M.A. Thesis - Sean Williams; McMaster University Classics

Half Title Page

EPISTEMIC CERTAINTY & UNCERTAINTY IN SOPHOCLES’ AJAX



Title Page

EPISTEMIC CERTAINTY & UNCERTAINTY IN SOPHOCLES’ AJAX

By SEAN WILLIAMS, B.A.

A Thesis Submitted to the School of Graduate Studies in Partial Fulfilment of the

Requirements for the Degree Master of Arts

McMaster University © Copyright by Sean Williams, September 2018



M.A. Thesis - Sean Williams; McMaster University Classics

Descriptive Note

McMaster University MASTER OF ARTS (2018) Hamilton, Ontario (Classics)

TITLE: Epistemic Certainty & Uncertainty in Sophocles’ Ajax AUTHOR: Sean
Williams, B.A. (McMaster University) SUPERVISOR: Dr. K. Mattison NUMBER OF

PAGES: xvi, 98.



M.A. Thesis - Sean Williams; McMaster University Classics

The topic of the thesis is epistemic certainty and uncertainty in Sophocles’ Ajax.
Epistemic certainty refers to the quality of a character’s knowledge. | chose the topic
because | was curious about the assessment of Ajax among scholars as a character who
makes decisions purely on the basis of self-assertion in the pursuit of glory. The topic
thus challenges what has become a point of near-consensus among scholars. This effort
differs from other studies of the Ajax in that it acknowledges the existence of both
paradigms of action and personality: based either on the reason or the will. It pursues this
investigation while preserving the expanded scope of recent works on the Ajax to include
its implications for the play’s marginal characters, particularly Tecmessa and the Chorus.
To that end, the investigation encompasses the entirety of the play while still addressing a

major aspect of criticism concerning Ajax himself.
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The topic of the thesis is epistemic certainty and uncertainty in Sophocles’ Ajax.
Epistemic certainty refers to the quality of a character’s knowledge. | coined the term to
describe the aspects of the play which seemed to explain this gap between Ajax’s actual
and perceived character. Ajax is typically assessed by scholars as a character who makes
decisions purely on the basis of self-assertion in the pursuit of glory. My thesis challenges
this view, which has become a point of near-consensus among scholars. This effort differs
from other studies of the Ajax in that it acknowledges the existence of both paradigms of
action and personality: based either on the reason or the will. | conclude that Ajax acts on
the basis of reason, but misleads other characters (and the audience) because of the
dynamics of epistemic certainty and uncertainty. | view the Ajax as deliberately
thematizing these dynamics of knowledge for the sake of provoking reflective thinking
and discussion about this phenomenon in the play’s audience. At the same time, it pursues
this investigation while preserving the expanded scope of recent works on the Ajax to
include its implications for the play’s marginal characters, particularly Tecmessa and the
Chorus. To that end, the investigation encompasses the entirety of the play while still
addressing a major aspect of criticism concerning Ajax himself. Meanwhile, | describe
how these two planes of engagement, that is, being epistemically certain or uncertain,
mimic the condition of theatre-goers (or readers) as they move from being an audience
member, an objective observer, to someone implicated in the action of their own lives

once the play has ended.
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This thesis is the culmination of years of effort. As such, there is a long list of friends and
loved ones to thank, and | apologize for omitting by name a great number of people who
ought not to have been overlooked. My parents, Colin and Diane, and my sister, Nicole,
have been a never-ending source of encouragement and support. At My Dog Joe | had a
second family in the friends, coworkers and customers that | met, but especially in the
Repei family, as well as their successors, for allowing me to support myself through
school. Furthermore, | cannot begin to express how grateful | am to my hard-working
friends at the McMaster Catholic Student Association, who generously and richly
nurtured the spirit (not to mention the stomach) through the many wonderful events they
put on in my time at McMaster. And, like any student, | have had teachers who inspired
me in my studies. | thank especially Dr. Eilers, whose love of Latin and Roman history is
infectious. His example was quickly followed by Dr. Murgatroyd’s, whose classes opened
my eyes to the treasures of the ancients and the beauty of their words. Dr. Corner’s
feedback on elements of my thesis as well as ancient personality and agency were most
valuable (and humbling). My supervisor, Dr. Mattison, was instrumental in keeping me
on track. Without her patience and guidance, this work would never have been completed.
Meanwhile, to be a true companion is to suffer with another as though they were oneself,
and no one on this journey has suffered with me more than my Anne, who was there for
every high and low, every victory and defeat these past two years, ever ready with hugs,
food, good cheer and constancy in faith and hope. Most of all, | wish to dedicate this
thesis ad maiorem Dei gloriam, from Whom, more than from anyone else, has come to

me all good things.
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Introduction

Eym 0& mAéov’ EAmopan

Adyov ‘Odvocéoc 1 Tabav o1 TOvV advent] yevésd™ “Ounpov:
Emel Yyendeot ol ToTava T€ poyova

oeuvoVv Emeoti TU: Goeia O KAEMTEL TOpdyoloa pHbotg

Greater, I imagine, did Odysseus’ story become than his suffering through
honey-worded Homer: as there is a certain power in his lies and winged
technique: and cleverness steals the day when it diverts with its words.
(Pind. N. 7.20-23).
Glenn W. Most, writing on Pindar’s Seventh Nemean Ode, says of & mopon that it
“denotes a strong private conviction for which the grounds are not or cannot be
given...the basis in fact which alone could have legitimated genuine fame is
lacking in the case of Odysseus... And because this fame is not securely
grounded, it is fragile, for it can always be called into question by reference to the
criterion of real accomplishment”.! Elsewhere, Pindar scathingly critiques the
treachery which led the Danaans to favour Odysseus over Ajax in the Judgement
of Arms:
&x0pa 8 dpo mapeacig RV Koi méia,
alpOAOV PH0V OLOPO1ITOG, SOAOPPUINGC, KAKOTOLOV OVELSOC:
0 1O HEV Aaumpov Pratat, T®V 6 APAVIOV KDOOG dvTeivel GabpoV.
35[60] i pf moté pot torodtov Ndog, Zed matep, GALA kedeHBolc
anidoug (g Epantoipay. ..
Hostile persuasion existed even long ago, the companion of
wily words, cunning, an evil-working reproach: it assaults the famous, and

holds up the unsound fame of the meagre. May | not have such a character,
father Zeus, but that be fixed in the straight paths of life...(Pind. N. 32-36).

1 Glenn W. Most, The Measure of Praise (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1985), 148.
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Pindar attacks the gap that exists between an action and its report: Odysseus is
admired because of the stories told about him, and the stories he told about
himself. His fame is mediated through the poetry of Homer, whose cleverness
beguiles the audience. The power of persuasion and storytelling over ‘what really
happened’, Pindar says, is the explanation behind the error of the Greeks in
misjudging the contest for Achilles’ arms.

Pindar’s arguments presuppose a schema of facts and interpretations of
those same facts. There is the thing itself, which stands as it is, and then there is
the word pertaining to it: the story, rumour, report, reputation, history, myth.
When the latter in some way eclipses the former, those who hear the description
of the facts are at risk of receiving a distorted version of the truth. But Most’s
comment on Pindar’s lyrics points to a paradox in the poet’s model. Pindar
himself has only a strong conviction, but not the proof, that Odysseus’ fame is
exaggerated, highlighting the indeterminate nature of the debate Pindar is stepping
into. For the evidence of Odysseus’ exploits, and of Ajax’s unjust defeat, resides
only in the words of poets. The truth to which Pindar makes his appeal does not
exist outside of Homer’s story.

Something of this paradox has made its way into criticism of Sophocles’
Ajax. The son of Telamon figures greatly in the poetry of Homer, particularly the
Iliad, where he is one of the Greek heroes at Troy. Although he is ancillary to the
main interest, the portrait the poem paints of Ajax is mostly favourable. Helen

speaks of him as being the ‘great bulwark of the Achaeans’, emphasizing his
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propensity for defense and protection.? In Iliad 7 Ajax faces Hector alone in
combat. After the fight proves inconclusive, Hector praises Ajax, ‘since the god
has given you greatness in both force as well as wisdom, and since you are
greatest of all the Achaeans with the spear.”® Teucer resorts to this moment in his
defense of Ajax’s worth to Agamemnon.* The actions of Ajax are observed, read,
interpreted, and re-presented to others. Nestor chose Ajax to be part of the
embassy to Achilles in Iliad 9 along side Odysseus and Phoenix.> And although
Nestor appears to place special significance on the role of Odysseus in persuading
Achilles, it is Ajax, rather, who comes closest to success, though the embassy
ultimately fails.® Stanford appraises Ajax’s epic representation thus: “His
achievements in the battles described in the Iliad are supremely valiant...Nor is
he simply a tremendous fighting machine. He does not fail in the heroic ideal of
being ‘a speaker of words as well as a doer of deeds’.”” Yet Homer shows a rather
different Ajax in Odyssey 11, when Odysseus describes his encounter with the
shades of the underworld to the court of King Alcinous. Odysseus relates how,
among others, the shade of Ajax, d¢ &piotog Env £186¢ 1€ Sépag e / TOV GAA®Y

Aavadv pet’ apdpova Inieiova (Od. 11.469-470: who was best of all the

2], 3.228-229.

31, 7.288-289: Alav £mel toL SGke BedC uéyeBAC Te Binv Te / Kol Uy, Tiept 8 Eyxel AXoLGv
déptatocg éoot...

4 Aj. 1283-1287.

511.9. 169.

6 For Odysseus’ importance to the success of the embassy in Nestor’s eyes: 9. 179-180: toiot 6¢
TOMN” énételde Meprviog inmota Néotwp / devdidwy £¢ Ekactov, Oducooiil §€ pahiota...; for the
moving of Achilles by Ajax: Il. 9 644-645: Alav Sloyevec TeEAapwVLe Koipave Aa@v / avtd Tt pot
Kotd Bupov ésloao pubnoaacbat:

7 W.B. Standford, introduction to Sophocles: Ajax (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1963), xiii.
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Danaans in appearance and form, after the noble son of Peleus) approached him.2
There is no indication of the tension which exists between Odysseus and Ajax
until nearly seventy lines later:

ai 6" Gkt Yool vekdmv Katatedvndtov
gotaoay ayvouevat, ipovto 6& k\de  EkAoT.
oin & Alavtog yoyn Tehapwviddoo

VOGOV AQECTIKEL, KEYOAMUEVN €lveka VIkNG,
TV Hv Y0 viknoo dtkalopevog mopd vnuot
TEVYESY AU  AyAfiog: E€0nKe O mOTVIOL pUTNp.
naideg 0 Tpowv dikacay kol [TaAlac AOMvn.
G o1 U1 dPeroV ViKay Toldd €’ AEOA®:
TOINV Yap KePaANV &vek’ adTAV Yoio KATEGYEY,
Afav0’, dg mépt pdv €1dog, Tép1 & Epyo TETVKTO
TOV ALV Aavadv pet’ apdpova Inisiova.

The other spirits of the dead corpses stood in place, grieving, and each
asked after their concerns. Only did the soul of Ajax son of Telamon stand
apart, angered on account of the victory which 1 won over him, when 1
was judged over the arms of Achilles by the ships; his regal mother had
put them up, and the children of the Trojans as well as Pallas Athena sat
in judgment. It ought not to have been me that prevailed over such a prize:
for on account of them did the earth keep below it such a head, that of
Ajax, who was best in appearance and action of all the Danaans, except
for the noble son of Peleus (Od. 11.541-551).

The Homeric description of the Judgement aligns broadly with its representation
in Sophocles: after the death of Achilles, Ajax and Odysseus competed for his

arms in a contest. When the judges awarded the arms to Odysseus instead of Ajax,

Ajax lost his life.® But Odysseus does not revel in his victory:

8 Sophocles adapts the compliment for Odysseus at the end of Ajax: Wote pf Aéyewv / &v’ &vdp’
16€lv Gplotov Apyeiwv, 6oot / Tpoiav ddkopsoba, ARy AxtAAéwc (Aj. 1339-1441: ...s0 as not to
say that he was the best of us Argives who came to Troy, except Achilles).

9 On the nature of the contest in Homer: P.J. Finglass, introduction to Sophocles: Ajax—
Cambridge Classical Texts and Commentaries, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011) 27.
“The award evidently involved a judicial process, with Thetis setting out the prize (and
presiding?); how the ‘children of the Trojans and Pallas Athena’ arrived at their verdict is
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Alav, moi Tehapdvog dpdpovoc, ook &p” Epehhec
000¢ Bavav AMnoecBat ol xoAov giveka TevyEmV
ovAouévav; Ta O¢ mhua Oeol Bécav Apyeiolot,
TO10G Yép o THPYOG AmdAED: 6€il0 & Ayouol
16ov AyiAAfiog keold] TInAnidSoo

ayvopeda eOyévolo dtapmepés: 0vdE TIg GAAOGC
ait10G, AAAG Zevg Aava®dv oTpaTOV aiyUnTamV
gkmbryhmg fxOnpe, tetv & &mi poipov E0nkev.

AL dye dedpo, dvag, v Emog kai pdBov dkovong
NUETEPOV: dAUAGOV O PEVOGS Kal dynvopa. Bupov.
O¢ &paunv, 0 8¢ P’ ovoeV aueifeto, PR 08 pet’ dAlag
yuyag eig "Epefoc vekdwv Katatedvndtov.

“Ajax, son of noble Telamon, did you still not, even in death, leave off
from your anger towards me on account of those ruinous arms? The gods
set many pains upon the Argives, for you, such a tower for them, were
lost: and we Achaeans grieve for you sorely, like to dearest Achilles, son
of Peleus, when he was slain: no one else is responsible, but Zeus was
terribly hostile to the army of Danaan spearmen, and he it was that set
this fate upon you. But come here, that you may hear my word and
explanation: tame your rage and your manly heart.” So | spoke, but he
answered me nothing, and went off with the other shades of the dead
corpses into Erebus. (Od. 11.553-564).

Ajax himself, in Sophocles’ tragedy, addresses Erebus as a desirable place shortly
after returning to his senses and being reunited with the Chorus and Tecmessa.*°
He also promises, in the moment before he kills himself, to say no more among
the land of the living, but to speak instead to the dead below.! And although he

does not mention Odysseus alongside the Atreidae and the Greek army in his

unspecified.” On Ajax’s death in Homer: Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London: Duckworth Press,
2003), 26: “Odysseus does not tell us how Ajax died but he clearly links his death to the
Judgement and its outcome.”

10 394-397:1® / oKOTOG, OV paog, / EpePoc @ daevvotatov, W Epol, / ENecd’ ENecBE W
oikntopa (O darkness, my light, o most brightest, at least to me, Erebus, take me to dwell in you).
11864-865: 1008’ Luiv Alag tolmog Uotatov Bpoet, / T & &N évALSou Toi¢ Kdtw pubrcopat.
(Ajax speaks this last word to you, the rest | shall tell to those below in Hades’).
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invocation of the Furies in his suicide speech (815-865), he does make his disdain
apparent in other parts of the play.*?

One other subtle connection unites Sophocles’ tragedy and Homer’s
allusion in Odysseus 11: the story of Ajax’s death is not told directly, but
embedded in the poem within the internal narration of another storyteller. How
enmity arose between Ajax and Odysseus is revealed by someone who was
directly engaged in the events which precipitated that enmity. The audience, both
internal and external to these stories, has no way of verifying the truth for
themselves. The tale is made believable by the skill of the storyteller. As Pindar
does in his own poetry, Odysseus, mediated by Homer, presents his perspective
on the events. This perspective, by necessity, is limited, hampered by Odysseus’
mortal limitations of memory and skill in telling, coloured by his own
prerogatives and needs in the moment he stands in the court.

Sometimes, on the other hand, what is at stake is not the truth-content of a
story, but the interpreter’s comprehension of the storyteller’s intended message. In
Plato’s Protagoras, Socrates, after a long and creative discussion with the sophist
about the correct interpretation of a poem of Simonides, suddenly comes alive to
the apparent futility of their efforts:

o0t 0¢ kai ai Toaide cuvovsiol, E0v Lev AdPwvtal avopdv
oloimep UMV oi ToAAoT Qacty eivar, 0VSEV SEovtar GALOTPiac Pmviig 0VSE

12 o 103 R touniTpuTTOV Kivadoc é€fpou W’ rou; (Do you ask me where that accursed fox is?);
379-382: lw mave’ 6pdv amaviwv T Asl / kak®v 6pyavov, Tékvov AapTiou, / KAKOTILVESTATOV T’
dAnpo otpatod, / i ou oAUV VEAwB' U’ ABoViic dyels (O, seeing all things, the instrument of
all evil things, you, the son of Laertius, the most wily knave of the army, surely you are laughing
richly because of your pleasure).
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momdv, 0g ovte dvepécOat oldv T doTiv mEPL OV Aéyouoty. ..
So do these sorts of gatherings, whenever they compass many men
such as we claim of ourselves to be, have no want for the voice of another,

not even of the poets, whom it is not possible to question about what they
say... (Pl. Prot. 347e.1-5).

As with Odysseus and Homer, to Socrates, the debate about the interpretation of
Simonides’ poetry is irresolvable, since the poet can no longer be asked how his
words were meant to be taken. But Socrates only raises this objection after he has
engaged in a lengthy and detailed argument about what the appropriate
interpretation of Simonides’ poetry is. He and Protagoras both engaged with the
words of the poem, citing passages, matching them to arguments which attempt to
demonstrate the validity of their readings. That the debate takes up so much of the
dialogue shows its inherent interest to both the internal as well as the external
audience: human beings are eager for an explanation of what remains unclear, and
the final uncertainty of Socrates’ and Protagoras’ efforts to unravel Simonides’

words did not dampen the pleasure felt by the listeners of the debate.

It is this kind of uncertainty that the Ajax dramatizes. The Ajax is not about
the meaning of a poem, but it does encompass actions, interpretations of actions,
and soundness of knowledge, something I call epistemic certainty and uncertainty.
Epistemic certainty or uncertainty refers to a subject’s relationship to the
knowledge he or she possesses. Their knowledge may be secure or insecure based
on their ability to verify not only the information they possess, but the soundness
of their interpretation of that information. The Ajax explicitly exploits this

dynamic in its dramatic action. Unlike Odysseus’ report of his visit to the
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underworld, in the Ajax, several people are present for the events described in the
play, and there is no narrator, like Odysseus, to mediate the story being told
definitively. Furthermore, the degree of epistemic certainty and uncertainty differs
among the participants and witnesses of the play: some characters know
everything and can be confident in their interpretation of the knowledge they
possess; others know only a little, and of the little they know they remain
uncertain. Some of the characters are implicated in the play’s major actions,
others are bystanders, and those whose knowledge is epistemically uncertain are
forced to rely on their own deliberative powers in order to reach a correct
interpretation. And there is yet another level of abstraction to be explored in the
play’s dynamic of epistemic certainty and uncertainty—that of the scholastic
audience’s response to the actions and characters of the play. Scholars of
Sophocles’ Ajax have come up with assessments of the play’s titular character
which are incommensurable. Two parties have emerged: ‘hero-worshippers’,
“who play down Ajax’s impiety and arrogance”, as well as ‘pietists’, an approach

“which affirms Ajax as a great but impious and excessively arrogant hero.”*?

In the first chapter, | explore conceptions of Ajax as they arise out of
scholarship which seeks to view him as a ‘Homeric hero’, a figure imported from

interpretations of the lliad and applied to Ajax in his tragic form. The heroic

13 Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London: Duckworth Press, 2003), 59. For an expanded overview of
these two positions, see ibid. 59-60. R.P. Winnington-Ingram (1980: see bibliography) presents
the most emblematic of the pietist argument, while Garvie (2016: see bibliography) is
representative of the hero-worshipper’s perspective.
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framework for understanding Iliadic figures has been well-debunked by recent
studies of Homeric action and personality, but these insights have largely failed to
make an impact on critical approaches to Sophocles’ Ajax, where the Homeric
model is clumsily super-imposed on the titular character. The first chapter will
show the inadequacy of the heroizing-framework in explaining Ajax’s actions and
outline the distortions which arise from the play on account of this approach. It
will also demonstrate how aspects of Ajax’s character and actions, which critics
attempt to explain within a heroic framework, are better explained as operating
under the dynamics of epistemic certainty and uncertainty.

The second chapter focuses on Ajax’s dependants: Tecmessa and the
Chorus of Salaminian sailors. It will explore the substantial epistemic uncertainty
these characters confront in the play in their isolation from characters possessed
of epistemic certainty, bereft of a means of securing their knowledge. It will show
how the quality of epistemic uncertainty leaves these figures prone to errors in
deliberation and rationalization. It will also be shown that, because of their
uncertainty, these figures, who seek to dissuade Ajax from killing himself and
abandoning them, put themselves at risk of acting out the very behaviours and
attitudes themselves which they seek to discourage in Ajax. In the end, they attain
epistemic certainty, but only because their errors of interpretation are eventually
brought to light by Ajax’s suicide, which reveals his true intentions. In

discovering Ajax’s suicide, they are forced to confront their own errors of
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interpretation in trying to read Ajax, and to acknowledge their epistemic
uncertainty.

The third chapter focuses on Odysseus. Odysseus is one of the few figures
in the play possessed of epistemic certainty, thanks to his relationship with
Athena. It will be shown that, because of Athena, Odysseus is able to achieve
perspectives and insights unavailable to other characters in the play. As a result,
Odysseus finds himself in the paradoxical situation of being epistemically both
privileged and isolated, since, despite his efforts to communicate his insight to
Agamemnon, he fails to persuade the Greek commander on these grounds, even if
he succeeds ultimately. | expect that by exploring the dynamics of epistemic
certainty and uncertainty in Sophocles’ Ajax, some long-standing problems of

criticism and interpretation of this play will have new light cast on them.
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Chapter 1: Homeric Heroism; Epistemic Certainty and Uncertainty

Is Ajax, then, really ‘the last of the heroes’? Clearing up misconceptions
about heroism and personal action does not fully account for the brisk and lonely
image of Ajax we receive in the play. Ajax may not be a radical individualist, but
there may nevertheless be something in his ethical makeup that leads to a certain
solipsism, as | hope to show by analyses of some of the key passages which have
contributed to an understanding of Ajax as a megalomaniacal figure.

