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ENIZXTTAYXTON KAKON:
AN ASPECT OF THE ‘TRAGIC’ NOTION.

In the third book of the Iliad Paris is overwhelmed with terror when
he sees Menelaus taking up his challenge for a single combat and leaping
down from his chariot. He slinks back for cover among the Trojan ranks.
Hector castigates the cowardice of his brother who, however, sailed over-
seas to carry off the beautiful bride of a warlike family (voov davdpav
aiyuntdwy, T 49) and thus brought about not only a curse upon his father,
to the city and to the whole people, but also — and this is relevant to the
present subject — shame upon himself: katnpemy 06 gor avre (T 51).

During the fight narrated in the fifth book Meriones overtakes Phere-
clus and wounds him fatally. The Trojan drops on his knees with a scream,
and “death enveloped him”. By tracing back Phereclus’ family tree and his
craftsmanship, the epic poet indicates the Trojan’s culpability for his event-
ual doom; for he had been the carpenter “who built for Paris those trim
ships that started all the trouble and proved a curse to all Trojans and to
himself (E 62-64):

0¢ kal "Areavip tektiivato vijag éiocag
apyexarxovs, ai' naot kakov Tpoeoat yévovro
ol T’ abt@d.

* "Avexowvéfn oto International Research Seminar in Classics (1978), Birkbeck College,
University of London.
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His initial error is attributed to his ignorance of the divine decrees:
énei 00 1 Oedv éx Oéapaza 1jon.

In the Patrocleia (Bk. XVI) Patroclus beseeches his superior to lend
him his armour so that he may take the place of Achilles in leading the
Myrmidons to battle and thus relieve the Achaean allies. In the light of
subsequent developments the poet anticipates the true significance of Pa-
troclus’ request: “in his folly he was praying for his own evil death”:

A¢ @dto AMloaouevos pEya vimiog: 1 yap Eueiiev
ol avt@ Oavatov te kaxov kai kipa Jitéafar (IT 46-47).

One could add further evidence from Homer to demonstrate the fact
that the sequel of events gives in retrospect a quite different value to past
actions, in particular the irony of deliberate or unconscious deeds recoiling
to strike back the unsuspecting performers; when, for instance, Polydamas’
charioteer Cleitus exceeds his duties, anxious to parade his zeal by driving
into the thick of the fight instead of waiting out of range, ke is to blame,
when he eventually becomes a target for Teucer’s arrow:

"Extopt kai Tpaweoar yapilopevos: tdya 0’ avt@
i8¢ Kakov, 16 oi ob tic épbkaxey iepévaov nep (O 449-450).

Again when Lycaon, once the prisoner of Achilles sold on the island
of Lemnos, manages to cross the Aegean and finally to slip away from his
own protectors in Arisbe and reach his Trojan home, so far from finding
security there he hastens to his doom. For now he is in the hands of an
inexorable Achilles (® 46ff.). Here we have a remote foretaste of the
infatuated course to misfortune in Oedipus Tyrannus.

I have cited Homeric instances to introduce the present enquiry, be-
cause Homer provides not only the component elements of this particular
form of the “tragic” but also the very term applied to an injury or an evil
unwittingly inflicted by an individual upon himself: 'Enicnagtov xaxdv.
This term occurs in the Odyssey twice: a) In book XVIII the hero, chal-
lenged by Irus, tucks up his rags round his waist and bares his muscular



Mivoog KokoAaxn: *Enicnactov kaxbv 27

thighs, arms and broad shoulders; as the suitors are lost in amazement at
the unknown beggar’s strength and size, one of them utters a prophecy to
his neighbour:

i taya Ipoc “Aipoc énionactov kaxov el (o 73) (=Irus will earn what
he has brought upon himself.) This prediction is soon fulfilled. b) After
the slaughter of the Suitors in the last book of the poem and when the
Ithacans, stirred to pity for the dead, are urged by Antinous’ father to
avenge themselves on the killers, the aged seer Halitherses holds the fa-
thers responsible for not restraining their sons when they kept plundering
Odysseus’ estate and insulting his wife. He, therefore, warns them once
more to take no action lest some of them bring their doom upon their own
heads:

i fopev, w mov tig énicmactov Kakov eipy (© 462).

I venture to assume that the term — whether constructed with yerbs
such as &er or un efpy — was a colloquialism at the time of the composi-
tion of the Odyssey. Its metaphorical sense is, however, preserved unalter-
ed in énéonacev - (mijuara) which Aeschylus employs in the Persians. In
Atossa’s words her royal son togovoe mijfos myudtwv énéomacev (Pers.
477) (=drew upon himself such a multitude of calamities) though hoping
to exact the penalty from the Athenians for the heavy casualties suffered
at Marathon.

