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Two Modes of Dying in Attic Tragedy:
Suicide and Self-Sacrifice as an Act of Heroism
or Cowardice

This paper deals with the surviving plays of Greek tragedy, in which suicide and
self-sacrifice take place during the plot: Ajax, Antigone, Oedipus Rex, Trachin-
iae, Phoenissae, Hippolytus, The Suppliants Eur., Hecuba, Heracleidae. It
primarily focuses on the motivations of the heroes and heroines and the way they
choose to end their lives. It also examines the way that suicide is presented to the
audience (visually or aurally), the vocabulary used in each case and its meaning and
the portrayal of the dead bodies on stage. Through the analysis of the heroes’ and
heroines” inner conflicts, societal pressures, and the cultural backdrop against which
these actions occur, this paper aims to elucidate the complex interplay of heroism and

cowardice within the framework of ancient Greek tragedy.
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The issue of suicide, as a social phenomenon,' concerned the ancient
Greek society and inspired the ancient Greek art. Taking into account
that passion is a sort of a leitmotif in Attic tragedy, death by suicide
features prominently, because it intensifies the tragic plot.? As Garrison

notes, “the tragedians use the suicide motif in almost every conceiv-

!'s. E. DUrkHEIM, Suicide: a Study in sociology; translated by John A. Spaulding and
George Simson. London 1966. About different attitudes towards suicide from antiqui-
ty to 19™-century Germany, s. also R. HirtzEL Der Selbstmord. Leipzig 1908.

2 According to Hoor (1990: 78), suicide in antiquity was “deliberate, direct and solute”.
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able way to portray the complicated and painful nature of human exis-
tence”.?

The theme of self-destruction is not handled alike by the three tragic
poets. In Aeschylean drama, heroes and heroines do not go further than
the point of threatening to end their lives (The Suppliants)* or pleading
for an end to their lives to escape their suffering (Prometheus Bound, The
Persians).> Many of Sophocles’” heroes and heroines find in suicide an
ideal end to the despair and the impasse of their experience (Ajax, An-
tigone, Haemon, Eurydice, Jocasta, Deianeira). In Euripides, some he-
roes take their own lives (Phaedra, Jocasta, Evadne), but in most cases
suicide either emerges as self-sacrifice (Menoeceus, Polyxena, Macaria)
or is eventually overturned or avoided (Alcestis, Iphigeneia, Heracles).®

The term “suicide” is applied to any death that occurs as a direct
or indirect result of an act, whether positive or negative, that the victim
performs on his or her own self.” Self-sacrifice is related to the military,
patriotic or religious duty of each hero or heroine to his or her city or
family, often fulfilling a prophecy. In Attic tragedy, self-sacrifice often
takes on suicidal dimensions as the heroes and heroines defend their

intention to sacrifice themselves to such an extent that it seems as if they

3 GARRISON (1995: 179).

“Sup. 465: éx TwVd Omwe TaxioT anayiacOat Oewv.

>P.B. 151-153: ¢i yap u’ vmo ynv vépOev 0" Aldov / Tov vekpodéyuovog eic anépavtov
| Taptapov nrev, 580-583: oioTpnAdtw O¢ deipatt detdaiav / mapdxonov wde TelpeIc;
npl <ue> pAEEov, 1j xOovi kaAvyov, 1j [ movtioic ddkeat 6oc Popav; Pers. 915-917: (0’
Opedev, Zev, kaué pet’ avopwv [ twv oixouévwv [ Oavatov katd poipa kaAvpat.

6 Alc. 1123-1126: @ O¢oi, Ti AéEw —Oavy’ avéAmotov 1606 — [ yvvaika Aevoowy Tivd’;
— &unv étnTtouwc; | 1 képtouog pe Oeod Tic ékmAnooel xapd;/ Her: ook éotv, dAAd
vd’ opac dauapta ony; IA 1581-1589: Oavua & v aipvnc opav. / mAnyne ktomov yap
Tiac Tic fjofet’ v oapawc, / Ty apOévov & odxk 0idev 00 ync eigédv. [...] EAagpoc yap
domaipovs’ éxert’ émi xOovi / idelv peyiotn diampenne te v Oéav, [ n¢ aluatt fwuoc
épaivet dponv tnc Ocov.; HF 1347-1352: éoxelpaunv 6¢ kaimep &v kaxolow @v / ur
OetAiav dpAw Tv’ ExAimwv pdoc:

IC oVUPOPAIC Yap OoTIC 0VX VDioTatal [ ovd’ avopoc dv dvvail’ vmootnvatl féAoc. |
ykaptepnow Biotov: el & &¢ moAw [ Ty onv, xapw te pvpiav dwpwv éxw.
7CoopPER (1999: 516); cf. DurkutM (1966: 42).
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themselves seek to do so.? This may be why the philosophers of antiqui-
ty, in their attempt to address the issue of suicide, included self-sacrifice
in the broader group of intentional self-killings.” Both Plato and Aristot-
le, based on legal principles, reject suicide.' Plato only recognizes some
exceptions, which are related to unavoidable misfortune and irrevers-
ible disgrace. In Phaedo 873c7, he characterizes suicide under any other
circumstances as cowardice." Accordingly, Aristotle considers suicide
an offense against oneself and against the city, perceiving it as an act of
abdication of responsibility (Arist. Nic. Eth. 5, 11). It seems, therefore,
that the ancient Greeks, in the context of the rightness or wrongness
of suicide, distinguished between honorable and dishonorable suicide,
depending on the motives of the suicide, both personal and societal.

