Gerasimos MA_RKANTONATOS

«TRAGIC IRONY» IN THE TRACHJNIAE OF SOPHOCLES

In the Trachiniae of Sophocles there are a few notable pieces of tragic irony
lying in some unintentionally suggestive phrases and joyful anticipations of
Deianeira in contrast with the disastrous conclusion, which the aware spectators
foresee; some unconsciously ambiguous utterances of the chorus give rise also
to moving ironic effects, since they hint at painful events that are going to take
place in the course of action. The aim of this article is to trace these pieces.

vv. 26—5  éyd yag ijuny Exmenlnyuévy pdfw
U por T xdAdog dlyog ékevdpor moté.

[It is interesting to note that St. Kapsomenos’ arguments (Zti¢ Tpaytviec tob
Zogoxri, E®ZIIO, vol. VI, 1047, pp. 165 ff.) strongly defend these lines against
the rash athetesis of Dobree, Nauck, Redermacher and Kranz, which not
even Pearson found worthy of suggesting. ]

At the opening of the play Deianeira recalls the sorrows, which have been
her portion long ago (4ff.); she tells of Achelous’ wooing (9ff.) and her mar-
riage to Heracles after his victory over the river-god (18ff.). In a moment she
remembers the tremendous d&yov between Achelous and Heracles, and utters
the words quoted above, which convey an anticipative tragic irony ; in fact, the
temporarily happy outcome of that combat was to be shown at the end as fatal
as Achelous’ ruin: her xd\\og is destined to bring &\yog to herself, as happened
to the princess lole (cf. 465 td xdAhog adtiig Tdv Blov Sidheoev).

vv. 200—1. At last, joyful tidings reach Deianeira; a messenger enters and
announces that her moAd{nho¢ méorg (185) has succeeded in a great victory,
and is now obv xpdter vixn @6pe (186) on his way home. Deianeira breaks
into a jubilant prayer, which is, in the light of the catastrophic outcome, marked
with an affecting tone of irony :

& Zeb, tov Oirne drouov 8¢ Aetudv’ Eyeuc,
#wrag nulv GAda odv yedve yapdy.

She addresses her invocation to Oltng Z gb ¢ who has at last bestowed y o p &
upon her heart, and urges the Trachinian maidens of the chorus (202—4) to
express their joy with voices. Obviously she cannot forecast that her husband
is destined to be burnt on QOeta (cf. 1191—1199), and that her present joy will
turn at the end to a horrible grief. Only the audience can understand the deepest
grimness of the joke which the oracles of Apollo are playing on her and her
husband, and foresee the ruinous conclusion in contrast to her bright anticipations.

vv. 205-7 dvodordéerar dduog
épeatiols dialayais
6 ueridvoupog
[205 d&voAroAbE&ecte codd. (LAR); dvorordketar Elmsley (cf. Agam.
587) ; ohorbEetan v d&pa Radermacher. ]
A most telling irony can be traced in this utterance of the chorus, the effect

of which depends on the ambiguous words 8époc ... 6 pehévopgog «the house
that is soon to welcome the husband or the.... briden. Obviously the phrase
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conveys an ominous ambiguity in the light of Iole’s arrival. But irony here ap-
pears much more pointedly thrilling, if we accept the parallel rendering of the
words «the house that is ready for marriage» !, because the epithet perrévopgog,
in this sense, is in a striking contrast with Heracles’ plight in his return.

vv. 233-235  Ayn. ...dibakov, sl vl “HoaxAij mposdéfouar.

v

Ai. Eywyé tor op’ EAetmov ioydovrd Te
xal (@vra xal OdAdovra x0d vdow Lagdy.

[233 “HpaxAéa codd. There is no reason to read ‘HpxxA# following Dindorf,
Pearson and Masqueray, since a synizesis may be applied to the syllable -ca. ]

The spectators hear with horror these words, which allude uncon-
sciously to the frightful condition, in which Heracles is going to appear (974ff.).
Lichas of course cannot foresee the terrible reversal of Heracles’ fortune ;
he is absolutely sure of his master’s safe and glorious homecoming, which was
foretold by the oracles. Similarly Deianeira cannot herself surmise such an
unexpected outcome. Sophocles puts intentionally into Lichas’ mouth the sugge-
stive words {&vta «alive», OdMovta «strong» (cf. Joseph. Bell. Jud. VII. 348
&) ol T€0mAev; this participle is more than ioydovta? as implying «radiant
healthn, cf. Jebb, ad loc.) and xo0d véoew Bapdv, whereas the audience know that
he will appear véoe .. Papiratoc! Thus the passage appears inonically sug-
gestive, because it stresses the contrast between the hero’s present state and
that in which he is going to arrive at Trachis.

