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suMMARY: This article offers a new interpretation of Euripides’ Phoenissae, and
argues for a new source of unity in the play, by focusing on the theme of mis-
managed sexuality. The curse on the Labdacid house is caused by, and takes the
form of, abnormalities in sexual and familial roles, and it is these abnormalities
which lie behind Antigone’s behavior and Menoeceus’s suicide: these episodes
should therefore be understood not as disjointed but as connected to central
concerns. The play also engages with this theme on an imagistic level, and ex-
plores it through the imagery of civilization in the choral odes and through the
figure of the Sphinx. Finally, it is argued that the Chorus of Phoenician maidens
offers a corrective to the destructive cycle in Thebes, and hints at the positive
role that well-governed sexuality can play in human societies.

THIS ARTICLE OFFERS A FURTHER SOLUTION TO THE VEXED ISSUE OF THE
thematic and poetic unity of Euripides’ Phoenissae. Scholarship on the play
frequently focuses on the question of its coherence, which has been much
doubted since antiquity.! Given the already problematic state of the text,
some scholars have tried to impose unity by excising passages they feel fit in
awkwardly with the rest of the play. Others take a more charitable approach,

* This article was written during a Junior Research Fellowship at Trinity College,
Oxford, and I would like to thank the college for its support. I am also grateful to Bill
Allan and to the two anonymous readers for their comments and criticisms. All transla-
tions are mine. Except where otherwise stated I use Mastronarde’s text in the quoted
Greek passages.

I'The views of an ancient critic are preserved in the third hypothesis to the play: he
describes it as “over-stuffed” (mapamAnpwpatikov) and singles out Antigone’s teicho-
skopia, Polynices’ visit to Thebes, and Oedipus’s final lament as being unnecessary (see
Mastronarde and Bremer 1982: 79). Burgess 1987: 104 is right to stress that we should
take such criticisms as literary judgements rather than evidence for the authenticity of
particular scenes.
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and argue that such unity can be found by a careful reading of the play’s
themes.? Of this second group, the most successful are those which identify
themes that make sense of the play’s plot and structure, rather than simply
observing repeated strands of imagery and language. Thus, for example,
Elizabeth Rawson (1970) notes a consistent concern with family and country,
through which she explains the significance of the Menoeceus scene and the
focus on Antigone at the end. Similarly, Marilyn Arthur (1977) argues for a
thematic unity throughout the choral odes, which present a conflict between
nature and culture, and thus link the present suffering of Thebes back to its
mythological origins.

In this article I shall set out a further theme which runs throughout the
play and links the mythological paradeigmata of the odes to the onstage
action. Mismanaged or dysfunctional sexuality underpins the story of the
Theban royal house, from the events currently afflicting the city back to the
origins of the curses laid upon it.> Analyzing the way this theme works not
only illustrates a further source of thematic unity, but also helps to illuminate
the poetic function of the play’s more surprising and most often debated
interludes (the feichoskopia, Menoeceus’s suicide, and Antigone’s behavior at
the end). Moreover, it provides a positive justification for Euripides’ unusual
choice of Chorus.

To explore the significance of this theme, I shall begin by examining the
role of sexuality in Euripides’ presentation of the downfall of the Labdacid
house (1). The Labdacids are used to embody the play’s moral lessons: we are
shown how the royal family’s suffering is causally connected to their perversion
of sexual and familial norms. This general point is strengthened through the
presentation of Antigone, who effectively acts as a case-study to demonstrate
the workings of the curse (2): it is the curse that explains her prominent status
in the play. However, this theme is not present simply to explain the fall of a
particular family; rather, it is shown to have wider ramifications. For just as
the troubles of the ruling house risk the safety of the polis as a whole (by the
war between the two brothers), so too the problems created by mismanaged
sexuality are shown to affect the wider community. The wider significance
of the Labdacids’ transgressions are suggested by Menoeceus’s suicide: a
death demanded as compensation for the sin of the community as a whole,

2For example, Treves 1930; Riemschneider 1940; Grube 1941: 370; Podlecki 1962;
de Romilly 1967.

3In this article, I understand “sexuality” broadly, including the social norms that
regulate sexuality and gender roles. “Mismanaged” and “dysfunctional” of course means
relative to the norms governing fifth-century sexual and gendered behavior.
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yet which is also linked to the ruling family (3). I shall therefore explore how
Euripides encourages the audience to recognize the transferable significance
of this theme, partly through the choral odes with their imagery of wilder-
ness and civilization (4), and partly through the imagery of the Sphinx and
the danger she poses to Thebes (5).

However, the play does not end on a note of total despair. Like many trag-
edies, Phoenissae seeks to salvage something positive from the horrors of the
mythological past, and it does this by indicating the existence of an alternative
model by which the suffering of the play’s characters can be avoided. As we
shall see in the final section (6), the exotic Chorus with its complicated history
is essential in achieving this, for the Chorus provides a positive exemplum,
highlighting the need for the community to manage sexual and social transi-
tions in a safe and religiously sanctioned way. Thus, Phoenissae explores, via
both negative and positive exempla, the reasons behind the contemporary
ideology that underpins gender roles and the management of sexuality. The
play’s morality is therefore a conservative one, for the Labdacids suggest
the dangers of deviating from socially approved rules governing sexuality,
while the Chorus, with their links to contemporary transition ritual, remind
the audience of the benefits offered by their own model of sexuality (see 6
below).*

The text of Phoenissae is notoriously difficult, and while the majority of
the passages I discuss are generally accepted as authentic, some individual
lines I refer to are disputed. While I deal with specific points in footnotes,
a detailed study of the text of Phoenissae is outside the remit of this article.
However, lest I be accused of neglecting the state of the text, two general points
are worth noting at this stage. First, since the aim of this article is to seek
unity, it is appropriate to read the play charitably. Where the text is disputed
solely on grounds that the passage reads awkwardly or seems irrelevant, I
regard a defense of the literary purpose of the lines as equivalent to defence
of the text.’ Second, like any piece of literary close-reading, my argument is

+This should not be taken to imply that I believe the play to be overtly propagating
contemporary ideology. While I agree with scholars such as Rabinowitz 1993 that tragedy
(including Phoenissae) tends to uphold the patriarchal order, I would not want to see
this as a conscious political statement either in the minds of the poet or of the audience.
It seems most likely to me that the importance of obeying cultural nomoi (including
those surrounding gender roles) was a commonplace among both males and females in
fifth-century society, and hence the dominant ideology reflects a shared set of values, not
something which needs to be foisted upon (some sections of) the audience.

5Cf. Foley 1985: 111n13: “a convincing reading of the play can indirectly contribute
to a defence of the received text.”
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built on a clustering of evidence, and it is appropriate to make the strongest
case possible. Thus, even if readers are not convinced of the authenticity of
a particular line, this need not detract from the overall strength of my case
if other passages are accepted as legitimate. However, I will avoid basing my
argument on material drawn from the most controversial passages, namely,
the final lyric interchange (1735-57), which even Mastronarde’s generous
interpretation condemns as inauthentic, and the description of the Argive
shields (1104—40).

1. THE LABDACID CURSE

As usual in tragedy, the suffering of particular mythological heroes is used to
highlight issues of general human concern, and the mistakes of the Theban
royal family form the emotional core of the play. We are shown how distorted
sexuality lies at the heart of the Labdacid curse, and how each successive
generation plays a role in perpetuating this mismanagement of the sexual
norms.

The theme of sexuality gone wrong is first highlighted by Jocasta’s prologue,
which tells us that the suffering of the Labdacid house began with Laius and
Jocasta’s conception of a child. Jocasta describes the episode in detail: Laius
was warned by Apollo not to beget a child and was informed of the conse-
quences of doing so (17-20); it is made clear that the conception was against
the gods’ will (Satpdvwv Biat, 18). Jocasta describes the conception of Oedipus
as an act of drunken lust: 6 & f10ovijt <'v>dovg &ig te Pakyeiav meowv (21),
thus enhancing Laius’s culpability. Laius does not simply misunderstand or
forget the oracle’s message, he gives in to physical pleasure in a moment of
irrationality. In contrast with Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, where the reasons
for the Labdacid curse are downplayed, Phoenissae foregrounds Laius and
Jocasta’s culpability, and thus the moral nature of their crime: a disregard
for divine authority and a preference for lust over reason.®

The play continues to stress the causal chain within the Labdacid house to
explain the succession of devastating events in Thebes. We are told that the
Sphinx was sent to Thebes by a god (¢oviog ék Bedv / 6 148 fv 6 mpd&ag,
1031-32), and though the reasons for this are not explicit, the divine causal-

¢In Oedipus Tyrannus, the only mention of the curse comes when Jocasta explains
that Laius received a prophecy that he would die at the hands of the child 6ot yévorr’
£pod Te kaxeivov mépa (714). This version places less emphasis on Laius’s own culpabil-
ity in conceiving Oedipus: the use of the optative suggests Oedipus is not yet conceived;
nevertheless the oracle is given in such a compressed form that we are not encouraged
to dwell on the reasons for the oracle or why Laius disobeyed it.
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ity suggests that the Sphinx is a form of punishment. Indeed, the Pisander
scholion on Phoenissae 1760 (Teubner arg. 11=X1760), which gives an account
of the history of Thebes, claims the Sphinx was sent by Hera, to punish Laius
for conceiving a child. Scholars dispute how reliable a source the scholion is
for earlier traditions of the Oedipus myth, and it is true that our sources link-
ing Hera to the Sphinx post-date Euripides.” Nevertheless, these later sources
may well have been drawing on earlier traditions now lost to us, and it seems
plausible that a version of the myth involving Hera was in circulation by the
fifth century.® Even if the identity of the god responsible is intentionally left
vague (as Mastronarde suggests),® the reason for the Sphinx’s arrival and her
connection to Laius’s crime may still have been still known to the audience.
Oedipus is therefore the reason for the Sphinx’s existence, as well as the cause
of her defeat: an ambiguity picked up when Antigone refers to the Sphinx
as an veldog at the end of the play (1732).7° The scholion also explains the
reason that Laius incurred divine anger: his rape of Chrysippus. While com-
mentators on Phoenissae are sceptical as to whether the play itself contains
allusions to this myth, some version of the Chrysippus story must have been
in circulation in the fifth century, as attested by Euripides’ own Chrysippus.!!
Thus, whether or not Euripides explicitly alludes to Laius’s previous sexual

7 For the scholion, see Schwartz1.414-15. The scholion and its origins have been much
discussed: for an account of the scholarly debate see Lloyd-Jones 2002: 3—4. Lloyd-Jones
examines the scholion in detail and outlines the arguments for attributing its content to
earlier sources: he argues that Hera’s anger with Laius, and her role in sending the Sphinx
would have been familiar to the audience from the epics Oedipodeia and Thebaid, and
also featured in Aeschylus’s Laius and Euripides’ Chrysippus. For further recent discus-
sion of the scholion and its origins, see Mastronarde 1994: 31-38; Bernabé 1996: 17;
West 1999: 42—44.