Consequently, the question arises as to whether suicide in Attic
tragedy can be described as an act of heroism or cowardice or it involves
both, depending on the way one approaches it. This is the question this
paper will seek to answer, including the cases of self-sacrifice. We will
examine surviving plays in which suicide and self-sacrifice take place
during the plot: Ajax, Antigone, Oedipus Rex, Trachiniae, Phoenissae, Hip-
polytus, The Suppliants Eur., Hecuba, Heracleidae.

Through the study of the motivations and the way of death, it will

be attempted to determine whether such an act can be considered hero-

8 GarrisoN (1995: 121) considers self-sacrifices a type of suicide that she calls “no-
ble suicide” because of the “altruistic tendencies” and their “social motivations.” Cf.
Loraux (1981: 31-40) who argues that the difference between suicide and self-sacrifice
is that sacrificial victims merely accept their death rather than seeking it.

® Cooprer (1999: 516); cf. Loraux (1987: 31-42) on the distinction between suicide and
self-sacrifice.

10 As Coorer (1999: 531) observes, their approach is related to the treatments of the law
in Greek city-states.

s. also Pl. Laws 9.873 c-d.

125, GARRISON (1995: 23-31).

13 For Sophocles’ text I follow Pearson ed. (1975); for Euripides’ text I follow MURRAY
ed. (1902) and Murray ed. (1913).
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ic, a sign of cowardice or both. Furthermore, we will examine the way
in which suicide is presented to the audience (visually or aurally),'* the
vocabulary used in each case and its meaning and the presentation of
the dead bodies on stage. What is particularly interesting is that both
self-sacrificers and suicides of Attic dramas are portrayed in a manner
that rather evokes sympathy from the audience, despite living in a soci-
ety where suicide was condemnable;"™ this, at least, could be indicative

of the understanding and justification of such an act.'®

A. MOTIVATION

I. Suicide
With respect to the motives that drive heroes and heroines to suicide,
they can be classified into two broad categories, which relate to the con-
text of ancient society and its values of self-sacrifice: when a dignified
life cannot be ensured, the person seeks death—preferably a glorious
death. The first category relates to avoiding the notoriety that comes

with continuing to live."” The second category relates to the pain the he-

!4 In this context, depictions of suicide scenes in ancient art, which probably relate to
these plays, could also be considered. However, this could not be a reliable criterion,
for two reasons. Firstly, “the stage never becomes a regular resource of any painter”,
as OsBorNE (2008: 409) notes. Secondly, in classical art, as Hoor (1990: 176) observes,
the moment before the decisive act is chosen. In addition, any depictions of suicide
scenes relate to the influence that Sophocles and Euripides had on the artists of the
period. It is widely known that Euripidean tragedies inspired vase painters in lower
Italy and Sicily. So, scenes from Sophocles’ dramas are rarely depicted, unlike those of
Euripides. In particular, none of the suicide scenes quoted by Sophocles are depicted
on any vase. Rather, vases with the suicide of Jocasta over her dead children in Phoe-
nissae, Phaedra contemplating her suicide, and the sacrifice of Polyxena are attributed
by some researchers to scenes inspired by the corresponding Euripidean tragedies.
About Jocasta, s. Krauskorr (1990: 685-686); about Phaedra, s. LINANT DE BELLEFONDS
(1994: 358-359); about Polyxena, s. TOouCHEPHEU-MEYNIER (1994: 433-434).

15 Coorer (1999: 531) notes that “The Greek city-states had laws against suicide”.

6 s. also GarrisoN (1995: 33), who argues that “Suicide is a social phenomenon,
steeped in ethical ramifications, for the dramatists of the 5" century and their audienc-
es, then and now”.

17 This view is expressed either by minor characters in Attic tragedy, such as the cho-
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roes feel after the loss of a loved one. It is love which intensifies the pain
and this unbearable pain leads to suicide.’

