The Sophoclean Hero 1

THE MODERN concept of tragic drama takes for
granted the existence of a single central character, whose action
and suffering are the focal point of the play—what we call ‘the
tragic hero.” For us it is difficult to imagine Hamlet without the
Prince of Denmark. This figure of the tragic hero is a legacy
inherited by Renaissance and Neo-classical tragedy from
Seneca, and so from the Greeks.! The literary theory which is
associated with it claims as its source, rightly or wrongly,? the
Poetics of Aristotle, where a famous passage seems to most
critics to imply that tragedy presents the ‘reversal’ of a single
character.® It was natural that Aristotle should make such
an assumption, because his point of view on tragedy is prima-
rily ethical, and the problem of moral choice is most clearly
and economically presented in this way.* There was a firm base
for such a view in the fifth-century tragedies he cites, for many
of*them, and especially the play he clearly regarded as the most
perfect example of the tragic art, the Oedipus Tyrannus, do in
fact center on such a single figure. This dramatic method, the
presentation of the tragic dilemma in the figure of a single
dominating character, seems in fact to be an invention of
Sophocles.? It is at any rate so characteristic of his technique
that we may fairly and without exaggeration call the main-
stream of Furopean tragedy since his time Sophoclean. It is
Sophocles who presented us with what we know (though the
Greeks of course did not use the term) as ‘the tragic hero.’
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Even the titles assigned to Sophocles’ plays suggest that this
peculiarity of his drama was recognized in the ancient world.
We do not know who assigned these titles, nor, as a rule, when
they were assigned,” but they clearly reflect some common
(and, on the whole, early) impression of the nature of his
dramaturgy. Of the seven extant tragedies, six are named after
the central figure; only one, the Trachiniae, after the chorus,
and that is the only one of the seven which is not clearly based
on the figure of a tragic hero. The titles of the seven extant
plays of Aeschylus present a different picture: the Suppliants,
the Persians, the Agamemnon (but here surely no one can ever
have thought that 4e is the tragic hero), the Libation Bearers,
the Eumenides. The Prometheus Bound is rightly named, and
does present us with a fully developed heroic and dominant
figure (though he is not a man but a god), but this play is so
unlike the rest of Aeschylean drama that it is a problem in
itself; it is a play ‘to be argued to, not from’ as Kitto said of
the Heraclidae of Euripides.® It must have been written late in
Aeschylus’ career (later than the end of it some scholars think)
and may thus show Sophoclean influence, as the Oresteia does
in its adoption of the third actor.® The other surviving play of
Aeschylus which concerns itself with the tragic dilemma of an
individual does so in a very Aeschylean way: the bulk of the
play is made up of elaborate descriptions of the persons and
armor of the opposing champions in the final assault on Thebes,
and the play was known, as early as the Frogs of Aristophanes,
not as the ‘Eteocles’ but as the Seven against Thebes.

The difference in the kind of title given the plays of the two
dramatists is of course merely a symptom of their fundamental
difference in method and outlook. For one thing, every
Aeschylean play we possess, except the Persians (the only play
we have where the poets deserted the myth for history), is part
of a trilogy. And every Sophoclean play is complete in itself.!?
Sophocles’ abandonment of trilogic form was probably a revo-
lutionary step, for the fact that the Dionysiac festival con-
tinued to demand the production of three tragedies in suc-
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cession by the same dramatist long after the connected trilogy
had become the exception rather than the rule suggests that
three was the number demanded of the dramatist when the
festival was first established; and this in turn suggests that the
connected trilogy was the form in which he was expected to
compose.!! Whether this revolutionary step of Sophocles pro-
duced the tragic hero or was the result of such a conception is a
problem no more soluble than that of the priority of chicken or
egg; all we can be sure of is that they are closely connected.
The reduction of the scope allowed for the tragic subject from
three plays to one led to or sprang from but in either case made
possible the artistic decision to present the tragic dilemma in
terms of a single personality facing the supreme crisis of his
life.

