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CHAPTER SIX 

THE STASIMA OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

6.0. Introduction 

In this chapter we will test our hypothesis concerning the interconnected 
character of the Antigone by applying it to the choral songs. We hope to 
show that these songs are of a primarily cosmological nature, that in all 
of them the six fundamental cosmological categories are represented in 
their interconnectedness, and that the paradoxical and ambiguous char
acter of the cosmos and man's place in it is exemplified in all the songs. 

The analysis of the stasima will be of a structural nature: they will be 
considered as differential repetitions of the same cosmological themes, 
and their deep structural similarities (on a more or less synchronic axis) 
will be the focus of our attention. 

Because we are convinced that all choral songs belong together in an 
interconnected whole with cosmological significance, we will offer objec
tions to two essentially separative interpretations of them: the one deny
ing the thematic unity of the stasima, the other denying their contextual 
relevance. The first interpretation maintains that the choral songs do not 
really belong together, because they lack sequential order (Alexanderson 
SCA 105) or because as a whole they are cosmologically irrelevant 
(Schwinge RCA 304-05). The most consistent separative interpretation 
with respect to the thematic unity of the stasima is that of Muller, who 
maintains that the opinions of the chorus have to be discarded as 
Fehlurteile of the mediocre bourgeoisie (SA 16).1 This does not condemn 
the statements of the chorus to insignificance, because Muller separates 
the surface intentions of the chorus, which are mere appearance, from 
the secondary meaning of their words in which he believes the true opi
nions of the poet Sophocles to shine through (SA 7). These separative in
terpretations have to pay the heavy price of emptying the stasima of tragic 
ambiguity, of what Coleman is referring to when he calls them" a distur
bing set of variations on a single theme" (RCA 26) and Kirkwood when 
he speaks of their "atmosphere of ambiguity" (DRC 14). 

Those who deny the contextual relevance of the choral songs are even 
more rigorously separative. They believe that there are no significant 

1 "Es ist paradox, dass er [der Chor] nun ein Lied auf die Grosse des Menschen 
anstimmt. Das ist nur dadurch moglich, dass er nicht begreift, wo die wahre 
Menschengrosse erscheint" (Muller SA 83 on the first stasirrwn). 
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connections between the stasima and the episodes surrounding them. 
Some maintain that it is a weakness of this tragedy that the choral songs 
are mere interludes between the episodes (Ronnet SPT 157, Waldock SD 
112-14, further examples in Rohdich A 19-20). Those who deny the 
thematic relevance of the stasima, like Muller, also have to denude them 
of much contextual relevance. Rather than revising their separative 
preconceptions, these interpretations endorse the a priori idea that 
Sophocles created a tragedy with flaws (Coleman RCA 4). 

To clarify the meaning of the choral songs we first have to determine 
the function of the chorus within the tragedy. Traditionally, a separative 
dichotomy is maintained: either the chorus is considered the poet's 
mouthpiece, or it is regarded as a protagonist. In the 19th century 
Boeckh expressed the first point of view. He maintained that the chorus 
stands above the actors, and presents us with the poet's general judgment 
(AS 71; cf. Alexanderson SCA 86). The other point of view goes back 
as far as Aristotle, who says that the choruses of tragedies, at least those 
of Sophocles, should be regarded as one of the actors.? The thought 
behind the dichotomy seems to be: if the chorus represents the view of 
Sophocles it cannot be an actor; if it is an actor, it is unable to represent 
the poet, actors being elements in the drama, not reviewers of it. Some 
scholars, for example Burckhardt, maintain that the chorus vacillates be
tween the two points of view. 3 

The latter theory is singularly unattractive, because there is no 
criterion to determine what function the chorus is performing in any 
specific case. But the other points of view are also doubtful. Is the divi
sion according to which the chorus either acts as the poet's mouthpiece 
or as an actor really adequate? The problem with the dichotomy is its 
preoccupation with the poet Sophocles' opinions. It is doubtful whether 
these can or should be distilled from a tragedy. The nature of tragedy is 
that it is a continuous struggle between truth and falsehood, between 
justice and injustice, without there being a final truth. We do not believe 
that the tragedy contains a mouthpiece for the poet-all participants 
share in the tragedy's ironical interplay of illumination and darkness. 