There is the boast Ajax makes in his kommos. Ajax express how the arms
were given to Odysseus rather than to himself:

0VKET™ Avopa un

Tovo 1T, Emog

8Eepd péy’, olov odtiva

Tpoia otpatod d&pyOn xBovog LordvT dmod

‘EAlovidog: Tavidv & dtipog

OS¢ TpoKELAL.

No longer you will see this man—I shall speak a big word—Ilike unto no one
Troy saw in the army coming from the land of Greece: but now I lie
dishonoured.'* (421-427).

Another declaration soon follows:

Kaitol tocodtov v é€emiotactot dokd /
el LAV AIAAeDs TV OmA®V TOV OV TEPL
Kpivew Euelde KpPATOC APLOTEING TV,

14 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 179 n. 27
argues that “It will be boasted that those lines are appropriate to Achilles, who is the best: Ajax is
second best, so this is evidence of megalomania...This is too literal-minded: the use of superlative
expressions is not so jealously guarded in Homer...much attention has been devoted to this
contrast between the greatness of Ajax and his ruin...and the same idea is being pursued here: an
effect that is entirely spoilt if one is obsessed with Ajax’s ‘state of mind’ and constantly tutting
over his exaggerations.” But Finglass (2011) 263 n. ad 421-6 writes: “...in all those [Homeric]
passages the superlative is attributed by a warrior to an enemy with whom he has fought in a
close-run duel, or to a fallen comrade; the exaggeration amplifies the speaker’s kleos by making
his opponent seem more fearsome, or highlights the pathos of a death.”
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oVK (v T1g adT” Epapyev GAAOG vt €uoD.

| also know this for certain:® if Achilles were alive and going to judge the
prize of excellence over his very own arms to anyone, no one else would
have grasped them instead of me. (441-444).

R.P. Winnington-Ingram memorably asks: “Is there not something
vaguely unpleasant about Ajax, even in hypothesis, seizing greedily upon the
arms of a living Achilles?””*® The question seems to miss the thrust of Ajax’s
argument. Ajax sets as the condition for the treachery and mischief of the
Atreidae and Odysseus the death of Achilles himself, calling into question the
integrity of the latter by comparing them to the arms’ original owner. If the
Atreidae understood what the arms represented, then they could not have failed to
award them to Ajax. Their choice, to Ajax’s mind, divorces the Atreidae from the
spirit of the arms, from any identification with the values they represent.
Winnington-Ingram’s assessment goes too far: Ajax would not wish to deprive
Achilles of his own arms, he insists rather that Achilles as judge in the contest
would have awarded them to him. Still, there is an obliviousness in Ajax’ utter
self-assuredness and lack of self-doubt.

Soon afterwards, Ajax observes that i 6¢ tig Oe®dv / PAdmTol, POYyOL TV XD
KOKOG TOV Kpeicoova (455-456: If any of the gods should strike, then the base
man may escape his better). Ajax lays the blame for his failure to fulfill his

revenge entirely at the feet of causes external to himself and his efforts. Not

15 Finglass (2006) 269 n. ad 441: “...the understated phrase expresses confidence in the following
statement.”

16 R.P. Winnington-Ingram, Sophocles: an interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980), 28.



anything about Ajax, but rather the inexplicable treachery of others has
engineered Ajax’s downfall. Instead, he comforts himself by looking to his heroic
worth. The point is worth reiterating: Ajax does not raise the spectre of the
blasphemous statements he made before Telamon whether to deny or affirm them.
He ignores them entirely. Sophocles never makes a point of affirming whether
Ajax has simply forgotten these statements, or thinks nothing of them. Ordinarily,
such reversals of fortune as the one Ajax suffered would provoke the search for an
explanation as to the causes of the turn of events. This search would extend to the
role someone has played in engineering their own downfall. Even in this very
play, the need for answers and explanation draws characters out from themselves
towards one another . Odysseus comes looking for Ajax, but finds Athena along
with his answers. Tecmessa and the sailors come together to combine their
knowledge. These figures strengthen their relations with one another. Ignorance
and curiosity, although risky, can be beneficial.

But Ajax is unquestioning and oblivious. His trust in the notion that he is
not at all to blame for his downfall, that the responsibility lies in the treachery of
others, precludes the need to effect a change in his character or to modify his
relationships with others. Ajax does not doubt who Achilles would have chosen to
receive the arms. He is also certain that kel un 1608° dppa Kol epéveg ddotpopot /
Yvoung dnféov Thg dufic, ovk &v mote / dikny kat’ dAlov POTOG M SyhHPioav
(447-449: 1If my sight and my mind, diverted as they were, had not swerved from

my intention, then they would not have voted this verdict against another man).



Ajax’s insistence in his martial greatness is the major cause of scholars’
assessment of him. His confidence on this point may seem to be vindicated by
Athena in the prologue, when she says that k6v é€enpa&ot’, el KatnuéANc €YD
(45: He would have seen the act through, if I had not paid attention), but Athena
is unique in the play on account of her perfect knowledge.!” Ajax cannot be
certain as Athena is. In fact, given what happened to him in the prologue, Ajax
has no reason to be certain of anything. But despite this, he continues to exhibit an
epistemic confidence about what has happened to him.

Ajax reasons about what to do: he cannot return home without proving his
worth,'® and he cannot further the Greek cause.® Rejecting both options, Ajax
focuses on his goal: neipd t1g {ntéa / T0168° d¢” fg Yépovit SnAmcm moTpi / pn
T0L UGV y* GomAayyvog €k keivov yeymg (470-472: Some attempt must be sought
from which I may show to my aged father those sorts of things, namely that | was
not born without heart in respect of my nature from him). Ajax had brought up his
father once before in an unfavourable comparison to his present situation:

Otov motp pev tod’ an’ Toaiog yBovog

0 TpdTaL K(Ekhctaf’ ap1oTeEVos GTPATOD

POG olkov NABe mioav eDKAEV PEPOV:

E&ym 6" 0 Kelvov Toic, TOV ADTOV £G TOTOV

Tpoiag EmeAdmv ovk EAdocovt 6OEvel

o0d’ Epya peim YEPOS ApKécag EUTC,

dripog Apysiooy 8 dmdAlvpa.

Then my own father went from this land of Ida, having won the first of the
finest things of the army, carrying all renown: but I, his son, coming to the

17 Chapter 2 explores Athena’s perspective in greater detail.
18 Aj. 462-465
19 Aj. 466-469



same place in Troy, no less in might, but accomplishing with my hand
deeds no less great, am destroyed in this way by the Argives. (434-440).

Ajax failed to achieve what his father did. There is an admission of
responsibility in these words: it should have been possible for Ajax to attain
honour similar to Telamon, although he does not. The earlier reference to Achilles
casts blame on the Atreidae. But the invocation of his father calls Ajax into
question.? How individualistic is Ajax if he is so concerned with his father’s
estimation of him? Without the prospect of his father’s censure, Ajax may have
been content with going home. In fact, in the Philoctetes, Neoptolemus uses a
story like this one in his deception of Philoctetes. Neoptolemus reports that
Odysseus justified the withholding of Achilles’ arms from his son on the grounds
that: ook 160" v’ flueic, GAL anficd’ v’ ob o &3¢t (Ph. 379: You were not where
we are, but were where there was no need of you).?! So spurned, Neoptolemus
quits the field at Troy and returns home. Philoctetes does not react to

Neoptolemus as though he has done something shameful in sailing home from

20 E g. Lillian Feder, Madness in Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 93:
“Certainly the precipitating cause of Ajax’s rage—the awarding of Achilles’ arms to Odysseus—
sets off a complex reaction to his allies, to his own fame, and to life itself, which must be
explored in connection with his suicide. A definitive characteristic of Ajax, the pride that
compelled him to scorn the aid of Athena, is the essential motivating force for this act of violence
against himself. His pride manifests itself in more than an exalted view of his own powers as a
warrior; it conveys his conception of himself as a personification of the immortal fame that is the
implicit promise of the heroic code. Until he is forced to recognize his terrible vulnerability by
madness itself, Ajax has regarded himself as omnipotent. The extremity of his anguish upon
realizing that his vengeance was taken only on helpless animals results not merely from shame
but from the exposure of his own impotence to contend with the forces that now control his
destiny—the hostile Greek leaders and their attendant goddess.”

21 Odysseus’ (supposed) censure echoes Agamemnon’s criticism of Ajax in this play: ol Bavtog f
Mol 6TAVTOC oUMEP OUK £yw; / oUK ap’ Axaolc dvSpec eiol ARV &8¢; (Aj. 1237-1238: Where did
this man go, or in what place did he stand, that | did not? Do the Achaeans have no men but this
one?).



Troy.?? But although Ajax’s situation is like the one Neoptolemus invented, his
desire to please his father prevents him from taking this option.

This cannot be the result of “Ajax’s ruthless indulgence of his own
desires,” which “matches his portrayal throughout the play as a man who pursues
personal gratification to the exclusion of the claims of all philoi, whether friends,
relatives, allies, dependants or gods.”?* For Homeric warriors who are denied
glory, it is an option for them to express their displeasure and curtail further
attacks by leaving. Ajax has this option—it is within his power to do it. But he
does not, because he wants more to satisfy Telamon’s desires than his own.?* Ajax
resorts to a general rule to complete his deliberation:

aioypov yap dvopa tod pokpod ypnlew Pilov,

KOKOTGV 60@; undev EEaAldooeTal.

i yOp mop” Npop NUEPa TEPTEWY EXEL;

For it is shameful for a man to wish for a long life, who receives in

22 toladt dkoUoog KAEOVELSLOBELC Kakd / TAéw TPOC oikouc, (Ph. 382-383: Having heard such
base words, and being outrageously insulted, | sailed for home). For my purposes, it does not
matter if this is the real reason Neoptolemus is present on the island. The point is that the story
was probable enough (eikos) to Philoctetes to be believed).

23 Mary Whitlock Blundell, Helping friends and harming enemies (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 68.

241t may be argued, under the rubric which seeks to cast Ajax as an utter egotist, that his
conception of his father is really a reflection of his own values and expectations. But Bernard
Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 85: “...the other in
him [Ajax’s internal representation of his father] does represent a real world, in which he would
have to live if he went on living.” In other words, the expectations of his father represent a very
real and binding judgment upon and to Ajax. He cannot dismiss them any more than he could
dismiss his own expectations and identity as a Homeric warrior. If he did, he would cease to be
Ajax, and the very thing that makes the play a tragedy would be dispelled.



exchange for his evils nothing. For what joy can there be in day following
day? (473-475).%

Then he says that:

0VK (v TTplaipny ovdevog Adyov Bpotov
0ot kevaiow EAmicy Bepuaivetat:
AL ) kod®dg (v f| KoA®dG Tebvmkévar
TOV €0YEVT] (PT. TAVT AKNKOAG AOYOV.

I would reckon that man of no account, who is warmed by empty hopes:
instead, it is necessary for the noble either to live well or so die. You heave
heard the whole speech. (477-480)

The term eugenes offers us another clue that Ajax is not the author of his own
scheme of values, but ones which conform to a pattern external to him. Were this
not the case, Tecmessa would have no grounds to offer up a redefinition of the
term.

The speech’s conclusion, however, does suggest wilfulness: “You have
heard the whole speech.” The phrase mévt™ dknkoog is also used in the Trachiniae
by the nurse before she reports the suicide of Deianira and the discovery of her
body by Hyllus.?® There the phrase is used after a description of things that have
already happened. Nothing afterwards can upset the truth of her report. But Ajax’s
use of the phrase is different from its use in the Trachiniae: for one, Ajax is using

an absolute phrase pre-emptively. | have translated logos here as speech, but it

25| have omitted Aj. 476 (mpooBeioa kdvaBeioa tod ye katbavely;), although most editors
include it, on account of Finglass (2011) 276 n. ad 475-6: “...it remains obscure,” and that
“[t]lextual alteration does not help.” He posits that “[a] lacuna...is perhaps the most likely
solution, as the Greek seems too abbreviated to make the sense clear; but no supplement
commends itself.” On these grounds | have chosen not to offer an interpretation of the line
myself.

% Tr. 876



may also refer to the process of deliberation Ajax undertook, as well as to the
choices available to him. It can also refer to the rule he employs at the end, which
offers a general account of how life ought to be lived. Unlike the nurse, Ajax does
not know yet if his life will be warmed by only empty hopes, because he is trying
to describe things that have not happened yet. In fact, it will later be revealed that
Ajax could have been saved, if only he had waited.?” Once again, Ajax exhibits an
epistemic confidence which proves unfounded.

But there is another sense in which Ajax’s usage of the phrase differs from
the nurse’s; as mentioned before, Ajax has not reviewed everything in his past
which could have caused his misfortune: the boast Ajax made to his father,?® the
rebuke he offered to Athena on the field of battle, are both missing from the
‘whole account.’?® Does Sophocles intend the audience to suppose that Ajax has
forgotten? Or is Ajax aware of what he did, but actively evading responsibility by
suppressing the memories? Are these moments inconsequential for him? The
audience may wonder why it is that Ajax does not connect his actions with the
warning his father gave to him.

Yet these are questions that can arise for the audience only later in the
play. Ajax, whether by deliberate omission or not, does not share these two
episodes. Instead, the messenger reports them from Calchas much later. But

without the messenger, Ajax’s perspective on his situation reigns. Besides Athena,

27 Aj. 756-757: €A yap altov TfiSe BAuépqa povn / diag ABavag pfivig, wg Edn Aéywv.
28 p\j. 763-769
2 Aj 770-777



no one else knows more. Indeed, Tecmessa’s petition to Ajax, which will be
scrutinized in Chapter 2, responds to Ajax’s formulation of events. Thus at this
point audience (internal and external) may be tempted to sympathise with Ajax
based on what he has shared. The Atreidae and Odysseus are the only
orchestrators of Ajax’s downfall in this account. Only afterward is it revealed that
Ajax, too, played a role. This, to a limited extent, implicates the external audience
in the action of the play. They cannot know more than Ajax does, reacting to him
on incomplete premises. The spectator’s own epistemic confidence will be
brought into question along with Ajax’s.

But first Tecmessa begins her petition to Ajax, which will be discussed in
the next chapter. Ajax does not respond to it, but instead addresses Eurysaces.*
After another attempt by Tecmessa to dissuade him as he hastens to close the tent,
Ajax rebukes her: p@pd pot Soxeic poveiv, / gl Todpodv 10og dptt moudevely Vogic:
(594-595: Your thoughts are foolish, if you expect to shape my character only
now). The line has been taken to be indicative of Ajax’s implacable nature. But
the adverb dpti qualifies Ajax’s statement: Ajax does not say that his mind cannot
be changed, but that it is too late for Tecmessa to effect the change she seeks.
Ajax has always lived as a warrior. He and Tecmessa have been the beneficiary of
his success. Moreover, Ajax expected and valued the potential rewards of
pursuing his identity. It would be inconsistent of Ajax to disregard all these

things, now that he has suffered a defeat.

30 Aj. 525-544.



One other scene suggests the idea of Ajax as absolutist tyrant: the
Deception Speech. Because of the ubiquity, depth and extent of the discussion
surrounding the speech, it is difficult to say much which has not already been
said.! Instead, |1 would like to focus on the fact that Ajax’s speech is the most
dramatic example in the play of something which has become an increasing focus
in my analysis of Ajax: epistemic uncertainty. By ‘epistemic uncertainty’ I mean
the inability for someone with knowledge to know if that knowledge, or their
interpretation of it, is secure from error. Throughout the play, characters have
differing levels of epistemic certainty: Odysseus, to anticipate the investigation |
conduct in the third chapter, has epistemic certainty in the prologue thanks to
Athena’s perfect vision. The Chorus and Tecmessa, whom I take up in the second
chapter, waver between epistemic certainty and uncertainty: sometimes they are

shown not to know, and as being aware that they do not know. At other times, the

31 The three main arguments, as summarized in A.P.M.H Lardinois, “The Polysemy of Gnomic
Expressions and Ajax’ Deception Speech,” in Sophocles and the Greek Language, eds |.J.F. de Jong
& A. Rijksbaron (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 213 are as follows: 1) Tecmessa and the Chorus understood
Ajax correctly because he had, in fact, given up his intention to suicide for a time. 2) Ajax
deliberately deceives Tecmessa and the Chorus. 3) Tecmessa and the Chorus misinterpret the
words of Ajax, who does intend to deceive them. That said, | take Christopher Gill’s, Personality in
Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 213-214 point that
“Ajax’s ‘deception-speech’...expresses the conflict between a deliberated exemplary gesture,
based on reflection about general principles of co-operative living, and the more standard claims
of philia, the validity of which are also recognized by the person concerned. The peculiar formal
character of the speech is to be explained by reference to its role as an expression of this
conflict...the two voices are, paradoxically, combined in the same lines...Ajax both expresses the
ethical claims on his philia made by Tecmessa and indicates, by his bitter and ironic tone (as well
as by the contrast with his previous speeches his rejection of the compromises involved in
meeting those claims. In this sense, his speech contains a kind of internal dialogue, as he both
expresses and rejects those claims in favour of those of his exemplary gesture.” Cf. also R.P.
Winnington-Ingram, Sophocles: an interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980),
47 n. 109: “the Deception Speech itself is to be the supreme—ironic—revelation of the mind of
Ajax through the expression of its reverse, as the Suicide Speech reveals when it comes.”
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awareness of epistemic uncertainty is limited to the perspective of the audience,
which alone knows what limits there are to the characters’ knowledge. In his
Deception Speech, Ajax’s phrasing, at every turn, seems calculated to deflect
secure interpretations of his intentions. So, Ajax, for example, says kpoym 168
&yyog toopdv, Exbiotov Beddv, / yaiag dpH&ag EvBa un tig dyetan (658-659: |
shall bury this sword, the most hateful of weapons, once | have dug up the earth,
where no one will see). When the words are heard for the first time, their meaning
may seem obvious. It is only in hindsight, when action is matched to stated intent,
that the double-resonance becomes clear: “[t]he words he uses, as we have seen,
are heavy with the sound of death”.3? Similarly, the speech encourages us to read
Ajax’s descriptions of nature as signs that he will choose to live instead of dying
in self-fulfillment: kol yap ta dewva kol to kKaptepdToTa / THig veiket: T00TO
HEV VIQOGTIRELS / yeudveg Ekywpodoty vkapne Oépet (669-671: For things both
dread and most powerful yield to offices: snow-tracked winters make way for
Sfruitful summer...). But, “in each case, the power that yields is extinguished: the
simultaneous presence of winter and summer, night and day, storm and calm,
sleep and waking, is impossible.”® The effect, in sum, is that the Chorus and
Tecmessa are deflected from Ajax’s true intention. Epistemic uncertainty extends
even to the motivation for characters’ actions. Is the misinterpretation of the

Chorus and Tecmessa the result of wilful dishonesty, as they think? But because

32 Bernard Knox, “The Ajax of Sophocles,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 65, no. 1
(1961):15.
33 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 187.
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Sophocles has refrained from elaborating upon Ajax’s intentions in the
Deception-Speech, answers to questions like these remain unavailable.

But perhaps the search for an answer is itself what is at stake in the play.
The scene which is most responsible for the varying characterizations of Ajax
prevents secure interpretation in the absence of a secure apparatus for measuring
those interpretations. Whatever interpretation is formed of the Deception Speech
both advances and undoes its own conclusions. We cannot know whether Ajax
deceives or really means what he says and has an abrupt change of heart.
Although I lean to the former view, it remains far from secure based on a reading
of the text. The Chorus and Tecmessa take Ajax to have deceived them, and it is
Tecmessa herself who describes Ajax as a figure obsessed with his own
pleasure.® But Tecmessa, and other characters besides, rarely have access to the
epistemic certainty necessary to make a secure assessment. Nor, often, is the
audience given the information necessary to know which reading is the correct
one.

So it is that Ajax himself, in the last speech he makes before he dies,
suggests cryptically, over and over, the indeterminacy of resolving two opposing
perspectives on the same action and event, beginning with his prayer to Zeus:

TEUYOV TV MUV AyyeAOV, KOKTV QATV

Tebkpw pépovra, TpdTOG (OGS pe facTtdon

TENTOTO TMOE TEPL VEOPPAVT® Elpet,

Kol pn Tpog ExOpdV Tov KoTOTTELOEIS TAPOC
PLYO® Kvciv TPOPANTOG 0lmvoig 0” Elmp.

34 Aj. 966-967: £uol TukpdC TEBvNKeV A kelvolg yAukUg, / aUt® 8¢ tepmnvde... (He died bitter rather
to me than sweet to them, and a pleasure to himself).

12



Send for us a messenger bringing the bad news to Teucer, that he may be

the first to lift me, fallen low on this new-sprinkled sword, and that I,

spotted first by one of my enemies, may not be cast out as a feast for the

dogs and the birds. (826-830).

Ajax knows that the sight of his body communicates two different messages,
depending on who the recipient of the news of his death is: to Teucer, the message
of Ajax’s death will be a misfortune; but to any of Ajax’s enemies, it is a boon.
Teucer will want to hasten to reach Ajax before his enemies, since his enemies, if
they should arrive before Teucer does, will take the opportunity to do violence to
Ajax and his legacy. The stakes of the race Ajax sets up to his corpse, and the
possibility of more evil, depending on who the victor is, comes from the fact that
the final significance of Ajax’s body cannot encompass both of these possibilities:
the meaning of his death will remain indeterminate until one of the parties arrives.
It is the discoverer who fulfils the meaning of Ajax’s death. If Teucer, then his
death will be vindicated, since he will find a burial appropriate to a hero despite
the treachery of his enemies. If Ajax’s enemies, Ajax’s death will become a story
about his defeat.