It seems clear too that Sophocles was responsible for both
innovations. For the step he had taken in substituting three
separate plays for the connected trilogy could be developed in
other ways. In Sophocles the abandonment of trilogic form and
the concentration of the resulting independent play on the
tragic dilemma of a single hero are different sides of the same
coin, but they did not have to be. For Euripides the release
from trilogic form opened up other possibilities, the full range
of which he exploited with marvellous bravura. He could take
a leaf from the Sophoclean book and write a Medea in which
the central character does dominate the action, but he could
also use the new form for a drama like the Hippolytus which
brings on stage the tangled skein of a relationship between four
equally important characters.’? The Medea, in fact, with its
Sophoclean concentration, is unusual for Euripides; he did not
in his other extant plays repeat the pattern. Even plays like
the Andromache, Hecuba, Heracles, and Electra, which in
organization and tragic intensity are close to the Medea and
the Sophoclean type, dissipate in various ways the unrelenting
concentration on the central figure which is the Sophoclean
hallmark.®® This is not to dismiss them as failures; it is simply,
as Kitto has taught us to say, that Euripides was trying to do
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something different, as he clearly was in such plays as Troades,
Phoenissae, and Orestes. Plays like Jon and Helen do not concern
themselves with what we would call tragic issues at all, and in
the Bacchae it is not Pentheus, but Dionysus who dominates
the action.

These are formal considerations, but there are others, which,
though not divorced from form (for it is only with inferior art
that the distinction between form and matter can be clearly
made), yet admit of discussion in other than purely formal
terms. The single Sophoclean play is the medium for a vision of
human existence which differs fundamentally from that of
Aeschylus, and which demands the form Sophocles found for it.
In the Aeschylean trilogies (and with the help of the Oresteia we
can see dimly the grand design of the others) the onward flow of
time, ovmippéwy Xpbros, reveals not only the chain of causation
of human action, presented through the persons of successive
generations, but also the intimate and in the end clearly defined
connection of all these events with the will and action of the
gods. The action of the characters is an organic part of the
larger design; it has its being in a hugely imagined world where
the sweep of history affords us a perspective for the suffering
we see on stage, and offers us consolation by giving it meaning;
where also the human beings, involved in an action too great
for them to understand, are warned or encouraged, judged or
defended, by gods, from afar and eventually in person. Human
suffering, in this all-embracing vision, has a meaning, even a
beneficent purpose; it is the price paid for human progress. The
violence, Aeschylus has his chorus sing, is in some way the
grace of god."

But the Sophoclean single play rules out the future which
might serve to lighten the murk and terror of the present: the
Trachiniae makes no reference to the eventual deification of
the tortured, poisoned hero who raves in agony on the stage,
the Electra only ambiguous references to the sequel of the
matricide,'® the Oedipus Tyrannus only a dark and despairing
allusion to the future of the polluted and self-blinded hero. It
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also, in its characteristic form, cuts the close tie between men
and gods. Athena appears to Ajax only in his madness and then
only to mock and expose him; Philoctetes sees Heracles only
when of his own free will he has embarked on a course which
will prevent Troy’s fall and prove the prophecies false; else-
where the will of the gods is a distant enigma, expressed in
oracles that seem to equivocate, in encouragement that seems
to fail, in answers to prayers that seem to bring the opposite
of what was prayed for.

In a Sophoclean drama we are never conscious, as we always
are with Aeschylus, of the complex nature of the hero’s action,
its place in the sequence of events over generations past and
future, its relation to the divine plan of which that sequence is
the result. The Sophoclean hero acts in a terrifying vacuum, a
present which has no future to comfort and no past to guide,
an isolation in time and space which imposes on the hero the
full responsibility for his own action and its consequences. It is
precisely this fact which makes possible the greatness of the
Sophoclean heroes; the source of their action lies in them alone,
nowhere else; the greatness of the action is theirs alone.
Sophocles presents us for the first time with what we recognize
as a ‘tragic hero’: one who, unsupported by the gods and in the
face of human opposition, makes a decision which springs from
the deepest layer of his individual nature, his pAysis, and then
blindly, ferociously, heroically maintains that decision even to
the point of self-destruction.