2 XOtL "tOY x.opov OE lvcx OEt ultolCXfL~cXVEL\I "tWV UltOXpL"tWV, XOtL fLOPLOV tIVCXL "tou olou XCXL 
<11JVCXrWVLCEa9cxL fLlI WO"ltEp EupmLo'{j, ci)")'" WO"ltEp ~ocpoxlEt. (The chorus too should be 
regarded as one of the actors. It should form part of the whole and share in the action, 
not as in Euripides but as in Sophocles) (Poet 18, 1456a25fl). 

3 "Sein [Sophokles'] Chor ist da, wo er sich auf die Handlung selbst einlasst, oft un
sicher und selbst verblendet, sobald er sich aber zu einer allgemeinen Betrachtung der 
Gesetze des Daseins sammelt, erhaben; d.h. Sophokles klebt nicht fest an der Fiktion, 
dass er nur Greise oder Dienerinnen usw. von da und da singen lasse, sondern behandelt 
den Chor abwechselnd als wirklichen und als idealen Bestandteil" (Burckhardt GK 
2.285). 
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On the other hand it is just as misleading to call the chorus an actor. 
Its utterances in the stasima are of a specific lyrical nature and it is more 
reflective than the actors. But the fact that the chorus comments on the 
actors and on the cosmos does not mean that it is a vehicle for the poet's 
opinions. The tragedy undermines such separations between true and 
untrue statements. 

6.1.	 The first stasimon 

We use the text of Dain/Mazon (DM). All differences with the texts ofJebb 0) 
and Dawe (D) are accounted for. 

TIOAA<X "t<X O~L\I<X XOUOt\l eX\I
9pbmou O~L\lO"t~PO\l 1ttAtL' 
"tOU"to xcxl 1tOAWU 1ttPCX\l 

335	 1tO\l"tou X~L(.L~p(C(.) \lo"tc(') 
xwp~t, 1t~PL~pUX(OLO"L\I 
1t~PW\I U1t' ot'O(.LcxO"L\I, 9~w\I 

re "t<X\I \l1t~p"tcX"tCX\l, r <X\I 
<xcp9L"tO\l, eXXCX(.LcX"tCX\l, eX1to"tPU~"tCXL, 

340	 LAAO(.Lt\lW\I eXpo"tPW\I t"toe; de; t"toe;, 
l1t1ttLC(.) yt\l~L 1tOAtUW\I. 

Koucpo\loW\I "tt CPUAO\l op
\I(9W\I eX(.LCPL~CXAW\l <XY~L, 
xcxl 9Tjpw\I eXYP(W\I t9\1Tj 

345	 1tO\l"tou"t' d\lcxA(cx\l cpuO"L\I 
O"1t~(pCXLO"L OLX"tUOXAWO""tOLe; 
1t~PLcppcxoTje; eX\l7}P' xpcx"ttt 
Ot (.LTjXCX\lcxte; eXYPCXUAOU 

350	 9Tjpoe; OP~O"O"L~CX"tCX, ACXO"LCXUX~\lcX 9' 
L1t1tO\l oXfLcX~~"tCXL eX(.Lcp(AOCPO\l ~uYO\l 
OUP~LO\l "t' eXX(.LTj"tcx "tcxuPO\l. 

Kcxl cp9ty(.Lcx xcxl eX\I~(.Lo~\I 

cppO\lTj(.LCX xcxl eXO""tU\lO(.LOUe; 
355	 oPy<xe; tOLM~cx"to, xcxl OUO"CXUAW\I 

1tcXyw\I U1tCX(9P~LCX xcxl 
OUO"O(.L~PCX cp~uytL\l ~tATj 

360	 1tCX\l"t01tOpoe;' <X1tOpOe; t1t' OUOt\l tPX~"tCXL 
"to (.LtAAO\l· "ALOCX (.LO\lO\l 
CP~U~L\I OUX t1tcX~~"tCXL, \10
O"W\I 0' eX(.LTjXcX\lW\I cpuy<xe; 
~U(.L1ttCPPCXO""tCXL . 