The Persian monarch admits his own guilt for the military disaster and
for his own degradation:

360’ Eywv oiol alaxktog
HEAEOS YEVVA YA MATPDOQ
Karkov ap’ éyevéuav (Pers. 931-934)

It is not easy to prove that Aeschylus’ énéomagev is transferred from the
hauling in of a net nor that, since émondv is commoly constructed with
such accusatives as képdoc, kioc etc., the tragedian linked it ironically
with 7i7foc myudrwv — it is even less easy to ascertain that such meta-
phor is meant by the Homeric cognate énignastov. What is clear, however,
is that ignorance of the consequences motivates both actions, expressed by
énignagtov-énéonacey, for neither Irus nor Xerxes really intended to harm
themselves in the end. It is, therefore, a mistake to equate the Homeric
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adjective with either avfaipetov (meaning “‘self-chosen”, “‘self-elected” or
“due to one’s choice™) or éxoborov (‘“‘voluntary”) as the Scholiast on ¢73
and ® 462, Hesychius and other lexicographers do — though it is fair to
mention that they add to it: ¢
Eustathius repeats the rendering avfaipetov, yet he apparently differentia-

tes it from, or classifies it under, the neutral description of xai 6 tic ka6’

avtoc éavtd émeomdoatro (or émiomdrar).

éavtod émondral, ka@' duoidtnra, ¢ pact, (Pwv deiealopuévav kai émionw-
pévay Eavtoic 6iefpov (Eust. Comm. on Odyss. o 73).

The Scholiast on Soph. Oed. Tyr. 1231 explains the myuovai avbaipetor of
the line as ta un éx tyns ovuBdvta Gl domep Emiomacta Kai avtdypera
ywvopueva. For the reason quoted earlier adtdypera cannot be identical with
énicnacta either, since the Homeric avtdyperov (Odyss. m 148), which is
later taken up by Semonides (I, 19) and archaic and Hellenistic epic poe-
try (cf. Hom. hymn Merc. 474; Apoll. Rhod. Arg. II 326 and IV 231;
Opp. Hal. sV 588), whether in the active or the passive sense, normally
implies “self-chosen”, “left to one’s choice or “choosing freely”. Perhaps
only in line II 326 of the Argonautica does it approximate to the neutral
usage of the Homeric énionastov: und’ abtws abtaypetov oltov 6iéabar
appadéws 1vet’ émomouevor veotnTL.

A synonym in classical literature is the adjective éraxtdc with the meaning
it has in Soph. Trach. 491: xodtor véoov y’ énaxtov éapovueba (‘‘self-
incurred affliction”). Another word oikeiog as used in Sophocles is slightly
different since it qualifies voluntary and self-chosen ndfly. Acts performed
through ignorance, though in Aristotelian terms® not voluntary (ovy éxov-
aio1), can still be termed dxovoior, when they cause the doer pain and
regret. The ignorance which generates involuntary acts concerns the cir-
cumstances as well as the person affected by the acts: In pdrticular the /1‘61"
dyvoiac duaptiiuara occur whenever “the person affected or the act or the
instrument or the result is not that which the agent supposed*”. In such
cases, blameworthy actions can be pitied and forgiven®. Characteristic

1) Aj. 260: oixeia ndfny, pndevos @iiov mapampdiavtog.

2) Nicom. Eth. III, I, 13.

3) Ibid. V, 8,6: drav wjte ov wite 6 wijte & wite oV évexa vniabe mpdcy. On this passage
and its context see P.v. Braam: Aristotle’s use of ‘Apaptia, Class. Quart. 6 (1912) p. 269.

4) Ibid. IILI, 15: o8 yap rj év 1j mpoaipéaer Gyvoia aitia t06 dxovgiov..., 088" 1j KafoAov ...,
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examples of such errors, committed in ignorance and recoiling upon the
doer or indirectly. affecting him, are compiled here from the surviving
Attic tragedies. Culpability is either confessed by the agent, following a
“recognition” scene, or voiced by other characters in the plays or by the
chorus. Involuntary guilt is also attested by self-destruction and the suicide
of the doer when realizing the unhappy reversal of his well meant exert-
ions.

Responsibility for a person’s woe is occasionally shared by a god; in
Aeschylus’ Persians Atossa argues that some deity helped Xerxes’ judge-
ment go astray®; the ghost of Dareius, however, using the same verb
(ovvanteafar) amends her explanation of the disaster by adding that when
somebody is striving for his ruin, the god then lends a hand towards it:
otay omevdy TS avtog, xw Oeoc ovvdmretar (Pers. 742). Such a sinister
conception of divinity, consigning men to destruction under certain cir-
cumstances reaches its full dramatic development in Euripides’ Bacchae,
as we shall see later.

In the Septem Amphiaraus’ initial hamartia lies outside the action
proper of the play, yet we can follow its implications in the messenger’s
narrative vv. 568-590 and in Eteocles’ ominous comments in vv. 597-625:
The ‘“‘modest, brave, upright, pious man and powerful seer”” unknowingly
bound himself to join an abominable expedition (in which he was doomed
to perish) by a formal agreement with Adrastus to the effect that differen-
ces between them should be settled through Eriphyle. But, as Eteocles
threatens, “when folly ploughs, the crop is death”®, and the innocent man
will pay for his inability to visualize what harmful effects such a commit-
ment might produce in the future. Thus, this man “allied, against his
judgement (6ig gpevav’), with the wicked shall be dragged down to earth”.

