief under a pompous
derogatory remark about women.'* What may appear as compas-
sion in his attitude toward Hecuba is rather a frightened helpless-
ness, a direct consequence of his love affair and his uneasiness
about it.® But he is never smaller and more untrue to his office

15 Talthybius, after reporting Polyxena’s words, continues (553-554):
ool &' éreppinoav, 'Avyauéuvwy 7' dvat
elmey uefetvar wapbevov veaviats.

16 571-582 and 508-510:

17.787-811; 812.

18 The protestations with which Agamemnon begins his reply would sound more
true had he not remained deaf when Hecuba first implored him by the same gods and
the same justice that he now professes to honor. Cf. Méautis, op. cit. 121: ‘““Aga-
memnon, on le voit, n'est pas seulement vil, il est l14che. Il n'ose pas avouer que c’est
I'amour qu'il ressent pour Cassandre qui le pousse a l'action, alors que tout dans ses
paroles crie que c’est le souvenir des nuits que cette jeune victime donne a sa maturité,
qui le pousse a considérer comme ami I’ennemi de la veille.”

It is to be noted that all the key words in the first lines of Agamemnon’s reply are
taken from the first part of Hecuba's speech. He does not even find words of his
own, but forms a high-sounding phrase from terms that Hecuba had used (850-853):

&yw a¢ kal ooy walda kal TOxas gélev,
‘EkéBn, 8.’ olkrov xeipa 0 ikeolayv Exw.®
kal Boblouar Oedv 0’ elvex’® avbaiov Eévor®
kai ToD dikalov® THvde oou Sodwar Sikny® . . .

2 807: olkTLpov

b oo 799 ff.: &AM’ oi Oeol gbévovaw x& kewdv kpaTdv

vouos: vouw yap Tovs Beods nyobuefa

kal {Quev &diwka kal dikal’ wpiouévor.
¢ o 789 ff.: ol pot yevov

TLpwpds avdpds avooiwraTov Eévov

8s obTe Tols yijs vépfev obTe Tols avw

deloas dedpakey €pyov dvooiwTaTov.

~ 802 ff.: L€l
. un 8ikny ddaovay oitwes Eévous
KTelvova .
19885 . . . 70 uévtol OfAv uéudopat yévos.

20 His very first words (726-732) are motivated by his concern, not for Hecuba,
but about her delay in burying her daughter. He is afraid of the possible consequences
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than in the final scene, one of the weirdest that Euripides has written
(1109-1251): in the pseudo-orderly procedure of his arbitration
between Hecuba and Polymestor. He had known of Hecuba’s
plan (although not in all its terrible details) and had given her a
free hand. And now he listens, an earnest judge, solemnly to
Hecuba’s and Polymestor’s pleas!®

These are the men, this Agamemnon and this Odysseus, in
whose power Hecuba finds herself, on whom her daily life and fate
depend.”? Yet even beyond the walls of the prison there is no
hope, no help, no trust; on the contrary, there is more, and more
horrible, despair. In the greedy and shamelessly hypocritical
Polymestor Euripides has drawn a further and differently signifi-
cant picture of human depravity. As soon as Troy had fallen he
killed Polydorus in order to get possession of his treasures. The

which may result from this delay. ‘‘We have not touched the body,’ he says (729-
730), “‘but you let us wait.”. There is a note of reproach as well as of self-praise in
these words. The mixture of uneasiness and self-satisfaction also dictates his next
sentence (731-732): “‘I have come to call for you; for things over there are in a good
way’’ — and while he is saying this he suddenly realizes how it must sound to Hecuba
and corrects himself: €l 7¢ TGvd’ éariv kalds.

His exclamations (783 and 785) upon learning of the murder of Polydorus (and
also his question 763) may be taken as an expression of real feeling. This would
be completely in character. Agamemnon is not cold, as Odysseus is. And Hecuba
is Cassandra’s mother. He is overcome by the horror of Hecuba's fate and pities her.
But he forgets his pity as soon as his own interests are involved. Cf. Miss Matthaei,
op. cit. 150: *‘It is the inspiration of fear, not of mercy, which moves him.”

21 Agamemnon makes his judgment (1240-1251) as brief as possible. He finds it
burdensome to judge the case (1240). And his decision is motivated by his desire
‘“‘to escape blame’ (1249). He gets it over with as quickly as he can. He does not
interfere in the following altercation between Polymestor and Hecuba. But when
Polymestor later prophesies his own death at the hands of Clytaemnestra — then he
becomes furious; he has Polymestor dragged away, gagged, and gives orders that he
be sent to a desert island (1279-1286). Once more, at the very end of the play, Eurip-
ides emphasizes the character of the man. After he has calmly betrayed every prin-
ciple he violently reacts to a personal offence.

As has been said above, it is Euripides’ conscious elaboration of the contrast
between the man and his office which gives the characterization of Agamemnon its
profound significance. As the supreme commander he is responsible for the happen-
ings under his command. Since he can never take a stand on principles, disorder
results. His weakness makes Odysseus’ ruthlessness possible. Indeed, Polyxena's
sacrifice and Hecuba's revenge, not to speak of his own final arbitration, are, each in a
different way, parodies on justice. Not vépos, but dvouia is represented in Agamemnon,
and through him in the Greeks.