vv. 303—6. In a moment Deianeira expresses the desire to be informed
about the identity of the beautiful girl Jole, for whom she felt pity (289), but
meets with Lichas’ feigned ignorance and Iole’s silence. Deianeira prays to Zeus
to protect her oméppa from such cruel fate :

& Zeb tponaie, uy motr eloidoul ae
7wpos Toduoy oftw omboua ywerocavrd mot,
und’, el v dpdoeg Tijodé ye Ldome Ere.
oftwe Sy diBowxa tdad® cowuévy.

Here we have another passage of dramatic irony residing rather in a contrast
between what Deianeira wishes to happen to her and her family, and what the
real situation is going to bring to her, than in the actual words of the speaker.
However the word omépua must be taken in a wider sense: «racen, «family»
(cf. Antig. 981). Deianeira prays to Zeus to protect her family from such
misfortune (cf. the schol. ixeteber 8¢ p¥ mwabelv mapamifoia, ad loc.), without
suspecting the much more terrible calamity, which is about to meet herself and
her husband. She feels an intimate fear (3é3o0txa 306) before the misery of
others, but cannot perceive how dreadfully true her sentiments are. Moreover
the spectators shudder at hearing Deianeira address lIole by the words 8uotd-
Aowe (307) and zarowva (320), which after a little time will be shown appro-
priate to herself rather than to the captive princess.

1) T. B. L. Webster, «Trachiniae» in «Greek Poetry and Life», Oxford 1936, p. 167.
2) It is worth observing at what place the word t6 xbovTa occurs; if Lichas had
said at the outset that Heracles was alive, Deianeira might well care to hear further
(cf. later from the messenger, 182 ff.), that he was not only alive but hearty; but
after hearing that a man is ioydwv one scarcely craves to be told that he is_Cav.
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vv. 491—6. A messenger enters and reveals the bitter truth; it was for Iole’s
sake that Oechalia had been conquered by Heracles, who also intends to make
her his concubine (351—74; esp. 360). Then Lichas himself is engaged to con-
firm the events (475—8). The veils of Deianeira’s delusion are torn, but she
manages to restrain her emotions; a very heavy shadow flits accross her joy,
as she brings to her mind the charming face of the captive princess. The spec-
tators, who know the outcome can take this as a premonitory shadowing of what
is to befall herself and her husband. At any rate when Deianeira, recovering
from the first bewilderment, bids Lichas to follow her into the palace to give
him a message, and some «gifts» for Heracles ; in a moment she remarks :

xoftot vdoov y’ énaxtov éfapovuela,
Ocoiot dvopayoivreg. dAL elow otéyns
Fweduey, wc Adywy T émotodas @dorng,

G v dvrl ddwy ddpa xo1 mpooapudoat,
xal tadr’ dyng. xevov yag ob dixaid oc

A WoeW TPoceAI NG’ Bde odv moAdd oTdAe,

Here Deianeira’s statement is one of stirring irony. The sinister meaning of
the verbal epithet émaxtdc has been already suggested by Mazon (RPh, 1951,
p- 9): «attiré sur la téte d' un homme par une opération magique», which hints
ominously at Heracles’ doom, caused by the operation of the magic; besides,
the phrase Oeotor dvopay ol vreg denotes «fighting an unholy fight with the
gods» — here with the god of love; all this, in view of Deianeira’s undertaking
such an unholy strife against Eros is ironically suggestive. However, the focus
of irony lies here in the pregnant word vécov that is an ominously ironical
suggestion of Heracles’ fearful affliction owing to the poisoned robe. We must
also pay attention to the poignant words &vti dwpwv d&pa, and in particular
to the infinitive mwpocappdout, the meaning of which is deeply sinister. Deianeira
wants to send Heracles «gifts which may fittingly be awarded in return for gifts
avti ddpwv d&px (ch. the schol. &mwc &v adtd map’ Hudv xoploye avrimowa
xol obppwva oig fyayec) and Heracles’ gifts are the spoils of Oechalia including
Tole! Again, the infin. mposapuésat is ominously ambiguous : its surface sense
is «to find fitting measure for Heracles’ peplos», but its hidden meaning is
«to apply the philtre to Heracles» (cf. Jebb, ad loc.). Thus, I agree with
Kamerbeek (ad loc.) that Sophocles means us to perceive that «Deianeira has
already conceived her fatal plan». In addition one could say that the word
mpocappboar makes the spectatores reflect not only on the tunic but also on
Heracles’s impending spasm of agony and excruciating pain as it attaches closely
to his flesh.