Once again, the example of Euripides serves to reinforce the
point. Except for Medea, the characteristic Euripidean hero
suffers rather than acts. Heracles, Pentheus, Hippolytus, and
many another are victims rather than heroes. The Sophoclean
characters are responsible, through their action and intransi-
gence, for the tragic consequences, but in Euripidean tragedy
disaster usually strikes capriciously and blindly, and it comes
most often, not from the reaction of his fellow men to the hero’s
stubbornness, but from the gods themselves: from Aphrodite,
who announces Hippolytus’ death sentence before the play
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begins, from Hera, who sends her agent Madness against
Heracles, from Dionysus, who in person tempts Pentheus and
leads him to his hideous death at his mother’s hands on the
mountains. Euripides turns his back on the characteristic
isolation of the Sophoclean tragic hero; in his tragedies man is
once more in a world where the autonomy of his action is in
doubt; the great gods walk the stage again. But now they
intervene brutally in human lives to bring events round to the
pattern of their will, and their will is no longer, as in Aeschylus,
revealed in time as beneficent. Hippolytus and Phaedra,
Heracles, Pentheus, and many another are victims of gods
whose power is exercised, as they expressly tell us, for no other
purpose than their own aggrandizement or the vindication in
the sufferings of humanity of their own wounded self-esteem.1®
The divine action is violence, but can no longer be called ‘grace.’
There is no historical perspective, either, to give meaning to
the suffering; the only consolation that can be offered the
broken victims of this unfeeling universe is the advice to suffer
with dignity. “The noble among men,” says Theseus to
Heracles, “bear the calamities sent by the gods without
flinching.”’'”

Between these two views of the human situation, the
Aeschylean and the Euripidean, these poles of hope and despair,
Sophocles creates a tragic universe in which man’s heroic ac-
tion, free and responsible, brings him sometimes through suffer-
ing to victory but more often to a fall which is both defeat and
victory at once; the suffering and the glory are fused in an
indissoluble unity. Sophocles pits against the limitations on
human stature great individuals who refuse to accept those
limitations, and in their failure achieve a strange success. Their
action is fully autonomous; for these actions and the results
the gods, who are the guardians of the limits the hero defies,
bear no responsibility. Yet the gods are presences felt at every
turn of the action, in every line of the dialogue and lyric, and
by some mysterious poetic alchemy we are made to feel, with-
out being expressly told, that the gods have more concern and
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respect for the hero, even when like Ajax or Oedipus tyrannos
he seems to fight against them, than for the common run of
human beings who observe the mean. Sophocles is no theo-
logian; his conception of man’s relation to god is presented to
us only in dramatic action which is as powerful as it is enig-
matic; all one can say is that the gods too seem to recognize
greatness. Athena, though her mockery is bitter, treats Ajax in
his madness almost as an equal, and Zeus answers his last
prayer; Heracles tells Philoctetes to yield but utters no word of
reproach; Antigone is justified after her death by the gods’
spokesman Tiresias; Electra is given her victory at last. Even
Oedipus at Thebes knows obscurely, in the hour of greatest
despair, that the gods have reserved him for some special
destiny, and in the last play of all they summon him to join
them. The grace of god is even more violent than in Aeschylus,
and more mysterious, but, though it has nothing now to do
with human progress, it is there; its presence confers on
Sophoclean tragedy that balance and restraint which is so
conspicuously absent from the Euripidean cry of despair.