22 It is of course true that, to use Grube's words, ‘‘the play gives us the last and
crowning disasters that befell Hecuba’’ (op. cit. 83). But these are, in the wider mean-
ing of the prisoner’s tragedy, typical of her sufferings, and the play thus represents
a day in a prisoner’s life.
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plight of the prisoner is not limited to the sufferings which his
masters put upon him; the outside world also turns against him.
Friends cease to be friends when freedom and prosperity are lost.
The construction of the drama has sometimes been criticized for
its apparent lack of unity;® very unjustly, it seems to me. For
the death of Polyxena, the cruelty of the enemy, represents only
one side of Hecuba's dvervxia; the death of Polydorus, the betrayal
of friendship as a consequence of Hecuba's fall, and for greed, the
lowest of motives, represents the other side. Without it the tragedy
of the prisoner would not be complete.

But even so it is not complete, yet. For this is not only a
tragedy of suffering, but also a tragedy of action. What has
happened to Hecuba was enough to drive her to suicide, or into in-
sanity. Either would have been a convincing psychological so-
lution, full of pity and terror, but not tragic in the sense in which
this is here understood. Hecuba cries for justice and revenge, and
so do we. The terrible things which we have seen cannot go un-
punished. She appeals to Agamemnon who, as the supreme com-
mander, is the lawful dispenser of justice. But the cowardly king
is deaf to her plea. And now, as orderly justice is denied her, she
takes revenge into her own hands. We might even feel that there
is something profoundly right in this; even if Agamemnon were
capable of justice, there are things so horrible that they seem to
defy any satisfaction that law can give. But this is precisely the
tragic paradox: that evil is necessary to right evil. Hecuba blinds
Polymestor and kills his children. And she glories in her deed;
twice she calls out ois é&rew’ &yd (1046, 1051). The poor and tor-
mented woman, having suffered the worst from enemy and friend
alike, has become as they. Suffering has turned a pitiable human
being into a ferocious animal. This is the moral tragedy of Hecuba,
fittingly symbolized in the transformation which the blinded Poly-
mestor prophesies.?

23 See above, note 1.

24 The meaning of the transformation is briefly mentioned by Miss Matthaei,
op. cit. 155, Pohlenz, op. cit. 293, Grube, op. cit. 84, and extensively interpreted by
Méautis, op. cit. 112-126.

For the moral tragedy of Hecuba cf., in the context of different interpretations,
Grube, op. cit., 84: “. . . here we have the moral degradation of the conquered and
the close connexion between sorrow and vengeance, two elements that appear in all
his plays on war and conquest,” and Kirkwood, op. cit. 67 and 68, who speaks of a
‘“‘moral peripeteia.”’
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The tragedy of Hecuba, the prisoner, ends in her moral destruc-
tion. The forces that destroy her are realistically represented and
forever symbolized in Agamemnon, Odysseus, Polymestor. It is
indeed a dark and frightful world which Euripides paints in this
drama, a world of depravation and murder, of betrayal and hypoc-
risy, of cruelty and humiliation. Yet there seems to be, in this in-
ferno of evil, a ray of consolation. The same world harbors the
noble Polyxena and the good Talthybius, and those many Greeks
who honor Polyxena before and after her death. But who are
those who represent human decency, or even greatness, in this
play? Not the “kings” who hold the power; but a child who has
not lived yet, a simple old man, and unnamed soldiers. They re-
main on the sidelines of the action, and have no influence on the
course of events.

The question of Hecuba's character and of its significance for the meaning of the
play has been discussed widely. Pohlenz, op. cit. 292, went so far as to write: “In
dieser Tragodie macht die Heldin eine wirkliche Entwicklung durch. In kunstvoller
Steigerung wird die Greisin vom willenlosen Schmerze iiber den Willen zur Pflichter-
fillung gegeniiber der Tochter bis zu wildfrohlockender Rachetat gefiihrt.” Kitto
begins his interpretation with the question (op. cit. 215) whether ‘‘the view that the aim
and purpose of the play is to study the character of Hecuba is tenable.”” Ziircher has
shown that ‘“‘[Hekabes] Verhalten ist nicht der Ausfluss eines Characters, sondern die
Reaktion auf ein ungeheuerliches Leiden . . .”” (op. ¢it. 81). “Ein Mensch dem es so
ergeht, wie es der Dichter . . . Hekabe hier ergehen lisst, wird oder kann zumin-
dest so handeln wie Hekabe, ohne dass es einer individuellen seelischen Voraussetzung
bedarf’ (op. cit. 84). To state it more specifically: Euripides is not, and does not
have to be, concerned with an individual characterization of Hecuba because she is
the prisoner kar’ éox#v. The theme of the tragedy is the sufferings of the prisoner
(sufferings in the widest sense of the word, so as to include her moral destruction).
Therefore Hecuba'’s fate follows from her situation, not from her character. For the
same reason we cannot agree with Grube who, rejecting the idea of a character develop-
ment, writes (op. cit. 84): “There are two sides to her character from the beginning.
This is not so much the development of a character from sorrow to hate, as the picture
of the two complementary sides of one personality, exciting both pity and fear.”
Euripides does not represent Hecuba in terms of personality; and the traits which he
emphasizes in the beginning are those which bring out most strongly the lot of the
prisoner (see above pp. 121 f). The Hecuba is, for all its magnificent psychology, not a
psychological tragedy, but a moral tragedy. It is the story of a human being that is
being broken and breaks.

As the lack of individualization in Hecuba follows from her function in the play,
so does the strong emphasis on character in Agamemnon and Odysseus follow from
theirs. (Or, instead of limiting ourselves to the function in the play, we might speak
of the reality which Euripides depicts and of the idea which he represents.) The
way in which they treat Hecuba, in which they ‘“‘run the camp,” is entirely a matter
of character. Hence the concentration on %fomoiia in these two men.
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