8 Hera is named as responsible in Apollod. 3.5.8; Dio. Chry. Or. 11.8. Herter RE 3A.
1714 suggests that by locating the Sphinx on Cithaeron rather than on Phikion (cf. Hes.
fr. 195) Euripides intends his audience to recognize that he is using the version of the
myth where Hera Gamostolos (worshipped on Cithaeron) sent the Sphinx. Bethe 1891:
8-10 says that Hera’s relevance is suggested by Jocasta’s statement in the prologue that
the infant Oedipus was exposed in the meadow of Hera (24).

9 As Mastronarde 1994 notes on 810 and 1032, the Chorus’s statement at 810—11 that
the Sphinx was sent by Hades is best understood as a figure of speech, expressing the
number of deaths she caused, rather than implying Hades himself was involved.

10Cf. Mastronarde 1994 on 1732: “the triumph over the Sphinx was no true victory, but
a cause of shameful marriage and incestuous offspring.” Mastronarde defends this line as
authentic in part because of the striking way this word is here used figuratively.

" For a discussion of possible allusions in Phoenissae, see Mastronarde 1994: 31-38
and West 1999: 42—43.



58 L. A. Swift

transgression in this play, it seems likely that the audience would have been
aware of the story. The play offers no other motivation for divine anger, and
so it is plausible that the Chrysippus myth would have come to the audience’s
minds as a possible explanation for Apollo’s oracle. Euripides’ handling of
the myth is thus designed to emphasize the causality of the play’s events,
and to suggest that they all lead back to a single occurrence: Laius’s failure to
regulate his sexuality with his own wife, an incident that is both explained
and foreshadowed by his earlier transgression.'?

Jocasta’s forbidden pregnancy leads to further perversion of familial norms:
it results in the arrival of the Sphinx and Laius’s death, the two factors which
enable Oedipus’s incestuous marriage. Oedipus then goes on to add a new
chapter to the history of sexual and familial transgression by his murder of
his father and marriage to his mother. Similarly, the play encourages us to
view the conflict between Eteocles and Polynices as part of the wider distor-
tion of family relationships within the house of Labdacus. It is not simply
that the Labdacid house is cursed because of inappropriate sexual behavior;
the curse itself is enacted in the corruption of normal sexual roles down the
generations. We find this idea expressed overtly in the second stasimon, which
(though corrupt) suggests that the destruction brought about by Eteocles and
Polynices is inevitable given their origins (814-17):

00 yap O pr| kKahov odmoT €L KaAoy,
008’ ol pur| Vool
traideg patpl Aoxevpa, piaopa matpog:
1) 8¢ ovvaipovog eig Aéxog ABev. 113

Similarly, Polynices’ attack on Thebes is made possible by his choice of mar-
riage, since it is through his new connection with Adrastus that he has been
granted an army (427-28). The ill-omened nature of Polynices’ choice is
made clear by Jocasta’s description of the marriage in her lyric address to
him (337-49):

12] take it that Laius’s pederasty was not regarded as objectionable per se, but the need
to punish Laius can easily be explained by his inappropriate behavior in making use of
violence and abduction. See Mastronarde 1994: 3135 for a reconstruction of Euripides’
Chrysippus and the nature of Laius’s crime.

13The precise translation of these lines is much contested: see Mastronarde 1994 on
81417 for the variant readings and translations of the passage. However, the general
sense of these lines is clearly that nothing good can come from bad beginnings, and that
this is exemplified in the sons of Oedipus, cursed by their polluted origins.
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ot &, @ Tékvov, Kal yapotot r kAbw
{uyévta madomotov adovav
Eévolowy év Sopog Exely,
Eévov ¢ kijdog apémewy,
dAhaota patpt Tdde Aa-
Tov Te TOD mAAat yével,
YAV EMAKTOV ETay.

¢yw & olte ot TLPOG Avijya Qg
VOULLOV €V YApoLg

WG TIPETEL HaTEPL Lakaplal:

avopévata § Topnvog ékndevon
Aovtpoopov Addg, ava ¢ OnPaiav
TOAY €otyadn odg Ecodot viugag.

But, my son, I hear that you are yoked in marriage and the joy of child-bearing
in a foreign house, and you court a foreign marriage-bond: insufferable for
your mother here and for the race of ancient Laius, a marriage curse brought
in from abroad. I did not light the fiery torch for you as is the custom [in
marriages], as is appropriate for the blessed mother. The river Hismenus
contracted this marriage without wedding songs and without the luxury of
the bridal bath, while there was silence throughout the city of Thebes at the
entrance of your bride.

Jocasta here draws on the conventional motif of the “marriage to death™
the ironic assimilation of wedding and mourning language to describe an
untimely death. Thus, for example, Medea uses similar language to describe
the loss she will feel at her children’s deaths (1024-27), while the imagery is
commonly used of tragic parthenoi who die before achieving a marriage.'
Here, however, the convention is inverted, for Polynices’ marriage really is a
marriage rather than a funeral, even if it is a marriage that will lead to further
funerals. The frequency of the “marriage to death” motif in Greek literature
means that Jocasta’s language derives additional significance by drawing on
the topos: because the audience is used to envisaging an untimely death as a
marriage to Hades, they are here encouraged to imagine Polynices’ marriage
as though it were a death. Jocasta evokes details of the Greek wedding in
order to emphasize the perverted nature of Polynices’ marriage: the raising
of the torch by the mother, the makarismos (evoked by her self-description
as pakapio at 345), the ritual bath, and the singing of hymenaioi during the

14Cf. e.g. Soph. Ant. 804, 813-16, 891; Eur. IA 667—70; IT 364—69. The motif is particu-
larly prevalent in tragedy, as discussed by Seaford 1987; Loraux 1987: 31-48; Rehm 1994.
However, inscriptional evidence such as the Phrasicleia kore (CEG 24) suggests that it was
a standard topos of Greek thought rather than a strictly literary or tragic device.
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bridal procession. Here, however, all the ritual details are mentioned only to
stress their absence: Polynices’ wedding is not in line with social convention
(vopupov, 345) and its failure to abide by the norms is presented as though it
were the underlying reason for its other destructive effects. Just as the troubles
of the Labdacid house began with an illicit sexual act, and was continued with
an incestuous marriage, so too in the third generation they are perpetuated
by a destructive union. The causality between these events is emphasized by
Jocasta herself, who sees the strife within the family as the result of divine
anger, caused by her and Laius’s own sexual mistake (xak®¢ 0e@v t1g Oidimov
@Oeipet yévog/ obtw yap fpat, dvopa pev tekelv €ug, 379-80).

Thus the sexual transgression begun by Laius takes the form of a curse that
is worked out through his son and his grandchildren. The fullest exposition
of this idea, however, is found in Euripides’ portrayal of Antigone, whose
development is used to reinforce this message. The problematic sexuality
within the Labdacid house affects both its male and female members, but
the importance that achieving a marriage held for Greek women means that
the failed transition of a young girl creates a particularly poignant effect.
While marriage may be a telos for men as well as women, it is not the only
telos: young men are expected to grow up to be soldiers and citizens as well as
husbands and fathers. Conversely, the ultimate purpose of a Greek woman’s
life was the production of children, via the institution of legitimate marriage,
and the central role that this played is demonstrated by the widespread use of
the “marriage to death” motif. So Antigone’s corruption into a further victim
and perpetrator of her family’s transgressive behavior is a powerful way to
encapsulate the nature of the Labdacid curse.

2. ANTIGONE: CURSE’S VICTIM AND PERPETRATOR

Antigone, as her name suggests (avti yovi: “in opposition to offspring”), is
frequently presented as a figure who rejects conventional Greek expectations
as applied to young women.'® Phoenissae begins, however, by presenting An-
tigone not as the defiant and unfeminine figure with whom we are familiar
from Sophocles’ Antigone or Oedipus at Colonus, but as the archetype of a
well-behaved Greek maiden who fully buys into the ideology of the society in
which she lives. Over the course of the play, Antigone changes from a sheltered
girl to one prepared to face Creon’s wrath and accompany her father into exile.
In doing so, she rejects the social conventions that have previously governed
her behavior, and this rejection is epitomized by her refusal to consent to

15 Antigone, because of her rejection of male authority and normative values, has long
been interpreted by modern theorists as a feminist figure: see in particular Butler 2000.
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marriage, the institution by which female sexuality is managed, and usually
regarded as the goal of a girl’s life.