Likewise, Ajax implores the Furies, pafeiv éue / mpog tdv ATped®dv Mg
oA vpon tédag (837-838: Learn about me, how I, wretch that | am, am
destroyed at the hands of the Atreidae). Ajax bids the avenging gods to learn
about him, and he takes care to specify exactly what lesson the Furies should take

from the situation. Athena had attempted to do this as well in the prologue when

she warned Odysseus against becoming a kakos—but as we saw in the prologue,

13



the lesson may not always be clearly derived from the situation at hand, nor, even
if it is, does the one hearing the lesson necessarily identify with it, as Odysseus
pitied Ajax in his humanity rather than shunned him for his baseness. There is, on
Ajax’s part, a recognition in his injunction to the Furies that his story may not be
taken the way he intends it, and that it is ultimately out of his hands whether or
not it is: for those same Furies could instead dwell on the fact that Ajax attempted
to destroy his allies in turn.

Recognizing the possibility of other perspectives, then, Ajax spends most
of his last words clarifying the narrative he wishes to impose on recent events.
Ajax recognizes the vulnerability of his legacy to reinterpretation when he prays
to Helios to

dyyelhov dtog Tag EUAG LOPOV T EUOV
YEPOVTL TATPL TH| TE SVGTNVE TPOPX.
7 oL TéAova, THVS BTov KA QaTLY,
NoEL HéEyav KOKVLTOV €V Ao TOAEL.
Announce my ruin and death to my aged father and miserable mother.
Very truly will she let out a great shriek in all the city, whenever she hears
this news of me. (848-851).
There is little reason to doubt how Ajax’s parents will receive the news of his
death. Tecmessa herself had earlier admonished Ajax to
AL aidecat PLEV TOTEPA TOV GOV €V AVYP®D
PQ TPoAreinmv, aidecat 0& untépa
TOADV £TOV KANPOVYOV, | 6€ TOAAAKIC
Beoig dparor {dVTO TPOG SOUOVG LOAETV:
But feel shame at the thought of leaving your father in his mournful old
age, and feel shame too at the thought of your mother, who has drawn the
lot of many years, and often prayed to the gods that you may come home

alive. (506-509).
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She had wanted Ajax to understand that the message he will ultimately send with
his death is not one of atonement in the eyes of his father, before whom Ajax
previously feared to show himself as yopuvov pavévia 1dv dpioteiov dtep (464:
appearing as one naked, without the fruits of excellence), but rather one of grief
and even disrespect (so I take the force of aidecou to be). When Ajax expressed
his shame at the thought of appearing before Telamon, it was shame at seeming to
have abandoned the victorious legacy of his father. We see now, in his suicide-
speech, that Ajax still maintains this conception of his relation to his father: he
sees his death as restoring his former glory and honouring the legacy of Telamon
in Troy—or else he would not wish the news to be given at all. This is meant to
comfort Telamon, even though it grieves him. At the same time, Ajax realizes that
the same message will be for Eriboea a cause for lamentation.

Crucially, although Ajax attempts to set the tone of his suicide, he does not
at the same time attempt to deny the bifurcating possibilities of interpretation
available to the recipient of the news of his death. He recognizes his mother’s
grief but does not discount it. He does not anymore suggest that the Atreidae are
wrong to hate him. The double-message is left to stand even as the existence of
the two choices threatens the interpretation Ajax wishes to be dominant. He
recognizes the risk in leaving these things to chance, since in death he cannot
affect the outcome, and so he prays to the gods to ensure that Ajax is seen the way
that Ajax would like to see himself. It is in this way that Ajax himself recognizes
and dramatize the dynamics of certainty and uncertainty within the play.

15
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Chapter 2: Tecmessa and the Chorus

...the drama begins on an unprepared fortissimo: during the prologue the mad
Ajax is summoned out of his tent; at this point there is a break; and what
follows is virtually a new, contrasting beginning. Then comes, as the first part
of the tragedy, the melancholia and death of a man fully conscious of what he
is doing, and, as the second part, the dispute about his burial. We have here a
kind of catastrophe-drama which follows from the very beginning how a
human being has to come to terms with his fate, which has already been
decided.®

Karl Reinhardt brings out well the strange setup of Sophocles’ Ajax. The
action which sets the plot in motion does not occur within the play. Moreover, the
dramatic interest of the play’s first half comes from Ajax’s consideration of the
choices before him, not from direct action. It is for this reason that criticism of the
Ajax tends to focus on Ajax himself.2® But Ajax is not alone on the stage. The
play is remarkable for its variety of figures: a former princess, a child, warrior-
kings. Ajax is removed from the action (if not the stage) at line 865, with just
under half the play remaining. What follows is a debate, involving multiple
parties with differing interests about what quality of man Ajax was, which will
determine the question of his burial. While the practical discussion begins after
Ajax’s suicide, Ajax’s character is scrutinized throughout the play. From the
beginning of the prologue, the audience is confronted by the search to find out

what sort of man Ajax is. The answer involves Ajax’s own perspective, but his is

35 Karl Reinhardt, Sophocles, trans. Hazel Harvey and David Harvey (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1979), 9.

36 E.g. Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 178: “The
dialogue after Tecmessa’s entry was evenly distributed between her and the Chorus, and her
lines were in a recitative metre: that is, not too far in pitch from the Chorus’ more emotional
lyrics. By contrast, Ajax on his entry dominates our attention entirely: it is he, the actor, who is
given the emotionally charged lyrics...while the others are allowed only the briefest interjections,
and these merely spoken.”

17



not the only one. The views of enemies and friends come together, competing
against each other, struggling to reconcile what has happened with their own
view. The truth is sought since, with it, one can decide what to do next. When that
deliberation is private, then one has only onself to rely on. Deliberation in tandem
with others presents its own risks and rewards: it guards against the error of a lone
perspective, but puts one in danger of being misled by the malice or ignorance of
another. As explored in the first chapter, the isolation and vulnerability of the
Sophoclean hero is a common, if not uncontested schema, to adopt when studying
the Ajax. Moving away from the perspective of the hero, | wish to explore the
isolation and vulnerability of these other figures on the stage. But first, a note on

genre in relation to epistemic certainty and uncertainty.

Greek tragedy, by its very nature, lends itself to a story comprised of many

voices. In a narrated tale, everything is mediated through the narrator, who has a
special authority in the text. So, in lliad 11, when Achilles calls for Patroclus to
go to the Greek camp to see if Machaon has been injured, the narrator tells us: 6
8¢ khoinOev dxovcag / Expolev icog Apni, kakod & &pa ol méhev apyn (11. 11.
603-604: When that man, equal to Ares, heard him from his tent, he came forth,
but that was the beginning of evil for him). How this is so is not yet clear to the
audience, but the authority of the narrator removes all doubt that it is true. The
question of whether this moment really is the beginning of evils for Patroclus (as
opposed, say, to his coming to the war at all) cannot be taken up, since there can

be no meaningful argument with the narrator. To mount any such argument would
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be to challenge the terms of the poem itself. Had the narrator made no comment,
then discussion would be possible.®” Only the lack of a secure answer leaves

grounds for argument and debate about action and causality in literature.

This is precisely what Greek tragedy does in opposition to its epic
counterpart. Charles Segal documented the generic gap that exists between the
two genres in his study, Sophocles’ Tragic World. For Segal, the Ajax is
emblematic of this: “We are given sharply contrasting points of view: those of
mortal and god, friend and enemy, individual and group, inside and outside,
specific moment and entire Trojan war...Sophocles thereby involves us in the
problem of understanding the character of his anomalous hero.” * As a result,
“Sophocles’ play presents the full story of its hero not as the subject of a lucid,
perspicuous present, as epic narrative tends to do, but as an object to be recovered
and reconstituted with effort and difficulty.”® The adaption of epic material to
tragedy allows the resulting play to explore new dimensions in mythic material.
What was secure within its epic context because of objective narration becomes

insecure in the dramatic form, as tragedy produces its action directly.*® Tragic

37 This raises the further question of whether or not the answer itself would change, even if we
granted in this scenario that it were not discoverable from the direct comment of the voice of the
poet (Homer, in this example). | acknowledge that it is an issue for the discussion, but since the
answer does not bear directly on the current argument | am making, | pass over the issue.

38 Charles Segal, Sophocles’ Tragic World (Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 16.
39 Charles Segal, Sophocles’ Tragic World (Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 22.
%0 Narration, of course, does happen within tragedy (e.g. speeches from messengers). But very
few instances of narration in tragedy come from characters who unambiguously have the status
of an objective perspective. In fact, Athena in the Ajax represents one of the closest examples we
have of a character who has an objective perspective—in this instance, one that is unfettered by
human limitations of sight and awareness (cf. Aj. 13, where Athena asks Odysseus to tell her
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characters are implicated in the action they comment on, and this internal
perspective is the only one available to the audience. When the terms of
perception and information are the same among all parties on stage within a
drama, there can be no secure interpretation of actions and events unless a
character has been given special powers of knowledge (such as a prophet, or a
goddess). Far from frustrating literary interest, tragedy can stage a drama of
knowledge and awareness arising from the limited perceptions of the characters
within it. In the epic example, the excitement of the audience comes from
anticipating not if, but when and how Patroclus will find the evil promised him by
the narrator. In Greek tragedy, both of these potential sources of interest are

present.

Interest in this dimension of the Ajax has grown. In a recent article
focusing on Sophocles’ narratology and stylistics, de Jong points out that “[a]
characteristic feature of Sophocles’ dramatic technique is the repeated
presentation of the same event by different characters,” and that the Ajax is “an
extreme example of repeated presentation,” wherein “the story of Ajax’s mad

attack on the cattle...is recounted no less than seven times...”*! De Jong’s

what it is that he is trying to accomplish, “w¢ map’ elduiag padnc”, that he may learn it from
someone who knows. But even in this example, scholars have argued that Athena’s reading of
Ajax as being kakog (Aj. 133) speaks to a bias in Athena’s point of view: cf. R.P. Winnington-
Ingram, Sophocles: an interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 55; Ruth
Scodel, Sophocles (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1984), 19; Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London:
Duckworth Press, 2003), 45.

411.).F. De Jong, “Where Narratology Meets Stylistics,” in Sophocles and the Greek Language, eds.
I.J.F de Jong & A. Rijksbaron (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 74
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analysis describes Sophocles’ use of focalization, which grounds an event within
the perspective of a single character.*? For de Jong, the act of telling and retelling

the story becomes itself a source of dramatic interest.

Barker also highlights the proclivity of Sophocles to use this aspect of
tragedy to effect: “In a remarkable move, Sophocles does not represent the
judgement of arms itself. Instead, he dramatizes its aftermath—the consequences
of Ajax’s dissent from that decision. Clearly this displaces an authoritative view
of that judgement, leaving the audience to piece together the events from the
competing perspectives of the characters.”*® Like Segal, Barker extends the drama
of understanding, ignorance and judgement from the characters within the play to
the audience watching it. Like de Jong, he understands that this participatory

aspect of drama only exists in the absence of key features of epic narrative.

There is room yet to expand the discussion by exploring the thought
processes and reasoning of each of the parties involved in the action of Sophocles’
Ajax to better understand the structure of the dramatic presentation of a character
when a narrator is absent, creating the conditions for epistemic uncertainty. It will
be shown that major portions of the play are, in fact, a drama of ignorance,
reasoning and learning. | explore what characters seek to do in the absence of

secure information. The scope of the work does not permit an exhaustive analysis

42 See |.J.F. De Jong, “Where Narratology Meets Stylistics,” in Sophocles and the Greek Language,
eds. IJ.F de Jong & A. Rijksbaron (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 74-76 for a detailed explanation of
focalization.

43 Elton Barker, Entering the Agon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 283.
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of all figures within the play, so I restrict my analysis to Ajax’s dependants. When
| refer to dependants, | mean the Chorus, Tecmessa, Eurysaces. The Chorus are,
in Tecmessa’s words, vaoc apwyoi thg Alavtog, / yeveds yboviov an’ "Epex0eiddv
(201-202: the helpers of the ship of Ajax). Ajax addresses them as his @ilot
vovBatat, povot Eudv eikmv (349: Beloved seafarers, alone of my friends). They
are sailors, coming with Ajax from Salamis to Troy as part of his contingent. #
Later on, they are addressed by Ajax as dvopeg domiotipes, EVOAog Aedg (565:
shieldbearing men, race of the sea) indicating that they perhaps played a martial
role. They are partisans of Ajax: they grieve when he grieves, rejoice when he
rejoices.* Some scholars have characterized them through their cowardice and
self-interest.*® At the same time, they are dejected from the toils of the war.*’
Their most admirable attribute is their loyalty to Ajax. At one point in the action

they sing, addressing Salamis, that Ajax,

ov é€emépyo mpiv oM mote Bovpim

KpaTodVT' &v ApeL: viv & ab ppevog oloPdTag
oihotg péya mévBoc nvpnTaL.

Ta Tpiv & Epya xepoiv

peyiotag apetdc

douha Tap” apilolg

44 Cynthia P. Gardiner, The Sophoclean Chorus (lowa: University of lowa Press, 1987), 52: “As in
the majority of Sophocles’ plays, there has been no preparation during the prologue for the
chorus’ entrance, and we may therefore assume that their identity was readily apparent to the
audience.”

4 Aj. 136-140

46 Cynthia P. Gardiner, The Sophoclean Chorus (lowa: University of lowa Press, 1987), 51: “Their
role is usually seen as that of ordinary, lesser men, a standard against which the audience
measures Ajax and finds him mightier, larger than life. They are relatively weak, timorous
(perhaps cowardly), concerned chiefly for survival; in contrast to them Ajax appears strong, bold,
unswervingly dedicated to maintaining his honor even at the expense of his life.”

47 E.g. Aj. 866: mdvoc ovw rovov pépet. (Toil adds toil to toil), which the Chorus sings as they
search about for the now-dead Ajax.
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gnec’ €meoe pehéolg Atpeidaig.
Whom you sent was once before victorious in raging war: but now he,
nourishing his mind alone, is found a great grief to his friends. The former

deeds of valour of his hands have fallen friendless among the hateful,
miserable Atreidae. (Aj. 613-621).4

Tecmessa, the other member of Ajax’s dependents, is his wife, a slave-
concubine.*® Despite her status, the Chorus acknowledge Ajax’s affection for
her.%° Like them, Tecmessa is loyal to Ajax.>! Even after Tecmessa realizes that
she has been tricked by Ajax’s deception-speech, she remains true to his cause.>
Tecmessa is also the mother of Eurysaces, the son of Ajax. Eurysaces has no
lines, but he is addressed in one speech at length by Ajax directly.>® The boy is

quite naturally of great importance to them both, and Tecmessa implores Ajax not

48 R.W.B. Burton, The Chorus in Sophocles’ Tragedies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 7: “The
main function of the chorus in Ajax [sic] is to enhance the tragic pathos of the play by contrasting
the past glory with the present ruin of their hero and expressing their loyalty and devotion to him
in his alienation from his true self and from the fellowship of his equals.”

4 Aj. 211-212: al o0 Qpuyiov Tehevtavrog, / Aéy’, énel of Aéxog SoupldAwtov... (Child of the
Phyrigian Teleutas, speak, since you, being a spear-won bride...).

50 Aj. 213: ...0tép€ac Avéxel Bolplog Alag (...valiant Ajax loves and protects). Finglass (2011) 206
n. ad 211-213 reads otépfacav ExeL which he translates as “Ajax possesses you, as you acquiesce
in a marriage won by the spear.” His reasoning is that it provides “a more realistic, less romantic
picture of the relationship between Tecmessa and Ajax,” but admits “that the decision is finely
balanced...” (ibid.) It remains to be seen in comparison to what does Finglass’ choice seem ‘more
realistic, less romantic’. While such a decision would bring the phrase more in line with how Ajax
treats Tecmessa in this play, the play itself gives several indications that Ajax’s behaviour of late
is unprecedented and unusual (cf. 233-34; 317-318; esp. 808, where Tecmessa describes herself
as Kal Th¢ maAaldg xapttog ékBePAnuévn (cast out of my former favour). There is not much
reason, on Finglass’s grounds, to doubt the received reading.

51 Aj. 392-393: 8tav kateUyn tal0’, 6pol kdpol Bavely / ebxou: Tl yap b€t Lfiv pe ool
tebvnkotog; (Whenever you pray these things, pray for me to die with you together: for why
should I live when you are dead?)

52 Aj. 961-963: 0l 8’ 00V YEAWVIWY KATILXALPOVTWY KOoKoTC / Tolc Told : lowe Tol, kel PAémovta uf
'méBouy, / Bavovt’ av olpwéelav év xpeia Sopdg. (Let them, then, laugh and take pleasure in the
evils of this man: perhaps, indeed, even if they did not miss him alive, they will cry out in need of
his spear now that he is dead).

53 Aj. 545-582.
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to abandon them on their son’s behalf.®* Likewise, when Teucer arrives too late to

save Ajax, his priority is to protect Eurysaces.>®

As noted by both Reinhardt and Barker, Sophocles’ Ajax begins after the
major event which sets the events of the play in motion. That is, the major action,
the Judgement of Arms, does not itself take place during the narrative; neither
does Ajax’s resolution to take vengeance upon the Atreidae and Odysseus, whom
he holds responsible for the Judgement. The play instead opens with Odysseus
and Athena outside the tent of Ajax, a scene which will receive close attention in
the next chapter. What is important about the prologue is the confirmation of
Ajax’s guilt by Odysseus, and that, while Athena remains hostile to Ajax,
Odysseus has pity on him and does not mock his defeated foe. For Ajax’s
dependants, however, and the Chorus in particular, the action begins with the
parodos. From this point up until the arrival of Teucer, the play is taken up with
their as well as Tecmessa’s journey to make out what has happened, to discover
what Ajax’s intentions are for the future, and their attempt to explain how they
were so wrong in their interpretation of his words when they discover their hero’s
body. This chapter will follow that journey, drawing out its implications at each

stage.

54 Aj. 510-513.
55 Aj. 985-989.
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In the parodos, the Chorus quickly inform the audience about their state and
the nature of the knowledge they possess, addressing the absent Ajax and

expressing their distress:

¢ kol THG VOV eOEVNG VOKTOG

peyaiot B6pvPot KaTEYovs MUAG

gmi duokhelq, o€ TOV immopavh

Aeydv’ EmPavt’ dAécot Aavadv

Botd kol Astav...

As the night was wasting away, great disturbances gripped us to our

disgrace, that you, bounding about in the horse-nurturing meadows,

destroyed the beasts and plunder of the Danaans. (141-145).
The ‘great disturbances’ they allude to are a particular instance of what frightens
them generally, a Adyog €k Aavadv kaxdOpovg émBi (138: an evil-speaking
rumour from the Danaans). They attribute the tale that is being spread about Ajax
to Odysseus.>® De Jong says “the chorus is not referring to any report of Odysseus
at all, but is basing itself on the vague rumors which ever since daybreak and the
finding of the slaughtered cattle (and the report of the eyewitness) must have
started to spread. Knowing the enmity between Ajax and Odysseus it simply—>but
as the spectators know unjustifiedly—ascribes that rumor to him.”*” The theme of
uncertainty is parallel to Odysseus’ admission that he is searching for Ajax

because iopev yap ovdev tpavéc, aAL” aidpebo (23: for we know nothing clearly,

but wander about).

56 Aj. 148-149: ToloU06e Adyouc PLBUpouc MAdoowv / eic Wta bépet maov 'O8uaoels (Molding
these sorts of slanderous words, Odysseus whispers them into the ears of everyone).

57 1.).F. De Jong, “Where Narratology Meets Stylistics,” in Sophocles and the Greek Language, eds.
I.J.F de Jong & A. Rijksbaron (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 84.
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The Chorus too admit that they base their alarm on disturbances and
whispers. But unlike Odysseus, the Chorus are on-stage alone. There is no
divinity who knows everything to inform them.® In other words, their ignorance
is irresolvable for the moment, unlike Odysseus’ in the prologue, where figures
with differing levels of knowledge and authority stood side-by-side, creating the
opportunity to teach and inform. The Chorus only have access to their own
knowledge of the night’s events, which is uncertain, and no way of knowing if
their interpretation is correct. They are forced to attempt to come to an
understanding of what has happened on their own. To that end, the Chorus
attempt to reason out what happened, and the explanation must encompass not
only how (a whisper from the Danaans) but also why.

The Chorus begin their inquiry with their suspicion that wepi yap cod viv /
edmelota Aéyel, kol o 0 KAV / 10D Aé&avtog yaipel paAAov / Tolg 6oig dyeowv
kabvBpilov (150-153: about you does he [Odysseus] speak words that persuade,
and everyone who listens to him is very happy to relish in your pains). From this
they reference a rule: T®v yap peydrov yoxdv ieig / ook dv apdptols: kato & &v
T1G épod / towadta Aymv ovk Gv meibot: / mpog yap Tov Exovl’ 0 PBOVog Epmet.
(154-157: For when you aim against great spirits, you would not miss: but saying
such things against me, he would not succeed in persuading anyone: for envy
creeps up on the powerful). The Chorus’ attribution of the malicious rumour to

Odysseus is sensible, but the audience already knows from the prologue that they

8 A 13.
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are wrong. The audience has seen Odysseus presented with an opportunity to
gloat over Ajax, as well as his refusal to do so. They also saw that it was Ajax
who was motivated by envy at Odysseus’ success.*

The partisanship of the Chorus towards Ajax, while understandable given
their limited perspective, is demonstrative of their vulnerability to epistemic
uncertainty. Their understanding of Odysseus and Ajax is the reverse of the
audience’s: Odysseus, who won the arms of Achilles and has power over Ajax
(thanks to Athena), does not indulge in mockery; but the Chorus, who operate in
ignorance of what has happened, conclude that Odysseus is the cause of the
trouble afflicting Ajax and themselves. In the third chapter, I will discuss how
greater access to information, as well as safety from physical harm, allow
Odysseus to engage in a universalization of Ajax, collapsing the categories of
friend and foe. But the Chorus, in their isolation, can only resort to the pre-defined
categories of friend and foe, categories which do not accurately describe relations
between Ajax and Odysseus. Although the audience may be moved to sympathise
with the Chorus, they cannot identify with them, since their perspective on the
events of the play brings to prominence the Chorus’ error. This heightens the
dramatic interest of the play: the audience will be anticipating the Chorus’

discovery of its own error, and the fallout from that discovery.