Basic features in-Amphiaraus’ drama, notably: a) the agreement con-
cluded by him in good faith and through ignorance of its real weight,

IIL, LI: éni pév toig éxovaiolg énaivwv kai yoywy yvouévwy, éni 6¢ toic dxovaiols avyyvdus,
éviote 0 Kai éA€ov.

5) Pers. 724: yvauns 6¢ mov tig daiudvwy Evvijyaro.

6) Sept. 601: drnc dpovpa Bdvarov éxkapnilerai.

7) Ibid. 612.
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b) his eventual-entanglement in unforeseeable consequences and c¢) his
ultimate ruin, which he himself brought about through his initial error of
judgement, can be seen again in Euripides’ Hippolytus, in which a) Phae-
dra’s nurse binds the unconscious hero by oath to keep a secret, b) the
oath prevents the pious youth from disclosing the truth and proving his
innocence, and c) by keeping to the oath he subjects himself to Theseus’
curses and falls a victim to Aphrodite’s revengeful plan.

An epic prototype of self-incurred injury springing from a fatal oath
may be recognized in Zeus’ episode with Ate, as told by Agamemnon in
the Reconciliation Scene (T 95ff.). The Father of gods and men was rob-
bed by Ate of the ability to notice Hera’s intrigue® and so was lured into
taking a solemn oath to the effect that the child who was to be born on
that day should rule over all his neighbours. He saw no harm in this at
that time, but when Hera brought him the news of Eurystheus’ premature
birth, he became conscious of the deceit and in his rage cast Ate down
from heaven, as the alleged originator of his mental blindness and failure
to perceive the trick.

In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon Clytaemnestra claims her husband’s
murder has been the due retribution for their daughter’s sacrifice as well
as for Agamemnon’s affairs with Chryseis and Cassandra. Agamemnon’s
crime engendered his own punishment, in accordance with Zeus’ establish-
ed law: tov &plavra nabeiv.

But perhaps the most gruesome illustration of Agamemnon’s self-
provoked ruin is provided by Clytaemnestra’s metaphor in vv. 1397-1398
of the play:

T06@MVOe Kpatip’ &v d6uOIC KaKdv 60e
nAjeas dpaiwv avtos EKmIvel HoAwY,

i.e. after Agamemnon has filled a mixing bowl with countless accursed
evils, on his return he drains the bowl himself.

8) T 95: xai yap dn vi mote Zijv'doaro (scil. Hera);
Ibid. 96ff.: @ii’ dpa kai tov "Hpn Bjsv éoboa doiogpoaivis drdtnoev;
Ibid. 112-113: Zeig 6° o0 1 doiogpocivyy évonaoey,
ai." 6poaev pEyav oprov, Enerta 08 moiiov ddobn
According to Leaf (Iliad, II?, 1900-2, p. 327) &rerra means therein rather than thereafter.
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In the strict sense the offences which entailed Agamemnon’s penalty
do not come within the scope of the present study, which deals solely
with cases of pet’ dyvoiac duaptijpata recoiling upon the doer. Iphigeneia’s
slaughter belongs to the painful actions performed in full consciousness
under compulsion (za 6ig yrvoueva®) when “it is difficult to decide how far
we ought to go in choosing an act or enduring an injury”!?, for “the
penalty threatened was painful and the deed forced upon Iphigeneia’s
father dishonourable”, if we may apply Aristotelian terminology to Aga-
memnon’s vexing dilemma, so vividly described by the chorus of the tra-
gedy!'. Consequently, this act might be regarded as of a “mixed'? nature”
approximating rather to the voluntary class, as “at the time it was done it
was chosen”

Conversely, Agamemnon’s conduct in the carpet scene falls within our
scope. Disregarding his earlier misgivings to set foot upon the embroidered
purples “lest some envious deity glances on him from afar'?”, the king
finally yields to his wife’s pressure, either thinking it futile to resist or
subconsciously beguiled by the temptation to be welcomed in this manner.
In either case the treading on the nopgvpdotpwros népos prepared for him
on Clytaemnestra’s orders, signals symbolically his irrevocable submission
to the latent exécutioner.

In the Choephoroi again the tragic process of 1@ dpdoavr: nabeiv is at
work. We should note, however, particular instances in that play which
meet the requirements of érnicmagtov kaxov: Clytaemnestra points out to
Orestes that the act he is about to commit is matricide (v. 922 xreveiv
Zowcac, & tékvov, v untépa), but the son retorts that it will be her own
hand that strikes her dead, and not her son’s: o¥ 7or geavtijv, oUK €y,
rataxtevelc (Choeph. 923). At the conclusion of the same stichomythia

9) Aurist. Nicom. Eth. III, I, 2-3.

10) Ibid. IILLY: .)(a/]snév &viote draxpival moiov avti moiov aipetéov Kai Ti Gvti Tivog vrope-
VETEOV.

11) Agam. 205-217.