This transition is often regarded as a positive development, a rare act of
altruism in a play where so many characters behave selfishly (see Garzya 1962:
104-5; Rawson 1970: 123; Foley 1985: 144). However, when we examine An-
tigone’s presentation systematically, and avoid anachronistic ways of thinking
about female behavior, we find that the play in fact presents a more ambiguous
picture. Greek society placed a great deal of emphasis on the control of women,
and particularly unmarried girls.'s In Athens women were continually under
the guardianship of a kurios: a role which by the end of Phoenissae would have
been occupied by Creon, Antigone’s maternal uncle, to whom Eteocles has
entrusted her (757-60). Women’s physical movements were also the subject
of strict social rules, and whether or not Athenian women did in fact leave
the house, the cultural ideal was certainly that they should remain inside. An
archaic law, ascribed to Solon, defines those women who fall outside the law’s
protection (and so with whom a man could safely copulate) as “those who
sit in a brothel, or those who walk to and fro in the open.”'” Physical space
thus comes to represent female sexual availability, an idea echoed by the fact
that descriptions of seduction scenes are usually set in a remote outdoor
location. In Greek thought, the image of a young girl out in the wilderness
comes to signal a lack of chastity and thus depicts the seduction as safe and
removed from the hazards and opprobrium a real-life seducer would face.'®
Antigone proceeds from being a parthenos whose position is protected by the
norms of her society to a victim of her family’s curse, and this development
is mirrored in the changes in her behavior and physical movements. Whereas
she begins the play within the maiden-quarters, obedient to male authority,
she ends it by going into exile with Oedipus, rejecting the legal authority of
her kurios. Moreover, her decision to go into exile is coupled with a rejection
of marriage, a rebellion against her designated social role. Thus we should
see Antigone’s attitude and position by the end of the play as representing a
further instantiation of the family’s perversion of sexual mores."

16 For the constraints on real women’s lives in the fifth century, see Gould 1980; Cohen
1991: esp. ch. 6.

7Dem. 59.67; cf. Lys. 10.19, Plu. Solon 23.1. Men. fr. 546 and Xen. Oec. 7.30 offer a
similar perspective. See Vernant 1983: 135—42; Davidson 1997: 73-78 on the rules gov-
erning female space.

18 Cf. Deacy 1997: 44-45; Letkowitz 1993. For the legal situation surrounding rape
and seduction see Ogden 1997; Omitowoju 2002.

9We find hints of a similar tendency in Soph. Ant. where the Chorus suggest that
Antigone’s wild and problematic nature is a result of her paternity (471-72) and see her
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At the beginning of the play, Antigone is presented as a well-brought-up
parthenos: she is kept within the house, asks her mother’s permission to leave
the maiden-quarters, and when she does so is chaperoned by an elderly slave
(89-95). Antigone’s maidenly modesty, however, is more than just the sign of
her good moral character. Tragic conventions allow women a greater degree of
flexibility than would have been regarded as appropriate in real life.20 Women
can appear outside the house without casting doubt on their character, and
even interact with non-related men. We sometimes find gestures to social
reality in tragedy, when female characters justify their presence outdoors, but
these references usually operate at a fairly superficial level. For example, in
Sophocles’ Electra, Clytemnestra accuses Electra of shaming the family by her
presence outside the house, criticizing her for “wandering around at large”
(516-18).Yet although in fifth-century Athens it would indeed be inappropri-
ate for a young girl to spend her time outdoors, the play does not encourage
us to believe that Clytemnestra’s criticism is valid or to feel distaste towards
Electra because of this. Similarly, in Antigone, Creon orders that Antigone
and Ismene be taken inside the house, suggesting that their freedom to roam
around outdoors is unseemly for females (578—-79). However, this motive is
immediately weakened when Creon gives a further reason for keeping the
women locked up: the pragmatic fear that they will try to escape (580-81),
suggesting that the need to keep them inside is because they are convicted
criminals rather than out of concern for their modesty. Indeed, the play
does not suggest at any point that Ismene is anything other than a virtuous
parthenos, and her role is to provide a foil to the unfeminine and proactive
Antigone, an opposition which would be damaged if the audience was meant
to see Ismene’s behavior as inappropriately masculine.?!

In contrast, from Antigone’s first appearance in Phoenissae, we find an
obsession with the ideals of (fifth-century) female behavior.?? In the opening
scene, Antigone does not leave the palace but appears on the roof of the skene
building, which represents a view from within the palace (peAdBpwv &g Sifpeg

suffering as part of a chain of inherited guilt (856). However, Sophocles here, as elsewhere,
tends to play down any sense of past causality, encouraging the audience instead to focus
on Antigone’s own actions and motivations.

2 Cf. Easterling 1987, who demonstrates that scholars like Shaw 1975 are wrong to
see women on-stage in tragedy as being automatically subversive.

2 Tsmene casts herself as traditionally female when she objects to the idea of taking
action over the issue of the corpse on the grounds that she is a woman (61-68).

22] take the teichoskopia as authentic, and argue here that it is thematically integral to
the play. For a defense of the scene, see Burgess 1987; Mastronarde 1994: 168-73.
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€oxatov, 90).23 Lest we perceive Antigone’s desire to see the army as self-willed
or insubordinate, we are told immediately that she obtained permission from
her mother before taking any action (90-91). Her presence in the upper floor
of the house is also conventional: despite the servant’s concern that she may
be seen, she is occupying space which is associated with females.?* Nonetheless
the servant stresses the importance of her remaining unseen and insists that
she withdraw as soon as there is a risk of her being noticed even by another
group of women: the Chorus (193-201). Antigone’s own language in this
scene is equally conventional: she shows naive excitement at the glamour of
the battlefield, expresses her fear of the city being sacked, and anticipates the
enslavement of Theban women if this should happen (151-53, 182-92).%
The play’s obsession with presenting Antigone as a virtuous and modest
parthenos is thus not only unusual but extremely ostentatious, which sug-
gests it may have a broader significance. The motif is further emphasized in
Antigone’s next appearance, when Jocasta summons her from the palace to
send her to the battlefield (1264-83).2° Antigone expresses her reluctance to
comply with Jocasta’s request, hesitates to leave the maiden-quarters (mof,
napBevdvag exAimodo, 1275), and explains that she feels aidos to be seen in
public (aidovped” 6xAov,1276). Jocasta for her part acknowledges that that
what she is asking of Antigone is not normally appropriate for a parthenos,
contrasting the usual activities of an unmarried girl with what is required of
Antigone (1265-66): ovk év xopeiaig 00d¢ mapBevedpacty / vOv ot tpoxwpel
datpovewv kataotaotg (It is not in choral dances or maidenly activities that
your fate, established by the gods, proceeds). However, she justifies her
request by appealing to the extremity of the situation, suggesting that Anti-
gone’s circumstances do not allow her to indulge in a protected life: ovk év
aioxdvnt ta 0é (1276). Jocasta thus makes it clear that Antigone’s capacity

2 As Mastronarde 1990 has shown, the skéne in the fifth century probably had a flat
roof.

2 Poe 2000 argues that Antigone is meant to be imagined as inside the house, not
actually on the roof. We can infer that women were associated with the upper-storeys
from Lys. 1.9 where the women’s quarters are described as normally being upstairs: see
Gould 1980: 48.

> Foley 1985: 117-18 shows how Antigone’s language in the teichoskopia emphasizes
her propriety and innocence; see also Barlow 1971: 57—60; Craik 1988: 165.

26 Diggle follows Fraenkel in deleting 1265-69. However, as I argue here, these lines are
thematically relevant and thus the argument that they are unnecessary or inappropriate
cannot stand. The only linguistic difficulties are the obscurity of 1266, and the use of
ékvevovTe in 1268 to mean “veering towards death.” See Mastronarde 1994 ad loc for a
defense of both these points.
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to lead the life that a well-born parthenos could normally expect is disrupted
by the family curse.

The Antigone who appears in the play’s final scene is, however, an al-
together different figure, and her opening words make clear the contrast
(1485-92):27

oV mpokaAvmTopéva Potpuxwdeog aPpd
napfidog
o0&’ V1o apBeviag TOV HTO PAed-
poLG QoiviK, €pUBnua mpoowmov,
aidopéva @épopat Paicxa vekv-
v, Kpadepva Sikodoa kOpag &’ é-
ég oToAidoG KpokdETOAY AVEITA TPLPAY,
ayepovevpa Vekpoiol TOAOOTOVOV.

I do not cover up the delicate skin of my cheek, where locks of hair fall, nor do
I feel shame because of maidenly modesty when I display the scarlet beneath
my eyes, the blush on my face. I rush forward, a Bacchant of the dead, tossing
back the veil from my hair, loosening my luxurious saffron robe, an escort of
corpses, full of tears.2

Antigone refers to the modesty appropriate for a parthenosin order to empha-
size her rejection of this mode of behavior. Yet her description is couched in
sexual terms, emphasizing her desirability in language familiar to the audience
from erotic poetry: loose and flowing hair, tender skin, and blushing cheek.?
While unveiling or ripping of clothing is commonly used to symbolize grief,
it can also suggest a loss of chastity: indeed the two may be linked, as in Iliad
22, where Andromache’s dropped veil evokes her own future rape and enslave-
ment (468—72).% Here, the sexual element is made explicit by the description
of Antigone’s clothing as saffron (kpokdeooa). A parallel to this passage is
found in Agamemnon, where Iphigeneia lets her saffron robe fall to the ground

7 Craik 1988 on 1270 claims that “Antigone’s character does not change in the course
of the play; merely her circumstances.” However, this fails to take account of Antigone’s
active rejection of parthenaic norms in the final scene: there is no circumstantial reason
she should not simply obey Creon.

2] follow Mastronarde 1994 on 1492 in taking ayepovevpa to be passive, pace Seaford
1987:124n185.

»See, e.g., Archil. frr. 30, 31 196a W; Sapph. frr. 94.16; 105a (where the reddening of
the apple reflects the blush of the girl); 122; 126 V.