59 Aj. 41: xyOAw BapuvBeic twv AxtA\eiwv dmAwv. (Ath: Since he was weighed down by anger
about the arms of Achilles).
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This anticipation is fulfilled when Tecmessa arrives from the tent. The
Chorus ask her:

11 6" éviAlakTon THe Nuepiog
Vg fide (----) Papog;

nai Tod @pvuyiov Tehevtovtog,

AEy’, €mel 6& Aéyog dovprdimTtov

otép&ag avéyel Bovprog Alag:

®oT’ 00K v Aidp1g Vrelmotlg.

And what weight of the day has this night exchanged? Child of the

Phrygian Teleutas, speak, since valiant Ajax loves and protects you, his

spear-won bride; that way you may speak as one not ignorant. (209-214).
The Chorus’ very first address to Tecmessa begins with a question, beginning
with the interrogative ti. ti modifies fépog, ‘what weight...’, but ti, coming in the
emphatic first position in the first line, is separate from its noun in the extreme,
reaching completion only at the very end of the next line. Suspended on its own as
it is for a time, ti, which also signifies the interrogative adverb “why?” hints at the
Chorus’ desire for an explanation of what has happened, founded upon reason.
They seek not only the news, but also the understanding necessary to grasp the
event. They have good reason to hope for this, since Tecmessa is close to Ajax:
she may be, unlike the Chorus, able to speak as ‘one not unknowing.” Tecmessa’s
answer speaks to some of the concerns the Chorus expressed in the parodos. The
Chorus worried about Ajax’s long absence, which allowed his enemies to move
freely. They wanted him to come out of his tent, confident that péyav aiyvmov o’

vrodeioavteg / Ty av EEaipvng, €l oV aveing, / oryf) ety dowvor (169-171:

If you were to appear suddenly, they, frightened of the great eagle, would take

28



flight in hushed silence). Their solution was for him to come ...d&va € £dpavav,
O6mov pokpaiovi / omnpilel mote 10d° dywvie oxord / drav ovpaviav gAEywv (193-
195: up from your dwelling, where for some time you have been fixed in this
overlong respite from battle, stoking a divine ruin). The error of the Chorus’
perspective, however, from the parodos, that Odysseus is the malefactor of Ajax’s
crisis, hangs like a cloud over their hopes for Ajax’s appearance, giving the
audience good reason to suspect that he will not be a panacea for their troubles.
The Chorus’ eagerness for news from Tecmessa expresses their great need for
epistemic certainty.

But Tecmessa’s answer perpetuates the uncertainty with a question which
speaks to the limits of her capacity to explain what happened: nd¢ dfjita Aéyw
Aoyov Gppnrov; (215: How, really, do | say the unspeakable word?). Tecmessa
can only proceed by resorting to a periphrastic image of what her limited

knowledge means for the Chorus:

Bavdaro yap icov Papog ékmevoet.
Hovig yap GAovg HUiv 0 KAEWVOG
vOktepog Afog dmehwpBom.
ot AV 1d01g oknviig Evoov
YEPOJATKTA GOyl aipofaet,
Kelvov ypnotiplo Tavopog.

For you will learn of a weight equal to death. For Ajax, famous to us, but
overcome by madness, was this night outraged. You may see such things
inside the tent, the slaughters dipped in blood by his own hand, the
sacrifices of the man.®° (216-220).

60 |.J.F. De Jong, “Where Narratology Meets Stylistics,” in Sophocles and the Greek Language, eds.
I.J.F de Jong & A. Rijksbaron (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 88: “Tecmessa, not knowing the exact nature of
Ajax’ delusion, his taking cattle for men, tries to make sense of his behaviour, interpreting in
terms of a sacrifice, albeit a corrupted sacrifice.”
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Knowledge will bring death to the Chorus. Both Ajax and Tecmessa will echo the
sentiment. %! Beforehand, the appearance of Ajax was the condition set by the
Chorus for their own safety. Now, the first mention of Ajax from someone who is
supposed to know more than the Chorus promises death. Ajax, famous to
Tecmessa and the Chorus, is now infamous for his deeds at night. As evidence,
Tecmessa offers a sight like the one Athena offered Odysseus: Ajax exposed.
Neither Tecmessa nor the Chorus, however, have the invulnerability which
Athena gave to Odysseus.®? The Chorus articulate their fear of reprisal:
ne@OPnpon MOOAevsTov Apn / Evvadysiv petd Todde Tumeis, TOV aic” amhatog
ioyet. (254-255: | am frightened of suffering the violence of a stoning, struck down
in the company of this man, whom a confounding fate holds). Tecmessa offers a
qualification, but not to relieve the Chorus: ovkétt: Aapmpdc yop drep otepomiic /
a&ag 6EVG vOTOg O AYEt, / Kal vV epdvipog véov dhyog Exet: (257-259: No
longer [mad]: for just as a fierce south wind, after it has shot forth without
lightning, grows calm, so too does he, now sensible, have new pain). The
arrangement of the words deceives: povipog comes first in Tecmessa’s
description of his present state, teasing the notion that Ajax might be free of his

suffering—but being sensible has only extended his suffering, as the line’s

61 Ajax: Aj. 554-555; Tecmessa: Aj. 942

62 Aj. 223-228: olav é8AAwoag dvépog aiBovog / dyyehiav dtiatov ouSE deuktdy, / TRV peydAwv
Aava®v Umo kAnlopévay, / Tav 6 péyog uibog détel. / olpol poPfolipal to mpooépmov (What
news of the fiery man have you revealed, neither sufferable nor able to be fled from, spread by
the great ones among the Danaans, which the great story strokes!).
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completion reveals. Once again, information which seemed to offer relief to the
Chorus instead promises further suffering.

The shock of the Chorus leads to an argument about Ajax’s grounds for
continuing to despair, even as Tecmessa qualifies what she means by ‘new pain’:
10 Yap €cAevocely oikela a0, / undevog dAlov tapampdéavtog, / peydiog
0dvvag vroteivet. (260-262: for looking on his own sufferings, when no one else
has had a hand in them, propounds his great distress). Unable to accept this, the
Chorus retorts: GAL™ gl Témavtol, KApT™ Gv DTLYETY 60K®: / PPOVIOL Yap TN TOD
KokoD peiov Adyoc. (263-264: But if he has stopped, | would certainly expect him
to prosper: for is the reckoning of an evil, now that it is departed, greater?),
forcing Tecmessa to elaborate:

avnp ékeivog, viK’ R &v i} vooo,

adTOG pév §10e0” ooy giyet’ 8v Kakoic,

Nuag 8¢ Tovg Ppovodvtag Nvia Euvov:

ViV 8~ g EAne kdvEémvevoe Thg VOGO,

KEWOG 1€ AOTN TaG EANAATOL KOKT

NUElC 0° dpoing 00dE ooV fj mapoc.

ap’ Eott todta 8ig 106 4E AmAGV KoKd;

That man, when he was in his sickness, himself took pleasure in those evils

which gripped him, and by his presence he caused pain to us who are

cognizant: but now, when he has ceased from and recovered from his
illness, that man is entirely wracked by evil grief, and we are no less alike

him than before. Is not this a doubling of evils from a single woe? (271-
277).

But this explanation reveals a parallel between Ajax’s discovery and processing of

his own disaster and that of the Chorus’.®® Both Ajax and the Chorus begin the

63 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 177 defends
the passage: “This dialogue...has been criticized for dullness and frigidity, perhaps rather unjustly:
for the point about Ajax’s reaction is one which, in preparation for the scenes which are to
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play in ignorance of their respective situations. Each hopes that the culmination of
their desires will give them the restitution they look for: Ajax, to slay the Atreidae
and Odysseus; the Chorus, to see Ajax restored, or at least get good news of him.
Both discover, in the process of learning from another, that the good they thought
they were seeking instead endangers them. For Ajax, the end of his delusion has
humiliated him and made him vulnerable to mockery and physical harm. The
dispersal of the Chorus’ ignorance has the same result for them. In learning that
that Ajax remains overwhelmed after his delusion, the Chorus themselves flinch
from this knowledge and try to rationalize what they have heard. In their
behaviour, the Chorus enact and vindicate the very process which they despair of
in Ajax. They look to the gods for an explanation: EOpenut 61 cot kai dEdotka pn
'K 80D / TANYN T1G fiKN. TOG Yhp, €1 mEMALUEVOS / UNdEV TL LEAAOV T} VOGDV
gvppaivetor; (278-280: | agree with you and | am frightened lest some stroke of a
god has come. For how else can it be, if, having found respite, he is not at all
more gladdened than in his sickness?). The conclusion is naive: for them, actions
should have neither a history nor a consequence. Why Ajax was made to suffer
does not seem important to them, nor do the consequences which his madness will

have on his future.®* Tecmessa forces them to confront the implacability of their

follow, merits emphasis; and if the exchange is stretched out more than is strictly necessary for
this purpose, considerations of pace suggest that a relatively ‘slack’ interlude is desirable
between the high-points of kommos and rhesis.”

54 Some may point to theparodos, where the Chorus ask if Ajax offended Artemis (172) or Ares
(179). But the Chorus there are chiefly concerned with knowing why Ajax fell upon the flocks in
particular; that he may have mounted an attack with a legitimate target is not out of the
question for them (175; 183-185).
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shared misfortune upon them: i¢ ®8° &ydvimv tdVS’ émictacai og xpn. (281:
Because this is how things are, you must understand). It is only then that the

Chorus ask Tecmessa to explain from the beginning.®®

The play’s proclivity towards a variety of perspectives comes out in
Tecmessa’s narration of the events of the night, some of which overlaps with the

events of the prologue and parodos:

KEWvog yap dkpog voktdg, iy Eomepot

hopumntiipeg ovkét R0ov, duenkeg Aapav

guaiet’ &yyog ££600vG EpTEy KEVAC.

KAy® 'mmAnoow Kol Aéym: ti xpiipa 0pac,

Alog; Tl Vo™ dkAntoc ob0’ VT dyyEdmv

KA\nOeig dpoppdc meipav ovte 10D KAV

oGATLYYyoC; AAAG VOV Ye TG eDOEL 6TPATOC.

For that man, in the middle of the night, when the evening torches no
longer burned, looked about for a two-edged sword to take as he went on
a purposeless journey. And I questioned his purpose and said: “What are
you doing, Ajax? Why are you rushing out, neither called for by the

messengers nor hearkening to the trumpet, to this attempt? Really, at this
moment, the whole army is asleep. (285-291).

Tecmessa reveals her familiarity with Ajax’s customary behaviour in pointing out
that it was not that Ajax was up late, stepping out at night, or arming himself
which surprised her. We know from the lliad that counsels, summons, and
expeditions can be undertaken at night.®® But Ajax was not acting in response to
the army. The structure of Tecmessa’s narration shows she underwent a process of

deliberation similar to the Chorus’s in the parodos. Reasoning from her prior

65 Aj. 282-283: ti¢ ydp ot dpxf) ToD kakod mpocéntato;
66 Cf. The night raid and its preliminaries in lliad 10.
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experience of Ajax, Tecmessa surmises that Ajax leaves if he is summoned. On
this night, Ajax is leaving the tent without summons, moving Tecmessa to
question him. Ajax deflects her.%” Tecmessa does not press the issue further, but
Koi TOG kel eV ovk &y Aéyewv mabog: (295: 1 am not able to say what transpired
out there). She next describes the procession of animals into the tent, the evidence
of Ajax’s distorted perception, and the violence he commits.%® The novelty of this
repeated story arises from its grounding in a new perspective: Tecmessa knows
more than the Chorus, less than Ajax, Athena, Odysseus. She is an ally and
dependant of Ajax. Tecmessa sees the slaughter of the cattle, but not to whom
Ajax speaks outside: téhog 6™ vma&ag o1 BupdV oK1d TV / Adyovg avéona. ..
(301-302: At last, darting out through the doors, he dragged up words before
some shadow...). The audience knows that it is Athena, but Tecmessa does not,
bringing the drama of limited information and epistemic uncertainty to the fore.
What looked ridiculous to Athena, pitiful to Odysseus, and gratifying to Ajax, to
Tecmessa looks uncertain and horrifying, inhuman in its extremity.®® All these
perspectives are voiced without the sanctioning comment of an objective
authority. The pity of Odysseus, heartening in the prologue, looks now like the

luxury of his invulnerable perspective.”® Tecmessa’s reaction is limited by what

57 Aj. 292-293: 6 &' elne mPdC pe Pal’, del & Upvoupeva: / yovay yuvalfl KOopov 1 oty GEpeL.
(But he said to me something curt, and always recited: ‘Woman, silence lends beauty to women.’
68 Aj. 296-300

89 Cf. earlier lines of Tecmessa, when she says that Ajax was kak& Ssvvdlwv pipad’, & Saipwv /
KoU&elg avopv €didatev. (...cursing with awful phrases, which a daimon, and no man, taught
him).

70 Aj. 121-126
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she knows. She and the Chorus, despite their unified knowledge, cannot react as
Odysseus does, nor would such a reaction, however desirable to an audience, be

appropriate to people in their position.

As Tecmessa reveals more of what she knows, the prospect of imminent
danger to herself and the Chorus grows more likely: &reit’ éuoi ta deiv’
gmmeiine’ &mn, / €l un eavoinv mdv 10 cuVTLYOV TABOC, / KAVIPET €V TG
npypatog kupoi moté. (312-314: And after a time, he threatened me terribly, if |
would not reveal everything he had just suffered, and he asked me what his
situation had been). Ajax has no information for Tecmessa, but instead questions
her, and does so violently. He seems to have changed: 6 8’ e00V¢ é&dpméev
o1y Avypdg, / dg odmot avtod mpdcbev eicrkovs” éym: (317-318: He
immediately groaned out mournful groans which I had never heard of him
before). Tecmessa emphasises how radical is the transformation Ajax has
undergone, since Tpo¢ yop kakod 1€ Kai fapuydyov YOous / T010068° del ToT
avopog e€nyeit” Exewv: (319-320: For he always thought that such groans were
more fit for a weak and heavy-hearted man). Far from helping them to understand
what is happening, new information has only brought further peril. Tecmessa is
certain of only one thing: koi 6f|AOG EoTv A¢ T1 dpaceinv kakov. (326: And it is

plain that he is going to do something bad).

When the tent is opened to the sight of Ajax, the Chorus lament that
Tecmessa was so accurate in her reporting: oip’ @¢ &otkog 0pOa papTupelv dyav.

(354: Alas, it seems you have borne witness to the truth too well!). Ajax’s arrival
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from the tent was supposed to bring safety for his dependants. They had earlier

described their belief in the conventional wisdom that:

KOUTOl GUIKPOL LEYAA®V YOPIGg

oQUAEPOV TOPYOL PO TEAOVTOL:

petd yap peyddov Podg dptot av

Kol péyag 0phoid’ Hd PIKPOTEPMV.

The small without the great are a tottering defense of the tower: for the

small with the great is best, and the great are kept straight by the lesser.

(158-161).
But now they say: on\oi ¢ topyov mg appovtictoc Exet. (355: the fact is clear
that he is out of his mind). This possibility had not entered into their earlier
deliberations. Tecmessa had indicated before that Ajax was @pdviyog. But the
Chorus cannot accept an Ajax that is ppovipog but still overwhelmed by what he
has suffered. Their invocation of the great eagle does not match the bloody

spectacle they see. This incongruity is compounded when they finally discover

what it is Ajax desires: death.”

In their first meeting with Ajax on-stage, his epistemic uncertainty is, in
fact, something to be desired and secured by the Chorus and Tecmessa, since Ajax
reveals that he, too, is in the ironic position of having an opportunity to learn

more—what happened to him and how he himself acted:

Opac TOV Opaciv, TOV 0KAPSIOV,
TOV £V 00101G GTPECTOV LAY,

&v apoforg pe Onpaot devov yépag;
ot Yéhwtog, olov HPpicONV dpa.

71 Aj. 361: 6AAG pe cuvddifov (Kill me)
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You see the bold, the brave, the dauntless in battles with the enemy, me, that

is, dreadful with my hands, among beasts without fear! Alas for the

laughter, how I have been outraged! (364-367).
Tecmessa, in strong language, urges him not to utter such words, trying to stifle
any talk along these lines.”? For the Chorus and Tecmessa, Ajax’s comprehension
of his own woes is to be avoided. But Ajax drives on: & dvopopoc, d¢ xepi pév /
uebika tovg dhdotopog... (373-374: Miserable me, who let slip from my hand
those worthy of punishment...). They learn Ajax’s chief regret: not his plot, not its
manner, but the failure. The Chorus attempt to calm Ajax by offering their own
perspective on action and consequence: ti 6fjt’ av dAyoing én’ é€epyaocpévorg; /
00 yap yévorr’ av tadd’ dmwg ovy @S’ Eyewv. (377-378: Why, after all, are you in
pain at what has happened: for these things cannot be but as they stand). But they
speak their belief even as they are forced to listen to Ajax reflect on the cause and
consequence of his failed revenge, and the events of the play will once again
vindicate Ajax, not the Chorus.

We have seen how Sophocles has woven an irony into the reaction of the
Chorus to Ajax’s state, since they mimic the very thing in him which they wish
him to avoid. Now Tecmessa will fall prey to the same irony. Ajax prays to Zeus

to grant his vengeance before finally dying himself.” But Tecmessa asks him:

72 Aj. 368: uf, Séomot’ Alag, Aicoopai o, aliSa tdde.

73 Aj. 389-391: ¢ v TOV alpuAwtatov, £xBpov Anua, / ToUg te Sloodpxac 6Aéooag BactAfg /
téAog Bavolut kaUTog; (Is there some way | may destroy that arch-deceiver, that hostile
scoundrel, as well as the two kings, and then die, at last, myself?)
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Otav kotevyn Tavd’, opod Kapol Oaveiv / ebyov: i yop €t (v pe cod
tebvnkotog; (392-393: Whenever you pray for those things, pray also that | may
die together with you: for why is it necessary for me to live, once you are dead?).
On the surface, Tecmessa is offering sympathy to Ajax. It is a sympathy which
reminds Ajax that Tecmessa depends on him. But the couplet also communicates
Tecmessa’s valuation of Ajax. Without him, Tecmessa may as well die. The
question is not, ‘how can I live, once you are dead?’—a question of means—but
rather, ‘why should I live, once you are dead?’—a question of ends. Within her
scheme of values, Ajax is for Tecmessa the sine qua non. Like the Chorus,
Tecmessa shares more in common with Ajax than she realizes: both stake their

lives on the preservation of a single value which is vulnerable to harm.

Soon Tecmessa begins her petition to Ajax. Malcolm Heath describes it as
“subtle and carefully organised,” with “an interweaving of themes, with sliding
transitions and indirect connections of thought.””* The speech has also drawn
comparisons to the exchange between Hector and Andromache in Book 6 of the
Iliad.”™ With it, Tecmessa tries to give Ajax a framework which will allow him to
‘live well” without having to ‘die well.” She starts by attributing Ajax’s situation

to ‘bad luck’: @ 8éomot’ Alug, Tfig Avaykaiog TOYNG / 0VK EoTy 008EV peilov

74 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 181.

75 So Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London: Duckworth Press, 2003), 69: “So Tecmessa’s tone and
desperation are amplified by the recasting of an lliadic scene. Where Hector seems
understanding towards Andromache, Tecmsesa points to the harshness of Ajax. Where Hector
must die on the plain to avoid shame, Tecmessa styles Ajax’s threatened suicide as a shameful
failure of reciprocity and an abrogation of his duties of care towards his son, consort and
parents.”
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avOporoic kaxdv. (485-486: My lord Ajax, there is not any greater evil for men
than compelling fortune). Tecmessa’s first move is not to remove the pain of
Ajax’s misfortune, like the Chorus, but instead his culpability in it. Compelling
fortune is something one suffers. But its consolation is that the sufferer can
distance themselves from any responsibility for it.”® Tecmessa employs her own
life as an example.”” Once a princess, Tecmessa is now enslaved. ® She cites as
causes of this reversal both Ajax and the gods.”® From the disaster there is some
good: their marriage.®® The double-attribution of the gods and Ajax is peculiar,
but can be made intelligible: when he annihilated Tecmessa’s country, Ajax did
not know the marriage he was going to draw. He was doing the work a warrior is
expected to do. But the intention of that action operates underneath and in tandem
with the gods’, who brought Ajax and Tecmessa together, although neither
foresaw it happening as a result of Ajax’s conquest. Had Tecmessa reacted as
Ajax intends to, their marriage and son would not exist. Now she can provide

Ajax with a model of patiently suffering one’s fate. It is a powerful argument on

76 Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 70 well
explains the responsibility Ajax feels: “This is not just a regret about what happened, such as a
spectator might have. It is an agent’s regret, and it is in the nature of action that such regrets
cannot be eliminated, that one’s life could not be partitioned into some things that one does
intentionally and other things that merely happen to one.”

77 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 181-182:
“...the theme, ‘others too...” is a common consolatory topos; ‘l, too...” goes further, suggesting in /
addition a bond of shared suffering and mutual sympathy.”

78 Aj. 487-488: £y & ENeuBépou pév EEEduv matpdc, / imep Tvog 0Bévovtog év mAolTw
DOpuyv.

9 Aj. 489-490: Beolic yap Wb’ £50EE mou / kal ofi Hdhota Xepl. (For it seemed right for things to
be like this both to the gods, and especially your hand).