vv. 580~3. When Deianeira appears again on the stage (531), her face shows
that a serius change has taken place in her mind. Yes; she reveals that she
cannot bear the idea that she and the young Iole have to share the one embrace
pedg Omd yAatvye dmayxdhopa (539—40). Because it is obvious that her previous
tender blossom has now faded, so she fears that Heracles will be called her
wooig (550), but in reality he will be Iole’s &v7p (551). Accordingly Deianeira
has taken a dasperate decision to resort to magic {554); she hopes to regain her
husband’s affections by means of the blood she picked up from the wound of
the centaur Nessus (558), who had been killed by Heracles for having ventured
to assault her :
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yrdva tdvd’ Epawa, mposfalots’ doa
Cdv xeivos elne xal memeipavrar Tdie.
xaxag 0¢ Toluac it Emoraiuny éyw
wit’ éxpdfoyut, tdg te ToAudoag oTVY®.

[580 mpocParobs’: if we accept the reading mpooBarols’ (cf. also Raderma-
cher’s conjecture mpoofdilous’), we can render the phrase as follows: «applying
70 @iAtpov to the tunic with attention to all the given details by Nessus»; thus
the scholiast’s xot’ évrol)v Néooov &Aha Twva cupuptfaca must be rejected.
Besides, another proposed interpretation here «attending to all that Nessus said»
is, in my opinion, rightly rejected by Jebb and Kamerbeek, since the text does
not give any evidence supporting this view. ]

This is another piece of tramatic irony depending on a contrast between what
Deianeira understands about her acts and what the play demostrates about them.
She is quite unaware of the cruel game which the abominable monster is playing
upon her; for, she is convinced that she is not doing anything wrong,
without suspecting the grave risk that is involved in the doctored robe for her
husband. The andience, foreseeing that the clotted blood of the monster used
as a love charm by the distraught woman will become the cause of destruction
of the very object of her affection, are thrilled with pity and fear. Indeed Deia-
neira, utterly trustful and unused to the treachery of men, in particular of the
¢ 7w [ Bovhog monsters, applies oo {dv ... xetvog elme «just what the centaur
said to her» !.. It is superfluous to say that Deianeira’s spectacle gives rise to a
powerful effect of irony, especially at the moment when she, so innocently, opens
her heart to her young confidantes, entirely unaware of the approaching disaster.
For her, Nessus’ blood was the infallible charm, the only remedy—but it
will be proved a murderous poison! She, in her naive guilelessness, could not
understand the ominous purpose of Nessus’ treacherous gift.

From the passage quoted above the two last lines must be underlined, because
their stirring irony cuts deeper than one can feel ; we see here that Deianeira’s
decision to resort to magic is endowed with all the innocence of a loving heart.
She could not perceive what kind of téAun xax?) she was ready to perform ;
her chief purpose is to make her husband love her as she loves him (cf. the
schol., ad loc. : 7ol perabeivar adtol Tiv yvdunv) and she accepts the means
unquestioningly on the whole ignorant of the deadly danger involved in it. So
the focus of irony at this point rests on the contrast between her good intentions
(1123; 1136) and their appalling results.

vv. 604—9. Irony here is again expressed in a contrast between what Deia-
neira tries to achieve and what «fatal result» all these intentions of her will have.
In fact, she, when delivering Lichas her fatal gift carefully arranged in a casket,
gives her express instructions about the conditions which her husband must
observe in putting on the tunic :

dudodg 8¢ tdvde @pdl’ Smwg undels Poordv
xelvov mdgoley GupiddoeTar ypot,

und’ yeral viv pijte @éyyog 1jAiov

w0’ Eoxos igov pijv’ épéoTiov oélag,

7wl xewog adTov @avepds éupavis orabeic
deikn Oeotow 1juéoa Tavpoopdyw.
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[604 this line - usually embarrasing the commentators - can be easily rendered,
if we read it, as follows: «.... @pale oxomelcle 8mwe qupidboetar. ..»; some
verbs «qui comportent un effort dirigé vers un but» may be constructed with
future indic., instead of subjunct. J. Humbert, Syntaxe greque, Paris 1954,
§ 385.]