30 Cf. also Eur. Hipp. 201-3 where Phaedra’s removal of her headdress symbolizes her
departure from female norms; Andr. 829-35 where Hermione removes her headdress and
is upbraided by her nurse for her inappropriate behavior. See Craik 1988 on 1490-91.
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at the moment of her sacrifice (kpokov Bagag & €¢ médov yéovoa, 239), a
gesture whose erotic overtones and links to female transition ritual have been
noted by scholars.’! The removal of saffron clothing recalls the ritual of the
arkteia, where the young “bears” wear and then remove the krokotos, and it
is therefore associated with the development to female sexual maturity. The
saffron garments may also recall the bridal veil, which some scholars have
argued would have been a similar color.>? In any case, the wearing of saffron
was associated with adult women, and was frequently symbolic of sensuality
as well as of luxuriance and high status.’* Thus, when Antigone first wears and
then starts to remove saffron clothing, the audience would have understood
this gesture as indicative of a change in her sexual nature. However, whereas
the girls of the arkteia remove the krokotos as one of the mechanisms for
reaching a healthy maturity, in the case of Antigone the gesture comes at the
moment in the play where she rejects the usual progression of a parthenos
and refuses to make the transition to marriage.

Antigone’s self-description as a Bacchant reminds us of the choral dances
she previously participated in (1265).>* However, presenting Antigone as a
Bacchant also indicates that she is operating outside the sphere of conventional
behavior: Bacchants are exempt from the normal social rules, and their activi-
ties are associated with the breakdown of gendered and societal boundaries.?
Moreover, this imagery recalls the Bacchic language at the start of the play to
describe Laius’s error in conceiving a child (&ig te fakyeiav meowv, 21). The
use of the word Paxkyeia, then, not only alludes to the fact Laius was drunk
but is suggestive of a more general level on which rules and boundaries are
transgressed. Yet the use of this language also highlights how inappropriate

31See Sourvinou 1971; Stinton 1976; Drew Griffith 1988: 554; Scodel 1996: 115-16
for the sexual symbolism of the saffron robe in the Aeschylean passage.

32See Cunningham 1984 for a discussion of this view.

33 For saffron representing sexual desirability and sensuality, see Aristoph. Clouds 51;
Eccl. 879; Lys. 44-51,219-20. On the krokotos in the arkteia, see Sourvinou-Inwood 1988:
119-24, 127-34; Parker 2005: 242—43.

3 Antigone also mentions dancing in honor of Dionysus later in the scene, contrast-
ing her innocent virginal life with the horrors that now face her (1754-57). While it is
unlikely that the very ending of the play is genuine (see Mastronarde 1994 on 1736-57)
it is nevertheless interesting to note the interpolation picking up on ideas found earlier
in the text.

35 Cf. Eur. Bacch. 694 where the Bacchants mix social groupings normally kept distinct,
and 699-702 where they blur the boundary between human and animal by suckling wild
animals. For the Bacchants’ transgressive nature, see Segal 1982: 59-60 and 95; Goldhill
1986: 30.
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it is to the current context: while the transgressive behavior of real Bacchants
is part of their worship of Dionysus and so religiously sanctioned, Laius’s
Baxxeia is his failure to heed divine instruction. Antigone’s use of Bacchic
language is therefore indicative of the way we see the curse perpetuated down
the generations. Laius brought about a curse upon his house by transgressing
the limitations placed on his sexuality, while Antigone’s transgression of the
behavior appropriate to her status and gender comes about as a result of the
curse’s operation upon Laius’s descendants.

The problematic nature of Antigone’s new status is emphasized by her
interaction with Creon and Oedipus in the remainder of the scene. Far from
being a meek parthenos, Antigone argues with Creon, threatens disobedience,
and insists on going into exile with her father (1646-82).3 Creon orders her
into the house at 1635-38, evoking the norms of parthenic behavior which
have previously been so significant to her:

ol & éxlmodoa TpinTv)OVG Bprivoug vekpdv
KOl cavTny, Avtiyov, 6wy éow

{kal mtapBevevov Thv Emodoav Huépav
Hévova, &v Mt oe Aéktpov Afovog pével.}

You, Antigone, leave off your three-fold lament for these corpses, and take
yourself inside the house. Live like a parthenos and wait for the coming day
which awaits you: your marriage to Haemon.?”

The rebuke implied by mapBevebov acknowledges that Antigone’s current
behavior is inappropriate. In Creon’s eyes, Antigone’s public display of grief
is not the correct attitude of a parthenos, and Antigone’s use of sexualized
language to describe her mourning validates Creon’s concern. In the play so
far, Antigone’s appearances have been overshadowed by others’ opinions on
where she should be, and by whom she should be seen. It is therefore striking
that Creon appeals to the set of beliefs that controlled her earlier behavior,
and significant that his instructions are ignored. Antigone does not attempt to
justify her refusal to go indoors, she simply passes over it in order to criticize
Creon’s decision to banish Oedipus and to expose the corpse of Polynices
(1639-45). Her refusal to return to parthenic space becomes still more

% As Conacher 1967 notes, Antigone ultimately abandons her resolution to bury
Polynices: hence the ideas of the exodos are not inconsistent, and we need not choose
between the burial theme and the exile theme.

371637 is metrically corrupt, and thus unlikely to be genuine. However, deleting the
passage entirely would mean that the marriage theme emerges without preparation, so
the other lines must stand.
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marked when Creon attempts to force the issue by ordering his bodyguards to
physically remove her; when Antigone resists, Creon rebukes her, addressing
her as mapBéve as though to underscore the limitations of her status (1662).
Significantly, Oedipus too regards Antigone’s new attitude as problematic,
describing her choice to accompany him as aioxpé (1691).3

Antigone’s rejection of parthenic values takes on a more sinister aspect at
1672-82, where she refuses to marry Haemon, and threatens murder if she
is not allowed her way (1672-79):

Kp. 00 pn €ig yapovg 0obg cupgopdy KTront yoolg;
Av. 1} yap yopoOpat {doa audt odt ToTE;

Kp. moAA 0 &véykn- ol yap ekged&nt Aéxog;

Av.  vOE &p’ exeivn Aavaidwy [ €€et piav.

Kp. €ideg 10 tOAunY olov éEwveidioev;

Av. ot oidnpog dpkiLov Te pot &igog.

Kp. 18 ékmpobouft tovd” dnnAldyxOat yapwv;

Av.  ovpgevéopal Twd dONwTETWL TTATPL.

Do not bring bad luck on your marriage by your lamentations.
Do you really think I'll ever marry your son while I'm alive?

It’s entirely necessary for you to do so. Where can you go to escape
marriage?

My wedding night will make me one of the Danaids.

Did you see the rashness of her taunts?

Let iron and sword know the oath I make.

Why are you so keen to be free from this marriage?

Q=0

Z0z 02

I will go into exile with my wretched father.

The Danaids are emblematic of the destructive potential of mismanaged
female sexuality: parthenoi who, rather than overcoming their fears about
marriage, instead continue to reject it to the extent that they destroy their
potential husbands ([Aesch.] PV 853-69).% By making Antigone’s violent
potential explicit, Euripides ensures an ambiguous response to her decision
to accompany Oedipus. Antigone is depicted as blackmailing her legal kurios,
as well as disregarding her brother’s wishes by rejecting the marriage he ar-

38 Although Oedipus eventually accepts Antigone’s offer, he continues to attempt to
dissuade her, suggesting alternative maidenly pursuits (1747-52): cf. Foley 1985: 140,
142-43. Again, this passage may not be authentic, but it is striking that the interpolator
has clearly drawn on ideas developed earlier.

3 Craik 1988 on 1675 also notes that Antigone’s threat assimilates her to the Argive
enemy, who are called Danaan or Danaid at 430, 466, 860, 1226, and 1245.
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ranged for her.** We can recall the Messenger’s description of the deathbed
scene between Antigone and her brothers, where she laments that they have
not arranged her marriage (1436-37). In fact, we have already seen Eteocles
oversee Antigone’s marriage when he arranges his affairs before going out to
battle, and when he asks Creon to ensure the marriage goes ahead he presents
itas a well-established arrangement (757-60). Antigone’s lament, however, is
conventional, mourning the loss of Eteocles and Polynices in their capacity as
both sons and brothers, and thus drawing on the traditional duties of each.
What is striking is that Antigone withdraws from this conventional position
after the deaths of her family, rejecting her brother’s arrangement.

It is also significant that the grounds on which she rejects marriage is her
wish to join her father in exile (1679, 1684), and to die with him (1681), rather
than dislike of the particular marriage arranged for her. Female development
involves a partial transfer of loyalties from the natal house to the new marital
house, as symbolized in the marriage ritual by the physical transfer of the
bride from the one to the other.*! Antigone’s loyalty to her birth-house is not
simply a sign of her nobility and heroic self-sacrifice; it is also emblematic of
her inability to follow the social rules.

Construing Antigone in this light helps us to make sense of the final mo-
ments of the play, where we can see elements of wedding ritual and song
perverted. The lyric interchange which ends the play evokes the wedding
song that would accompany the bride on her journey to her new husband’s
house, and the opening words suggest processional language: dpeye xépa
@iAav, /mdtep yepatg, mopmipayv / Exwv X dote vavotmounov abpav (Stretch
out your dear hand, old father, and take me for your escort, like a breeze
that escorts a ship, 1710-11). Rather than being passively escorted, however,
Antigone is herself the escort, demonstrating the reversal of roles between
father and daughter. The simile of the ship may reflect the frequency with
which nautical imagery appears in descriptions of weddings (cf. Seaford 1987:
124). Oedipus then refers to Antigone as aBAia (1715), a word she picks up
and repeats back to him the following lines: yevoueBa yevope®, a0l / ye

1 Goff 1988: 141 claims that Antigone must follow her father as she has no plausible
kurios, but seems to forget that Creon is Antigone’s maternal uncle: the scene between
Eteocles and Creon (757-60) makes it clear that Eteocles expects Creon to take responsi-
bility for her if he dies. In addition, Antigone has been betrothed, and has therefore had
a future kurios selected for her, and Tiresias takes the status of the betrothal for granted
(944-46).