L _ ~ __._._. 

Wonders are many, and none is 
more wonderful than man; the 
power that crosses the white sea, 
driven by the stormy south-wind, 
making a path under surges that 
threaten to engulf him; and 
Earth, the eldest of the gods, the 
immortal, the unwearied, doth he 
wear, turning the soil with the 
offspring of horses, as the ploughs 
go to and fro from year to year. 

And the light-hearted race of 
birds, and the tribes of savage 
beasts, and the sea-brood of the 
deep, he snares in the meshes of 
his woven toils, he leads captive, 
man excellent in wit. And he 
masters by his arts the beast 
whose lair is in the wilds, who 
roams the hills; he tames the 
horse of shaggy mane, he puts 
the yoke upon its neck, he tames 
the tireless mountain bull. 

And speech, and wind-swift 
thought, and all the moods that 
mould a state, hath he taught 
himself; and how to flee the 
arrows of the frost, when 'tis 
hard lodging under the clear sky, 
and the arrows of the rushing 
rain; yea, he hath resource for 
all; without resource he meets 
nothing that must come: only 

. •__ _.. 
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~OCPO\l "tL "to (.LTjXCX\lO~\I 

365	 "ttX\lCXe; U1ttp tA1t(O' tXW\I, 
"to"tt (.Lt\l XCXXO\l, <XAAO"t' t1t' to"9AO\I tP1t~L, 
\lO(.LOUe; 1tCXptLPW\I x90\loe; 
9~w\I "t' t\lOPXO\l O(XCX\l 

370	 u<jI(1tOALe;' <X1tOALe; ll"tc(') "to (.LTj XCXAO\I 
~U\I~O""tL "tOA(.LCXe; XcXPL\I' 
(.L7}"t' t(.L<X 1tCXptO""twe; yt 
\l0L"t0 (.L7}"t' Ieov CPPO\lW\I 

375	 oe; "tcXO' tpOOL. 

against Death shall he call for aid 
in vain; but from baffling 
maladies he hath devised escapes. 

Cunning beyond fancy's dream is 
the fertile skill which brings him, 
now to evil, now to good. When 
he honours the laws of the land, 
and that justice which he hath 
sworn by the gods to uphold, 
proudly stands his city: no city 
hath he who, for his rashness, 
dwells with sin. Never may he 
share my hearth, never think my 
thoughts, who doth these things! 

341. 1tOA&UW\I. D:1tOA&UO\l 343. tXy&L. D:&yp&t 351. 6)(IJ.cX~&"tOtL We follow J and D. 
DM gives (U1t)cX~&"tOtL 351. ~\)yov. J:~\)Ywv; D: ~\)ywt 356. U1tOtL9P&tOt. We follow D. 
J and DM give (lv)OtL9p&tOt 362. l1tcX~&"tOtL. D: l1t&u~&"tOtt 367. 1tOtP&(pwv. J and D: 
Y&POt(pw\I 375. lp80t. .] and D: lp8&L 

It is no accident that generations of interpreters have referred to the first 
choral song as the ode on man. It is certainly part of its multiple 
significance that man's powers of imposing order on chaos are venerated, 
and this order is of such a strict nature that a structural approach in pairs 
of oppositions is singularly apt (Barie VGL, Lardinois/Oudemans 
NOM), but such separative interpretations of the stasimon merely show 
one side of this inseparable mixture of order and ambiguity. As an exam
ple of the separative conception we quote Jebb's interpretation: 

Its [= the ode's] theme is man's daring,-his inventiveness, and the result 
to his happiness. Man is master of sea and land; he subdues all other 
creatures; he has equipped his life with all resources, except a remedy 
against death. His skill brings him to prosperity, when he observes divine 
and human laws, but to ruin when he breaks them. 
A 69) 

It is clear that the ode is indeed concerned with man's abilities to impose 
order and separation on the confusing powers which surround him. This 
civilizing ability is shown to be effective in all cosmological categories. 