Those who commit suicide to avoid a life of disgrace for themselves
and their descendants were usually involved in an act that has led to
disaster or trouble. Helpless, therefore, to cope with the reality that has
been shaped by their actions, overwhelmed by shame, they see suicide
as a salvation from a dishonorable life. Past experiences drive them to
take their own lives, and as a sort of catharsis, their death is the inevita-
ble result of their deeds.! In fact, most of the heroes and heroines who
commit suicide argue in favor of their act and bid farewell to their loved
ones and the earthly world. For example, Ajax is a hero who, after wip-
ing out a flock of sheep instead of the Achaean army (Aj. 42—45), cannot
bear the laughter (yéAwta)®; after bidding farewell to his loved ones,
he ends his life. His act has isolated him from society.?! Consequently,
his suicide aligns with his belief that a man of noble lineage benefits
from living and dying in a noble way (A;j. 477-480), and the play never
portrays the suicide as cowardly or deserving of punishment, as Ajax is

ultimately given a proper burial.*

Furthermore, when Deianeira realizes that she has harmed her hus-

band instead of winning him back, blinded by her love for him, she ad-

rus, in the form of a gnomic (O.R. 1368: kpeicowv yap noOa uniét’ av 1 Cov TvpAdc),
or by the suicides themselves (Hip. 687-688: Totyap ovkét’ evkAeeic [ Oavooue0’;
Trach. 721: Cnv yap kakws kAvovoav ovx avaocyetov; Aj. 479-480: dAA™ 1) kadwg
Cv 1) xadwc teOvniévar/ tov evyevn xpn); cf. Eur. Sup. 1006-1007: fjdtotoc ydp Tot
Oavatoc/ ovvOviokew Bviokovat ilotc, 1015-1017: evkAeiac yapiv EvOev op-/ udow
Tacd’ amo méTpag nn-/ dfoaca VPG Eow.

8 Katooveng (1975: 211).

¥ Asomartou et al. (2016: 74) relates suicide to past events and self-sacrifice to the
avoidance of future catastrophe.

0 Aj. 367, 369-382, 416-417, 426-427, 440, 466, 690—-692.

2 GARRISON (1995: 47), StcuerL (1977: 67-98).

2 GARRISON (1995: 53). Cf. Plato’s position about acceptable suicide and burial of sui-
cide victims (Pl. Laws 9.873c-d).
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mits that she has no choice but to die (Trach. 719-721) and silently leaves
the scene (Trach. 813).2 According to Hoof, it is her guilt over her act
rather than the shame that it entails that drives her to commit suicide,
since she takes her own life after her son accuses her of the harm that
she has caused.*

Phaedra, who has previously announced her suicide (Hip. 723), also
leaves the scene in silence; she has no choice since her husband’s son,
whom she loves, has rejected her (Hip. 599-600). Her reputation can only
be salvaged through her suicide. Even her suicide note is due to her dread
of disgrace rather than a sense of revenge against Hippolytus. Phaedra’s
attention has shifted from her personal desires to societal concerns.”

Even in Sophocles” Oedipus Tyrannus, Jocasta silently exits upon
learning of her incestuous affair with her son (O.T. 1073-1075). She kills
herself with haste and determination. It is the shame, the disgrace that
such a relationship entails that drives her to suicide. From a societal per-
spective, Jocasta’s suicide makes sense in light of her personal tragedy
and is not implied to be a substitute for that of Oedipus’.*

Antigone commits suicide since, after the punishment imposed on
her by Creon, she sees her confinement in the underground chamber as
the end of her life. An end that she herself will put as a final manifes-
tation of her unconventional character. Excluded from the city because
of her decision to bury her brother and devoted to her familial bounds,
death is the only way to return to her family.” Suicide ends her pain
from what she suffered after the death of her brothers, and at the same

time enhances her glory.

3. GARRISON (1995: 63) who connects Deianeira’s “secretive nature” to her suicide.

2 Hoor (1990: 115-116); cf. GArrison (1995: 55, 65) who discusses Deianeira’s “disinte-
grated role” as Heracles” wife and her suicide as an act to be restored in society.

% GARRISON (1995: 70).

2 GARRISON (1995: 112-113).

% GARRISON (1995: 132-133).

# For the importance of Antigone’s glory through her suicide, s. Loraux (1987: 47-48).
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In the same play, two more characters take their own lives. Hae-
mon, at the sight of his dead beloved, turns against his father and, fail-
ing to kill him, ends his own life (Ant. 1231-1240).** Then his mother,
Eurydice, hearing about her son’s suicide, silently leaves the scene (Ant.
1244-1245) to end her life. These two suicides are impulsive, and stem
from the hero’s and heroine’s powerlessness to cope with the loss of
their loved ones. This is the main reason why Jocasta ends her life in
Euripides’ Phoenissae. Unlike Jocasta in Sophocles, what she cannot bear
as a mother is the loss of her sons who killed each other; as a result, she
stabs herself over their corpses (Phoen. 1455-1459). Both mothers com-
mit suicide to reconcile with their children.*

In Euripides” Suppliants, Evadne’s suicide, which takes the dimen-
sion of a self-sacrifice and a glorious death,* is linked to the unbear-
able pain of losing a beloved husband.? This heroine, unwilling to live
without her husband (Sup. 1002-1005, 1040),* falls into his funeral pyre
despite her father’s pleas (Sup. 1034-1071). A life without her husband is
tantamount to death, a sweet (Sup. 1006-1008) and glorious (Sup. 1015-

#1t is also anger that drives Haemon to suicide. Anger against his father, whom he
fails to murder. Garrison (1995: 115) observes that a suicide only because of anger
is considered cowardly by Aristoteles, but the messenger’s speech (Ant. 1242-1243)
“articulates the effect Haemon's suicide has” introducing the “intellectual process” as
“worse kakon than anger.”