41See Seaford 1990; Scodel 1998: 141-42 for how Euripides exploits the tensions
inherent in these divergent loyalties.
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Sfta OnPoudv paiiota mapbévwv (I am, I am, indeed, wretched, above all
Theban maidens, 1716-17).

The antiphonal use of this language of misfortune evokes the conventional
makarismos of wedding song, where the bride and groom are called blessed.*
Whereas the bride is normally exalted above the other members of her age-
group, Antigone compares herself to the other Theban maidens in order to
stress her exceptional misery.* The destruction of Antigone’s family, via the
workings of the Labdacid curse, has corrupted her own sexual potential,
leading her to choose a state where she is neither truly a parthenos nor able
to become a gune.

Antigone’s function in the play, therefore, is in part to demonstrate how
the curse perpetuates itself down the generations, and how in each generation
it takes the form of distorted family relationships and mismanaged sexuality.
The portrayal of Antigone earlier in the play as a well-brought up parthenosis
important because it demonstrates the drastic changes brought about in her
attitude and situation as a result of the deaths of her mother and brothers.
The play’s insistence on making Antigone’s behavior “realistic” also heightens
the impact of its ending. We are led to see Antigone’s actions at the end of the
play through the lens of the real-life constraints on an unmarried girl, rather
than mitigated by tragic convention.

It is important to recognize, therefore, that the original audience’s attitude
to Antigone would have been ambiguous. Thus, modern scholarship, which
sees her change of character in terms of learning to take responsibility, is
anachronistic: empowerment was not on the agenda for an Athenian par-
thenos, and it is made clear how inappropriate Antigone’s behavior is. This is
not to suggest that the audience would have disliked or demonized Antigone:
even Creon acknowledges that her decision to go into exile with her father isa
noble (if foolish) act (yevvaiotng oot, pwpia & €veoti tig, 1680), and the end
of the play relies on our sympathy for her plight. Antigone’s position at the end
of the play, however, is more that of a pitiable victim of her family’s mistakes
than an admirable heroine. We are led to see Antigone’s transformation from
a repectable girl to a potential Danaid as part of the broader corruption of
familial and sexual relationships within the royal house.

4 Cf. Hes. fr. 211.7 Merkelbach and West; Sapph. fr. 112 V.

# Antigone’s lament at being parted from her friends at 1737-39 also draws on this
imagery: cf. Sapph. fr. 104a V; Soph. Trach. 527-31; Theoc. 18.38-39; Catull. 62.21-22.
Again, however, I wish to avoid basing substantive argumentation on a passage which is
generally felt to be interpolated.
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3. MENOECEUS: VIRGIN AND VICTIM

Over the course of the play, then, we see Antigone corrupted from a sweet
and sheltered virgin to a parthenos who rejects sexual transition. Antigone’s
fate is also paralleled by that of Menoeceus, another virgin whose sexual
development is cut off as a result of the curse on Thebes. Yet while Antigone
suffers as a result of her family’s corrupted past, Menoeceus represents a more
corporate guilt, for his death is required as compensation for the crimes of the
community as a whole. While Antigone’s fate involves a rebellion against social
conventions, Menoeceus’s upholds the ideology that places the wellbeing of
the community above that of individuals. The Menoeceus episode is gener-
ally agreed to be Euripides’ own invention (see Mastronarde 1994: 28-29).In
plot terms, it is gratuitous, for there is no need that the fate of the city should
depend on anything outside the battlefield; indeed various scholars comment
on how quickly Menoeceus’s fate fades into the background (Conacher 1967:
241-42; Foley 1985: 135-36). Menoeceus’s decision to sacrifice himself to
save his city forms a positive paradigm of dedication to the greater good,
in contrast to the selfish desires of Eteocles and Polynices.** However, the
Menoeceus episode is also linked to the themes of sexuality we have already
identified and further develops these ideas.

Tiresias makes it clear that Menoeceus’s death is only one way to assure
the city’s safety; the first and best option would be the expulsion of the entire
Labdacid house from Thebes (886-90). We are reminded of the central role
that the Labdacid family plays in the history of Thebes: Menoeceus too has
become embroiled in the Labdacid curse, which has come to endanger the
city as a whole. However, the city can also be protected by the ritual sacrifice
of a representative of the city’s original family (940-44). Menoeceus’s family
history makes it clear that he represents the whole community (¢k yévouvg 8¢
Oel Baveilv / 100 8¢ Spdkovtog yévvog ékmépuke maig, 940—41): his ances-
tors were literally born from the earth of Thebes itself, as a result of the act
that enabled the city’s foundation (the killing of the serpent).* Tiresias then
goes on to explain that Menoeceus is the only suitable candidate because he
is still a virgin, whereas Haemon’s betrothal means that he is no longer pure
(Afgovog pgv odv yauot / oaydg aneipyovo’ 944-45).

#For scholars who take a positive view of Menoeceus’s sacrifice, see e.g. Garzya 1962:
104-5; de Romilly 1967; Rawson 1970; Arthur 1977. For an alternative reading of the
death as ironic, see Conacher 1967: 241-42; Vellacott 1975: 203.

# Autochthony myths fulfil the function of connecting the citizens to the land they
inhabit, and justifying their right to rule over it. See Saxonhouse 1986; Loraux 1993:
37-71 for the functions of such myths.
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The importance of virginity is not surprising, since it is paralleled by the
religious expectation that sacrificial victims should be pure and untouched.
However, there is something rather contrived about the motif: after all, Menoe-
ceus could still choose a heroic death even if there were an alternative candidate
(as in Heraclidae and Erechtheus), while Haemon’s betrothal in the previous
episode seems to have been raised simply to justify his exclusion from Tiresias’s
prophecy. Menoeceus’s virginity is highlighted in a way that is not required to
make sense of his sacrifice and it implies the presence of a wider significance.

The sacrifice of a noble victim is a favorite motif in Euripides and is found
in several plays (Cf. Allan 2001 on Eur. Hcld. 474-607). What is striking about
Phoenissae, however, is its presentation of a male as the designated victim. The
play itself acknowledges this strangeness, for Tiresias describes Menoeceus
as a TdAog (947), an image more commonly used of parthenoi.*® Indeed,
the emphasis on Menoceus’s virginity would be more conventional if used
of a female, as we find little in Greek culture to parallel for men the female
transition from parthenos to guné.*” In any case, by insisting on Menoeceus’s
virginity as the reason for his sacrifice, the play assimilates him to the (female)
virgins of the other sacrifice-myths, and thus to the “marriage to death” motif
that lies behind their deaths. Menoeceus also resembles the male victims of
the Sphinx, whose failure to achieve marriage is alluded to in the figures of
the parthenoi who mourn them (idAepot 6¢ mapBévwv / éotévalov oikotg,
1034-35), and like them, his death is a result of the Labdacid curse. The link is
confirmed by the description of Adrastus’s shield (if genuine), which depicts
serpents carrying away young Thebans from the city walls (§paxovteg €pepov
tékva Kadpeiwv yvaborg, 1138). As has been noted, this evokes the similar
picture on Parthenopaeus’s shield in Aeschylus’s Seven Against Thebes, where
it is the Sphinx that plays a similar role (Goff 1988: 150).48

4 Cf. Craik 1988 on 947. The locus classicus for nwAog used of young females is Anacr.
fr. 417 PMG, where breaking the filly represents deflowering the girl; see also Eur. Andr.
621; Bacch. 165, 1055; Hec. 142; Hipp. 546; Aristoph. Lys. 1307-8. Spartan parthenaic ritual
involved the cult of the White Fillies (Leucippides); cf. Eur. Hel. 14656, with Kannicht
1969: 381-83; Calame 1977: 1: 323-30. Where males are described using horse imagery
it is often to highlight the reversal of the power-balance (e.g. their subjugation to Eros):
cf. Ibyc. fr. 287 PMGF; Anacr. fr 360 PMG.

4 Male maturation focuses more on taking on citizen responsibilities and becoming
involved in adult activities: see Swift 2006: 129.

4T would also suggest that the wild flesh-eating t@\ot on Polynices’ shield (1124-27)
present a further allegory of the mismanaged “taming” process leading to destructive re-
sults. However, as noted above, it is risky to rely on inferences drawn from this passage.



72 L A Swift

As a virgin whose transition to maturity is cut off, Menoeceus’s fate
forms a parallel to that of Antigone. Yet Menoeceus also suggests the wider
ramifications of the sexual distortions in Thebes, for through him we see
how the community as a whole suffers for the transgressions within the
Labdacid house. Antigone’s transition is, on an imagistic level, evocative of
the monstrous Sphinx. Each is a parthenos who is threatening to men, and
representative of the Labdacids’ troubled history. Conversely, Menoeceus’s
fate may remind us of the male victims of the Sphinx, yet his death comes
from a different monster. While the Sphinx is directly connected with the
Labdacids’ crimes, the Serpent represents an older type of guilt: its killing
marked Cadmus’s claim on the land, and it is this act that requires vengeance.*’
The Sphinx and Serpent are connected, however, for both are portrayed as
threats to the young men of Thebes, and so to the wider health of the city.
Therefore in order to understand the broader significance of Menoeceus’s
sacrifice, we must turn to the way that concepts of monsters and wilderness
are depicted within the play.

4. NATURE AND CULTURE: IMAGERY OF WILDERNESS

We have seen how the curse is caused by, and results in, distorted sexual and
familial relationships. While these begin with the flaws of the Labdacid family,
their mistakes come to endanger the community as a whole, as made clear by
the death of Menoeceus, who represents the autochthonous community of
Thebes, which suffers as a result of its ruling family. The Labdacid curse, then,
is not simply limited to one family but has wider ramifications, and this is
indicative of the way in which individual transgressions can destabilize wider
social mores. The broader applicability of this idea becomes clearer when we
examine the play’s imagery and its choral odes in closer detail.