In the first strophe and part of the second man's civilized order is op
posed to the three fundamental elements of inanimate nature: the sea, the 
earth and the sky. 4 Man tames wild nature by using wind and sea for 
navigation, by agriculture, and by building houses to protect himself 

• Its importance is implied in the threat of the winter gales, and is explicitly mentioned 
in the arrows (of frost) under the sky. 
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against the weather. Man's intelligence thus imposes boundaries upon 
the menacing, wild powers of the elements (Goheen ISA 44). 

In the first antistrophe the song turns from inanimate nature to living 
nature, as it develops in the three fundamental elements. Again man 
employs his civilizing devices to impose his order upon living nature. He 
is able to catch the birds which belong to the sky, he subdues the animals 
which belong to the land, and he is master over the inhabitants of the sea. 
In all three cases typical instruments of civilization are employed: nets 
and yokes. 

The cultivated land is separated from wild nature which surrounds it. 
This distinction comes to the fore in Sophocles' separation of two species 
of animals, wild animals and domesticated ones. The first category is the 
prey of human hunting, in which order is brought about by artfully 
woven nets (347). The domesticated animals are not hunted, but herded 
or employed for agriculture. This further division of the domesticated 
animals again forms a model of the separation between wild nature and 
civilized nature. Domesticated animals living in the wild are those which 
are herded (it is plausible that the adjective a'YpauAo~ refers to animals 
under pastoral care.") The animals which are brought under the yoke, 
oxen and horses or mules (340), are domesticated and employed in the 
cultivated fields, e.g. for ploughing. An animal living even closer to the 
human sphere is the dog. From Ant 257 and 1081-82 it is clear that these 
domestic animals are distinguished from wild ones, the 9ijPE~, yet they re
main wild, and hence are dangerous polluters. The structure of man's 
civilizing powers with respect to nature can be rendered in the following 
diagram: 

Nature 

inanimate/cu:lture~animate 

trave1rsin g-. /subduTg~ 

sea~ earth sky fish animals birds 

f..navrganon .11
1 
.tr mg hIouse Inets ~Inets 

/ ~uilding 

wild cultivated wild domesticated 

mountain( agric 'fie! / her{ t~e animals 
herding agriculture hunting herding yoking 

5 Homer often applies arplXUAO~ to cattle: II 10.155, 17.521,23.780. The shepherds in 
1118.162 are called 7tOLIlEIIE~ arplXUAOL. See also Eur Ba 1188 (Van de Wijnpersse TJS 63). 
Because cattle is referred to further on in the stasimon some think it plausible that a:rplXUAOU 
97jpo~ opEaaL~'XorlX in 349-50 refers to herds of goats (Van de Wijnpersse TJS 62). 
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Note that there is a parallelism between animate and inanimate nature ,. 
which can be considered a transformation. 

It is quite understandable that the orthodox view should consider this 
choral song an ode on man, because in this cosmological structure the 
gods are not prominent. That is the most striking difference with other 
cosmologies, such as that found in Aeschylus' Prometheus. There the 
divine origin of all human civilizing skills is emphasized, but in this 
stasimon man's autonomy is exalted at the cost of the divine sphere. It is 
as if man has become Promethean himself'," as if he has obtained the 
power even to separate himself from the divine sphere. The gods are not 
completely absent from the song, however: in the first strophe terrestrial 
nature is identified with Ga, the eldest and highest of the gods (338), and 
later on Hades is mentioned, but apart from their justice (369), the 
Olympian gods are conspicuous by their absence. 