80 Aj. 490-491: tolyapoiv, émel / tO odv Aéxoc EuvijABov, €0 dpove té od... (Therefore, since |
have joined you in your bed, | am well-disposed to your interests...).
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its own terms, but it fails, | argue, partially because it treats a future which is
epistemically uncertain (unknown) as though it were certain. There is a cruel
irony in the play’s sequence of events, in that Tecmessa and the Chorus find out
from the messenger that patience, in Ajax’s case, could have delivered a rescue.
But that is not Tecmessa’s argument, and there are no clues to indicate that
Calchas will divine a means for Ajax’s salvation to be derived from it. An
appraisal of Ajax’s present situation will reveal the desperate degree of his
circumstances: Ajax has lost the arms, as well as his vengeance. There is,
realistically, little he can do to redress these things, for he has displayed his
hostility to the army, becoming a traitor. 8 Ajax has also been humiliated by
Athena before Odysseus. He has not changed his position on any of these things.
From their limited perspective, what time is left? Ajax does not and cannot know
that he has only one day to suffer Athena’s wrath. Even the audience does not
know that it may be otherwise. On the other hand, it is natural for Ajax to expect

reprisal. Where can he go from here?

Tecmessa then asks Ajax to consider what impact his actions will have on
herself and Ajax’s other dependants. Ajax should not allow his enemies to lay an

evil whisper upon her by his actions.®? Like Ajax, Tecmessa wishes to avoid

81 Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 211: “Tecmessa’s speech had failed to explore what it would mean, in practical or in
ethical terms, for Ajax to be allowed to continue to act as the protector of his philoi, after his
failed attack on the Greek leaders.”

82 Aj. 494: pA W &&wwonc Baswy dAyewviv AaBeiv...
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mockery. She vividly describes how she and Eurysaces will be snatched up by

force in his absence, how they will mock her because of Ajax’s death:®3

Kol TIG TKPOV TPOSPOEY A OEGTOTOV EPET

AOY01G idmTov: 10€TE TNV OUELVETIV

Alavtog, 0g péyiotov ioyvoev otpatod,

oiog Aatpeiog vl dcov {RAov Tpépet

And someone of the nobles will speak a bitter phrase by abusing me with

their words: ‘Behold the companion of Ajax, who was mightiest of the
army, what servitude she nourishes in place of what envy. (500-503).

Just as Ajax felt that the absence of Achilles created the conditions for mischief
on the part of the Atreidae and Odysseus, so Tecmessa argues that the absence of
Ajax will be what allows their family to be reviled by the enemy: xaue pev
daipmv €A, / 0ol &’ aioypa TN Todta Koi Td o® yével.(504-505: And my fate

will pursue me, but these words will be shameful to you and your family).

Again, it must be asked, to what does this speak? The need for Ajax not to
incur further abuse. But Tecmessa’s appeal to the threat of future disgrace is
misguided with respect to Ajax. Ajax has already incurred abuse and disgrace,
such that he considers his identity to have been utterly nullified. His enemies have
already prevailed over him. Ajax’s chief concern is now dying well. Furthermore,
Ajax has said little about Tecmessa and their child. He has called for Eurysaces
once. To his sailors he called out also—to kill him. What Tecmessa hopes Ajax
values is not what he truly values. As Winnington-Ingram puts it: “that the sexual

relationship lacked its ideal symmetry is Tecmessa’s tragedy as it was

83 Aj. 496-499.
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Deianira’s.”® Their marriage lost its value for Ajax once he was thwarted from
achieving his highest aim. Along similar lines, Tecmessa tells Ajax to feel shame
at the thought of his father and mother in their old age.®> Tecmessa then urges
Ajax to think of his parents, but it is Telamon’s judgment which impels Ajax to
abandon her and Eurysaces. The climax of Tecmessa’s speech comes when she
declares to her husband:

guol yap ovkét” Eotv €ig O T1 PAEn®

ATV 60D. 6V Yap pot Tatpid’ fotmoag dOpEL,

Kol UnTép’ GAAN poipa TOV eUoAVTA TE

kaBeidev Adov Bavasipovg oikiTopag.

Tig OfT gpol yévorr v avti cod maTpic;

Tig TAODTOG; €V 6ol TG~ &ymye omlopat.

For there is nothing which I look on but you. For you razed my country with

the spear, and another fate took the mother and the man who bore me to be

the dead denizens of Hades. What country is there going to be for me in

place of you? What wealth? But in you | am entirely saved. (514-519).
Here Tecmessa echoes her earlier statement that her death would accompany his.
But Tecmessa’s reasoning in both instances actually supports Ajax’s decision to
die. Tecmessa is the wife of Ajax—without Ajax, she is and has nothing. The
same can be said for Ajax’s reliance on the recognition of his valour in the contest
for the arms and in the subsequent revenge. Without either of these, Ajax, the
warrior, has nothing and is nothing. When Tecmessa tells Ajax, “In you is my

whole salvation,” she is not saying anything different from Ajax when he says,

“One must either live well or die well.” Everything depends on the doing of the

84 R.P. Winnington-Ingram, Sophocles: an interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980), 30.
8 Aj. 506-510.
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thing well—unqualified living is by no means sufficient for the “good life” as
Ajax has framed it.

Finally, Tecmessa ends her speech on a note of reciprocity:

AL {oye kapod pvijotiv: dvopt Tol ypev

LV UMV TPOGEIVAL, TEPTVOV €1 Ti Tov Tot.

YXOPLS XApLY Yap €oTiv 1| TiKTOVG el

6tov & dmoppel pvijoTic £V memovOOTOC,

ovK Gv yévorr’ £0° obtog £0yeVig Gvip.

But keep you a remembrance of me: it is necessary for a man to hold onto

his memory, if he has ever experienced some delight. For a kindness always

begets kindness: but whenever the memory of someone who has experienced

some good perishes, that man may no longer be noble. (520-524).
Hesk argues that these lines constitute “...a very real problem for ‘hero-
worshipping’ critical approaches which seek to minimise Ajax’s negative
qualities. The play as a whole seems to equate Ajax’s failure fully to answer
Tecmessa’s powerful demand for charis and the Atreids’ failure to show charis to
Ajax by awarding him the armour.”® Under Hesk’s reading, Ajax acts
hypocritically for wanting to kill himself, thereby abandoning his dependants, in
part because he will be inflicting upon them the same consequences which the
Atreidae inflicted upon him when they awarded the arms to Odysseus. This point
is worth considering in connection with the earlier comparisons made between
Tecmessa’s argument and the discussion that takes place between Hector and
Andromache. As Hesk points out:

Tecmessa’s recasting of Hector’s words generates the irony that it is she

who has to describe her future of enslavement to Ajax rather than the
other way round. And he is planning suicide, not a glorious death in

8 Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London: Duckworth Press, 2003), 67.
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battle...When she goes on to demand that Ajax feel shame at abandoning

his parents and dependants, she is appealing to a concept which stops

Hector from staying on the ramparts with Andromache...But it is clear

that Ajax will feel more shame about his humiliation before the army than

he will about deserting his familial philoi.8’

Hesk is correct about Ajax’s motivations, but fails to draw out the full
implications for Tecmessa’s speech and her role in the wider play. Hesk states
that, “[w]here Hector seems understanding towards Andromache, Tecmsesa
points to the harshness of Ajax. Where Hector must die on the plain to avoid
shame, Tecmessa styles Ajax’s threatened suicide as a shameful failure of
reciprocity and an abrogation of his duties of care towards his son, consort and
parents.” But Hesk fails to see that Tecmessa’s speech contains its own refutation.
For Tecmessa is trying to tell Ajax that she and Eurysaces will suffer if Ajax dies.
Moreover, Ajax’s death will violate the charis which is owed to Tecmessa in
repayment for her charis to him. At the same time, Ajax is everything to
Tecmessa, such that his death will cause her and their son the greatest grief: her
purpose for living will be removed if Ajax leaves them. Tecmessa’s reasoning
follows, but fails to recognize that it validates Ajax’s suicide.

These are the same arguments Ajax could make about the Judgement of
Arms, the value of the weapons, and the significance of his defeat. If Agamemnon
and Menelaus were going to give the arms to Odysseus, Ajax would be open to

insult and disgrace. Doing so would mean despising the charis which Ajax

provided them through his service. Moreover, Ajax singularly values the

87 Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London: Duckworth Press, 2003), 68.
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recognition that accompanies his fighting services to the Greeks. His dependency
on this recognition makes him vulnerable, and its removal causes him the greatest
harm.® Tecmessa’s argument legitimizes Ajax’s suicide. As Christopher Gill
points out, “unlike Achilles in Iliad 9, Ajax is not in the position of being able to
set terms to his philoi for what should count as ‘paying back all his spirit-grieving
insult’. His position is rather that of having tried, and failed, to make the Greek
leaders ‘pay back’ his insult, and of experiencing the more intense humiliation, as
well as the greater enmity, that is the result of this.”® As seen above, critics
compare Ajax unfavourably to Hector. But they are not as careful in
differentiating their situation as Heath is: “...in Homer, Hector faces a glorious
death in battle; in the play, Ajax is in a disastrously ruinous situation, and faces
suicide as a desperate, but necessary remedy...”% Gill says, “Ajax’s indignation
at his loss of honour (time) is based not simply on his failure to acquire a valuable
status-symbol. It is also grounded, as it is for Achilles, in his conviction of the
wrongness of the Greek leaders’ decision, its inconsistency with his merits, and,
thus, the breach involved in proper modes of chieftainly reciprocity. In other
words, it is not just Ajax’s humiliation, but the unjustified nature of this

humiliation that rankles, as well as what this indicates about the Atreidae’s

88 So Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 205-206: “Ajax regards the refusal of the Greek leaders to award him the
arms of Achilles as being a massive act of humiliation (as Achilles regards the seizure of Briseis),
and one which, in the light of his exceptional services to the Greeks, represents a gross breach in
reciprocal friendship and the exchange of acts of favour (charis).”

8 Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 206.

%0 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 183.
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general way of treating their philoi...”°* Ajax has suffered a loss as indicative of a
broken reciprocal relationship as Tecmessa will. Her anger ultimately supports
Ajax’s action.

Meanwhile, the Chorus, whose expectations are on the verge of being
dashed, attempt to articulate the chaos brought on by their epistemic uncertainty.
The tent is then closed, the stage cleared but for them. They sing out their lament
at what has happened. They address famous Salamis, their happy memory of a
place naow mepipavtog dei (599: always famous to all). The phrase speaks to the
lack of stability they experience on the shores of Troy, never knowing what will
happen next, seeing things most reliant turn faithless and depart. The word they
use to describe Salamis is Khewva—well-known.% It signifies that many have seen
for themselves and heard of Salamis, that they can count on its prosperity and
blessedness to endure, as it always has. Troy, in turn, will not be kAgwa for the
same reasons.

| have discussed how Sophocles may be leveraging epistemic uncertainty
in the Deception-Speech for its dramatic interest in the first chapter. Ajax’s words
have the effect of deceiving his dependants that he has changed his mind, whether
he means them to or not. Now we will see how Sophocles leverages the
appearance of epistemic certainty for dramatic interest. The first words of the

Chorus, after Ajax departs, are: Eppi&’ Epwrti, Tepyopnc & averntopav (693: 1

91 Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 206-207
92 Aj. 597.

46



shudder with passion, and take flight in joy). They call to Pan to come and dance
and Apollo too—the eByvootoc.”® The adjective highlights the irony of their joy:
‘easy to discern.’” But the Chorus are soon to find out that they have not discerned
well what Ajax intends to do. They repeat the elements of Ajax’s speech, but
define for themselves what Ajax left ambiguous:

Vv, @ Zeb, mapa Aevkdv edduepov meELdoon ¢aog

Bodv oxvdAwV vedv, 6T’ Alog

Modinovog mo, Oedv & av

navOvta Oéop’ EENvuc’ euvopig céfov peyiotq.

nave’ o péyog ypdvog papaivet,

KoVdEV dvodatov aticap’ &v, e0Té vy’ 8 déATTmV

Alog petaveyvaoodn
Bopod T Atpeidoug HeyOAmV TE VEIKE®V.

Now, O Zeus, it is possible for the white light of a fair day to shine upon
the swift, sea-striking ships, since Ajax, forgetting his labours once more,
has fulfilled all appropriate sacrifices, respecting the great righteous law.
Time extinguishes all things. | would not say that anything is unspeakable,
or that there is anything unexpected, but Ajax has changed his mind about
his anger against the Atreidae and his great quarrels. (709-717).

So it is that Ajax said he would learn to ‘revere the Atreidae.”®* The Chorus also

connect Ajax’s idea that ‘time reveals all things’ with his choosing to forget his

present pains.*®® The referent of the adjective deAntov is changed.®® Ajax originally

associated the word with the pity he feels for Tecmessa on account of her words.®’

But the Chorus attach it to the repentance of Ajax’s anger against the Atreidae.

% Aj. 694-706.

% Aj. 667: ...uaBnodpeca & Atpeldag oéBewv

% Aj. 646-647: &mavd’ 6 poakpodg kAvapiBuntog xpdvog / duel T &dnla kai dpavévta KkpUTTeTaL:

% Aj. 648

97 Aj 651-653: ...£BnAUVONV otopa / tpoC THobe TG yuvatkog: oiktipw 8¢ viv / xfpav nap’
£€x0polic mailda T dpdavov Aunelv (I have become a woman with respect to my mouth on account
of this woman: and | feel pity at leaving her a widow among my enemies and my child an orphan.
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Significantly, the Chorus are on stage alone; just as in the parodos, they have
erred in their understanding of the world around them. Now, in their zeal to grasp
the sentiments of Ajax in celebration, the Chorus try to interpret for themselves
the meaning of his speech. They forget that for Ajax, whom they describe as
‘reverencing the great righteous law,” they themselves were men he could depend
on, because they povot €t éuuévovteg 6pHd vouwm (350: alone still abided in the
correct law). But Ajax used that phrase when ordering them to kill him. The
Chorus are projecting what they desire onto his words, finding what they wish to.
Sophocles points to the fundamental vulnerability of communication between
groups.

After their ode, the appearance of epistemic certainty gives way to genuine
epistemic certainty when, as in the parodos, they meet someone better informed
than they are. A messenger arrives with the news of Teucer facing the hostility of
the army because of Ajax.® This messenger is a unique proxy for the epistemic
certainty bequeathed to Odysseus and the audience by Athena in the prologue: he
himself is not immortal or all-knowing, but delivers a message from someone who
has some share in such knowledge: Calchas. This is the only point in the play in
which the dependants of Ajax have access to secure knowledge, and it is tethered
to a divine source, mediated twice along the way. Epistemic certainty is fragile,

even when it exists.

% Aj. 720-730.
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The intervention of the Greek elders and Calchas prevents Teucer’s death
by the sword.®® The Chorus tell the messenger that Ajax ovk £vdov, GAAL pPoDSOG
aptimg, véag / povrag véototy ykatalevéog tpdmoig (735-736: is not inside, but
has just departed, having yoked tightly new intentions to new methods). The
Chorus takes their description to be positive, but the language they use is, in fact,
ambiguous. Being yoked to ‘new ways’ could mean a change from bad to good,
or good to bad. Their reading, on account of their epistemic uncertainty, applies
the positive interpretation. The true meaning of the phrase reveals itself when the
messenger reacts poorly. He knows that Ajax’s absence really signifies the
opposite of what the Chorus intends. % Teucer has ordered Ajax not to be outside
alone.'®! The Chorus repeat this process of attributing positive meanings to
ambiguous phrases when they say that Ajax has gone Bgoiotv d¢ kKotolhoy o1
xOLov (744: to lay down his anger towards the gods). The Chorus possess the
superficial reason for Ajax’s departure, but not the inner significance of his
words.1%? They need to learn what significance it has for the messenger, whose

knowledge comes from higher up in the epistemic chain.%®

He informs them that Ajax may live, since Athena’s wrath against him

was co-extensive only with the present day.%* In so doing, he reveals how

% Aj 731-732.

100 4 738-739.

101 Aj, 741-742.

102 Aj. 745-746.

103 Aj. 747: T 6 eidw¢ To0de Mpdypatog mapsL;

104 Aj, 749-755; 756-757: €A yap altov tiide BApépa povn / Siag ABdvag uivic (for the wrath of
the goddess Athena will drive him only for the span of this day).
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Calchas explained the ultimate reasons for this wrath, and that the responsibility
falls ultimately to Ajax. First, Ajax rejected the advice which his father gave him
on the day he set out for Troy:

KEWOG & am’ oikwv e00VC EEopudEVOG

dvoug KaAdc Aéyovtog nOpEdn matpodg.

O HEV Yap aOTOV EVVEREL: TEKVOV, OOPEL

BovAov Kpatelv pév, cOV Bed & del KpaTelv.

That man was found to be foolish as he was leaving from home while his

father spoke soundly. For Telamon said to him: ‘child, desire to conquer

with the spear, but to conquer always with divine power.” (7162-765).
Telamon’s advice to Ajax is not “to conquer,” but rather “to desire to conquer” in
a qualified way. What this means is that Telamon’s expectations of Ajax are
aimed as much as Ajax’s conduct as his performance. Ajax replies:

0 6" VYIKOUTMG KAPPOVOS UelYaTO:

natep, 0€0ig pev Kav 6 undev v Opod

KPOTOG KATOKTAoMT | £y® 0¢ Ko diyo

Keivov ménodo 1001 Emondcely KAEOG.

But Ajax made his reply arrogantly and foolishly: ‘Father, even a man,

being no one, may acquire victory with the gods: but I, apart from them,

trust to take away that glory.” (766-769).
Ajax responds to Telamon by expressing his desire to conquer alone. Indiciations
of this attitude have been accruing throughout the play: Ajax bitterly reflects on
the power of the gods to confound mortal efforts ...&1 6¢ Tig Oedv / fAdmToL, POYOL

TV YO KoKOG TOV kpeiooova. (455-456: If one of the gods should strike, even the

base man may escape his better); Odysseus ponders the gods’ strength when
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Athena says that she can prevent Ajax from seeing him;% the Chorus had tried to
comfort Ajax by reminding him that Ebv tot 0e® wag Kol yeAd kddOpetar. (383: It
is with the god that everyone both laughs and grieves). The theme running
through these statements is the power of the gods to effect their will over the
efforts of humans. But Ajax calls into question the worth of the man assisted by
the gods. Telamon views excellence as joined to cooperation with the gods. Ajax
separates these elements. He uses the verb émiondm, having the original meaning
of ‘to draw, to drag.’ It signifies effort and labour, even against the gods.

This first anecdote prepares the way for the second one the messenger

relates: that Ajax rebuked Athena herself on the field of battle:

...&lta devtepov
dtag ABavac, vik’ 6tpHvovsd viv
nvoat én’ €xBpoig xeipa powviav Tpémety,
0T’ AVTIPOVET devOV dppntov T €moc:
dvacoa, Tolg dAlotow Apyelov mélag
fotm, Kab MHudg 6’ obmot’ €kpnéet paym.
T010160¢ TO1 AdYoLIGY AoTepyT| Oedc
EKTHoOT  OpYNV, OV KAT AvOpOTOV PpovdV.

Later, the second time, in the case of Athena, when she, while urging him
on, bid him to turn his murderous hand against the enemies, then he
answered her with an unspeakable word: “My lady, stand you near the
other Argives, through us the battle will never break.” With such words
did he acquire the unappeasable anger of the goddess, by not thinking as a
mortal. (770-777).

Again, the Chorus receive a reason for Ajax’s imminent danger. Finglass says,
“Ajax’s refusal of divine assistance...is an arrogant act likely to end in

disaster...No human fighter, even an Ajax, can hold a line of battle

105 Aj, 86: yévolto pévtdv ndlv Beol texvwpévou. (Everything is possible when a god contrives).
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indefinitely...without supernatural aid. In the lliad, Ajax is more than once worn
down and forced to conduct a fighting retreat...or withdraw altogether...There is
nothing impious in gaining success without the direct intervention of the gods, as
Ajax does in the Iliad. What is impious is refusing their help when it is
offered...”1% Ajax is clearly partially responsible for what has happened to him,
then. The risk he is in is compounded by the fact that he does not acknowledge his
share in the events which caused his ruin, and his conviction does not change,
even once he is humiliated and ruined. Ajax rejected his father’s advice to behave
in accordance with the cooperation of the gods. He spurns the reminders of the
Chorus and Tecmessa that the gods have the final authority over all these things.
Without these, Ajax is helpless, except for one act.

The Chorus bring Tecmessa out of the tent to hear the story.'®” From her
reaction, it becomes clear that it is beginning to dawn on Tecmessa that the
sympathy she offered Ajax may have spurred him on to his death. She says to the
Chorus: ol 'yd, @idot, Tpéot dvaykaiog Toyxng (803: Ah me, friends, stand up to
compelling fortune!), followed by instructions to try and intercept Ajax before he
can carry out his ruinous suicide.'% The phrase évayxaio Ty was used in
Tecmessa’s petition to convince Ajax to see what good may come. Now
Tecmessa recognizes Ajax’s departure as another act of dvayxaiog toyng, but

instead of treating it as she told Ajax to, she acts as Ajax did when crushed by

106 Finglass (2011) 364 n. ad 774-775.
17 5. 784-786.
108 A 804-806.
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avaykaio Toyn by attempting to resist it. Like Ajax, Tecmessa laments what she is
about to suffer: £yvoka yap 61 eotoc nratnuévn / Kol tig Tolotds xapitog
gxPepAnuévn. (807-808: For | recognize that | was deceived of that man and cast
out of my former grace). She reacts to new information with decisive action,
learning that her relationship with Ajax is not as settled as she once thought it
was. But this is the pattern of Ajax’s relationship with the Greeks. The play stages
Tecmessa’s identification with Ajax’s grief. The audience sees that sometimes no

attempt to rationalize suffering, however powerful, can succeed.

The scene closes with Tecmessa and the Chorus clearing the stage to look
for Ajax.1% When they return again, Ajax will have bid farewell to Troy, the site
of his disaster, cursed the Greek army, and fallen upon his sword. The Chorus re-
enter to look for him. They are repeating their search for information which will
speak to their safety. Once more, they are alone in their search for answers,
turning to the rustic realm for clues.*'° Tecmessa is the one to answers them. She
does not tell a tale, but cries out bitterly: id poi pot.*!! io TAjuwv.t*? The scene is
similar to Ajax’s first appearance to the Chorus. There, once Ajax realizes what
he has gone through, he begins to let out uncharacteristic groans, and the first of

these is i®d poi pot.!3 He repeats that cry once more.** In between his cries,

109 Aj, 809-814.

110 Aj, 880-886: the list includes sleepless fishermen, the goddesses of Olympus, and the rushing
rivers of the Bosporus.