% Cf. Garrison (1995: 115) who discusses Eurydice’s and Antigone’s suicide as an act
to reintegrate with their families” members.

' The scene of her husband’s funeral pyre and her fall into it suggests a sacrificial rit-
ual. Also, her decision to die together with her husband as a sign of a good and loyal
wife relates to the concept of her good reputation which in turn is associated with
cases of self-sacrifice. However, because death is her own decision and not a decision
made by an oracle or another hero in the play which she willingly accepts and de-
fends, it is difficult to categorize it as a self-sacrifice.

%2McLure (2017: 155) notes that she is dressed as a bride (Sup. 1048) before her death leap.
% After all, Evadne’s last word before she dies is “husband”, as Storey (2008: 76) notes.
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1021) death,* like that of her warrior husband.* The most interesting el-
ement about Evadne is that the chorus does not seem to understand the
necessity of her death and consequently her suicide is not commend-
able for her “social group”.* However, the lamentation of her father
after her death (Sup.1094-1103) comes to justify her suicide among the

internal and external audience.”

II. Self-sacrifice
All cases of self-sacrifice belong to the same category of motives: that
of heroes and heroines defending their choice to sacrifice themselves
either for the sake of the prosperity of their country or family, i.e. for
the common good, or to avoid a dishonorable life, i.e. for the individual
maintenance of their nobility.

Thus, Menoeceus in Phoenissae and Macaria in Heracleidae justify
their decision to sacrifice themselves for the salvation of their country.®
Both have to fulfil the oracle to save their country and family. Men-
oeceus’ motives are “pure and noble”? and stem from his love for his
country (Phoen. 1013-1014). Even his dignity through his sacrifice is due
to his patriotism.*

Macaria defends her sacrifice motivated both by personal and soci-

etal concerns.* Life is meaningless when there are dead relatives (Her.

5. GARRISON (1995: 125) about Evadne’s false belief about reality and glory that moves
her actions.

®Dek (2015: 266).

% GARRISON (1995: 123); cf. DEE (2015: 267) about Evadne’s heroic status among ancient
Greek society and the audience.

¥ Dek (2015: 273-277).

% According to Loraux (1987: 46), self-sacrifice takes the dimension of suicide because
of the hero’s or heroine’s willingness and persistence to be sacrificed.

¥ GARrISON (1995: 139) characterizes Menoeceus’ sacrifice as “institutional suicide”,
too. Cf. Loraux (1987: 31-42) who argues that suicide cannot be an altruistic and hero-
ic act and classifies Menoeceus under “virgin sacrifice.”

40 GARRISON (1995: 144).

#1's. GARRISON (1995: 131, 145, 147).
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520-1), especially if she is to fall into the enemy’s hands (Her. 512-514).
Consequently, she claims that her death (i.e. her sacrifice) is fortunate for
her and gives her glory (Her. 525-526: oUkovv Oavelv duewvov 1} TovTwv
toyewv/avaiav; 534: kKdAAoTov NOENK’, eVkAews Almtely Blov.).

Polyxena, in Hecuba, willingly accepts the decision for her sacrifice
and refuses not to be sacrificed, since what awaits her is a life of servi-
tude. The happiness of death in the face of a disgraced life is expressed
by Polyxena in Hecuba (v. 213-215, 377-378: Oavawv 6" &v ein uailov
evtvxéotepoc/ 1j Cov: to yap Cnv un kadwc uéyac movoc). Her motives
are basically personal; there is no mention to a greater good for the com-
munity.*

In all cases, voluntary sacrifice is associated with a glorious death
and aims at posthumous good reputation, which in turn is linked to the
concept of heroism. The phrases in v. 554-555 (toAunt te 10Apuav) and v.
569 (t1¢ € onc evyvyiac) in Heracleidae about the courage of the sacri-
ficed exemplify this association. On the contrary, refusal to sacrifice one-
self is either an act of cowardice and implies a life of dishonor for oneself
and their descendants, as mentioned above. The words of Menoeceus
in Phoenissae (v. 993-994, 998-1005)* and those of Polyxena in Hecuba
(v. 347-348: ¢i 6& un PovAnoouat, / kaxn eavovuat xkal @LAOYvxoc yvve)
reveal that the denial of self-sacrifice is a sign of cowardice.

As far as motives are concerned, one may conclude that suicide is
presented as a heroic act or at least a justified one, both at the individual
and the societal level, for those who want to avoid a life of notoriety and

social outcry.* Yet, such behavior could be considered cowardice and re-

“ GARRISON (1995: 159) classifies Polyxena’s death to “noble suicides” because of her
“fatalistic” motives and the absence of an oracle.

“ These verses show that even Menoeceus’ decision is not just driven by altruism;
rather, it is based on upholding his personal honor.