12) Arist. Nic. Eth. III, 1,6: uewczai pév odv eioiv ai towadtar npaleis, éoikaar o¢ pdiiov
Exovoiols, aipetal ydp &iol téte 6te mpdrTovtal.

13) Agam. 946-947: kai t0iodé u’ éuBaivov’ diovpyéatv Gedv wi Tis mpoowley Spuaros
Bdior pbovos.
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the queen grasps the meaning of her portentous dream, namely that she
bore and suckled a snake, that is now identified with Orestes, who will kill
her:

oi ya, texobaa tov 8’ bgrv é0peyduny

At this moment of anagnorisis she blames herself for her involuntary
“hamartia” of giving birth to and nursing her future avenger.

Previously in the play the queen welcomed the two unknown wayfa-
rers allegedly coming from Phocis and incautiously offered them a night’s
lodging. She repeated the offer even more eagerly after hearing the tale
about Orestes’ death and gave strict orders to the servant to be diligent in
entertaining the guests, as he would be held responsible for it. Aegisthus
too brings about his own death through his “hamartia”, for—though his
entrance is due to the queen’s bidding—he is himself keen to question the
messenger’s reliability. He boasts his wits have “wide-open eyes” and
cannot be deceived (o0 to1 ppév’ av kidyerev wpupatwuévny (Choeph. 854)).

His presumption is ill-founded as the ensuing assassination will de-
monstrate.

In handling the same story of the Oresteia in his Electra Euripides
interchanges the tasks to be assigned to the plotters: Electra in cold blood
lures her mother to the country cottage by pretending child-birth, for she
is in no doubt of her mother’s affection and readiness to come as soon as
she is informed of her daughter’s confinement.'s Moreover Clytaemnestra
will weep over her grandchild’s low birth!é.

The queen is indeed betrayed by her humanity and on arrival she pays
the debt for her unconscious rashness.

In the case of Aegisthus it appears that Euripides took real pleasure
in treating man’s inadvertent play with Death in a manner arousing

14) Choeph. 928. Similarly, Clytaemnestra in Euripides (EL 27-30) saves Electra, who
in return will contrive her mother’s murder (Ibid. 647); and Hecuba’s refusal to obey Cas-
sandra’s warnings and put the infant Paris to death (Androm. 293-300) recoils as an éniona-
atov kaxov upon the pitiful mother and her whole country.

15) EL 656; ri¢er xivovaa Adyid pov voorjuata.

16) Ibid. 658: xai daxpioer y' diwp’ Eudv oKWY,
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fluctuating suspense'’. Aegisthus’ own courtesy and absence of any suspi-
cion account for his killing:

He is the first to greet the travellers on their way to Olympia (EL
779). He then cordially invites them to join in the sacrifice and banquet
providing them with lodging in his own house for the night. He obligingly
takes them by the hand and leads them to his premises. In the course of
the ceremony to the Nymphs—as if to spur on his avenger even more—he
prays for the royal couple’s welfare and his enemies’ misfortune. The king
himself hands the sacrificial knife'® to Orestes suggesting that his guest
should give an exhibition of bull-flaying technique to justify the Thessa-
lians’ fame in the art.

Lastly, when the guest asks for a chopper to split the bull’s breast-
bone, the king again provides him with one. It never occurs to him that he
thus challenges a latent assassin to smite him in the back while he is
bending over the victim’s entrails'®.

Of Sophocles’ surviving plays Oedipus Tyrannus brings out in full the
irony of unwitting self-annihilation, although other sides of the tragic pro-
cess can also be detected in that play. To begin with, concerning the
antecedents of the plot, Laius’ death too is occasioned by the old king’s
temperamental deportment in the incident. According to Oedipus’ account
of the “cross-roads” encounter the old man, sitting in the carriage, toge-
ther with the driver attempted to push him off the road; he then waited
for Oedipus to pass by the carriage in order to strike him treacherously on
the head with the drivers’s two-pronged goad?’. Therefore ‘“he paid a
much heavier penalty for his temerity”?'.

As for Oedipus, the two, seemingly unrelated events, namely a) the
killing of Laius on his way to Delphi by an unknown traveller or brigands,
and b) Oedipus’ marriage with the widow and his crowning as a king of

17) Cf. W. G. Amott., ‘H Swathpnon 100 &vdiagépovrog t@v Beatdv: Mepika texva-
opata tob Edpinidn, in Awdbvn VI (1977) p. 41-43.

18) EL 815-818 jabe gidnpov, d Eéve, Seikov e pripmy...

19) El 838-843.

20) Soph. Oed. Tyr. 807-809.