No doubt all these precautions emerge from Nessus’ Oecopol (682); the tunic
must be put on by Heracles on the day when the bulls are to be slain (609)
in special thankoffering to his father Zeus, while on the same day this tunic
will be proved ’Epwbdwv Sopavtdv aupifrgstpov (1051—2). Sophocles indulges
irony in making Deianeira repeat the substance of Centaur’s percepts (cf. 685—7)
in a most striking manner, without suspecting the cruel game which the frighftul
monster had in mind to play on her (cf. pndeig... und...phHre... pRd. ...
pnt'. . .); nobody should see or touch the tunic before it is put on by
Heracles ! (cf. the schol. on line 608 mpiv adtée, évducdpevoc, éml ¥ oixiag
povepds kol O 8eot mdvtwv mpoerbeilv) Besides, the pregnant words goavepés. ..
crafeic. .. and Zppoavidg. .. deify referring to Heracles’, when he, on the day
of bull-slaying (Huéeq tavposgdye 609 : it again may acquire a more deeply
ominous sense, if we call to mind the thrilling phrases Bolv éni @dtvy Odys. XI.
411 and BouBitoig &v Hpuct Choeph. 261), appears wearing tavabeng wémAog
«the radiant tunic» (602), convey a bitter irony for the audience when they
call to mind Heracles’ plight on that fatal day.

vv, 610-3. The following unconscious reference to the deadly nature of
Deianeira’s gift gives rise to emoticnal moving effect of irony :

oftw yap niyunv, el mot’ adtov é¢ dduovg
ibotpt ocwbévt 7} xAdotur mavdixwe,

otedely yutdve 1O, xal pavelv Oeolg
Ovtijoa xawd xawov v memAduate.

[Since it seems to me more reasonable to construct mavdixwe with xAdoupt
rather than with otelelv, 1 punctuare after this abverb (cf. Dain - Mazon). ]

The word wav3 ixwc¢ includes an ironically ambiguous significance : indeed
while it means to Deianeira «in consequence of my edyh» (cf. 610 obrw yap
adypnv...), the spectators understand it, as meaning the ...unintended jus-
tice of her gift in return for Heracles’ reproacheable behaviour towards her.
In addition the traductio (&) xauwv® xoawdv (cf. Soph, El 642 800056’
6 TAnpey 6pbdc &£ dpbdEv dlppwv) gives rise to a telling irony: Deianeira is
unaware of the double dealing of the words Butfpa xoavé xouwvév... (613);
she means to say that her husband will appear as a véo¢ Ouvthp due to
the new tunic (cf. the schol. megifokety adtdv TobTE TE YLTEBVL XAl PovELY AITOV
xovompend coayéa Ty Oupdtwv), but the audience understand that he will
be seen as an «unusual sacrificer» in so far he himself will be the victim!

vv¢ 630—2. Then Deianeira commands Lichas p% ’mfupelv moumds ov
meptood Spdv (617), so that her gratefulness, as well as Heracles’ thankfulness
to him, will be &£ am\ic 3w A% ¢ (619). In the light of Lichas’ subsequent
disaster (cf. 772—82) tragic irony is also here in evidence. Finally Deianeira
commissions Lichas to tell Heracles ta &v 86potcwy (625) as well as ta ¢ &é-
e ... . mpoadéypat (627—8), and her conversation with him ends with
the following words, which have a deeply ironical connotation :



dédoixa yap
un mew ! Aéyois dv? tov mdlov Tov £ duod,
\ 2 ’ ) -~ 2 /
moly i0évar Taxeibey &l mobodueba.