“Cf. Evadne’s speech (Eur. Sup. 1067) about her death. She wants all the Argives to
know that she will fall into the fire with her husband, because she believes that in this
way, she will be a proper wife in their eyes.
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lated to the heroes” and heroines’ failure to break the social rules accord-
ing to which one should live in a society where they would be integrat-
ed. Thus, heroes and heroines commit suicide, unable to live in a society
where they are disintegrated and even their descendants would suffer
from it.* This applies to Ajax, Phaedra, Deianeira, Sophocles’ Jocasta,
but also to heroes and heroines who willingly accept to be sacrificed,
since the refusal of sacrifice is tantamount to dishonor. At this point, it
should be noted that among ancient Greeks “suicide out of shame or
guilt or fear for dishonor is commendable.”* On the other hand, there is
not a distinct sign of heroism in those who commit suicide because they
cannot bear the death of their loved ones. However, it can be argued
that a hero’s or heroine’s refusal to live after the loss of a loved one,
choosing instead to end their own life, is more heroic. It can be seen as
a heroic self-sacrifice, as a sacrifice on the altar of love for the deceased.
After all, Evadne falls onto the funeral pyre* and Eurydice commits sui-
cide on the altar. Furthermore, all of them (Haemon, Eurydice, Jocasta
in Phoenissae) kill themselves with knife or sword, weapons associated
with heroic warriors. In addition, the loss of their loved ones made their
social position unsustainable* and thus their suicide might be a way to

acknowledge and validate their desire for the lost individual.

# Cf. GARRIsoN (1995: 32), who argues that the commitment of suicide does not ques-
tion but rather confirms the social rules.

4 GARRISON (1995: 3); s. also Aristotle’s position in Nichomachean Ethics 5, 11.

¥ Evadne’s loyalty and marital fidelity, which drive her to suicide, are valid aspects of
heroism.

* According to GARRIsON (1995: 103), they commit suicide because they cannot “rein-
tegrate themselves into their cultures.”
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B. COMMON WAYS OF DYING

In terms of the way heroes and heroines choose to end their lives, things
are concrete with respect to motivation. In cases of self-sacrifice, a ritual
of sacrifice is followed. Sometimes it is described in detail and some-
times it is implied. Thus, Menoeceus cuts his throat with a sword at the
top of the turret (Phoen. 1091-1092). The fact that Menoeceus is both
the sacrificer and the victim in combination with his insistence to die
for his country modulates his sacrifice into suicide, according to some
researchers.” Polyxena stands bravely at Achilles” tomb, thrusts out her
chest and lets her throat be cut with a golden sword (Hec. 563-567, 543).
Although the sacrifice of Macaria is not recounted by a messenger, it
can be inferred from other references in the text that it was carried out
in a similar manner (Her. 583, 601, 821-822).*°

In cases of suicide, women who end their lives because they can-
not bear the shame and social outcry retire silently and commit suicide
by hanging. In Oedipus, Jocasta hangs herself by a rope on the bridal
bed (O.T. 1241-1243, 1263-1264), while Phaedra enters the palace and is
found with the rope around her neck (Hip. 777).

The exception is Deianeira, who is wounded in the ribs with a sword
on the bridal bed (Trach. 913, 924-926, 930-931). The chorus represents the
sword as hybris (Trach. 888) while referring to Deianeira’s weapon, im-
plying that it is unconventional and therefore against social norms for a
woman to use a weapon against herself.”! Of course, in this particular case
her motives include the pain of Heracles’ death, which she has caused.

As mentioned above, those who commit suicide because of the

# GARRISON (1995: 143-144).

% GARRISON (1995: 147, n. 45) refers to an Apulian volute-crater that depicts a maiden
being carried from an altar with a wound and blood on her neck. Cf. Garrison (1995:
147, n. 45) who argues that Macaria may have killed herself because she “dies among
women (Her. 566) who do not usually perform blood sacrifices”.

1 GARRISON (1995: 63).
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pain of losing a loved one stab themselves next to their beloved. So does
Haemon (Ant. 1236, 1240) and Jocasta in Euripides (Phoen. 1458-1459).
Eurydice stabs herself on an altar (Ant. 1301). The altar may not have
sacrificial dimensions, but it is preferred to intensify Eurydice’s curse
on Creon.” It depends on the needs of the plot.

Evadne chooses an unusual way to take her life as she combines
the act of leaping from a height and self-immolation (Eur. Sup. 1070).
While jumping from a height was a desperate act, especially for wom-
en,” self-immolation was an extremely rare way of suicide and it was
considered barbaric.”* However, Evadne predominately jumps into the
funeral pyre to join her deceased husband.

A special case is Antigone, who, although she acts against her fem-
inine nature throughout the play, hangs herself by her apron in her cell
(Ant. 1221-1223), as the conventions of her gender dictate.” If one even
considers that hanging, as a way of death, is linked to newly married
women (nymphe), then she becomes a woman through her suicide.” In
any case, the motif of Bride of Hades pervades the play, gradually con-
necting marriage to death and to suicide.”” Besides, it would be absurd
for Antigone to carry a sword with her in the cell.