Aeschylus 1s indeed, as Gilbert Murray called him, the
‘creator’ of tragedy, but Sophocles, in his less lamboyant way,
is equally original. Not only did he abandon the trilogy and add
the third speaking actor, he also invented tragedy as we know
it: the confrontation of his destiny by a heroic individual whose
freedom of action implies full responsibility. These three
‘inventions’ are of course one and the same. The concentration
of the dramatic spotlight on the great crisis of the hero’s life
demands not only the single play but the third actor too; it
cannot afford that leisurely development, expressed in soaring
lyric rather than the cut and thrust of dialogue, which is found
in the Suppliants and Agamemnon, but must plunge into the
action and maintain a breakneck pace. The swiftness of the
exposition in the Ajax prologue, the headlong forward move-
ment of the central scenes of the Philoctetes, the frantic speed
of the final revelation in the Oedipus Tyrannus, all these depend
on the presence of the third actor.
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This new medium, the single play, focussed on the tragic
dilemma of a single individual and technically reinforced by
the introduction of a third actor, is used by Sophocles to
present dramatic situations which, for all their human and
dramatic variety, are surprisingly similar. In six of the extant
plays (the exception is of course the Trachiniae) the hero is
faced with a choice between possible (or certain) disaster and
a compromise which if accepted would betray the hero’s own
conception of himself, his rights, his duties. The hero decides
against compromise, and that decision is then assailed, by
friendly advice, by threats, by actual force. But he refuses to
yield; he remains true to himself, to his pkysis, that ‘nature’
which he inherited from his parents and which is his identity.
From this resolution stems the dramatic tension of all six plays:
from Ajax’ decision for death rather than submission, from
Antigone’s steadfast loyalty to her brother, and Electra’s to her
father, from Philoctetes’ bitter refusal to go to Troy, from the
stubborn insistence of Oedipus at Thebes on knowing the full
truth, first about Laius’ murder and then about himself, and
from old Oedipus’ resolve to be buried in Attic soil. In each
play the hero is subjected to pressure from all sides. Ajax is
assailed by Tecmessa’s appeal and then by his own doubts as he
argues with himself, putting the case for compromise in terms
so eloquent that many have believed he accepts it. Antigone is
faced with the sisterly urgency of Ismene, the threats of Creon,
the strong disapproval of the chorus, with imprisonment in a
tomb and with the absence of any sign of approval from those
gods she champions. Oedipus tyramnos runs into Tiresias’
majestic refusal to speak, the compromising advice of Jocasta
and her final desperate appeal, the agonized supplication of the
herdsman at the very last moment. Later at Colonus he faces
the strong disapproval of Theseus, the revulsion of the chorus,
the arguments, threats, and violence of Creon, and the appeal
of his son. Electra is confronted with the arguments of her
sister, the call of the chorus for moderation, the threats of her
mother, and above all the news that Orestes, her one hope of
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rescue, is dead. Philoctetes is subjected to the threats and
violence of Odysseus as well as the friendly persuasion of
Neoptolemus and the chorus. And all of them hold firm against
the massive pressure of society, of friends as well as enemies.
The Sophoclean hero and his situation are best described in
that marvellous image which in the last play of all compares
the blind old man to “some sea cape in the North, with the
storm waves beating against it from every quarter,” wdvTofey
Bopewos @s Tis &xTd/ xvparor Ank xepepla xhovetran (OC, 1240—
1241). Like the cape, the hero rides out the buffeting of the
storm and remains unmoved.!®

In six of the extant plays, the figure of the hero is cast in the
same mold and placed in the same situation. This figure may
wear the mask of a young woman (does so in fact twice), of a
fierce and brutal soldier, a brilliantly successful and vigorous
ruler, a sick marooned outcast, or a blind filthy old beggar, but
behind all these masks remains basically the same type. The
hero faces the same situation with the same intransigence, but
this is not all. Both he and his opponents express themselves in
language that employs the same formulas from play to play.

There is of course no single definition which can contain the
variety and vitality of the six plays, the uniqueness and living
personality of the different heroes; all that is claimed here is
that there is in them a recurrent pattern of character, situation,
and language which is strongly enough marked to be called
characteristic of Sophoclean tragedy. That pattern I shall now
attempt to establish in detail, for without detailed evidence
such an assertion cannot be taken seriously. It cannot be sup-
ported solely by analysis of character, for previous attempts to
constitute a typically Sophoclean character are open to the
damning objection that interpretation of character in Sopho-
clean drama is too elusive and subjective a basis on which to
build.*® It must rest on the only objective basis we have—the
words of the Sophoclean text. The proof will call for extensive
quotation, and for this my excuse is that too many theories of
Sophcclean tragedy have been based on words which are re-
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markably rare in the plays Sophocles wrote.? In this field the
critic must, like the old-time preacher, quote chapter and verse;
his thesis stands or falls on its relation to the text, those words
which are all we have left of the original performance in the
theater of Dionysus.