21) Ibid. 810ff; ob unv ionv y’ Ereigey ete.
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Thebes would never have been linked in his own person, had he not
himself inadvertently effected such conjunction. Granted malignant,
though likely, circumstances in the myth, his own initiatives are governed
by ignorance, and yet extreme self-confidence and mistrust of others, mo-
ral consistency and untiring resolve to attain his ends. He turns his back
on Corinth in the firm belief that he is escaping the fulfilment of the
oracles. In fact, he departs from the safest place, he could ever find, in
order to settle unwittingly in his own fatal home. Drawn by the poet as a
responsible ruler he regards his own interests as identical with his people’s
welfare. The sequel of events, however, makes it manifest that such equa-
tion is erroneous; in fact the two sides prove diametrically opposed to each
other, for the city’s deliverance from the plague requires Oedipus’ exterm-
ination as the polluted outcast. Right from the beginning of the play the
hero’s actions form a succession of “errors”: In the presence of Zeus’
priest and the band of suppliants he makes Creon report about the Del-
phic oracle enjoining that the slayer (or slayers) of Laius must be driven
away?2. He later declares publicly?® that the guilty shall be banished and
pronounces a solemn curse against the killer and people sheltering
him—not exempting himself from the imprecations,“if, with his knowledge,
he allows the culprit to share his house or hearth”?*.  Such solemn
proclamation has already trapped the king. Teiresias angered will tell him
later to obey his own edict, as he is his land’s defiler?*, and in vv. 744-745

22) Oed. Tyr. 95ff. The motif of a public announcement binding the pledger is taken up
in Euripides’ Phoenissae, though considerably weakened in that play by the poet reducing
the status of the earwitnesses: Creon, almost forcing Teiresias (cf. v. 896 uy midauBdvov) to
stay, makes him reveal his oracle in the presence of the Phoenician women and his own son.
But after hearing the news he retracts his solemn pledges (v. 898 gpagov ‘roAftaic Kai néier
cwmpiav, cf. vv. 900, 902, 910) by first attempting to pretend that he never heard anything
from the seer, then imploring him to keep silence and, failing this, by telling Menoeceus to
escape to Dodona before Teiresias informs the authorities and the citizens of Apollo’s com-
mandment.

23) Ibid. 223 ff. (Juiv npopwvd ndor Kadueiois tdde...)

24) Ibid. 249-251.

25) Ibid. 350-351: évvénw o€ T Kmpbyuatt

OnEp nPoEinag EUpEVEV....
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the hero voices his fears that he may have exposed himself to his own
curses?®.

Again, when the seer insists on keeping silence, as he forbears to pain
either the king or himself?’, Oedipus reacts by slandering Teiresias and
forcing him to reveal the unbelievable truth. A further “error” is commit-
ted when he defies Iocasta’s entreaties to call off the investigation, though
she assures him she is speaking for his own benefit?®. Finally he overcomes
the last obstacle in his way—the unwillingness of Laius’ slave to answer
the crucial question —and achieves his objective of Discovery, which
results in his utter shame and self-blinding.

Minor instances of well-meant acts proving treacherous to their per-
formers concern other characters in the play; Iocasta enters to settle the
quarrel between Creon and the king and hastens to reassure her husband
that no trust should be placed in the oracles. This—she argues—is made
obvious by Laius’ death. Her casual reference to “cross-roads” produces
the opposite effect in Oedipus’ mind and thus initiates his enquiries, which
eventually cause her suicide.

Again, the good intentions of the Corinthian shepherd bringing the
news of Polybus’ death, who intervenes?® to inform the king of his real
parentage, though not earning him deadly deserts like Iocasta’s, effect an
undesirable repercussion against himself: no reward for the good message
but utter dismay*°—not to mention the harm done to the recipients of the
message.

In the Trachiniae Heracles’ moral violence no doubt carries with it
the need of a requital. The ravaging of a city and all its sorry implications,
mostly involving innocent people, do not escape the gods’ watchful eyes®!.

26) Ibid. 744-745: Zoik’ éuavtov eig dpac
devag mpobdiiwy dptiwe ovk EidEval.

27) Ibid. 332: éyw odt’ éuavtov obte g’ dAyvvdd

28) Ibid. 1066: kai v gpovodca y' eb 1a Adatd ool IEyw.

29) Cf. HOF. Kitto, Greek Tragedy, London 1966° p. 294: “a typically Hellenic
opportunist, who sees and takes the chance of doing himself a good turn”.

30) Ibid. p. 141.

31) Cf. Aesch. Agam. 461 ff.: 7@v noivktévav ydp obk

dgxonot Beol,... kerawvai 8" "Epivies xpoveo....
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The offence is still more outrageous when indiscriminate destruction of
lives is caused solely for the capture of a girl whom Eurytus, her father,
refused to hand over to Heracles as his concubine. Morally, then, the
hero’s punishment is justified; what is tragic, however, in that play too is
that the implementation of the divine law results from human motives and
autonomous actions aiming at Heracles’ own good. Dejaneira’s mistaken
action not only dooms her husband, whose love she is trying to recover,
but it inevitably comes home to herself too. She first urges Lichas to
disclose the truth about the beautiful and noble captive. She reassures him
that, though Heracles has hitherto had many women, she would be a fool
if she blamed her husband for catching this véooc®2. Lichas yields to her
entreaty and after disclosing the whole affair he advises her to bear with
the young girl, thus abiding by her previous assertions. She reaffirms her
resolve not to create additional afflictions herself by taking arms against
the gods®3; yet the knowledge of the truth, she has asked for, is too painful
to endure passively. Her next major error consists of recklessly using the
envenomed charm. As in the case of Oedipus, “Discovery” begins with
forebodings:

afoucd o’ el pavijoopar Tdxa
Kaxov uéy’ ékmpdéac’ dn’ éinidog Kaifc3*
which gradually turn to the conviction that “her own act alone will have
caused Heracles’ utter destruction”S. Accordingly, her good intentions*®

32) Trach. 445-446.
33) Ibid. 491-492: koitor végov Enaxtov é&apovucba,
Beoior dvouayobvtes.