11 A, 891

112 A, 893

113 A, 333

114 A, 336
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Tecmessa asks the Chorus tdy’, d¢ £otke, pdAAov: §j o0k ikovoote / Afovtog oiov
mvde Botiooetl fonv; (334-335: Soon, apparently, it [our sorrow] will be greater:
or did you not hear the cry of Ajax, how greatly he keens?). Now, in between
Tecmessa’s two cries, the Chorus also ask a question: tivog for| mépoaviog EEEBN
vémovg; (892: Whose cry comes from the neighbouring grove?). Like Ajax,'!°
Tecmessa expresses her grief by emphasizing the destruction which will fall on
her: ¢yox’, SAoAa, dtamendpOnuat, eilot. (896: I am dead, destroyed, uprooted,
my friends). The calamity she refers to is the recognition of the truth when one
was led to believe otherwise, just as it was for Ajax becoming sensible again.
Tecmessa thought that Ajax had gone off to live, but sees him now dead. The
Chorus, once more, searching for assurance of their safety, have found only
renewed peril. Even the instrument of death is presented as knowledge to be
discovered: Alag 60° MUiv dptimg veospayns / kKeltal, Kpueaim eacydve
nepurtuyng (898-899: This our Ajax lies recently slain, wrapped around a hidden

sword). The sword needs to be found to tell its terrible news. The Chorus despair

of returning home.

The parallels between Tecmessa’s and Ajax’s reaction to misfortune
continue. In the midst of his lament, Ajax had commented on the aptness of his

name for his ruin:

115 Aj. 342-343: Telkpov kaA®. ol Telkpog; A tov eioacl / Aenhatroel xpdvov, éyw &
arntoMupal; (! call Teucer. Where is Teucer? Or will he drive on this hunt forever, and | am
ruined?). Cf. also Aj. 921-923, where Tecmessa also calls upon Teucer to aid her in her need.
116 Aj. 900: Gpot Euiv vootwy (Alas for our return!)
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aiod: tic &v mot’ He0’ O dndvopov
TOVPOV Euvoicety dvoua Toig EHoTG KaKOig;
VOV yap Tapeott Kol dic aidlew Euoi

Aiai! Who would ever have supposed that my given name would so fit these
my evils: for now it is possible for me to lament even twice. (430-432).

Tecmessa’s echoes this now: &g @S Todd” &yovtog aidlev mépa. (905: As this
man lies thus, it is possible to cry out Aiai!). There is again the terrible realization
that the sufferings were caused by the very hand which tried to prevent them, but
in this case, the realization, which was once Ajax’s, is now Tecmessa’s and the
Chorus:

Xo: tivog mot’ ap” Empale yeipi SHoHopoC;

Té: avt0g TPoOg aTod, dfiAov: &v yap ol xBovi

TNKTOV T0O™ EYY0G TEPIMETES KATNYOPETL.

Ch. By whose hand did he die?

Te. Itis plain to see that he was slain by his own hand: for the sword, planted

in the earth, declares that he fell upon it. (908-910).Y7
The sword again speaks out its grim news. Moreover, Tecmessa, like Ajax, puts
special emphasis on the pain of having to experience one’s misfortune, rather than
looking on another’s: coi uév dokelv tadt o1, £uoi & dyav epovelv (942: These
things are for you to ponder, for me, rather, to feel overwhelmingly).'® Tecmessa,

once an onlooker to Ajax’s grief, now herself experiences the pain of losing what

he most valued. Though Tecmessa will find safety by the end of the play, she will

117 Aj. 259-261: kai vOv dpdvipog véov BAyog ExeL: / 16 yap €oAelooelv oikela madn, / undevog
GA\ou napanpagavroc. (And now, returning to his senses, he has a new pain: having to look on
his own sufferings, which no one else caused).

118 Aj. 552-554: kaitol o€ Kal viv to0td ye InAolv éxw, / 660UveKk’ oUSEV TV émaicBdvel
Kak®V: / év T@® dpovelv yap undév fdlotocg Biog, (Furthermore, | am able to envy you even now of
this thing at least, the fact that you perceive none of these evils: for in perceiving nothing is life
sweetest).
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not be able to replace what she and her son have lost. Tecmessa’s advice had been
to suffer this loss and wait for the good that will come it. Will she kill herself as
she said?'*® The arrival of Teucer, and hope for security, postpones the issue. But
Ajax’s grief is no longer unique. Ajax has had his critics, but at least one other
character, though very different from, reacts like Ajax to a similar grief.

This identification of sorrow comes about as a result of the errors
produced by epistemic uncertainty: when one is uncertain, one can learn from
another, if possible, what they need to become certain. Otherwise, time and
experience become the teacher, and the lesson is often painful. But Tecmessa’s
pain humanizes Ajax’s. Her fate will not be his, but Tecmessa’s last lines exhibit
many attitudes we saw in Ajax:

018" 0DV YEADOVIOV KATYaPOVI®Y KAUKOIG
T01¢ ToDY : iom¢ To1, Kel PAémovta pun 'tdOovv,
Bavovt” av olpdEeiay €v ypeig 00pogs.

ol YOp KaKol yVOUuGL Tayadov yepoiv
&xovteg ovk Toaot, Tpiv T1g EKPAAT).

guol Tkpog téBvney 1j ketvolg yAvkig,
adTH 8¢ TEpTVOC: MV Yap NPhodn TuyEly
gxtoad’ avtd, Odvatov dvrep H0ehev.

11 Ofjtal TODS émeyyehdev v KAt

Oeoic T60vnrev 0DTOG, OV Keivoloty, ob.
p0Og TadT OdVGGELG &V Kevoic VPPILET.
Alog yop avtoig ovkéT €otiv, AL éuol
Mmov dviog Koi Yoovg drolyetat.

Let those men, therefore, laugh and take joy in the misfortunes of this one:
perhaps, if they did not miss him when he was alive, they will cry out in need
of his spear now that he is dead. For base men do not know in their
reckoning the good they hold in their hands, before they cast it off. He died
bitter to me rather than sweet to the Greeks, and a pleasure to himself: for

119 Though we should remember the high value she set on Ajax as being a principle of her own
life earlier in the play, and her express wishes to die should he die.
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what he longed to obtain he got for himself, the death he wished for. Why
should they laugh at him? He died because of the gods, not them, no! On
that note, let Odysseus exult among these things. For, for them, Ajax is no
longer alive, but he dies, leaving me griefs and laments. (961-973).

Tecmessa has moved entirely away from the universalizing framework she
employed in her petition speech to Ajax into the world of partisanship and
friend/enemy distinctions. Here her (misplaced) revulsion of Odysseus is most
fully expressed. Like Ajax, Tecmessa places a special emphasis on the laughter of
Ajax’s enemies. Like Ajax, Tecmessa hopes that his death, and the loss of his
services in war, will be the proof of the mistake the Greek commanders made in
the Judgement of Arms. This Tecmessa is very different from the one who urged
Ajax to suffer compelling fortune patiently. But even after Ajax’s death and the
discovery of the true meaning of his words in the Deception Speech, it may be
argued that Tecmessa has still not found total epistemic certainty. She still has,
after all, Odysseus’ role in the affair wrong, and she cannot predict that it is his
intervention which will secure Ajax’s burial. But she has still made a movement
towards epistemic certainty: she has come to identify with Ajax’s partisan view,
to feel what he felt on his own terms. Previously, Tecmessa had attempted to
mollify his anguish because of her own needs. Unlike Odysseus, whose
perspective | will explore in the next chapter, Tecmessa has not had the benefit of
learning from a goddess, who knows everything. She has had to piece together
what has happened from her mortal perspective. It is a perspective vulnerable to

error and deceit. Only the discovery and attendant suffering of the reality of one’s
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situation can correct these errors. In suffering, Tecmessa has discovered what it

was like to be Ajax when he felt he had lost something precious.
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Chapter 3: Odysseus

In the previous chapter, we explored scenes in which Tecmessa and the Chorus
were forced to work through situations without access to secure knowledge. This
chapter will focus on Odysseus, one of the few characters to be the beneficiary of
epistemic certainty, and how this affects and isolates Odysseus as he negotiates

conflicts with other characters who are not privileged with the same knowledge.

It is apparent by now that Sophocles’ Ajax dramatizes the act of learning
and interpretation. This is evident in the play even from the prologue. It is
Athena’s voice which is first heard, when she spies on Odysseus and asks him to
explain his purpose.'?® The request is puzzling, since, as Athena herself declares,
her omniscience has granted her complete knowledge of Odysseus’ mission. In
this way, Athena is another of the few exceptions in the play from the restraint of
a limited perspective. Odysseus, unlike Athena, who “always sees” (1) him, is
deprived of the sight of the goddess. Instead, he identifies Athena only by the
sound of her voice, a stark difference from the language of vision and seeing
Athena employs.t?! This gulf is, in turn, mimicked by the pageantry of the theatre,
as Sophocles attempts to give the audience a perspective it cannot truly have: a
view of a man listening to an invisible goddess, who herself remains visible to an
audience which, paradoxically, relates more in nature to Odysseus than to the

goddess. A sensorial drama is playing out on-stage.

120 pj 1-13.
121 Aj. 14-46.
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Odysseus’ explanation of his mission highlights over and over the need for
reading and interpretation of signs and clues, and his own limited ability to carry
out this task. Odysseus is tracking the footprints of Ajax: kot {yvog @ccm, Kol T¢
uev onuaivopot, / ta 6° EKmEMAN YO KoUK Exm pabeiv 6tov. (32-33: | move
quickly along his track, and some of it I can interpret, but I am struck in confusion
by others, and | cannot find out where he is). But the prints confuse Odysseus.
Contrast Odysseus’ characterization of his hunt with his earlier description of
Athena’s voice, o¢ evpabég (15: how well-perceived). The goddess’ voice reveals
itself perfectly to its intended audience. This is deliberate on the part of the
goddess: she is trying to begin a dialogue with her favourite. Ajax’s footprints, on
the other hand, were not left for this purpose. They are the impressions someone
made as they went about their work. Still, they have the power to communicate
some details about the one who left them, albeit a limited one. But the
communicative intention is missing. Odysseus’ effort is one-sided: he must glean
whatever meaning they possess alone.

The perspective of Odysseus outside the tent, like those of Ajax’s
dependants, is limited in the absence of external help. There we saw that
Tecmessa and the Chorus, from vague clues, cryptic words and their own
presumptions, to read the signs before them, in the hopes that they might find a
way of saving Ajax. In those scenes we saw how vulnerable their efforts were to
error, whether from the limitations of their human perspective or from the hostile

intent of someone who does not want them to grasp the truth. Both Tecmessa and
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the Chorus sought a perspective that was secure from error. It is this which
Odysseus obtains from Athena. Odysseus welcomes the goddess: koipov &
gpNKelc: mhvta yop 6 T ovv mapog / Té T sicémerta off kuPepvdpon yepi. (34-35:
You have come just in time: for in all things, both past and future, I am guided by
your hand). He has reached the limits of his ability to discern the signs before
him. There is some information, but not enough, and with not enough time to
discern it. In acknowledging his tust in Athena’s guidance, Odysseus yields his
efforts of reading and interpretation over to the goddess, who herself takes on the
role of an omniscient narrator telling a story. The play achieves something
resembling the framework of epic narration on-stage. And as with an epic
narrator, Odysseus hopes that he will learn the indisputable facts about what
happened that night.

That said, Athena’s presence in the play is brief, and access to her is restricted
only to Odysseus, who is himself only on-stage for the first and final scenes.
Unlike an epic narrator, Athena is still involved in the action in a certain sense.
Her words, however accurate a description of the night’s events, are still subject
to the interpretive efforts of both Odysseus and the audience watching the play.
And although Odysseus can trust as reliable what she reveals, he does not know if
she is telling the whole story. No one knew, for example, until it was too late, that
Athena’s wrath would pursue Ajax for only a day. Omissions such as these have
given scholars cause to suspect her impartiality—something the epic narrator is

rarely accused of—and so the extent to which the Odysseus and the audience may
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trust her as ‘someone who knows.” Consider the meaning of Athena’s last words,
for instance, which are intended to point out a lesson for Odysseus:

TOLTA TOIVVV EIGOPHY VTEPKOTOV

undév mot’ €inng avtog ig Ogovg £mog,

und’ dykov dpn undév’, €l tivoc mAéov

1 xewpi Bpideic 1| pakpod mAovTov PaOet.

o¢ Nuépa KAIvel te Kavayet TaAy

drovta tédvOpdmELR: TOVS 08 COPPOVAS

Beoi p1AoDot Kol 6TVY0DGL TOVG KOKOVG.

Therefore, seeing such things, speak you no overbold word to the gods, not if
you become big, nor if you are heavier than anyone in strength of hand or depth
of great wealth. So a day sinks and raises up again all human things: but the
gods love the wise and hate the wicked. (127-133).

There is nothing controversial about the warning Odysseus receives from Athena
in itself. But the natural reading is to connect the behaviour to be avoided with the
actions of Ajax, and it is with this that Ruth Scodel takes issue: “[r]ather, the
moral is inspired by Ajax, but not confined to his case or even put in a form that
closely fits him...Odysseus is the prudent man, whom the gods love, and the sons
of Atreus may well be base men, whom they hate. Ajax is neither one nor the
other; the gods have punished him, but the prologue leaves his final relation to
them in doubt.”*?2 For Scodel, the language of kakos seems ill-suited to Ajax,
since it signifies baseness. Ajax certainly earns little by way of uncontested moral
approbation for his actions in the play, but he is more often characterized as a

hybristes than a kakos.*?® Either Ajax has been misinterpreted by other scholars,

122 puth Scodel, Sophocles (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1984), 19

123 see N.R.E. Fisher, Hybris: A Study in the Values of Honour and Shame in Ancient Greece
(Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1992), 312-329 for Ajax as hybristes.
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and he really is base, or the moral does not speak to Ajax’s situation. Michael
Lloyd goes further than Scodel by contesting the completeness of Athena’s
position: “Some accounts of dramatic irony align the vision of the audience with
that of the gods, but in Ajax these two levels of understanding soon begin to
diverge. Athena’s vision is incomplete, because she sees only a great man brought
low by his lack of sophrosyne (the “pietist’ aspect of the play), and never shows
any awareness of Ajax’s undoubted greatness (the ‘hero worshipper’ aspect of the
play).”*?* For Lloyd, Athena’s omniscience is limited to her forensic
understanding of events but still vulnerable to error in the interpretation of the
significance of those events. She knows what actions Ajax undertook and where it
is he went, but cannot assess his character properly on account of her implication
in the action. Lloyd’s argument operates on the basis that the play’s presentation
of the character Ajax is meant to leave us with the conviction that he is ‘great,’
however great his fall.

It remains to be seen, then, what Athena’s exact relation to the play is and
its circumstances. Later in the play, it is discovered that Athena does have a
personal cause for anger towards Ajax. There is some foreshadowing of this in the
prologue. Athena tells Odysseus, for example, that dei&m 6¢ kol col voe
nepLpavi] vosov, / g mdotv Apyeiotowy gicidoamv Opofig (66-67: | shall show you

this manifest sickness, that you, once you have seen it, may tell it to all the

124 Michael Lloyd, “Sophocles the Ironist,” in Brill’s Companion to Sophocles, ed. Andreas
Markantonatos (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 572.
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Argives). Athena’s interest in stopping Ajax is not limited to a desire to save the
Atreidae and Odysseus from murder at his hands, but extends, rather, to seeing
him punished and humiliated by the Greeks. She says that &ym 8¢ gottdvt’ dvopa
navidoty voootg / dtpuvov, eicéPardov gig Epkn kaxd. (59-60: | urged the
ranging man on with a maddening illness, I threw him into evil enclosures). So
Athena does not merely deflect Ajax, but drives him into a worse state of affairs.
She also attempts to give Odysseus the opportunity to gloat over his rival:

obkovv YéAmg 101010 i ExOpovg yeddv; (79: Isn 't it sweetest to laugh at your
enemies?). I agree, then, that despite my earlier claim about Athena’s similarity to
an omniscient narrator, that “[n]either here nor anywhere else in the play is there
any hint that Athene was moved in any degree by a concern to oversee impartial
justice inter homines; it is with her own rights and her own honour that she is
concerned”—that she is, even more so than a god customarily is, implicated in the
action.1? But, “[t]his should not be thought discreditable to her. In the heroic
world, honour is the most precious commodity, among gods as well as among
men; one not only may, one must react to insults and to action which detract from
one’s status.”?® Lloyd’s interpretation of Athena’s attitude is too reliant on the
heroizing-tendencies of other scholars; it should not be thought that her personal
interest in the matter limits her perspective in any way. She is, contra Lloyd,

aware of Ajax’s greatness—indeed, she describes him as prudent and ready to act

125 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 171.
126 | bid.
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when necessary.'?’ The point of these compliments is to leverage Ajax’s greatness
in emphasizing that he is still mortal and subject to the limitations of a human.
Athena’s willingness to recognize Ajax’s excellences increases her credibility as
an omniscient figure, one who can see the matter on all sides, though she speaks
in the prologue from within the action and acts for her own, partial purposes.

The audience, like Odysseus, then, can rely on Athena to give them secure
knowledge of what is happening. The power of Athena’s capacity to read and
confirm the signs Odysseus tries to parse is vividly demonstrated by her
confirmation that Ajax is within the tent, which leads her to summon the deluded
warrior onto the stage. Ajax’s presence and epistemic condition creates a
spectrum of vision and knowledge for the audience. Athena knows and sees all;
Odysseus sees some, knows some, and knows that he only comprehends some;
Ajax, in turn, knows nothing, but thinks he knows everything. Ajax greets
Athena: @ yoip’ ABdva, yaipe Aloyeveg tékvov, / (g D Tapéotng: Koi o€
ToyypHoolc £ym / otéym Aagdpoig thode Thg dypag xapwv. (91-93: Hail, Athena,
hail, child of Zeus, how well you assisted me; I shall wreath you even with all-
golden spoils in thanks for this hunt). Ajax’s words would be an appropriate
greeting for a Homeric warrior saluting a goddess.?® He recognizes Athena’s

contributions to him and offers verbal as well as material thanks for them. But the

127 Aj. 118-120.

128 sarah Nooter, When Heroes Sing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 32: “In the
beginning of the play, Ajax acts as an epic hero, addressing gods and promising offerings, yet his
words do not have the effects he intends...He speaks with great confidence in a role he no longer
occupies”. For Homeric intertext of chaire and the irony generated by this scene’s resonance with
Odysseus in the Odyssey, cf. ibid 32-33.
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irony of the phrase, which would be positive if interpreted in a vacuum, comes out
in light of Athena’s intentions. These words, with which Ajax attempts to signify
his gratitude and devotion to Athena, take on a novel and unintended meaning,
only accessible thanks to the unusual circumstances Athena has provided for the
occasion. Not only that, Ajax exhibits a certainty in his interpretation of the
situation which belies the radical uncertainty the audience and Odysseus knows he
ought to feel.

Ajax’s utter vulnerability before Athena on its own provokes pity and
horror, but before the goddess’s hostility appears too one-sided, evidence of
Ajax’s problematic relationship with her comes out, even as he continues to offer
his gratitude: yop® mpog Epyov: coi 8¢ ot €piepat, / To1dvd™ del Lot cuppoyoV
nopeotdvor. (116-117: 1 go to my work: but I enjoin this to you, always stand as
such an ally with me).1?° Ajax, although he recognizes Athena’s help in attaining
his goals, gives Athena an order. The order he does give is the opposite of the one
he gave earlier in the war, when he bid Athena to stand by the other Greeks.**
But this is not revealed about Ajax until much later. For an audience watching the
scene in real-time, they have only this small evidence of Ajax’s outrageous
behaviour towards Athena. This double-detail, distributed across the time-

progression of the play, mimics the capacity for facts to take on greater

129 Ajax uses the same verb a few lines earlier, in a more outrageous command to Athena:
xaipetv, ABava, TEAN éyw ¢’ £dlepal: / kelvog 6£ tioel tvde KoUK AAANV Siknv. (Aj. 112-113: In
all other things | bid you, Athena, to have your way: but he [Odysseus] will pay this price and no
other).

130 Aj 770-775.
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significance as with time one’s perspective widens. Athena’s perspective,
although omniscient, does not remove the obligation of a human perspective, like
that of Odysseus (as well as that of the tragic audience in the theatre, as opposed
to an epic one, which yields its efforts of comprehension and reading over to the
narrator) to engage in the process of discovery and interpretation.

Yet Athena’s mere presence and divine power are not enough to give
Odysseus the clarity he desires. Before that can be done, Odysseus must be
prepared to see things, not as he would see them on his own, but through the
vision of one who knows more than he. As | said earlier, even when the
knowledgeable try to communicate their understanding to others, the attempt is
vulnerable to a failure. As Barker notes, “[w]ith a deity giving instructions, and
with her mortal interlocutor clearly seeing himself in a position of ignorance...a
model of learning is quickly established.”** Athena must reconcile the
differences between her position and Odysseus’, which she does by lending him
her view of the affair: Bapcdv o0& pipve unoe sopopav d€xov / Tov Gvop’: €y
YOp OUUAT®V ATOGTPOPOLS / adydg dmeipEm oy Tpdsoyty gicideiv. (68-70: Stand
there bravely, and do not receive this man as a disaster: for | shall divert the
lights of his eyes from seeing your face).