Ajax may be an exception to the whole extant Attic tragedy. As a
rule, in tragedy, men do not commit suicide,” and the way Sophocles
chooses to present the suicide of a man emphasizes this “deviation”.”

He probably falls in front of the audience on the sword he has placed on

2 GARRISON (1995: 120) also adds that the vocabulary does not refer to sacrificial ritual.
% Hoor (1990: 73).

% Dek (2015: 270-272).

»Loraux (1987: 31) characterizes Antigone’s death as a “mixture of a female suicide
and something like sacrifice outside the norm”.

% Loraux (1987: 15, 32).

% GARRISON (1995: 136-138).

* Haemon commits suicide after the loss of his loved one (Antigone) and Menoeceus
sacrifices himself for his country.

¥ Loraux (1987: 20).
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the ground. It happens in the countryside, perhaps beyond his hut. Ajax
himself talks to his sword and describes his future death (A;j. 815-841)
and the chorus calls out to pay attention to the sound of Ajax falling on
the sword (Aj. 870-871: idov idov, / bovTiov av kK AVw TIvé). Scholars have
expressed many different opinions about the way this particular suicide
was played out.® This is because, apart from other practical issues such
a presentation on stage entails, there is also the issue of replacing the ac-
tor playing Ajax with a dummy after his death.® The dead Ajax remains
on stage as the second part of the tragedy unfolds, which focuses on the
process of his burial.®?

It is also worth mentioning that, when committing suicide with a
sword, a vocabulary associated with sacrifice, such as the word ocpayn
(=slaughter) and its derivatives, is often used,* reinforcing the heroic
nature of the act. This linguistic choice is particularly evident in the case
of Ajax,** as well as in the cases of Deianeira,® Eurydice® and Jocasta in
Phoenissae.®”

Consequently, based only on the way the suicides choose to die,
and taking into account that death by sword is considered heroic, as

opposed to hanging, one can characterize the act of each hero or heroine

% Opinions are divided regarding the need for a change of scene and especially on
the possibility of a visible suicide on stage. Liaris (2013: 140-153) argues that both the
sword was visible and the suicide was performed in front of the audience through an
elevated stage, ensuring that the chorus could not witness Ajax’s suicide. In contrast,
FinGrass (2013: 193-210), arguing based on earlier pottery and discussing the views
of other scholars, concludes that the sword need not be visible and suicide is not en-
acted in front of the spectators. BaTTEZZATO (2013: 238-243) and MosT (2013: 291-292)
discuss partial visibility, while ZanNETTo (2013: 276-277) accepts that the sword is
visible, but suicide is not.

L Aj. 915: The dead body has to be covered.

52 About dead Ajax on stage s. SOMMERSTEIN (2013: 245-246), BaTrTEZZATO (2013: 227-234).
%Loraux (1987: 13-14).

8t Aj. 815: apayeve, 841: avtoopayn MIMTOVTA TWS ADTOOPAYELC.

% Trach. 1130: Té0vnkev aptine veoopaync.

% Ant. 1291: opayov ém’ 0AéOpw.

57 Cf. Phoen. 1431: ibovoa kaupiovc opayac.
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as heroic or cowardly.

C. DEAD BODIES ON STAGE
In Attic tragedy, scenes of violence and death are not played out on stage.
They are usually either conveyed by a messenger or heard through the
heroes’ cries. But the result of such a scene, usually dead heroes or dy-
ing heroes, was often presented before the spectators with the help of a
wheeled platform, called “eccyclema”.

Not all suicides are shown on stage after their deaths. Antigone’s
corpse never appears, unlike those of Haemon’s and Eurydice’s. Creon
holds his dead son and at the same time faces his dead wife (Ant. 1298-
1299). But it is only in this way that Creon’s tragic figure is emphasized
at the end of the play. The dead Jocasta in Oedipus and the dead Deia-
neira in the Trachiniae also remain in obscurity. But in Phoenissae, Jocasta
appears on stage with the corpses of her dead sons (Phoen. 1502-1503).

As for Phaedra’s corpse, it appears on stage and, in conjunction with
her letter, intensifies Theseus” anger towards his son Hippolytus. After
all, Phaedra causes more harm with her death than when she was alive.

Menoeceus, of course, who is sacrificed for his country in the same
play, remains in obscurity. The same is true of the other two sacrificial
victims, Polyxena and Macaria. However, in the case of Menoeceus and
Polyxena, their relatives mourn them.®® Evadne alone seems to disap-
pear from the scene in a way that resembles her falling into the funeral
pyre® and then follows her father’s lament.

The dead Ajax, as mentioned above, remains on the stage. Ajax falls

on his sword and his corpse needs to be covered. Despite the horrific

%8 In Phoenissae, both Jocasta (v. 1205-1207) and Creon (v. 1310-1321) mourn the dead
Menoeceus. Also, Hecuba mourns Polyxena (Hec. 585-603).