The unusual meaning of ézaxtoc in this passage has been noted already.

34) Ibid. 667. Her act, then, should be labelled, in Aristotelian terms (Nic. Eth. §, 8, 7),
as an dudptyua committed un mapaidyws dvev 0¢ xaxiac, and whose dpyn wjc aitias lies in
herself.

35) Ibid. 712-713. B

36) Cf. Hyllus' characteristic vocabulary: v. 1123 sjuaptev oly €xovaia, v. 1136: rjuapre
2pnota popéyn, v. 1138-1139: otépymua yap dokoica mpooBaiiv géfev dmijumiay’ ... On the
conflict of goodwill and mistaken judgement cf. Eurip. Hipp. 596-597: dndvieaév p' ... pilwg,
kaidc 8’ ob... In a previous scene Phaedra states vaguely that gidog u’ drdilvo’ oly éxodoav
ovy éxcv (v. 319) to which the nurse retorts by asking (v. 320) if Theseus v’ riudptnxey & a*
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coupled with ignorance of likely consequences account for Heracles'martyr-
dom and her own defamation and suicide. Enlightenment has come too
late when it is useless’’ and tormenting. Incidentally, the idea of belated
“recognition”, which took its proverbial form in Hesiod’s verse: nafwv dé
e wjmoc Eyvw® (the simpleton learns through suffering), can already be
traced in Homer; apart from the line p 32=Y 198: pexfév o€ te vijmiog
&vw, remodelled by Hesiod, an elaborate development occurs in Iliad Bk
IX (I) wv. 249-251, when Odysseus warns Achilles:

avt@ o1 petomed’ dxos Eooetal, 0VOE T1 pijx0S
pexbévroc kaxod Eat’ dkoc evpeiv: dAAa moAv mpiv
gpalev.
In addition to Dejaneira’s self-inflicted mischief one may cite two more
relevant instances from the Trachiniae:

a) Lichas’ good service in taking the ceremonial robe to his master
costs him his life: he is dashed upon the cliffs by the hero, who is convinc-
ed of his herald’s complicity.

b) Hyllus binds himself by oath to carry out his father’s commands
without knowing what these will be. He is, therefore, seized with horror
when he learns that he must 1) place his father, still alive, on a pyre and
burn him and 2) marry Iole, whom he regards as being responsible for his
parents’ loss. We see here again the tragic workings of an unconscious and
irrevocable commitment.>®

Reference has been made already to Dareius’ statement in Aeschylus’
Persae (v. 742) that a god contributes to human misery when man himself
is heading for his disaster. The idea has an epic ancestry*® and is dramatic-

duapriav, which shows that hamartia, in this context at least, has nothing to do with either
awareness or moral motives.

37) Trach. 710-711: dv éye> uebbatepoy

61’ okét’ dpkel, mjv pdbparv dpvouar.

38) Works and Days 218. For later adaptations see M.L. West, Hesiod, Works and
Days, Oxford 1978, p. 211.

39) Soph. Trach. 1175ff.

40) Cf. the Ate concept in the Iliad and Hom. Odyss. XVI (m) 194-195:

oY ab y’ 'Odvoaers éoai natnp éuds, diid pe daiuwv
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ally developed in Euripides’ Bacchae,but a mundane usage of guile, involv-
ing solely human characters, occurs in the so-called “luring scenes”, par
excellence in Euripidean plays.

Medea’s vengeance would never have materialized had not Creon
granted her a day’s respite. The aged ruler, moved by her pleading for the
children, makes this concession to show that he is not a tyrant by nature.
But as he has had a bitter experience from being compassionate, he feels
conscious that this gesture is wrong (v. 350):

Kal vbv opd pugv éEapaptdvay

His hamartia, which is presently mocked by Medea as mere folly
(uwpia)*!, does, indeed, occasion his own death and the deaths of his
daughter and Medea’s children. Glauce’s end, on the other hand, is lite-
rally an énionactov kaxdv, for “no sooner had Medea’s sons with their
father gone than she took the envenomed gown and put it round her and
the coronet over her curls”2. This ignorance of the real circumstances
coupled with coquetry and recklessness takes its heavy toll.

In Hecuba Polymestor a) summoned by the stricken mother, arrives
with his children at her quarters; b) he inadvertently sends his guards
outside, and, c) tempted by the news of treasures hidden in Troy, he
enters the women’s tent to look for more gold promised him.