In the second strophe the attention of the stasimon turns from the ver
tical to the horizontal axis. Here we are confronted with a separation be
tween two social relations, which are of major importance to the whole 
tragedy. On the one hand there is the civilizing temper which founds 
cities, on the other there is the building of houses in which man can be 
at home with his family and escape the dangers of the wild places where 
he cannot be at home (ouaauAwv - 356).7 This implies that the house 
should be considered as a focus of transformation. On the one hand it 
protects against the forces of nature, on the other hand it is a home, i.e. 
the place of specific social relations, of religious reverence, and of a 
special kind of justice. The opposition between the state and the home 
returns in the second antistrophe in a measure of separation against those 
who threaten both the order of the city and of the family: whoever is 
'citiless' (a1tOAL~ - 370) is also barred from the domestic hearth (373)-in 
Greek eyes the interests of the city and those of the family must be 
reconciled. 

Though Sophocles acknowledges that man's civilizing powers do not 
enable him to master death, he emphasizes man's ability to defend 

6 Baric VGL 39-40, Benardete RSA 1189, Segal TC 170, cf. Aes Pr 253,443,450, 
462, 467, 480, 506. 

7 The idea that the building of houses is intended gains plausibility in the light of Arist 
de A 403b: olx(lX~ 0 IlEIIA6ro~ 'tOLoij'tO~, (hLaXE7tlXalllX XWAU'tLXOII 'l'90pa~ U7t' a:IIEllwII xlXlOIl~pwII 
xaLxaull'XorwII (The formula of a house is a covering to protect from damage by wind, rain 
and heat). 
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himself against that potentially lethal intrusion of nature into culture: 
disease. Thanks to his intelligence man can escape from seemingly 
deadly forms of illness. 

All these civilizing devices can only be maintained if man makes a dou
ble distinction with regard to justice. Though man has all the technical 
skills, there is always the danger that he will confuse justice with in
justice: now he inclines to evil, then again to good (367). Therefore it is 
of the utmost importance to separate justice from injustice, and the just 
from the unjust. In the second strophe it has already been implied that 
the social relation of living together in the polis is impossible without the 
institution oflaws: IXcrtUVOIlOUc; (355) means" giving law to the city." The 
importance of this distinction shines through in the double meaning of 
the words OC1tOALc; and U~(1tOALc;. These words mean 'who is citiless' and 
'who is high in the city,' as well as 'whose city is no city' and 'whose city 
is high' (Pieri OLF 91, Fowler PPS 166). This is understandable: in an 
interconnected cosmology, whoever fails to separate justice from injustice 
will be an outcast, but his city itself is then endangered as well, especially 
if the evildoer should be high in the city, i.e. one of its leaders (compare 
the Babylonian examples, and Hes Op 219-37). The danger of injustice 
is felt to be so great that a term is employed for it which in this context, 
in combination with a negative concept, smacks of pollution: ~UVtcrtL 

(371). This 'clinging' of evil to the bad man means that immorality is felt 
to be an illness (Kamerbeek A 86), thus implying that a separation must 
be made in order to protect civilization from the danger of injustice. The 
evildoer is separated, from the community as well as from the family. 
The expression OC1tOALc; can be connected with the 1tpOpp'Y)aLC;, the exclusion 
of the guilty from the community." The family is purified in the same 
way. The barring of a miscreant from the domestic hearth expresses the 
fear for its contamination by irregular associations (Gernet RPG 414
15). Separation both from the city and from the family is necessary 
because bad company (xocx~ 0IlLA(OC) is, through contagion, connected 
with oc't'Y) (d. Aes Sep 599-601, Diod 12.12.3).9 This fear is expressed in 
the hope of the chorus that it may not be thinking in the manner of such 
an outcast (374-75). 

Maintaining justice implies a second separation: the laws of the land 

8 Gernet RPG 69; cf. Demosth 20.18, Aes Ag 1410, Plato Leg 9.871a. 
9 This avoidance is explicit in Plato Leg 9.854c: 'tiX~ of. 'tWY XCXXWY cruYoU(l'(cx~ tptUrt 

cX(J-t'tcxO"tpt1t'tt. (But the company of evil men shun wholly, and turn not back). Compare 
Aes Fr 303R, Plato Leg 3.696b, Latte SSR 262. 
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have to be revered, but also the justice sworn by the gods.t" One of the 
many implications of this distinction is that both human and divine law 
have to be obeyed. 