% Morwoop (2007: 219) notes “Evadne will, thus, be able to perform her Tosca-like leap
off the back of the roof onto a pile of soft materials, becoming invisible to the audience at
once”; cf. Storey (2008: 117) that the pyre “not have to have been visible to the spectators”.
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spectacle, this also happens for the actor to be replaced by a dummy.”
Then it is unveiled (Aj. 1003) and its presence on stage is undeniable.
Both Tecmessa’s lament” and the discussion of his burial revolve around
his corpse. The corpse could not have been moved, most likely until v.
1409, and the sword was still attached to his body.”” Sommerstein high-
lights a few novelties involving Ajax’s corpse, including its use as the
focal point of a suppliant tableau, its ability to bleed like a living body
(Aj.918-919), and its unwavering hostility against former foes, even af-
ter they have demonstrated that they are now true friends.” Certainly,
the corpse of Ajax on stage is a unique case, since the entire second part
of the play is performed around it.

The presence of dead bodies on the stage does not seem to follow
a rule. It's only in the case of self-sacrifice that they do not appear, but
some of them are mourned by their relatives. In other cases, the corpses
appear and remain on stage, depending on the needs dictated by the

plot of each play.

D. CONCLUSION
To sum up, most of the self-slayers in Greek tragedy look upon suicide
rather as a choice of glorious death in the face of a life in dishonor and
social outcry.” Glorious death is also a key motivation of those who sac-
rifice themselves for the homeland. Beyond the final social decrial, tragic
heroes and heroines experience a series of events which lead them to an
impasse. Because of these peripeteies, they experience intense feelings of

mourning and sadness, especially after the loss of a relative (Antigone,

7 Liaris (2013: 147-149).

"'FINGLAss (2013: 207) cites various scholars’ views on the purpose of covering the dead
body and links unveiling to a standard pattern in tragedy before mourning the dead.
72BAtTEZZATO (2013: 229-232).

73 SOMMERSTEIN (2013: 252).

™s. Katoovgng (1975: 206, 208-209), who refers to “dvokAew” and the “yéAws” as
reasons for suicide.
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Evadne, Jocasta in Phoenissae). Moreover, aidwc, in the sense of shame,
that women often feel either after the revelation of an incestuous rela-
tionship (Jocasta), the murder of a husband (Deianeira) or because of an
unfulfilled love (Phaedra) drives them to suicide.” In addition, aidwg, in
the sense of honor, is also associated with social outcry (Ajax). It should
be noted that madness or mental disorder, although considered a basic
cause of suicide according to psychiatry,” in Greek Drama is the result of
great sadness, pain and despair and is not a basic motivation.”” As Ruffel
notes, “we should see in Greek tragedy an interplay between emotional
engagement and social, ideological and/or ethical reflection”.”
Moreover, the way in which heroes and heroines commit suicide,
as well as the part of the body that is hurt, varies and characterizes the
quality of the act. Women hurt their throat either when they are sacri-
ficed or when they are hanged.” Even when they kill themselves with a
sword, they often hurt their throats.** And it is the neck and the throat
which are mainly mentioned as a sign of feminine beauty and sensitivi-
ty.® However, Eurydice wounds her liver (Ant. 1315: naiocac’ 0@’ nrap)
and Deianeira sticks the sword into her left side (Trach. 926: tAevpav
anaoav).’ They seem to commit suicide like most of the male charac-
ters. Men always stick the sword on the right side of their body (Hae-

mon and Ajax),* as a warrior would have done. The exception is Men-

7 Laros et al. (2014: 202).

76 La1os et al. (2014: 200).

7Hoor (1990: 99, 145) also mentions the case of God-given madness.

78 RUFFEL (2008: 45); cf. GarrIsoN (1995:178) who argues that one’s status in society has
a direct impact on suicide rates.

7 Her. 821-822: é0paCov... Aatuwv; Hec. 549: mapé&w yap o6épnv; Ant. 221: kpepaotny
avxévog; Hip. 781: Avoopev 6éprng.

8 Phoen. 1457.

81 Loraux (1987: 50-52).

8. Loraux (1987: 54-55) who mentions that Deianeira deviates from the norm that
heroes follow, as she wounds her left side.

8 Ant. 1236: ripeioe mAevpaic péooov &yxoc; Aj. 834: mAevpav dwappnéavta Twode
pacydve.
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oeceus, who, precisely because he is being sacrificed, sticks the sword
in his neck (Phoen. 1092: Aaipwv oinke). In addition, a death by sword
or blade and immolation as a kind of sacrifice (Heracles) is admirable,
while hanging is chosen always by a desperate heroine and is often
characterized as dishonor or miasma.®

In principle, suicides do not take place “on stage”, in front of the
eyes of the audience (perhaps Ajax is an exception). For that reason,
the focus is on the way they are conveyed to the viewer: either by a
messenger’s speech® (Jocasta in Oedipus Tyrannus and in Phoenissae,
Phaedra, Antigone, Haemon, Eurydice, Deianeira, Macaria, Polyxena,
Menoeceus), by the cries of the chorus (Ajax) or by the suicide himself/
herself (Ajax, Evadne).®® The range of words and phrases used to denote
the act of suicide—words that often refer to sacrificial ritual —¥and the
way in which some future suicides leave the scene before the act, lead to
a different perception of the act for the viewer.*