His greed, weakening his judgement, accounts for the subsequent
blinding inflicted on him and for the slaughtering of his children.

In Hercules Furens Lycos bids Amphitryon fetch Megara and the
children out. The old man refuses to carry out the order alleging he would
be part-guilty of their blood if he obeyed. Whereupon Lycos enters the
palace himself to show his contempt for such superstitions and is instantly
killed by Heracles lying in wait for him.

O€dyer, Ggp’ Ett pdiiov 66vpouevos atevayilw.
41) Med. 371: 6 6’ & togoitov uwpiag dgixeto. Creon errs owing to his respect (aidotuevos,
v. 349) for Medea’s request; likewise, it is aidw that makes Phaedra take the first false step
towards her ruin by yielding to the nurse’s supplication: ddaw oéBag yap xepos aidoduar 0
aov (Hippol. 335).
42) Ibid. 1156ff aBovoa néniovs.. funeixeto ypvaodv te Oeloa atépavoy aupi Boatpuyouns.
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In the two “tragi-comedies”, i.e. the Iphigeneia in Tauris and Helena
the victims of ignorance and treachery do not pay with their lives, as
elsewhere. Thoas is deceived by his priestess’ assertions that she hates all
Greeks, for she remembers what Greece has done to her*3, and by the fact
that she enjoined that the two captives must be bound, for “Greeks cannot
be trusted”*%.

In the Helena the enamoured Theoclymenus consents to help Helen
with performing the funeral rites to the allegedly dead Menelaus in expect-
ation of the promised marriage. Besides allowing a ship to be prepared, he
foolishly confers full command on the stranger, and by repeating his orders
to the Egyptian oarsmen*® he baffles in advance any possible reaction on
the part of the crew. That the young king is to blame for his misadventure
is tersely stressed by the messenger?®: v ye (i. e. vavkinpiav) Eéve didws
v Tolc T govg Exwv vavtag BéBnkev.

The lesson to be drawn from this affliction*’ is summed up again by
the messenger to the effect that “nothing is more useful to mortals than
prudent distrust»»*®—a stock phrase of popular morality recalling the
gnomic line attributed to Epicharmus*.

Pentheus in the Bacchae while challenging Dionysus’ revenge helps
the god with carrying out his punishment. The young tyrant takes no
serious notice of the messenger’s account of the miracles worked by the
Maenads on Mt. Cithaeron and orders his army out to attack them. But
the Lydian stranger dissuades him from such an operation by offering to
take him to the very place, where he will be able to spy on the revelling
women. To attain this end the king submits to dressing as a maenad*’.

43) Iph. Taur. 1187.

44) Ibid. 1205: matov ‘Eiiag oldev ovoEv.

45) Hel. 1415 and 1417-1418

46) Ibid. 1521-1522

47) The ndfer udfoc of Aeschylus. On the tag see: H. Dérrie: Leid und Erfahrung
(Akad. d. Wissensch. u.lilera(ur, Abhadlung., 1956 Wiesbaden, pp. 307-344.

48) Hel. 1616-1618 adppovos 8’ dmigtiac obk Eativ 0BOEV ypnoiucepoy Bporois.

49) Nage kai pépvas’ amateiv: dpfpa taita tav gpevoy

50) On the presumption and rashness of people in power cf. Arist. Rhet. 2,-5, 14
(1383a): otk olovtai 0¢ mabelv dv obte of &v ebtvyials peydiais 6vtes Kai doxoivteg, 010 UBpiatai

xai dAlywpor Kai Bpageis...
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After arriving among the ridges of the mountain and, from the spot
where he is standing, being unable to see the women, he proposes to climb
a towering fir-tree to get “a proper view of the revellers’ shameful
behaviour”s!. Dionysus, in his human guise, feigning eagerness to help,
bends a huge tree, sets Pentheus on the top branches and lets the tree
spring upright. As in Oedipus’ case and many others, success is the deceit-
ful appearance of calamity: securing his favourable observation post Pen-
theus ‘‘became more plainly visible to the Maenads than they to him”s2.
By the time he is thrown on the ground, and is on the threshold of Death,
he has recovered his sanity—too late, since he will be instantly torn to
pieces by his mother and her sisters.

Assuming that by énignasctov one must strictly understand the 6id6n
“quod quis sibi ipse contraxit” in ignorance—to amend Ebeling’s
interpretation of the Homeric epithet—we have also to include in the
present list Admetus' self-deception in Euripides’ Alcestis. It little matters
that the Thessalian ruler does not actually perform a (faulty) act, which
unexpectedly turns out to be ruinous to himself, but selfishly acquiesces in
his young wife’s self-sacrifice for his sake. His enlightenment®, or “Di-
scovery” in the Aristotelian terminology, to the effect that life is not
unconditionally preferable to anything else, but it may become an unbear-
able shame, comes to him belatedly when, as the chorus tell him after-
wards, “he will not raise the dead to life”*s.