The hero’s decision, his resolve to act, that rock against
which the waves of threat and persuasion will break in vain, is
always announced in emphatic, uncompromising terms. “Some
enterprise must be sought ({p7nréa 470) which will show my
father I am no cowardly son.” “The man of birth must either
live nobly or nobly die (xaA&s Tedvnxévar). You have heard all
I have to say” (479—480). “The other weapons shall lie buried
with me” (refdyperan 577). “But I will go” (el 654). “I shall
go now, where I must go” (eiw’ . . . 8mor wopevréov 6go). I
must begin the work, and fast” (&pxréov 853). So Ajax speaks
of his resolve to die. The use of the verbal adjective, a form
expressing necessity, of the future tenses, above all of the tone
which brooks no argument—all this is characteristic of the
hero’s resolve to act. Antigone’s expression of her resolve is
just as simple and emphatic. “Be what you decide,” she says
to Ismene, “but I shall bury him” (8dyw 72). “If the action
brings my death, it is a noble death” (xaXév . . . faveiv 72).2
“I shall lie with him” (xeloopon 73); “I shall lie there for-
ever” (xeloopon 76). And, a few lines later, “I shall go now
(ropeboouce 81) to heap up a tomb for the brother I love.” So
Oedipus at Thebes makes his decision to find the murderer of
Laius; “I shall reveal” (gav® 132),” and this is what he
stubbornly proceeds to do, deaf to appeals, until the whole
truth is laid bare. He repeats his inflexible determination many
times. “I could not possibly be persuaded not to learn the
truth” (odx &v mboluny 1065). “This is something that could
not happen (olx &v yévorro 1058), that with such evidence in
hand, I should fail to find out the secret of my birth.” “I must
rule,” he says to Creon in the quarrel between them (dpkréov
628)% and later, on the edge of the fearful revelation, “I must
hear” (dxovaréor 1170). For Electra, mourning for her father
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is, as she explains (355 ff.), a form of action against his mur-
derers, and she makes a strong affirmation that she will never
abandon it. “I will not cease (o0 . . . Méw 103) from gloomy
laments, as long as I see the shining tracks of the stars and the
light of day.” “I will never put a stop to these frenzied lamen-
tations as long as I live” (ob oxfiow 223). When she learns the
false news of Orestes’” death she proclaims her determination to
continue her demonstrations of mourning and rebellion in even
more uncompromising forms. ‘“Never from now on will I enter
the house to live with them, rather at these gates I will sink to
the ground and friendless let my life wither away” (eloewn’

. abav® 817-819). “I shall never,” she tells her sister,
“follow your path” (ol . . . un webéfouar 1052), using a type
of emphatic future negative she has already used in a formula
of refusal.® “My mind is made up,” she says (6édoxrar 1049),
and when Chrysothemis refuses to help her she “must do the
deed alone” (8paoréov 1019). Philoctetes too has his mind made
up (8édoxrau 1277); “even more firmly than I can express,” he
answers when the question is put to him.”® And his refusal to
go to Troy is absolute. “Never (obdéroré ve 999). No matter if
I have to suffer every evil.” “Never, never (olééror’ obdéror’
1197), not even 1if the firebearing thunderbolt comes flaming
on me.” “Never” (obdéros’ 1392), he repeats the word to
Neoptolemos, “never of my own free will shall I see Troy.” The
blind old man at Colonus announces his resolve so unexpectedly
and emphatically that his interlocutor is astounded. “There
is no possibility that I shall leave this place” (odx . . . av
EEENGo’ 45). “What does that mean?” asks the confused
native of Colonus, who thought he was dealing with an abject
suppliant. The old man’s announcements grow more emphatic

still. “They will never have control of me,” (obk . . . un
xparhowawy 408), he says of the Thebans and again, “They
will never have me on their side” (o0 . . . un Adxwot 450).