As Arthur noted in her study, the odes draw on the theme of monsters
that threaten Thebes (1977: 173-74). They are permeated by a clash between
nature and civilization, and acknowledge the potential dangers of taming
the wilderness. Thus, killing the Serpent is necessary for the foundation of
the city, but its death brings about the birth of the Spartoi, a further threat
for the founders (657-75). In each generation the cycle of violence between
monsters and civilizers is perpetuated, suggesting that the battle is something
that must be constantly re-fought, rather than a single event. What has been
overlooked, however, is the symbolic association of the nature versus culture
motif, which is frequently found in Greek thought as representative of human

# As Arthur 1977: 171 notes, Cadmus needs to kill the serpent in order to obtain lustral
water, a central part of founding the city.
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sexuality. The assimilation of the woman’s body to the fertile land and the man
to the plough is omnipresent in the metaphors used of sex and marriage.*
Marriage is understood as the imposition of civilization upon the wilderness,
to regulate fertility for the benefit of the community. Read in this light, the
choral odes cast additional light on the events of the play. The acts of cultiva-
tion and monster-slaying are part of Thebes’ history, but are also allegories
for the taming of human sexuality into a regulated and socially beneficial
form. Sexuality is a potentially dangerous force, which can have negative
consequences for the community if not properly managed. The monsters
symbolize the potential social breakdown at stake, and their impact on Thebes
encourages us to broaden our picture beyond the Labdacid family.

Just as civilization and wilderness are used allegorically to represent human
sexuality and its “taming,” so too monsters and supernatural beings can be
used to represent the negative potential of mismanaged sexuality (especially
female sexuality). The clearest example of this motif is found in the Odyssey,
where Odysseus faces a range of monstrous or supernatural female figures
who try to kill or entrap him. As well as the magical Calypso and Circe, Odys-
seus also faces the destructive forces of the Sirens (discussed further below),
Scylla and Charybdis. Even the warlike Laestrygonians are first described
through their monstrous women, and it is the actions of these females that
lead to the men’s deaths (10.105-15). The dangerous power of these female
figures expresses, in an extreme manner, the dangerous potential of female
sexuality, which on a human level is shown through the concerns about Pe-
nelope’s fidelity and the comparison between Odysseus’s nostos and that of
Agamemnon.”' The later association between monsters and sexuality is made
explicit in a fragment of Anaxilas (fr. 22 KA, also quoted in Ath. 558a—7)
which compares female monsters to types of hetairae and likens the dangers
associated with them to an equivalent risk from becoming involved with a
prostitute. Imagery is of course not monolithic, and both imagery of monsters
and that of the wilderness can be used in a range of ways and evoke different
types of associations. However, in a play where, as we have seen, the dangers
of sexuality are so foregrounded, it seems plausible that the sexual component
of such imagery should be of particular importance.

That this reading of the odes is justified is confirmed by the preponderance
of sexual language in the Chorus’s descriptions of primitive Thebes and the

%0 See Vernant 1983: 135-42; Segal 1981: 27-29; Winkler 1990: 181-83; Carson 1990:
144 for discussion of this topos. For marriage as ploughing, see Aesch. Eum 658-61; Soph.
Ant. 569; Men. Pk. 435-36; Luc. Tim. 17.

3t Agamemnon’s fate: Hom. Od. 1.35-40, 3.196-98, 3.234-310, 4.514-37, 11.404-34;
Penelope’s fidelity: 1.215-16, 13.333-36, 15.16-23, 18.274-80, 23.177-204.
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acts of taming and cultivation that define her future. In the first stasimon,
Thebes is described in terms reminiscent of the locus amoenus familiar from
erotic lyric and iambic poetry (639-56): a lush and luxuriant place, fertile
(xAongopog, 647, 653, Babvondpog, 648), shady (katdokiog, 654), and
well-watered (kaAAmodTapog Vdatog, 645).52 The potential regulation of this
natural fertility is implied by the adjective mupo@dpog (“wheat-bearing,”
644) to describe the site of the new city. However, it is characterized in pre-
agricultural terms, and praised for its dewy rivers, luxuriant grasses and shady
overgrowth. The goddesses named at the end of the ode, o, Persephone, and
Demeter, (683—89) are themselves figures in stories about sexual development
and its dangers. Io and Persephone are both girls whose transition to maturity
becomes problematic: Io is dehumanized at the moment of reaching sexual
adulthood, while Persephone is literally married to death, symbolizing the ir-
reversible change from parthenosto gune, and the potential traumas associated
with it.>? In the second stasimon too, Thebes is described as a locus amoenus: at
801-2 it is praised for its shady foliage and its association with Artemis, god-
dess of virginity as well as of the wilderness, @ (af¢wv metdAwv ToAvOnpoTa-/
ToV vamog, Aptépdog xlovotpogov Supa Kibapwy, (Oh animal-filled glade of
sacred leaves, nurturer of snows, joy of Artemis, Cithaeron), while at 826-27
it is again described in terms of fertilizing rivers and fruitful land, Aipxa
x\ogpotpogov &t mediov / mpomap Tounvod katadevet, (where Dirce waters
the grass-producing plain in front of the Hismenus).

This idea is enriched if we examine the presentation of these monsters
and the language associated with them. Both the Sphinx and the Serpent are
presented as crucial elements in the causal chain affecting Thebes, and act
as pieces of recurring imagery underpinning and linking the choral odes.>*
Moreover, both monsters have a direct impact on the events of the play.
The Sphinx is named as the origin of the suffering of the Labdacid house @
TAfjpov, olov téppov; Tokdotn, Biov /yapwy Te TOV 6OV ZPLyyog aiviypovg
€TAnG, (Wretched Jocastal What an end to your life and to your marriage you
endured because of the Sphinx’s riddles, 1352-53). She is the cause of Jocasta’s
marriage to Oedipus, and of its resulting catastrophic events. As commentators
have noted, she represents not only the triumph of Oedipus’s intelligence, but

52For the sexualized locus amoenus cf. Hom. II. 14.294-351; HHDem 2—14; Archil. fr.
196a W; Sapph. fr. 2 V; Ibyc. fr. 286 PMGF. See also Vernant 1983: 135-42; Segal 1981:
27-29.

3 As Luschnig 1995: 196 notes, “even fertility goddesses are mixed up with war.”

*The Serpent is mentioned at 654-75, 818-821, 1062—66, and the Sphinx at 806-8,
1018—42.
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also the curse he and his family inflict upon the city (cf. e.g. Podlecki 1962:
363). Whereas Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyranus uses the Sphinx to represent the
debt that the community owes to Oedipus for saving the city (35-36,391-98,
504-10, 1197-1201), in Phoenissae the Sphinx acts as a device to link the sins
of the house of Labdacus to the suffering of the wider community. The Ser-
pent, on the other hand, is named as the origins of Thebes’ troubles, and the
source of an ongoing curse affecting the whole community, which can only
be satiated with further bloodshed (931-35). By understanding the Sphinx
and Serpent as bridges between the symbolic world of the choral odes and the
on-stage action of the rest of the play, we not only appreciate their function
in the play more fully, but we also come to see the development and unity of
the play’s main themes.

5. DEADLY PARTHENOS: THE SPHINX

The Sphinx is mentioned throughout the play, from Jocasta’s history of Thebes
in the prologue (45-49) to Oedipus’s final lament (1760), and, as we have
seen, she is presented as a divine punishment for Laius and Jocasta’s failure to
heed divine warning (see 1 above). As such she is linked to the dysfunctional
Labdacid house, and when Creon learns of Jocasta’s death, it is the Sphinx
he describes as responsible for her fate (1352-53). The fullest presentation
of the Sphinx is found in the third stasimon, where the Chorus describe her
impact on the city (1033-42):

iaepol 6¢ patépwy,
iaepol 6¢ mapBévwv
¢otévalov oikolg
inintov Boav,
ininov pélog
dA\\og &ANov émotoTule
Sradoxaig avea TToALy.
Bpovtal 8¢ oTevaypog
axa T fjv bpotog,
OmoTE TOAEOG davioeley
amrepodooa mapBevog TV’ dvOopdv.
The wailing of mothers, the wailing of maidens, burst out in the houses. A
cry of lament, a song of lament, was wailed out in turn by different voices for

different victims throughout the city. The groans and cries were like thunder,
whenever the winged maiden made a man disappear from the city.

The Sphinx’s attacks are described in terms of her effect on the women of
Thebes, a conventional device, given the role of women in mourning. The girls
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lamenting the young men are most likely to be their prospective brides, and
their presence means that the men are mourned both as sons and as (poten-
tial) husbands: again, a common motif.*> The focus on families is significant
given the Sphinx’s origins, for we are encouraged to see how the community
as a whole is punished for Laius’s crime. The Sphinx’s effects on the city are
linked to her status as a symbol of corrupted marriage, and Laius’s failure
to manage his own family correctly results in the disruption of other family
relationships within Thebes.

However, the abduction of the young men has a further significance, for
the presence of parthenoi rather than wives reminds us that the men are un-
married, and have been abducted before reaching full maturity. Once more,
we see a manipulation of the “marriage to death” motif (see 1 above). Since
marriage is considered the telos of a woman’s life, when a young girl dies un-
married the poignancy is brought out by focusing on her failure to achieve
a marriage. Thus, her death is described as a form of marriage, with Hades
himself sometimes playing the role of bridegroom (Seaford 1987: 107—8 on
Soph. Ant.; Foley 1983 on Eur. IA.). Deploying this hymenaeal imagery creates
an ironic effect, contrasting the normal associations of weddings (fertility
and new life) with the death and destruction we see taking place on-stage. In
Phoenissae, however, this imagery is also investigated from the male perspec-
tive. The young men are abducted before their marriage, and the community
laments their failure to reach sexual maturity. Moreover, their murderer is
herself a parthenos figure, who rather than being tamed and controlled by
men, brings about their downfall. The Sphinx’s ability to destroy these young
men is thus a further perversion of the sexual status quo.>® We can therefore

3 Cf. Mastronarde 1994 on 103435, who cites Pind. Pyth. 9.98-100, 10.59 as a paral-
lel, where the victor is admired by young girls, giving the praise sexualized overtones.
The most obvious literary parallel for mourning is Hecuba and Andromache’s lament
for Hector at Hom. II. 24.719-60. Women also mourn at II. 6.497-500 (for Hector), and
19.282-303 (for Patroclus).