She likes to leave her msesage in abeyance: why not ? She sends the love-
philtre instead of it! Here dramatic irony lies in the contrast between Deianeira’s
innocent fears and intentions and the poyfnpia of Nessus whose «innocent
instrument» of his abominable plan, Deianeira herself is fated to become.

vv. 633—62. And now a short choral ode follows of the type which So-
phocles likes to insert just before the catastrophe: a relaxed and cheerful
song. Below we are going to trace some pregnant utterances of the chorus which,
in view of the imminent destruction, give rise to a strirring effect of irony. The
young girls of Trachis in a mood of joyful expectation address the inhabitants
of the neighbour districts (633—9); they hope they will soon hear the festive
music on their master’s homecoming :

6 nardifdag tdy’ Ouiv
adAdc odx dvagoiav

ay@v xavayay éndveiow, dAla Oelag
dvtidvgov podoas. (640 —3)

The chorus refer unconsciously to xadABbag adrdg which was used in laments
(cf. Webster, Trachiniae, op. cit., p. 172) and not in cheerful celebrations;
thus it can be taken as an ironical anticipation of the moving x o x v td¢
«wailingn (cf. 867) after the terrible news about Heracles. Besides the words
odx avapotoy &y&v xavaydy .. .. (cf. the schol. odx &y0pav 003¢ 0pNv wv Botpy),
make the audience call to mind Heracles’ horrible cries of pain, with which
the ravines of Oeta will resound, as soon as he arrives at Trachis. The Trachi-
nian girls expect to see their master approaching mndooag Gpetdc Adpup’ Eywv:
(645—6), but he will return in a fearful condition threatening and cursing his
wife for the suffering which she has caused to him. Some other utterances of
this hyporchema echo no less ominously : the day of the sack of Oechalia is
called érnimovog (654), because the chorus believe it has put an end to Deia-
neira’s sorrowful plight, whereas that day was the beginning of her husband’s
disaster. The maidens pray Heracles may return without delay and full of
love and desire for her wife, thanks to the charm of Nessus! (650 ff.).
Then they conclude their song with the following words :

60ev udlot maviuegog
tds melbods mayyoloTw
ovvraxels Onpds Umo magpdoer (660—2)
[660 mavapepog codd. T : mavipepoc Mudge. 662 ouyxpabeic codd.; osuvra-
xelg Paley. (The epithet mavdpepog, thought it can be regarded in my view as

a hyperdorism ‘nav -} auépe’, and need not be athetized, does not make good
sense. On the contrary Mudge’s mwav i e pog «all-loven or «burning with

1) This adverb must be rendered «too early» as in Thuc. IV. 6 wpp EoPardvres.

2) The syntax 8é3owxa u# ... Aéyowg &v is natural, since after a verb expressing
fear can follow potent. Optat. with &v. Cf. Schwyzer - Debruner, Grammatik II,
p. 327.
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amorous desiren, cf. Anthol. P. 2.169, seems to be more satisfactory than
ToUVhHREP OG ]

The Trachinian maidens are waiting for Heracles to arrive mavipepog towards
his wife (cf. the schol. eduevig &v T} adt]) Hpépa ENOor el EpwTa THe yuvaxde
Sk 76 1ol Néooov @dppaxov) as well as té¢ mebolic mayyploTey cuvraxeic Onpdg
«steeped in love by the charm in consequence of what the monster sug-
gested beforen; of course the chorus’ wish will be fulfilled, but in another
way : Heracles will return home «burning» not with «amorous desire» towards
his wife but with «hatred» against her, as well as «steeped» not in «love» but
in a dreadfully revengeful fury (cf. 1046 ff.). Thus the joyful words of the
chorus mentioned above convey a moving effect of irony, which empasizes the
grimness of the situation and keeps the spectators in horror-struck anticipation
of the peripeteia that is about to come.
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*Opotwe, ppdceig Tiveg Tob Yopob elvat Aav Omawixtixal, &g wede THY Wot-
palav ExPacty Tdv yeyovérwv, idia éxcivar Tol Omopyfuatoc (633—662), 8-
provpyoloat obtw Babéwg cuyrwoloav dtpocpaipav Tpayxiis elpwvelag. TadTny
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Ei¢ tob¢ otiyovg 24—25, 200—201, 233, 303—306, 491—496, 580—513,
604—609, 610-613, 630—632 ¥ dpapatxd) elpwvela Eyxertar elg Tivag @pdoceig
e Anavelpag, af émotar wpoavaxpobouy TV @ofepdv cuvémetav Tig dmomelpag
adtiic. Eve ot oriyor 205—207, 640—643, 660-662 tol yopol mepéyouvv éx-
Ppaoeg yapdc ol dyohhidoenme ént 77 dvapevopévy OprauBixi éravéde tob ‘Hea-
xéoug, altiveg edploxovrar olite elg Srxpetpueiv dvrifeov mpdg 1o dvarpuyia-
oTIXOY QLVAAE.