Athena recognizes the differences between Odysseus and herself and
attempts to account for them. Odysseus is a mortal and vulnerable to harm. The

goddess’ first instruction to him is to fight his mortal instinct to run for the sake of

131 Elton Barker, Entering the Agon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 284.
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his own safety. These are, of course, not concerns Athena shares, but she must
account for them in her mortal counterpart; if Odysseus is going to see like
Athena, then he must resemble Athena, at least somewhat. Like Athena, then,
Odysseus will be safe from Ajax because he will be invisible to Ajax. The
purpose of all this is summed up in Athena’s striking order to Odysseus that he
stay and ‘not receive this man as a disaster.” In effect, Odysseus is told how it is
he should read the scene of Ajax emerging from the tent. In the absence of
Athena’s protection, such an interpretation would not be possible. Naturally,
Odysseus does not fully understand what Athena means, and tells her not to
summon Ajax.!® In a line which suggests Athena’s difficulty in comprehending
mortal fear, she asks Odysseus if he will not hold his ground and not be called a
coward.®*® Athena attempts to bridge the gap between herself and Odysseus by
redefining the situation in terms of bravery and cowardice, concepts which the
gods need not employ in their own cases since they pertain to one’s attitude to the
prospect of harm, but which are deployed now to help motivate Odysseus. When
Odysseus starts at the thought of Ajax’s appearance a second time, Athena asks
him, i pn yévnton; TpdcOev ok dviyp 88" fv; (77: Why shouldn 't this be? Was
this one not a man before?). The implication of the question is clear: what is there
about a mortal for anyone to fear next to a god? Odysseus’ reply is telling: &x0pdc

ve T@®de tavopl kol Taviv &tt. (78: he was an enemy, at least, to this man and still

132 pj 74,
133 Aj. 75: o0 oly’ &vé€el undé deiav Apet;
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is now). He repeats Athena’s term, dvrp, emphasizing the fact that he is a mortal
too, and that while Ajax presents little threat to Athena, the same cannot be said of
Ajax’s threat to Odysseus himself. Athena and Odysseus do not share
perspectives yet. It is only after Athena reiterates her promise to blind Ajax’s eyes
that Odysseus acknowledges the marvelous power of the gods.'3* Even then,
Odysseus still flinches from seeing the deluded warrior.*

Their perspectives united, Ajax is brought onto the stage, observed, and
dismissed. The goddess then asks Odysseus a leading question to guide him in his
reading of what he has just seen: opdg, ‘Odvoced, v Oedv ioydv don; (118: Do
you see, Odysseus, how great the strength of the gods is?). The strength of the
gods has two potential referents: the first is Athena’s ability to control Ajax’s
perception with ease. Athena may also be referring, however, to the divine
perspective on mortal affairs. Neither Odysseus nor Athena had to worry for their
safety because Athena had removed Ajax from effective action. Athena’s divine
perspective allows her to exact her vengeance on Ajax with impunity,
emphasizing her strength relative to his weakness. She had extended her
perspective to Odysseus so that he would be able also to harm Ajax with his
laughter and his report to the Greeks. Athena had sought an identification with

Odysseus both in outlook and interest.

134 Aj. 86: yévolto pévtdv nélv Beol texvwpévou. (Anything is possible when a god contrives).
135 Aj. 88: pévolp’ v: iBehov & v Ektdg v Tuxetv. (I can remain: but | wish | were far away).
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But although Odysseus saw the same thing as Athena, he does not feel the
same way as her about him:

gy®d p&v 0088V’ 010’: dmoktipw &€ viv

dvotnvov Eumag, Kaimep dvto SLGUEVT,

00ovvex’ dtn ovykatélevkTol Kok,

0VOEV TO TOVTOV HAAAOV T} TOOLOV CKOTTMDV:

Op®d yop NUAG 00dEV dvtag dAlo ANV

eldwA’ dooumep (dUeV §j KOOENV GKLAV.

I know nothing: but I pity the wretch nevertheless, although he is hostile,
because he is yoked to an evil ruin, seeing his lot as no more than my own: for
I see that all we who live are nothing other than phantoms or an insubstantial
shadow. (121-126).

I agree with Barker that, “Odysseus’ response reveals the potential to interpret the
events differently and to come to a human understanding of the events as, in her
absence from the rest of the play, the human agents both on—and off—stage must
work out and work through the crisis she has set up.”** But | disagree that, on the
grounds mentioned above, Odysseus’ oblique interpretation comes about “because
of, not in spite of, Athena’s role.”**” Athena has come to punish Ajax for his
arrogance towards her. Her interest in Odysseus stems from her knowledge that
the greatest humiliation for Ajax is to be seen and mocked by Odysseus in his
defeat, even as Ajax imagines tormenting him. Athena has coaxed, at every stage,
Odysseus into joining her in this effort, so as to maximize Ajax’s pain, to the
effect of delighting both of them. But we have also seen that this effort at a shared

perspective has remained imperfect, despite Athena’s efforts to make her own and

136 Elton Barker, Entering the Agon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 322.
137 |bid.
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Odysseus’ attitudes towards Ajax congruent. We have also seen that this difficulty
arises from the differences between mortals and immortals, even if mortals are
promised the security available to a god. Malcolm Heath says, “[b]ecause he
recognises Ajax’s outstanding prowess, Odysseus can see the fall of Ajax as a
paradigm of the frailty and vulnerability of mankind: and that means also, of his
own frailty and vulnerability. It is to this vision that he responds...”**® Of course,
the vision which Athena shows Odysseus of the strength of the gods before
mortals has implications for Odysseus, a mortal. That does not mean it is Athena’s
primary concern to demonstrate an ethical lesson to Odysseus, even as she helps
him see and interpret the significance of Ajax’s actions.

Other scholars have instead pressed interpretations of the scene too far in the
opposite direction, lauding Odysseus’ reaction in the face of the goddess. Take
Hesk, for example: “I would argue that Odysseus’ ability to be reflective enough
to sympathise with Ajax and the manner in which he does is an example of
Odysseus’ ‘intellectual virtue’. In other words, he is intellectually rigorous,
impartial and courageous enough to put himself in his former enemy’s shoes.”**®
For Hesk, Odysseus’ pitying of Ajax is not triggered by the vision before his eyes
but rather by something in Odysseus’ character, which he calls his ‘intellectual
virtue’. So, according to Hesk, “...it is clear that Odysseus is clinging rather

admirably to a moderate (we might say sophron) position despite Athena’s

138 Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 1609.
139 Jon Hesk, Sophocles: Ajax (London: Duckworth Press, 2003), 45-46.
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encouragement to abandon it.”*40 Hesk is attempting to interpret the scene as
showing a divorce between the value of to sophronein and Athena’s conduct.
Athena may laugh at Ajax because she is a goddess, but to do so, even at the
invitation of Athena, would be, in Hesk’s view, not sophron. According to this
argument, Odysseus preserves his moderation by withstanding Athena’s
temptation to mock his enemy.

I would like to offer an alternative interpretation. What Sophocles has done
with this scene is juxtapose human and divine attitudes towards the same event.
They differ in accordance with their respective limitations, arising from their
natures. Athena, in her divinity, has no reason to be afraid in this moment.
Someone of a human nature does, because they are intrinsically vulnerable.
Without Athena’s divine protection, to laugh at Ajax would be to show a lack of
awareness of one’s limitations and vulnerability to harm. Odysseus shows that he
has this awareness when he balks at the idea of facing Ajax. But his reluctance to
mock Ajax is virtuous in light of the limitations that circumscribe a human being,
ones which he incorrectly believes he will still have when Ajax appears. Yet
Athena invites Odysseus to laugh under her protection. She blinded Ajax such that
Odysseus was invisible to him. Odysseus is being granted a limited opportunity to
act with the circumscriptions of a god. The invitation to laughter, then, cannot be
considered an invitation to immoderate behaviour, since the very principle upon

which virtuous and vicious behaviour (as Hesk has defined it) does not hold true

140 bid.
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in the moment that Odysseus reacts with pity. For Athena, it would have been to
sophronein for Odysseus to laugh, provided he did so under her protection and
permission.

That Odysseus is unable to laugh says more about his inability to conceive of
himself as anything but thoroughly human, even in this extraordinary situation. I
suggest instead that Odysseus’ reactions speaks more to the impossibility of
perfect congruence between a mortal and a god, even if a god is doing the work,
than it does to Odysseus’ ability to remain sophron in light of the temptation of a
goddess to act otherwise.*! That is, Odysseus’ reaction to the sight of Ajax is not
to be taken as arising from his own character, but rather the unique nature of the
situation he finds himself in. After all, no other character has access to the
perspective a goddess, whose vision we can take to be perfect in its clarity and
discernment of a situation, thanks to her divine power. Pursuing an enemy to
confirm a rumour, Odysseus finds himself sharing the vision of that goddess with
respect to a man he was afraid to look on by himself. The union of sight allows
him to see like a god, but does not make him a god. Retaining his humanity as he
watches Ajax, Odysseus is given the opportunity to reflect on what it means to be

a human before the power of a god. It could as easily be him at another time. It is

141 Blundell (1989) Helping friends and harming enemies 63f: “Here enmity is significantly, and
emphatically, distinguished from the total indulgence of hatred. Pity, based on shared humanity,
is proposed as an alternative response to an unfortunate enemy—at least in some circumstances.
Odysseus belies Athena’s remark in the first line of the play that he ‘always’ hunts down his
enemies. He does not say one should never hate an enemy, only that in this instance his enmity is
tempered by pity for Ajax’s terrible fate. Nor does he explicitly condemn the attitude which
Athena shares with other human characters, or argue for his own.”
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the removal of a human being from the action, while remaining fully human,
which allows Odysseus to have his insight. It is also the condition of an audience
watching Sophocles’ Ajax.

The second chapter explored how characters without this perspective respond.
But to see how Odysseus’ Athena-derived insight ripples outward within the
context of the play requires us to move to its final scenes. Ajax has committed
suicide, and Teucer arrived to arrange his affairs and defend his corpse, but first
Menelaus and then Agamemnon have hindered the body’s burial. When a
resolution is not forthcoming, the two parties look to be on the verge of
descending into violence, when Odysseus returns to the stage to intervene. The
audience, even if they had grown in admiration of Odysseus in the play’s
prologue, could hardly have anticipated that such an ending would follow.#? In
tracing Odysseus’ efforts to bring about a peaceful resolution, we will see that
Odysseus’ view, however admirable we may find it, remains personal to him.

Odysseus, after tactfully engaging Agamemnon on the grounds of their
friendship, says:

dicové vov. Tov (’i\/?pa TOVdE TPOG BedV

un T dBomtov 03" avaiyntog Palelv:

und’ M Pia og uNdapdg ViIKnoTm
TOGOVOE LGEV BOTE TNV SIKNV TOTELV.

142 Some idea of the shock is brought out in remarks on Ajax by Feder (1980) Madness in
Literature 96 “Ajax could not have imagined the breadth of vision that prompts Odysseus to
defend his right to burial as a hero. Ironically, the rigidity of Menelaus and Agamemnon, in their
demand for vengeance, would have been more comprehensible to his unyielding...mind.” Besides
Tecmessa, there has been no figure in the play since Odysseus’ departure to advocate at length
for a less extreme reaction.
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Listen, now. Do not allow—by the gods!—this man to be cast out without burial
so painlessly: and let not by any means violence overcome you to so hate the
man that you end up trampling on justice. (1332-1335).

Odysseus begins his intervention by attempting to point out to Agamemnon that
he is acting in a psychologically-passive manner: that is, by attributing

Agamemnon’s impulse to cast out Ajax to Bia (force, violence) rather than the

deliberated decision of a mind at ease. Odysseus also objects to Agamemnon’s

eagerness to expose the corpse.**® This constitutes, in effect, a reply both to
Agamemnon as well as Menelaus, who had insisted that Ajax be punished so that
fear and shame would curb immoderate behaviour in the army, as it does in a
city.}#* Odysseus does not sanction Ajax’s treacherous behaviour. But another
enemy of Ajax, Athena, at least had been willing to acknowledge Ajax’s positive
qualities. Unlike Agamemnon, she is not compelled to feel any remorse in
punishing Ajax because she was not engaged in a cooperative, mutually-beneficial
endeavour with him. Moreover, Athena, being a goddess, has no need for such a
relationship with Ajax. Yet Agamemnon, despite being much more reliant on
Ajax than Athena, attempts to flatten out his contributions to the Greek army. This
happens both in Agamemnon’s discussion with Odysseus, as well as earlier in his
dispute with Teucer. In that scene, Agamemnon, in a misguided attempt to deflect
Teucer’s anger by deflating Ajax’s heroism, asks Teucer o1 favtog 7} Tod

OTAVTOG OVTTEP OVK &Y(; / 00K Gp” Axonoic dvdpec sici T 8d¢; (1237-1238:

143 cf. Mary Whitlock Blundell, Helping friends and harming enemies (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 95 “...0dysseus does not object to retaliation per se and reserves the
right to reprove whoever started the quarrel.”

144 Aj. 1073-1086.
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Where did he go, or where did he stand, that | myself did not? Do the Achaeans
have no men but this one?). But Teucer, like Odysseus after him, must remind
Agamemnon of Ajax’s worth, by recalling how Ajax’s achievements surpassed
that of other men:

® oA AEEag EpTt KévomT Emn,

00 UVNUOVEVELS OVKET 0VOEV, TviKa

Epkéav o0’ VUG 0VTOg YKEKANUEVOLG,

1on 10 unodev dvtag, &v tpomi) 60pOg

gppvcat’ EAB®V pHodvog, apel pev vedv

dicpotoy §om vawtikoig E0mAo1g

TLPOG PAEYOVTOG, €1G 0& VOLTIKA OKAPT

mmodVTOC ApdnVv “Extopog tappwv Vmep;

tic TadT dmelpev; oy 68 v 6 SpdV Thde,

ov 00Sapod eng, ob od uy, Pivar modi;

You speaker of thoughtless words, do you not remember at all, when that
man, once upon a time, coming alone, saved you from the nets, although
you were on the verge of death, in the turn of the spear, as the fire blazed
around the uppermost benches of the ships, and Hector leapt on high over
the ditches towards the hulls of the ships? Who prevented those things?
Did not this man do those things, who, you say, did not march anywhere
you did not? (1272-1281).

Ajax and Agamemnon may both be mortals, but there are still relevant differences
between men which ought to inform their relationship with one another. Ajax did,
in fact, do things which Agamemnon, in turn, was capable of doing, but did not.
This difference in initiative and bravery marks a quantitative as well as qualitative
difference between the two men. Per Teucer’s testimony, both men had an interest
in seeing Hector routed, but only one man drove him and the fires from the ships.
Teucer’s argument concedes to Agamemnon the point that all Greeks in the army

do fall under the category of ‘men,’ but that this particular man distinguished
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himself from the broader category by his actions. As a result, the other Greeks,
including Agamemnon, ought to have a different relationship to this man than
they would to a man who had not performed those deeds, and that this difference
in relation ought to inform their treatment of the special hero from then on. In
other words, Agamemnon’s perspective on Ajax is warped and distorted by his
forgetfulness of Ajax’s services to himself and the army. This is Teucer’s point
when he says to Agamemnon:

0D 0D Bovovtog ag Tayeld TS fpoToic

YXOPLG Olappel ki mpodods’ aAiokeTal,

el cod y* 60 avnp ovd’ &ml SrIKPAYV AOYOV,

Alag, &t Toyel pvijotv, o0 6O ToAMAKIG

TNV OTV TPOTEIVOV TPOVKAES YLYTV OOPEL.

GAL" olyeton oM mhvta TadT EPPULUEVA.

Alas, how quickly, when one dies, does gratitude among men pass away and is
found a traitor, if this man, Ajax, does not bear even a little remembrance of
you, when often you laboured to risk your life in war. But all these things run
to waste. (1266-1271).

Ajax’s exceptional actions are supposed to provoke a specific reaction from
Agamemnon: the remembrance of charis, gratitude. Teucer reverses the
significance of Agamemnon’s description of Ajax as 63 avnp by pointing out that
Agamemnon was also only 66" avnp among many men, but like many men, did
not do what Ajax did when the opportunity arose. Ajax was not only an
exceptional warrior, but one who shared in and worked on behalf of
Agamemnon’s interests when he preserved the ships. This also happens to be the
substance of Odysseus’ rebuke about Agamemnon’s lack of feeling. Odysseus

does not ignore Ajax’s attempted crime upon the Atreidae and himself, but he
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does imply that to punish a man without flinching at the prospect of harming one
who helped so much is wrong.

Like Tecmessa in her petition to Ajax, Odysseus proceeds to use himself as an
example to illustrate the viability of this course of action to Agamemnon:

Kol yap fv o’ odtog Exdiotog oTpaTod,

& ob 'kpdnoa 1BV Aydeiov Sthov,

AL avTOV Eumoc vt &ymd Todvd épol

oVK avtatipdootp’ dv, Gote un Aéysv

&v’ avop’ 1d€iv aplotov Apyeiwv, 6ot
Tpoiav apucopecta, TAnv AyiAiéms.

That man was once the most hateful to me of the army, from the time when 1
won the arms of Achilles, but | would not dishonour such a man, however he
was, so as not to say that | knew him to be the best of us Argives who came to
Troy, except for Achilles. (1336-1341).

| agree with R.P. Winnington-Ingram that the compliment paid Ajax by Odysseus
before Agamemnon suggests that Ajax’s anger at the Atreidae may have been
just, or at the very least, understandable.’* Whatever Odysseus’ thoughts about
the results of the Judgement or his true intentions in conceding this honour to
Ajax, he can afford to acknowledge Ajax’s superior worth as a warrior, since he is
dead, and the arms are no longer the principal issue. That Ajax’s death has

changed what is at stake in the conflict is brought out by Odysseus’ remark that

145 R.P. Winnington-Ingram, Sophocles: an interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1980), 58-59: “In this respect Odysseus places him next to Achilles, that is above himself...
Is this not an admission that the Judgement has been unjust... Odysseus says not only that it
would dishonour Ajax, unjustly, to refuse him burial...but also that he would not dishonour him
by denying that, after Achilles, he was best of the Argives...And it was precisely the atimia that
drove Ajax to attempt murder and to commit suicide. Yet Odysseus had accepted the Arms,
though we need not believe with the Ajax-party... that he had intrigued for them. Nor perhaps
was he called upon, within the play, to say whether the Greeks were right or wrong, nor, if he
had said they were wrong, would he have advanced his immediate cause.”
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...&pioovv &, vik’ v woelv koddv. (1347: | hated him, when it was good to hate
him). Hatred is good, but must be circumscribed.!*® What are these limits? In the
prologue, Athena describes Odysseus as neipav tv’ £x0pdv apndoor Onpdpevov
(2: [always] hunting to grasp some means of attack against his enemies). His
efforts to track down Ajax are part of his ongoing hostile interaction with Ajax
from the time when he won the arms.'*” Soon afterwards, Athena grants Odysseus
the vision of Ajax which provokes a powerful sympathetic response towards his
enemy. In so doing, Odysseus foregoes the opportunity to mock Ajax.

At that moment, Odysseus left the stage and did not return until now. Now
Ajax is dead, but the Atreidae are still attempting to dispose of Ajax like a living
enemy, only one who is powerless to resist them.*® Odysseus’ response is to
attempt to circumscribe the hatred of Agamemnon. Odysseus’ own hatred was
limited when he was made, by Athena, safe from the threat of Ajax. From his
invulnerable perspective, Odysseus could afford to feel pity for Ajax, even though
Ajax hated him in turn. Now, this perspective was a by-product of the powers of

Athena. Odysseus, of course, cannot create the same perspective for Agamemnon

146 Cf. also Aj. 1343-1345: o0 ydp Tt toltov, dAA& Tol¢ Bedv vopoug / dpBeipolg &v. vbpa & ol
Sikatov, €l Bavol, / BAamteLy TOV €66AOV, 0US’ £av ULo@V KUPpRiS. (For you would not all harm that
man, but the laws of the gods. It is not just to harm a good man, not even if you hate him).

147 cf. Malcolm Heath, The Poetics of Greek Tragedy (London: Duckworth Press, 1987), 167: “So
the first thing we learn about Odysseus in this play is that he is always to be found watching for a
chance to assail his enemies, and that his present actions are part of just such a campaign against
Ajax. That, at any rate, is Athene’s reading of his motives, and Odysseus does not deny it...”

148 Cf. Menelaus to Teucer: i yap BAémovtocg pf) 'SuviBnuev kpately, / mdvtwg Bavovrog y’
ap&opev, kv un BEANG, / xepolv mapeuBivovteg (Aj. 1067-1069: for if we were not able to rule
prevail upon him when he was alive, we shall rule him completely when he is dead, even if you are
not willing, controlling him with our hands).

79



on Ajax in the same way as Athena did for himself, but he can attempt to unite
their views on Ajax by the power of verbal persuasion. Odysseus does so by
pointing out that it was right to hate Ajax when he was alive. What is
inappropriate about Agamemnon’s hatred of Ajax in death? Odysseus’ argument
points out that Agamemnon has similarly been removed from all action pertaining
to Ajax now that Ajax has committed suicide. There was a time when it was good
to hate Ajax, but with his death, that time has passed. Before his shared vision
with Athena, Odysseus was in Agamemnon’s position. But now Ajax is dead: he
cannot cause them any more harm. Both Odysseus and Agamemnon are,
practically speaking, invulnerable to Ajax. The danger implicit in direct action has
been removed, not because the mortality of the agents has been set aside, but
because one disputant has been removed. Hatred comes about as a response to the
possibility of harm. This possibility has been nullified by Ajax’s suicide.