% The threat posed by the Sphinx is couched in sexualized terms, but this does not
mean we are required to assume that she actually copulates with the men she abducts,
any more than believing that a parthenos who dies is literally married to Hades. Delcourt
1981 argues for an iconographic tradition presenting the Sphinx as a seductress, but while
this would further corroborate the argument here, it is not necessary (see Moret 1984 for
criticism of his analysis). Female monsters are conceived in sexualized terms because of
the emphasis placed on their gender, and a female figure which steals away young men is
sexually menacing because of the perversion of gender-norms implied. For the Sphinx
as a sexual predator, see Stehle 1997: 126 on the portrayal of the Sphinx in the ithyphallic
song for Demetrius Poliorcetes (Athen. 6.253bc), who notes how a (political) enemy to
the male-singers can be construed as female and monstrous.
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see a parallel with Antigone’s position at the end of the play: the Sphinx enacts
on a wider and more extreme level the lessons we have already drawn from
Antigone’s failure to abide by the rules of appropriate behavior.

The Sphinx, then, represents a model of disruptive sexuality. In plot terms,
she is a punishment for the sexual transgressions of the Labdacid house, and
she visits further disruption on the families of Thebes. However, as a super-
natural female figure, she also embodies lessons about sexuality and gender,
providing a negative exermplum for human females.” The Sphinx is a parthenos
and a singer, but whereas mortal parthenoi can use their voices for socially
integrative purposes, the Sphinx uses her song to disrupt and destroy.*

We see traces elsewhere in Greek literature of other female monsters
representing something similar. At Odyssey 20.61-82, for example, Penelope
prays to Artemis for death or to be abducted by the Harpyiae (Storm Winds)
in order to escape marriage to any of the Suitors, giving the parallel of the
daughters of Pandareus who were snatched away before they could be mar-
ried. The most extensive parallel is that of the Sirens, who like the Sphinx, are
singers who use their song for destructive purposes. Both are part-monstrous
and winged, but their human aspect is that of a young girl, and as such they
prey upon men. Both Sirens and Sphinxes have chthonic associations in later
Greek literature and iconography.®

In the Odyssey, the threat the Sirens pose is seductive but not explicitly
sexual: while we are told that they charm men to forget their families and
homeland (12.41-46), any erotic overtones are suppressed, and their song
leads to death, not an erotic encounter.®® However, the Sirens are sexualized
in that they fit into a wider pattern of beguiling female characters who seek
to delay Odysseus’s return. Locating the Sirens in a flowery meadow (Aeiu@v’
avBepoevta, 12.159) highlights this motif: not only does the meadow indicate
seduction scenes in Greek poetry in general, but within the poem it recalls

57Cf. Suda p 385 = 3.344.27 Adler; Diogenian. 6.35, which suggests that the Sphinx
was a metaphor for prostitutes.

3 The Sphinx is described as a parthenos and a singer at 48-50; 806—8; 1728-30. See
also Soph. OT 36; 130; 508; 1199.

% The Sphinx is commonly found on grave monuments: see Sourvinou-Inwood
1995: 271-72 (and n665 for further bibliography on her chthonic roles). For the Sirens
as a funerary decoration see Ridgway 1977: 160—62, and for their chthonic aspect see
Roscher, GRM iv. 607-8. Sirens are also described as companions of Persephone in the
underworld: cf. Eur. Hel. 167-78; Apoll. Rhod. 4.894-97, Ovid, Met. 5.552, Claudian de
rapt. Pros. 190.

®The scholia on Od. 12.43 suggest that the sailors waste away because the enchant-
ment of the song makes them forget to eat.
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the flowery meadows of Calypso’s island (Aeipudveg palakoi iov 16¢ oelivov,
5.72).5" In addition, the Sirens are (like the Sphinx in Phoenissae) described in
terms of their destructive effects on marriage and the family unit, as well as on
the individual men they kill (12.41-44). As we are shown by the description
of life on Ithaca in Odysseus’s absence, the wives and families of men who
disappear merit our sympathy just as much as the men themselves. In the few
surviving fragments of parthenaic song, we find choruses of young girls using
the Siren as an alternative and powerful form of female song, which must be
rejected by the mortal parthenoi, for the purpose of partheneiais to integrate
the young women into society, not allow them to become a threat to it.*?

Monstrous virginal figures thus present a negative paradigm for mortal
parthenoi, symbolizing the dangerous nature of mismanaged female sexual-
ity. Like many rites de passage, young girls’ transitions are conceptualized as
potentially hazardous times: examples like the Sphinx and the Sirens demon-
strate the importance to society as a whole of ensuring that sexual norms are
maintained, for failed transitions damage the wider community as well as the
girls themselves. Within the world of the play, Antigone’s failure to achieve
maturity in a normal fashion provides a parallel. Rather than reaching her
telos of marriage, she herself becomes a Sphinx-like figure: a parthenos whose
violent rejection of normal sexuality leads her to become dangerous to men,
and to the community as a whole.

6. ANOTHER WAY? THE CHORUS

We have seen, then, that malfunctioning sexuality lies at the heart of the
problems facing Thebes in Phoenissae, and that the curses on the city and the
Labdacid house perpetuate these problems throughout the generations. Part
of the play’s impact, therefore, is to affirm the importance of managing sexual
and familial relations appropriately, and to remind the audience of the role
these elements play in a harmonious and well-functioning society. In order
to achieve this, the play provides negative paradigms: on a symbolic level the
Sphinx and Serpent; on a literal level the members of the Theban royal family.
As well as these negative models, however, the play also presents a positive
one in the Chorus of Phoenician women who give the play its title.

o1 Gresseth 1970: 208-9 notes this parallelism, but suggests the meadow indicates
death or supernatural activity (citing the meadow in the underworld at 11.539 as further
evidence). However, the meadow as an erotic motif is well known in Greek poetry: cf.
Hom. I. 14.294-351; Sapph. fr. 2 V; Archil. fr. 196a W. See Vernant 1983: 135-42; Segal
1981 27-29.

62 Sirens appear as rival singers at Alc. fr. 1. 96-99; Pind. fr. 94b.13—17. For the symbolic role
that Sirens can play in parthenaic poetry, see Stehle 1997: 95-99; Bowie: forthcoming.
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The choice of chorus is highly unusual: whereas tragedy tends to pres-
ent choruses with a stake in the action, the Phoenician women are not only
foreigners, but are only in Thebes by chance and for a brief period (216-25).
Explaining it away as an opportunity to indulge in exoticism is not entirely
satisfactory: Euripides could have introduced an irrelevant yet exotic Cho-
rus into any play, so why choose this one?®® As various scholars have noted,
a detached Chorus provides certain dramatic benefits, while a Phoenician
Chorus emphasizes the racial links between Thebes and Phoenicia, thus al-
lowing the Chorus to become emblematic of the city’s mythological heritage.*
However, this still seems somewhat unsatisfactory, for then the back-story to
explain the Chorus’s presence is unnecessarily complicated. If all Euripides
needed was a justification for the presence of a group of Phoenicians, why
not simply make them a group of slaves? Yet the story of their selection for
the shrine at Delphi is not only improbable (in real-life terms), but is also
felt to be significant enough that most of the parodosis devoted to explaining
it (cf. esp. 202-5).

On closer analysis, however, the story behind the Chorus’s presence in
Thebes is connected to the play on a more thematic level. The Chorus are
a group of parthenoi, who have been selected as such in order to perform
a religiously sanctioned rite (22025, 234-38). We are not told the reasons
for the Chorus’s journey to Delphi, or the nature of their service. However,
the Chorus stress their pride in being selected, and the honor of serving at
the shrine (214-15, 234-36). Understanding them as exiles or war-captives
therefore makes little sense: the joyous Chorus could not set a more different
tone from the play’s description of the horrors of exile (388-407, 1003-5),
while their free movement in the city and pride in their status makes it
unlikely they are captives (see Mastronarde 1994: 208). The girls describe
themselves as axpoBivia (203), which can indeed refer to captives taken in
war.®> However, the word literally means the choice of the heap, that is, the

¢ The scholiast on 202 suggests that a foreign Chorus can criticize Eteocles more freely:
as various scholars have noted, however, the Chorus hardly criticizes Eteocles and remains
fairly detached from detailed judgement of the play’s characters. Rawson 1970: 112 and de
Romilly 1967: 114 suggest a deliberate contrast with the local (and personally involved)
Chorus of Aeschylus’s Seven Against Thebes. However, this seems a weak reason to set up
as complicated a scenario as Euripides creates to explain the presence of the Phoenician
women, who require the entire parodos to explain their story.

¢ Luschnig 1995: 196 focuses on the advantages of an objective Chorus for Euripides’
telling of the myth, while Arthur 1977 and Hartigan 2000 stress the ethnic heritage. See
also Mastronarde 1994: 208-9.

% Scholars who take the Chorus to be war-captives (e.g. Mueller-Goldingen 1985)
rely on this phrase.
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first-fruits of the harvest, given to the gods in thanks. The word’s common
use to mean “war-spoils” is thus a figure of speech, and is frequently clarified
by the addition of moAépov: the word can be used more broadly to indicate
any choice offering.% Given the word’s associations with the harvest-fruits,
we can see the link between natural and human fertility which the choral
odes will go on to expand upon.®’

Moreover, when we examine the Chorus’s self-description in closer detail,
it becomes apparent that they emphasize their status as parthenoi and see it
as integral to the nature of their religious service (214-25):

nOAeog Exmpokpleio’ Eudg
kaAllotevpata Aokiat
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Selected from my city as an offering of beauty for Loxias, I came to the land
of the Cadmeians, home of the famous descendants of Agenor, I was escorted
to the towers of Laius’s family. I became a servant of Phoebus, like a statue of
gold. The water of Castalia awaits me, to make my hair damp, my maidenly
luxury, for the service of Phoebus.