In conclusion, self-sacrifice can be considered a heroic act in terms
of the values that governed ancient Greek society. This is confirmed by
the motives and the way it is done, but it is also confirmed by the fact that
scenes of self-sacrifice in Attic tragedy appear in ancient art (s. the sacri-

fice of Polyxena).” In Attic tragedy the majority of suicides is committed

8 Loraux (1987: 70, n. 8).

#Such a speech can be uttered either by a messenger or by a secondary hero of the play
such as the nurse. Cf. Katooveng (1975: 220) who correlates the messenger’s speech
with the announcement of her suicide to the previous silent departure of the heroines
(Jocasta in O.R., Deianeira, Eurydice, Phaedra).

8 Evadne announces her fall into the fire (Sup. 1070). Similarly, Ajax describes his fall
onto his sword (Aj. 841) and then the chorus confirms it with the phrase in v. 870-871.
8 Loraux (1987: 14).

% s Katooveng (1975: 210-211) for the silent departure from the stage as a sign of
suicide. This connection underscores how the anticipation and foreshadowing of the
impending suicide are built up through the actions and emotions of the characters
before the actual event is narrated by the messenger.

% ToucHEPHEU-MEYNIER (1994: 433-434). Apart from self-sacrifice, according to
Krauskorr (1990: 685-686), Jocasta’s suicide with a sword is depicted, too. It reinforces
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by women; it could be argued that the women are the most “powerless”
when dealing with dead-end situations, at least in ancient Greek society,
and, therefore, they choose a “timid” suicide.” However, suicide is a he-
roic act for the person who commits it, because it takes courage to decide
and carry out such an act; always provided that it is done consciously
and not on the impulse and desperation of the moment.”" Consequently,
suicide can be characterized as heroic or cowardly depending on the way
one chooses to view it. Even if some women’s suicides seem to belong to
the realm of cowardice, either because they stem from their inability to
face reality or because they choose to hang themselves (Phaedra, Jocasta
in O.T.), this is not the norm. There are heroines whose motives seem
heroic but whose way of committing suicide is cowardly, such as Anti-
gone. There are also heroines who escape an embarrassing life through
suicide, but they do so using a heroic weapon, such as Deianeira. Ajax, is
also helpless to face the reality that has arisen, but the way he commits
suicide and the motives he puts forward place him in the realm of her-
oism. In the same realm we should include Haemon, Evadne, Eurydice
and the Euripidean Jocasta, who die after the loss of their loved ones in a
heroic way. In any case, it is never implied in the plays that the suicides
act cowardly. It is due to the fact that Greek tragedy gives Athenians
a glimpse into the suffering of those who choose suicide, by focusing
not on the act of self-destruction itself but rather on the inner world,

thoughts, and mental state of such individuals.

the heroic element of her act.

% s. Hoor (1990: 21) according to whom, the woman who commits suicide confirms the
values that pervade her life, while the life of the man is “less problematic”. That explains
why there aren’t as many male suicides in the myth. Cf. Katoovong (1975: 205-234) who
considers suicide to be a solution for desperate heroines but not a heroic act.

1 Cf. Coorer (1999: 532-537) about Stoics” and Epicourians’ attitude to suicide. They rec-
ognize the supreme value of the human person, whose freedom is based on the ability to
decide his or her own life and death. According to this view, life is worth only if it is in
harmony with human dignity, if it brings more pleasures and less suffering.
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APPENDIX
Dead
Tragedy Suicide Motivation Way of Place of body
suicide suicide on
stage
Ajax Ajax Aidag in the Sword Countryside Yes
sense of honor
a) Adwg in the
Antigone Sg?%igftg(ﬁzr Hanging Cave No
sufferings
Anticone Unbearable pain
8 Haemon from the loss of Sword Cave Yes
his beloved
Unbearable pain
Eurydice from the loss of | Sword Altar Yes
her son
Ofi‘{ig us Jocasta sé‘rxl?;)(ffl:hg;ﬁe Hanging | Bridal bed No
Trachiniae Deianeira Aldwg in the Sword Heracles No
sense of shame bedroom
e Palace
. Aidwg in the .
Hippolytus Phaedra sense of shame | anging Yes
a) Adwg in the
sense of honor Her hus-
Suppliants b) Unbearable | Fall into P
Eur. Evadne pain from the the fire E:?ﬁ > ﬁrlé No
loss of her hus- Py
band
Unbearable pain
Jocasta from the loss of Sword Over her Yes
(suicide) her sons dead sons
Phoenissae
Menoeceus Aidaginthe | Slaughter- | At the top No
(self-sacrifice) | sense of honor sacrifice | of the turret
Polyxena Aidwc inthe | Slaughter- | Achilleus’
Hecuba (self-sacrifice) | sense of honor sacrifice tomb Yes
Heracleidae Macaria Addcinthe | Slaughter- | Altar? (Not No
(self-sacrifice) | sense of honor sacrifice | mentioned)
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