This heroic resolve, announced in absolute and forbidding
terms, is nevertheless put to the test. The form of attack on the
hero’s resolve which he finds hardest to resist is the emotional
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appeal of those who have claims on his affections. Tecmessa
appeals to Ajax in the name of her love for him and of his son.
“Pity your son, my lord” (510). She speaks with the urgency and
abject desperation of the suppliant. “I beg you” (Mooouar 368).
“Iimplore you” (dwriaiw 492). “On my knees I supplicate you”
(ixvolpar §88). Ajax is indeed moved, as we learn from his
famous speech—*I pity her” (652)—but these appeals do not
turn him from his chosen course. Chrysothemis similarly im-
plores Electra (Mooopor 428, dvria{w 1009) but with even
less effect. Jocasta, who cannot argue with Oedipus, for she dare
not reveal the truth she has just come to understand, implores
him not to continue the search for his identity, “I beg you, do
not do this” (Mooouat, un épév rade 1064). Earlier in that
same play the chorus implores the #yrannos to reconsider his
death sentence on Creon: “Consider, we beg you” (Nooouar
650). And Polynices, associating his sister with him in his ap-
peal to his blind father at Colonus, begs the old man as a
suppliant (ixerebouer 1327) to join him against his brother.?®
But the assault on the hero’s will usually takes the form of
argument, of an appeal, not to emotion, but to reason. The
attempt to move the hero is described as ‘advice’ (rapaur®) or
‘admonition’ (vovfer®). “Even though I am young to advise
you” (wapaivéow 1131), says Antigone as she tries to persuade
her father to listen to his son. “How shall I distrust his words,
this man who gives me friendly advice?” (mappreser 1351),
says Philoctetes, when Neoptolemos makes his final appeal,
and when he rejects it, he repeats the word: ““You who give me
this terrible advice” (aivov alvéoas 1380).2” So Jocasta tries,
unsuccessfully, to ‘advise’ Oedipus (raparvove’ 918).28
Sometimes the word used is vovfer® which has a stronger
sense: ‘reprove, admonish, warn, correct.” “Others too have
bad sons,” says Antigone to her father, “and a sharp anger, but
admonished by the incantations of those that love them
(vovberoluevor 1193) their natures are charmed.” “When you
learn what I have to say, then reprove me” (vovbéret 593), says
Oedipus to Theseus, earlier in the play. “And even so, you
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reprove me’’ (vovbereis 1283), cries Philoctetes indignantly after
Neoptolemos has made his appeal; later Neoptolemos repeats
the word: “If anyone admonishes you in friendly style, (vovéerg
1322), you loathe him.” So Electra is reproved by her sister.
“All this reproof of me (vovferquara 343) you learn from Aer,”
says Electra to Chrysothemis; “You have no right to reprove
me” (vovberelv 595), she says to her mother. And when
Chrysothemls rejects her plan for an attack on Aegisthus, she
says: “Your reproof (vovferels 1025) shows that you will not
act with me.”

The advice or admonition is an appeal to reason. “Consider,
think™ (@pbvnoov 49), says Ismene to her sister, and again,
“Reflect” (oxdmrer §8). “Consider this” (oxéfou 6¢ TovTo §84),
says Creon to Oedipus tyrannos; ‘“Consider, we beg you”
(ppovioas 649), says the chorus to him later and Jocasta bids
him, “Consider” (oxémer 952). “Now is the moment for
thought” (@povelr 384), says Chrysothemis to Electra.?
“Consider well” (¢pbvnoov eb 371), says the chorus to Ajax.
Neoptolemos leaves his sailors with Philoctetes in the hope that
he may have some ‘better thought’ (@pbvnow . . . Agw
1078), and the sailors repeat the phrase, “You could have
thought under a better inspiration” (Apovos éx daiuovos
1099).3° Theseus sternly bids the blind old man ‘consider’
(oxbmer 1179) whether he should listen to his son, and Antigone,
taking up the task where Theseus fails, uses the same word
(&mrooxbmer 1195).

The method of rational argument is persuasion, and this
word, melfw, and its middle form, mwetfouat, with its harsher
meaning ‘obey,” occurs in every confrontation of the hero with
his friends and his adversaries. “Will you not be persuaded?”
(o0 8 odxl mwelop; §92), says Tecmessa to Ajax, as the tent is
closed on him and his resolve to kill himself, and Chrysothemis
uses exactly the same words to Electra in the first argument
between them (ob & odxl mwetop; 402). “I beg you to be per-
suaded by me” (miféodou 429), she says to her sister again; and
later the chorus, which has been whole-heartedly on Electra’s
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side so far, momentarily supports Chrysothemis against
Electra’s resolve to act alone with the same word: “Be per-
suaded” (wetbov 1015). Oedipus tyrannos, too, is urged to accept
persuasion: by Tiresias—‘if you will be persuaded by me”
(fiv éuol wioy 321); by the chorus—‘“Be persuaded” (mifov 649);
and in the last desperate appeal of Jocasta—“Yet be per-
suaded” (8uws wihob pot 1064).