% As Mastronarde 1994 on 203 notes, “it is uncertain whether the notion originated
with heaps of crops or war-booty.” Suda a 1002= 1.92.13 Adler gives both meanings, but
places the harvest-offerings first, while the scholiast on Pind. OL 2 feels the need to give
the literal meaning of dxpoBivia to explain its use in the context of war-spoils. For other
figurative uses, see Aesch. Eum. 834 (of the harvest-offerings brought to the Eumenides);
Eur. IT 75, 459 (of Artemis’s demand for human-sacrifice), Her. 476 (where Euripides
coins a verb dkpoBvid{opat meaning “to select the best”); Pind. fr. dub. 357 (of hunting
spoils). The scholiast on Phoen. 203 glosses the use of dkpoBivia by explaining that the
Chorus are ai T@v kapn@v dnapyai (“the sacrificial first-fruits”), thus stressing the word’s
associations with natural fertility.

We find a similar use of language at IT 18-21, where Iphigeneia describes herself
as owed to Artemis on account of her beauty. The IT’s plot hinges on the dysfunctional
rites of Taurian Artemis, whereby Iphigeneia, a parthenos robbed of her own transition,
becomes a destructive figure (like a Sphinx or Siren).
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The Chorus have been selected to serve Apollo from the other girls of their
age-group because of their beauty, and this suggests the girls are approaching
marriageable age and therefore already sexually desirable. We find a parallel in
Alcman’s first partheneion, which emphasizes the beauty of Hagesichora and
Agido and thus displays them to the audience in a safe and socially-sanctioned
way.% The Chorus, imagining their future life of service at Delphi, describe
wetting their hair with water from the sacred spring of Castalia, a reference to
the importance of purification before entering the shrine (cf. Eur. Ion 95-97).
However, the image conjures up other connotations. Hair is used to represent
the desirability of parthenoi: Alcman’s girls praise Hagesichora’s golden hair
(fr. 1.51-54 PMGF), and list hair in their catalog of female beauty (fr. 1.70
PMGF), while in the more fragmentary second partheneion (fr. 3 PMGF), the
chorus of parthenoi toss their blonde hair (9) and praise the perfumed hair
of their beloved Astymeloisa (71-72). Similarly, Archilochus evokes the erotic
attraction of a young girl by describing her hair as loose (fr. 31 W). In addi-
tion, the image of young women occupied in a ritual bath in a sacred stream
is a common feature of marriage ritual: it was conventional for the bride to
begin her wedding day by bathing in the waters of her local river.®

So while generally vague about the reasons for their journey to Delphi,
the Chorus describe their service in terms which emphasize that they are
parthenoi reaching an age to negotiate their transition into adulthood. The
play never directly states the terms on which the Chorus will serve Apollo,
and whether their service is fixed-term or permanent. However, their wish
to bear sons like Menoeceus at 1060-61(yevoiped” @S¢ patépeg / yevoiped
ebtekvol) is often taken to imply they will not stay at Delphi indefinitely.”
In addition, the tradition of captive (and therefore permanent) hierodouloi

¢ Many scholars now agree that the context of Alem. fr. 1 PMGFis somehow connected
with female transition: see Calame 1977; Lonsdale 1993 193-205; Stehle 1997: Ch. 1 and
2; Ingalls 2000; Cyrino 2004.

® Cf. Thuc. 2.15.5. The ritual prayer of girls in the Troad for the river Scamandrus to
take their virginity ([Aeschines] Epist. 10.3-5) also indicates a role for rivers in female
transition ritual.

70 Mastronarde 1994 on 1060-61 notes that this wish can be understood as a general
piece of praise rather than taken literally. However, the other examples he gives of similar
wishes in tragedy differ in that they are not implausible for the choruses of those plays
to make: the Chorus’s back-story is complicated enough to draw our attention to it, and
if Euripides has intended them to be understood as a chorus of perpetual virgins by
religious design, making them wish for a son seems oddly jarring. In constrast, a chorus
of old men wishing for a virtuous wife (cf. Alc. 473) or of slaves wishing to be of good
birth (Andr. 766—69) seems to clash with their characterization less.
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is an Asian rather than a Greek one, and it therefore seems unlikely that a
Greek audience would tend to that conclusion. In Greek foundation myths,
citizens may be dedicated at Delphi, but they later leave the shrine in order
to settle in a colony.”!

In contrast, transition rituals which involve a temporary separation fol-
lowed by a reintegration are common in Greek rites de passage, as in many
other cultures.” In fact, by constructing the Chorus’s experience using the
vocabulary of female transition rituals, Euripides encourages the audience to
connect the Chorus’s position to these other rites. The best-attested equivalent
is the Athenian arkteia, which contains interesting parallels with the Chorus’s
situation: a group of girls is selected but conceptualized as representative of
the whole community;” they are removed from normal society for a period
of time in order to perform a special religious service; the description of
the rituals play on notions of female sexual development, highlighting the
transitional function they perform (see Sourvinou-Inwood 1988; Parker
2005: 242-43).

The Chorus’s optimism thus highlights the contrast between their own
experience and the chaotic situation in Thebes, while the shared ethnic roots
of the two groups encourage us to link the two. Thebes demonstrates the
problem of sexual development, and the risks to the individual and to the
wider community when such social norms are undermined. Conversely, the
Chorus represents a positive model, reminding the audience that these po-
tentially problematic issues can be managed without unleashing the disasters
that are visited upon Thebes.

7'E.g. Strabo 6.1.6; Plut. Thes.16.2. Ion in Eur. Ion is no counter-example for he is a
foundling and so has been brought up to serve at the shrine, not dedicated from a com-
munity elsewhere. See Mastronarde 1994: 208; F. Graf 2007 in Cancik, H. and Schneider,
H., eds.

72 The pattern of separation, isolation, and then return is a common one in transition
rituals; see van Gennep 1960 for examples from various cultures.

7>The Suda claims that all Athenian girls had to participate in the ritual (a 3958 = i.
361.4 Adler). However, this is incompatible with the scholiast on Lysistrata 645 which
speaks of epilegomenai parthenoi, and modern scholars have largely rejected the idea of
universal participation on grounds of sheer practicality. The concept of representative
initiation has been challenged by recent scholars (cf. Faraone 2003: 47), but we can nev-
ertheless understand the relationship between the chosen girls and the wider cohort of
their age-group as representative “in the sense that the ritual represents something about
the meaning of that age-class to the wider community” (Redfield 2003: 91; cf. Parker
2005: 227-28). For an account of the sources and the debate, see Sourvinou-Inwood
1988; Dowden 1989: 24-31; Parker 2005: 232-35.
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CONCLUSION

At the core of Phoenissae lies a concern with the issues surrounding sexual,
social, and familial norms, and the Oedipus myth, with its focus on a per-
verted family, provides an obvious filter for the exploration of these issues.”
This theme is most fully embodied in the portrayal of Antigone, and it is in
this light that we should interpret her involvement in the action. Antigone’s
journey from an innocent parthenos to a willful and threatening figure dem-
onstrates the Labdacid curse in action: brought about through the family’s
sexual misdemeanours, it operates by the further perversion of sexual and
familial roles. Antigone’s corruption into a female who rejects social norms
and becomes a danger to males is paralleled symbolically by the Sphinx,
another dangerous parthenos activated by the Labdacids’ transgressions,
while the damaging effects the royal house has on the wider community is
exemplified by the demand for Menoeceus’s untimely death. The imagery of
monsters threatening the city also is more broadly linked to the imagery of
sexual abnormality, through the metaphors of fertility and cultivation that
underpin the choral odes.

Tragedy frequently imparts moral lessons, and it does so most obviously
via the figures of admirable yet flawed heroes, whose failings bring about
their own destruction. Yet sometimes the plays more overtly highlight a
positive outcome to be salvaged from the destruction onstage: for example
in Euripides’ frequent references to the cults that are founded as a result of
the action we have seen.” In the case of Phoenissae, this alternative model is
never overtly stated, yet is exemplified by the Chorus and their future world
of peace and joy. The Phoenician Chorus, whose city shares a common
ancestry with Thebes, represents what Thebes could have been. Just as their
harmonious future forms a contrast with Thebes’ war-torn present, so too the
Chorus also embody a positive set of sexual norms, and a community where

7#The anonymous reader is concerned as to why the audience should need to be
reminded that ungoverned sexuality can be problematic: a moral which is hardly con-
troversial. I would respond first that tragedy often upholds generally agreed truths via
negative exempla (for example the dangers of excessive behavior, the need to respect
legitimate roles within the oikos), and second that the dangers of inappropriate sexuality
are a particularly common tragic theme (e.g. Hippolytus’s failure to respect Aphrodite
in Eur. Hipp.; Heracles’ or Agamemnon’s insistence on introducing a concubine and
thus destabilizing marital roles (Aesch. Ag;; Soph. Trach.)). This moralizing should be
understood not as conscious “propaganda” but as deriving from a core set of shared values
whose exploration and affirmation is satisfying.

>E.g. Eur. Hel. 1666—69; Her. 1331-33; Hipp. 1425-27; IT 1462—-66; Med. 1381-83.
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the potential hazards of sexual development are regulated through religious
activity. The Phoenician women, therefore, far from being problematic or
irrelevant, lie at the heart of the play’s ethical and religious concerns, while
their symbolic function is underpinned by the play’s broader narrative and
pervasive patterns of imagery.
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