In his Commentary on Il IT (XIV) vv. 46-47 Eustathius notes: 27-
ueiwoar 08 61 éni mavtog Aoaouévov émi kak@ oikeip AexBivar dbvarar 0,
Be pdto Mooduevos pgya wimog 1§ ydp Eueiley ol avtd xai ECAG... Kai

51) Ibid. 1061-1062:
dubag é éidtny vyavxeva
o’ Gv 6pfds pavddwy aigypovpyiav.

52) Ibid. 1075: d@by ¢ paiiov fj xateide pavadag.

53) Ibid. 1113: xaxov ydp €yyig dv éudvbave.

54) Alc. 940: Avmpov didéw Biotov: dpti pav@dve. The verb pavfdve and its cognates (cf.
Bacch. 1113: &udvBavev: Soph. Trach. 711: v udfnarv dpvouar etc.) corresponds to the
Aristotelian anagnorisis in a broader sense.

55) Alc. 985-986: ov yap dvdlers not’ EvepBev kAaiwy To0S POyiEVOLS Ave.

56) 1. Z (VI) 1554f.
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Bellepogoving pev ypaupata xopioar Afyetar kaf’ éavtod, Idrpoxlios 0¢ Ai-
téofar ka’ Eavtob.

The two Homeric instances matched by the Byzantine scholar are not
identical; they have, however, an important element in common, i.e. the
lack of insight into the real value of either action and its future effects.
The Homeric story of the noble-hearted (v. 162: dyafa gpovéovta) Belle-
rophon, who unwittingly takes the o7uara Avypa from Proetus to his event-
ual executioner in Lycia contains a tragic core which later effected its
dramatization in Sophocles lobates®” and Euripides’ Stheneboea*®.

A similar tragic emotion was no doubt caused by a particular scene in
the Phoenissae (834ff): young Menoeceus has been summoned by Eteo-
cles and is escorting the aged Teiresias to Creon’s quarters without know-
ing that the seer is carrying with him his death sentence ordained by
Apollo.

A few words need to be added to explain why the actions or incidents
discussed in this paper are labelled as “tragic”. In its specific usage in
Aristotle’s Poetics the term is related to the primary function of Tragedy,
i.e. to arouse pity and fear®®. Furthermore, it is argued®® that “pity is
awakened by undeserved misfortune”, or—to put it more plainly®'—by
misfortune that is.out of proportion to the faults of a man. This argument
is later repeated in the Rhetoric®?, where it is also stated®® that we feel
pity when an ill result follows from what might have been expected to lead
to good: xai 66ev mpoarjkev ayabov T mpalar, kaxov T ovubivai.

57) See TrGF, vol. 4, Sophocles (St. Radt), Géningen 1977, p. 268.

58) T.B.L. Webster, The tragedies of Euripides, London 1967, pp. 80-84.

59) Cf. Poet. 13 (1452 b 31-33): dei wjv abvbeatv elvar tijc kaiiiotns tpaydias... kai
Tavtyy pobepdv kai éleevav elvar ppntikny (tobto yap idrov ¢ to1avtne pyjoeds éotiv) and
¢lsewhere.

60) Poet. 13 (1453a 4-5); 6 uév (scil. Eicog) mepi Tov dvdéidv éativ Svatvyodvra...., EAeog
uev mepi tov dvdérov, Rhet. 2,9, 1 (1386b 10): (8ieeiv)... AvneioOar éni taic dvaliaic Kaxompa-
yiaig.

61) Cf. Lane Cooper, Aristotle On the Art of Poetry, New York 1967, p. 39.

62) Rhet. 2,8 (1385b 13): fotw 6n Eicog Avmny tic énmi pawvouéve kak@ ¢baptikd r
Avrp@ tob avaliov Tvyydverv.

63) Ibid. 2,8 (1386 a 12-13).
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Such a reversal of things contrary to one’s expectations or purpose is
the more pitiable when it affects directly or indirectly the agent himself, no
matter how disinterested his motives may have been.

Pity as well as fear are heightened when misery is the outcome of the
good intentions and efforts of the hero, who is too self-reliant to question
his false convictions or ignorance.

Even in cases where ruin arrives as a well-merited retribution (e.g.
affecting Aegisthus, Clytaemnestra, Polymestor), the tragic function is still
at work; for it is fulfilled through the irony of the wrongdoer falling victim
to his own humane feelings, which he wants to manifest at the wrong
moment, when Dike is lurking in wait for an «error».

64) Cf. Soph. Oed. Tyr. 1230-1231: t@v myuovdv pdiota ivmodo’ ai gavda’ adfaipetor
(where, however, the messenger is referring to “self-chosen” (avBaipetot) miseries, i.e. the
suicide of Iocasta and Oedipus’ self-blinding); Soph. Creusa (TrGF, vol. 4 (St. Radt), Got-
tingen 1977, fr. 350:

tadt’ éativ dAyiot’, fjv napov Béabar kaidg

adtég g avt@® v BAdbyv npocby pépwv.
But, perhaps, in both passages the deep grief is referred to the victim rather than to the other
characters of the plays or the audience.
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