For Antigone a special related word is used: &moréw, to
refuse persuasion, to disobey. “Do not codperate with those
who disobey this decree” (rois dmiorobow 219g), says Creon to
the chorus, and soon Antigone is brought on stage by the
guards. “Do they bring you as one who disobeyed the royal
law?” (dmiorovear 381), the chorus asks her. And Creon
refers to her as “the only one in the city who disobeyed”
(@moTnoasay 656). There can be no question of persuading
her, nor of her obeying; she has already by her irrevocable act
of defiance made such words irrelevant. It is Ismene who says,
“I shall obey” (welgouar 67), and later, much later and too late,
Creon will say the same thing (welgouar 1099). Philoctetes “will
never be persuaded” (od un wionTan 103), says Odysseus in the
prologue, and so he must be deceived. Philoctetes hears the news
that Odysseus will come to persuade him to go to Troy with
scornful incredulity. “Is it really true that 4e . . . swore he
would persuade me and ship me off to the Achaeans?” (reloas
623). “I shall as soon be persuaded, when I am dead, to come
back from Hades to the light,” he goes on (regofoouar 624).
“You must obey” (reworéor 9g94), a triumphant Odysseus tells
him later, but when force fails to move him, Neoptolemos tries
persuasion, with no better result. “I was persuaded by your
words before” (wetafels Noyos 1269), says Philoctetes bitterly.
“I wish you could have been persuaded by my words”
(reodivar 1278), says Neoptolemos, and later, acknowledging
failure, “I seem to persuade you not at all” (weiferv . . . undév
1394). Creon comes to Colonus, so he says, ‘“to persuade this
man” (relowv 736). “Be persuaded by me” (wewrbels 756), he
says to Oedipus later. But Oedipus is not moved. “This will be
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most pleasant for me,” he tells Creon, “if you are unable to
persuade either me or these men here” (wel6ev 803). Later his
daughter Antigone (w800 1181) and his son Polynices (mi8éafoun
1334), use the same word.

The hero, as his friends and enemies see him, needs to learn,
to be taught. “If you could learn,” says the chorus to Electra,
“to benefit from her words” (udfos 370), and Chrysothemis
says to her sister, “There is no capacity to learn in you”
(uafnais 1032). “Listen and learn from me,” she says again
(@xovgov . . . uabovoa 889). “You are not willing to be
taught” (8tdax0ivar 330), she tells her but Electra fiercely
rejects such teaching. “Don’t try to teach me to be a traitor to
those I love” (uf p’ éxdidaoxe 395). “Judge me when you have
learned” (ua8dv 544), says Creon to Oedipus at Thebes, but
Oedipus replies, “I am no good at learning—from you”
(navbdvewr 545). “Listen to me and learn . . .” (uaf’ 708),
says Jocasta to him later, and, much later still; in the depths of
degradation, self-blinded, helpless, he tells the chorus, “That
what I have done was not the best thing to do—do not try to
teach me . . .” (uf p’ &cdidaoxe 1370). “We shall learn,”
says Ajax in his great speech, ““to feel reverence for the Atridae”
(uabnabduesba 667), but his earlier estimate of himself was
truer: “You are a fool if you think you can educate my nature
so late in the day” (waudeberr 595). “Do not lament,” says
Neoptolemos to Philoctetes, “before you learn . . .” (wplv
uabps 917). “What lesson?” (udénua 918), asks the hero. It is
a iesson he will not learn from any mortal man. “My good
man,” says Neoptolemos to him in exasperation, “try to learn
not to be overbold in your misfortunes” (6tdctaxov 1387).

What the hero is really asked to do, the demand behind the
appeal to reason and emotion, the advice to reflect and be
persuaded is—to yield, elxeww. This word (with its compounds)
is the key word of the Sophoclean tragic situation; it occurs in
every one of the six plays in the significant context of the attack
on the hero’s resolution.®

It seems to be a favorite Sophoclean word; not only is