Agamemnon’s threat, then, to cast out Ajax’s body becomes gratuitous
and anachronistic. The facts have changed in their significance: Ajax attacked
them, but the punishment is no longer necessary. Meanwhile, Agamemnon still
has reason to be grateful to Ajax, because he and his ships are still preserved
thanks to Ajax’s efforts against Hector. One set of actions becomes irrelevant
upon Ajax’s death: the other set is relevant still. In other words, Odysseus is

attempting to point out that Agamemnon is responding to the wrong actions at the
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wrong moment.}*° By adducing himself as an example, Odysseus tries to unite the
visions of himself and Agamemnon. As Agamemnon begins to waver, he says to
Odysseus: péuvne’ omoim emti v xaptv didwc. (1354: Remember to what sort of
man you give this kindness). But Odysseus’ reply does exactly that: 66° &x0pog
avip, GAAG yevvaioc mot” fv. (1355: this man was an enemy, but once noble).*>°
Agamemnon’s focus on the former category does not account for what remains in
the latter. The point remains lost on him, ti mote noNoelg; &x0pOv OO aidel véxvv;
(1356: Why ever are you going to do this? Do you so respect an enemy corpse?),
and Odysseus is forced to elaborate: vik@ yap apem pe tg ExOpog moAv. (1357:
For his excellence prevails upon me much more than his hostility). Agamemnon
has difficulty accepting that such men should be treated as though friends, since
101010€ pévtol pdTeg Euminkrol Bpotdv (1358: These sorts of men are unstable
among mortals). The implication is that it would be better to have friends one
could honour without fear of future reprisal. But Odysseus’ retort, 1 kGpto. ToAAoi
viv gikor kw01 mkpoi (1359: Truly very many are now friends but soon turn
bitter), echoes Ajax’s earlier claim that toig moAAoiot yap / Bpotdv dmictog €660

Etarpeiog Munv (682-683: For to many men is the harbour of friendship faithless).

149 97, Blundell (1989) Helping friends and harming enemies 97: “For the Atreidae, Ajax’s suicide
merely makes it easier to triumph over him... but for Odysseus his death brings about an even
more radical change than his madness. Previously weighty arguments no longer apply. Ajax’s life
must now be evaluated as a whole. His former exploits, despite the crimes of the last few hours,
now entitle him to the honour normally due to friends... Odysseus is proposing that Ajax receive
belatedly the recognition whose absence drove him to attempted murder and aroused the
enmity of the chiefs. He thus raises the possibility not just of respecting Ajax as an enemy, but of
transforming enmity back into friendship.”

150 See Finglass (2011) Sophocles: Ajax 510 n. ad 1355.
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All three men, Agamemnon, Ajax and Odysseus, have grounds for believing this:
Agamemnon has been betrayed by Ajax, Ajax by Agamemnon, and Odysseus
now finds himself advocating on behalf of an enemy to a friend thanks to a vision
of pity provided by a goddess. Odysseus’ appeals to Agamemnon throughout his
intervention have largely been impersonal: it is Ajax’s excellence Agamemnon is
to honour, not his (lack of) friendship with Ajax. It is the law of the gods
Agamemnon should be afraid of, rather than shrinking from the thought of leaving
an enemy’s corpse unpunished. Odysseus’ attempts to persuade Agamemnon on
these grounds jeopardize Agamemnon’s acquiescence to Odysseus himself as a
friend in this matter, but I argue that Odysseus is attempting to show that
Agamemnon’s reliance on friend/enemy distinctions is what has led him into his
risk of trampling upon the laws of the gods.>*

But Agamemnon expresses his incredulity at Odysseus’ efforts by asking
Odysseus if he really wants him to let the corpse be buried.'®? Odysseus tells him
that he really does desire this, since he himself will come to that need some
day.'>® Agamemnon interprets this to be an example of the naked self-interest of

every man: i mav’ dpoto mig avip ovtd movel. (1366: Truly does every man

151 Simon Goldhill, Reading Greek Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 87 on

the play’s resolution of the conflict: “Agamemnon will not accept any shifting in the way he terms
Ajax but none the less changes his attitude to him. He no longer must do harm to even this most
ekhthros man. The interchange between Agamemnon and Odysseus, then, not only marks
Odysseus’ undercutting of the rigid determination of the opposition of philos and ekhthros, but
also introduces an uncertainty into the rigid application of the moral position of ‘Do harm to your
ekhthros and good to your philos.””

152 Gywyag 00V e TOV Vekpov Bdmtely £8v; (13647?)

153 gywye: kail yop autog éveasd’ iouat. (1365)
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work for himself in all things alike). Odysseus asks in reply: ©® yap pe poilov
€lk0¢ 1} 'mawtd moveiv; (1367: For whom is it more fitting for me to work than for
myself?). This answer may read like a vindication of Agamemnon’s cynicism in
his motivation, but this confusion arises out of an equivocation Sophocles is
playing on in the phrase ‘avt® movel.” To work for oneself can mean to work for
one’s own interests in a narrow sense, which is the sense Agamemnon takes. But
it can also have a broader meaning, as | suggest it does here. Earlier, Odysseus,
watching Ajax through the eyes of Athena, saw and pitied him. The sight spurred
a realization in Odysseus that all mortals were mere phantoms. In one sense, the
distinction between Odysseus and Ajax collapsed for a moment—friend and
enemy were irrelevant, since these distinctions arise out of particulars and not
generalities: what mattered most was their shared humanity.

I agree with Gill that “Odysseus’ response is rather a sense of fellow-
feeling with anyone (even an enemy) who finds himself ‘yoked to disaster’...it is
thus a response to Ajax’s situation rather than to the person himself.”*>* In other
words, Agamemnon accuses Odysseus of labouring after a personal agenda in
which it benefits Odysseus directly and personally to see Ajax buried, and this is
the content of the phrase ‘a0t® movel.” But Odysseus invokes the phrase ‘avt®
novel to describe the mutual need that he and every other human being has for

the graciousness of others in securing burial after one’s death, a state in which the

154 Christopher Gill, “The Character—Personality Distinction,” in Characterization and
Individuality in Greek Literature, ed. Christopher Pelling (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 21.
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person is most vulnerable and dependant on others for the goods it requires.'*

That the same phrase is used by Agamemnon and Odysseus with entirely different
meanings shows the fundamental divorce in their views on this matter. Odysseus
identifies with Ajax’s situation precisely and only because of the perspective
Athena allowed him to have of his enemy. But Agamemnon does not share that
perspective, in part, at least, because he has no access to it. The threat to his own
personal honour by Ajax’s attempt on his life leaves Agamemnon implicated in
the action. This is the only perspective Agamemnon has, and he not only uses it to
assess Ajax and determine how it is he should treat him, but he also uses it in the
case of Odysseus, assessing him within the rubric of help friend/harm enemy. The
phrase ‘avt® movel’, and the gulf in perspective Agamemnon and Odysseus have
on it, becomes a microcosm of the discussion on interpretation and perspective
which has been happening throughout the play.

But while Odysseus attempts to secure the burial of Ajax by inviting
Agamemnon into his universalizing framework, one which sees the need to give
what one would ask for oneself, Agamemnon proceeds to grant the burial, but
precisely on opposite grounds to those Odysseus intended:

GAL €D ye pévrot 1001 émicTac’ Mg £yo
ool HEV vEpo™ Gv Thode Kol pello yapv,

155 Christian Meier, The Political art of Greek Tragedy, trans. Andrew Webber (Baltimore:

John Hopkins University Press, 1993), 174 “Anthropologists call this generalized mutuality: in the
end the generality will give what the generality has received. Thus it comes about that certain
conventions, like the laws of the gods, are always valid. What Agamemnon dismisses as
Odysseus’ egotism is at the same time a service to everybody. He is indeed serving his own
interests, but they are the interests of anybody in the face of death. In this way his behaviour
makes his position superior, because of its generality, to that of Agamemnon.”
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00TOC 88 Kkel kAvOad™ v Epoty” OUdC
&x01otog Eotar: ool d¢ dpav £EeaO’ & ypiic.

But know this, at least, well, that | would grant to you a favour even greater
than this, but even so, that man lying there will be most hateful to me: but
you may do what you please. (1370-1373).1%¢

Moreover, Agamemnon disavows any credit for the gesture, wishing it to be
attributed to Odysseus alone.*®” The commander of the Greeks steadfastly refuses
to take up the broader category Odysseus invokes to encompass Ajax as well as
the Atreidae and himself. The credit Agamemnon does wish to take is that of
supporting Odysseus, a man of status since his victory in the Judgement of
Arms.*®8 In the end, Odysseus achieves his aim of seeing Ajax buried, and of
preventing Agamemnon from trampling upon the laws of the gods. What he does
not succeed in is sharing his vision of Ajax, and it is my argument that such a
vision must remain idiosyncratic to Odysseus, since he is the only character in the
play to have been granted the opportunity to experience a perspective of Ajax
which reveals their common humanity. Sophocles’ Ajax highlights the fragility of
such an understanding. It lives in Odysseus alone, who acquired it in

extraordinary circumstances. His attempts to communicate it to others fail,

156 Kevin Hawthorne, “The rhetorical resolution of Sophokles’ Aias,” Mnemosyne 65, no. 3 (2012):
397 “In divorcing political agreement from actual persuasion, Sophokles’ resolution elevates
character and relationship over ideas and principles.” While | agree that this is an accurate
description of the play’s resolution, | hesitate in attributing whole-heartedly an endorsement of
this dichotomy to Sophocles himself. As apparent from this scene and Teucer’s refusal to allow
Odysseus to assist in Ajax’s burial, the play remains conflicted about the superiority of the one
over the other.

157 gov &pa tolpyov, oUK oV kekAfoeTal. (4. 1368).

138 &{r’: A yap elnv oUK Av €0 dpoviy, énel / dihov o’ €y péytotov Apyeiwv vépw. (Aj. 1330-
1331: Speak: for | would very much not be in my right mind, since | consider you to be my greatest
friend among the Argives).
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because these characters cannot detach themselves from the immediate action
around them.

Like Agamemnon, Menelaus adheres rigidly to distinctions between
himself and others which prevent any kind of identification with an enemy, as he
does with Teucer.?® And although Teucer’s efforts are generally interpreted in a
sympathetic light, they work more to dispute the arguments of the Atreidae within
the friend/enemy framework than they do to advance beyond it.*®° Teucer is, after
all, like Ajax’s dependants, directly implicated in the actions of the hero and his
enemies. He does not have the luxury of Odysseus’ detached perspective. And the
final rebuke of Odysseus’ approach, despite his persuasion of Agamemnon, is
Teucer’s rejection of his assistance. In the play’s closing lines, Odysseus
approaches Teucer to say: koi Tov Oavovta tovoe cuvBante B o / kol
Euumovelv Kol unodgv éldeiney domv / yp1| 10ig apioTolg dvopdoty movelv Bpotolc.
(1378-1380: And I wish to bury this dead man and to assist in the labour and to
leave out nothing which mortals must do for the best men). Odysseus tries to

adhere to the Golden Rule, but even here his attitude finds no welcome; for

159 S0 Menelaus emphasizes that Teucer is a bowman as opposed to a frontline fighter at Aj.
1120, 1122. Agamemnon reinforces the distinction between himself and Teucer as a bastard (Aj.
1228-1229) and a barbarian (Aj. 1262-1263).

160 Cf, Ruth Scodel, Sophocles (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1984), 25: “But in debating
Agamemnon and Menelaus on their own terms, crudely but effectively, he [Teucer] causes them
to damn themselves ethically...” Also, Herbert Golder, “Sophocles’ ‘Ajax’: Beyond the Shadow of
Time,” Arion 3.1, no. 1 (1990): 28 on Teucer’s arguments: “They may be Spartan oligarchs or the
amoral expansionists of imperial Athens. In any case, they are despots who possess political, not
moral, authority and whose power rests upon fear and exploitation of others.”
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Teucer, although he praises Odysseus, says: 6& 8", ® yepoiod oréppa AaépTov
TaTPOC, / TAPOL HEV OKVD TODS  Emyavely €0v, / un T® Oavovtt TodTo dVeYEPES
now®: (1394-1396: | shrink, seed of your aged father Laertes, from allowing you
to lay a hand on this burial, lest I do something displeasing to the dead). And we
know from Homer that Teucer’s worry will be vindicated when Odysseus visits
Hades. For Ajax, even death offers no deliverance from the mortal perspective, no
advance in wisdom. Ajax is dead as a consequence of what happened to him in
life. He is removed from living, but not from the action.

The mystery of the play is that it allows one of its characters to attain a
perspective of secure knowledge and interpretation, only to demonstrate the
frustration of all attempts of that perspective to communicate itself to others. The
perspective, although it comes from Athena, must remain uniquely Odysseus’. It
should not be forgotten what Athena’s original intention had been: the goddess
had not given Odysseus an explicit directive that Ajax not be punished—on the
contrary, the context for Odysseus’ vision is the beginning of Athena’s revenge
for Ajax’s impiety. But Odysseus’ vision instead leads him to an interpretation of
Ajax and his actions very different from that of the goddess, despite looking on
the same sight as Athena. As a result, Odysseus cannot rely on a simple directive
from the goddess to secure the hero’s burial. After all, Athena’s goal is much
more like the Atreidae’s, although her motivation is less problematic. Odysseus

remains isolated, then, at the play’s end, in that he possesses a view that is not
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explicitly sanctioned (or condemned) by the gods, one arrived at entirely on his

own, and one that, despite his best efforts, remains incommunicable.
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Conclusion
The question of the audience’s response to the dynamics of epistemic certainty
and uncertainty is a discussion | have alluded to but generally avoided. To be
clear, the elements of the Ajax which I have covered have been discussed
described by other scholars under the framework of metatheatre. This is especially
true of the prologue, where Athena is understood to be playing the role of a
playwright-director, Odysseus an audience, Ajax the actor playing out a fantasy
on-stage. Such an interpretation of the opening scene readily assimilates itself to
Aristotle’s understanding of tragedy as impacting the audience through the
arousal of pity and fear.'®* But | have generally avoided entering this discussion,
since it is not my intention to detail the dynamic of parallel certainty and
uncertainty in a way which limits its relevance to the metatheatricality of the Ajax,
most especially because the issue of epistemic certainty and uncertainty is not
particular to fifth-century Athens, but one that attends question of communication
and interpretation at all times. My understanding of this dynamic as being

universal within all human efforts of communication situates the question of

161 pana Lacourse Munteanu, Tragic Pathos: Pity and Fear in Greek Philosophy and Tragedy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 202: “This play constantly reinforces the idea
that viewers ought to respond to tragic suffering with a type of pity that transcends friendship
and enmity and is based on the abstract realization that everyone is prone to misfortune. This
realization also appears to have been at the core of the Aristotelian link brtween tragic fear and
pity. But Sophocles’ Ajax goes beyond Aristotle, who refrained from specifically developing the
topic of the morality of the tragic emotions, to suggest a clear ethical benefit, ‘wisdom’
(sophrosyne) derived from pity: contemplating another’s misfortune helps us to estimate our
correct place in the universe, our limited powers, and to avoid arrogance.” In general,
Munteanu’s chapter (ibid., 181-207) offers the fullest recent discussion of the metatheatrical
elements of the Ajax’s prologue.
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audience-response to Greek theatre within the cluster of questions pertaining to
human communication and interpretation broadly. Complicating this background
context to the work is the fact that in scholarship on Greek tragedy, the question
of the nature of audience-response has its own history, and it continues to be
debated to what extent Greek tragedy was meant to be ‘mere entertainment,” an
extension of the ideological apparatus of fifth-century Athens, or a form of critical

self-reflection undertaken by the city.162

Above all else, | have been interested in what the Ajax has to say about the
dynamics of epistemic certainty and uncertainty to us. To engage in a full
justification of this interest would take too much time and space. | hope it will
suffice to say that | am not alone in this interest: following Gill, | take it that
“[o]ne of the available models for the audience’s relationship to the work of art is
that of engagement with a form of ‘argument’ or ‘dialectic’ provoked by the
work,” and that when it comes to Greek tragedy, “this model is especially
appropriate, in that the works concerned seemed designed to activate debate or
‘dialectic’ on central issues of human life.”*% I take it that Gill’s lack of
qualification as to which audience specifies that he does not think it a meaningful

distinction to make: Greek tragedy is as capable of provoking a ‘dialectic’ in an

162 The argument for Greek tragedy as ‘mere entertainment’ is most iconically stated by Jasper
Griffin, “The Social Function of Attic Tragedy,” The Classical Quarterly 48, no.1: (1998), 39-61;
Simon Goldhill, “Civic Ideology and the Problem of Difference: the Politics of Aeschylean tragedy,
Once Again,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 120 (2000): 34-56 offers the rebuttal in favour of
recognizing a political dimension which extends beyond the theatre.

163 Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 121.
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Athenian audience as it is in an audience of the present day. Following Williams,
| think that, when it comes to the authors of Greek tragedy:

...the fact that it takes some knowledge and imagination to see their point

does not mean that when we see their point, the experience is just the

product of imaginative time-travel—that they mean something to us only
to the extent that we pretend to be fifth-century Greeks. If we get to the
position of their meaning something to us, then they mean something to

Us...The fact that we can honestly and not just as tourists respond to the

tragedies is almost enough in itself to show that ethically we have more in

common with the audience of the tragedies than the progressivist story

allows.1%4
The fact of Odysseus’ identification with Ajax along the lines of a human being,
seems, to me, to be an oblique invitation by Sophocles to us to enter into such an
engagement with his play and the issues it presents. | do not mean to suggest that
Sophocles wrote the play with non-fifth-century Athenian audiences in mind. Yet
epistemic certainty and uncertainty remains an issue we contend with in our own
time, nor is it limited to dramatic or mythic contexts. Whether language points to
a meaning which exists apart from the written or spoken word is one of the central
issues at stake in the debate between realism and nominalism.

As explored in the last chapter, only one human character is epistemically
secure: Odysseus. As of the play’s conclusion, however, he remains unsuccessful
in his attempts to share his perspective with others, whatever his practical success
may be in securing Ajax’s burial. One must wonder what an audience makes of

such an ending. De Jong reaches the conclusion that “it is apparently the

humanistic perspective of Odysseus, expressed early and adhered to consistently

164 Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 18.
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until the end of the play, which Sophocles wanted his spectators to adopt.”1% But
the very existence of a split-camp phenomenon over the ethical assessment of
Ajax among scholars suggests that there are other meaningful options for
audience members to identify with. % At the same time, although the play nearly
ends on a triumphant note for Odysseus, his final departure is marked by Teucer’s
rejection of his help in burying Ajax. Moreover, the audience is likely to know
that Teucer’s worries about unabating hostility between Odysseus and Ajax will
be vindicated later in the mythological-chronology, when Odysseus meets Ajax
again in the underworld. I do not think, then, that de Jong’s assessment can be
accepted uncritically. It must be remembered that Odysseus’ ‘conversion’
happens at the play’s outset, when he is effectively isolated from other characters
except for Athena. Ajax is deluded and cannot see him. And even Athena does not
expressly endorse or join in with Odysseus’ piteous attitude towards his enemy.
More importantly, Odysseus’ failure to convince Agamemnon to abandon his
hatred and to respect Ajax as a friend and great hero tells against expecting
success in persuading others to adopt humanistic behaviour. Agamemnon
acquiesces to Odysseus along the lines which affirm, rather than weaken,
friend/enemy distinctions.

Meanwhile, the rest of the play shows figures who are entirely engaged in

the dramatic action. There is no moment of epiphany for Tecmessa and the

165 J.F. De Jong, “Where Narratology Meets Stylistics,” in Sophocles and the Greek Language,
eds. IJ.F de Jong & A. Rijksbaron (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 93.
166 ‘pietists’ will be more likely to prefer Odysseus, ‘hero-worshippers’ Ajax.

92



Chorus, except when they realize that they have been deceived by Ajax. This
brings an end to their confusion and ignorance, but also resolves their dilemma in
exactly the way they were trying to prevent from happening. Throughout the play,
they joined together in attempting to arrive at epistemic security on their own.
Because of their implication in the action, Tecmessa and the Chorus entered into
this effort with pre-conceived desires and agendas which ultimately hindered
them from recognizing the ambiguious nature of Ajax’s words. Were they able to
have recognized this ambiguity, Tecmessa and the Chorus may have been able to
act prudently in not allowing Ajax to go to the beach alone. This is tragedy,
however, and they do not, of course, realise what Ajax means to do. As a result,
they come to identify with Ajax’s pain and grief, but too late, and much more
violently than they wanted to. In the absence of a teacher, an external guide to
appropriate interpretation, such as Athena was to Odysseus, one has recourse only
to experience and suffering as a corrective to error.

The result is that the play seems to stage the dynamics of certainty and
uncertainty as happening on two different levels: on the one hand, there are
situations in which one can be certain of the information they are receiving. This
is Odysseus’ situation in the prologue. On the other hand, there is the situation of
Tecmessa and the Chorus, who are forced to discern from a perspective entirely
within the action, vulnerable to harm and at risk of committing errors which may
have disastrous consequences for themselves and others. There is, | suggest, a

parallel to be drawn between these two levels and the audience of a Greek
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tragedy. Watching the tragedy, the audience, like Odysseus in the prologue, is
external to the action. They are emotionally engaged with what is happening on-
stage, but are not implicated in the action. Because of this, they are able to enter
into modes of interpretation which would not otherwise be possible for (or
appropriate to) people implicated within the action. As discussed in the third
chapter, Odysseus’ pity required his safety under the protection of Athena. It was
only then that Odysseus was able to take on a different mode of engagement with
his enemy, Ajax. The theatre itself creates this condition for the audience. The
tragic spectacle on-stage, were it really happening in the lives of the audience,
would provoke a fear and pity of a very different kind. But because the audience
members are able to watch the desperate and violent spectacle of Greek tragedy
without any risk of personal harm, they are free to engage in a more detached
manner—to learn without suffering. But this same audience, once the play is over,
leaves the theatre, and, like Tecmessa and the Chorus, the moment it does, are
faced with the very real prospect of having tragic situations arise in their own
lives. They must confront these situations without the invincibility of an Odysseus
before an Ajax, without the detachment of an audience member at the
performance of a tragic play. They must also make decisions based on the
information they possess from a position within the action, with a possibility for
error which could be fatal. This interpretation of the metatheatrical element of the
Ajax has the advantage of preserving the possibility of a meta-dramatic dimension

in the prologue, while extending this dimension to encompassing the subsequent
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portions of the play (the scenes including the Chorus and Tecmessa). At the same,
such an understanding has relevance to our understanding of an audience’s
engagement with Sophocles’ Ajax, whether that audience is celebrating the City

Dionysia or coolly reading the words of Sophocles from an Oxford Classical Text.
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