Finally, man's civilizing abilities are intimately connected with his 
powers of insight. His abilities to employ cunning devices against 
animals show that he has excellent wits (1ttpLtppoc8~c; - 347), and thereby 
can be distinguished from the birds, which are merely light-thinking 
(KoutpovOwv - 342) (Rohdich A 64). Man's "wind-swift" thinking 
(IXVtIlOtV tppov'Y)lloc) is so autonomous that it is self-taught (i8L8cX~oc'to - 355), 
as is his power to build cities. Hence man is cunning (365), provided that 
he separates good thinking from evil thinking. Therefore he has to pre
vent the danger that evildoers should be thinking his thoughts (374)
that would be a dangerous confusion. 

It would be an inverted separative error to deny the importance of 
man's abilities to bring order into chaos, or to minimize it by confining 
it to the sphere of appearances. Man's civilization is one element of the 
picture, an aspect that should be taken very seriously. But the other 
elements should not be forgotten, as separatists like Jebb are prone to do. 
The fundamental problem, as revealed in this stasimon and encountered 
in other interconnected cosmologies, is that in order to institute civiliza
tion man has to employ the selfsame power that he has to subdue. Order
ing requires power, and therefore is ambiguous. l1 The institution of 
boundaries requires the power that oversteps boundaries. 

In the fourth chapter we outlined to the Greek conception of nature as 
a clashing of elemental forces which can only be countered by man's 
civilizing powers, provided that the latter are even more active and ver
satile. In order to institute order man has to be powerful in movements 
of ascending, traversing and transcending which in ominous undertones 
permeate the whole stasunon, Through this power of expansion man's ex
cessiveness and proneness to err can eventually be explained. A great 
many words, including prefixes and prepositions, carry this ominous no
tion of man's confronting, outflanking, rising above the challenges ofthe 
ferocious forces of 'nature (Benardete RSA I 187 with list). 

First of all it is emphasized that nature itself is an awesome power. The 
winter storm (335) enabling man to traverse the sea's illimitable expanse 
is itself a formidable power. In this context is has to be remembered that 

10 Note that the word &YOPXOY contains an allusion to boundaries: tpXO~ is related to 
opxo~, implying the recognition of a boundary not to be transgressed (Rohdich A 74). 

11 Contra Lesky HG 86 and Weinstock SD 161, who refers to the first stasimon as a 
hymn to man's greatness, a triumphal song of culture. 
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Hesiod advises against travelling during the winter gales (Op 673-77).12 
Nature's excessive force is also made visible in the waves washing over 
the ships on all sides (m,pt~puX(OtOW - 336), and by the piercing arrows 
of rain and frost (359). Man can only impose order on the overwhelming 
elements by separation if he employs even more power of transcending 
them, a power expressed in a prolongedjigura etymologica (Kamerbeek A 
82); he goes across the sea (1tEPCXV), traversing the waves (m.pwv - 337), 
he moves (1tEAe.t - 333), he strides (xwpe.t - 336), he travels towards the 
future (e.1t' [... ] tPXe.'tCXt 'to fJ.EnOV - 360-61).13 

The institution of order is a clash of forces. Man's blazing trails and 
scoring marks across the chaotic, undifferentiated sea points to his need 
of power to extract himself from the grasp of nature's forces Y We agree 
with Muller (SA 87) that in this stasimon 1t6pot; and its cognates may have 
to be understood in the fundamental sense of Aleman, who places II6pot; 
and AtO'cx, man's possibilities and the power of fate, in opposition to each 
other.!" Sophocles' stasimon also reflects the fundamental Greek opposi
tion between Pontos and Poros, expressing the opposition between un
bounded nature and culture (Detienne/Vernant RI 134, 153, 211). 
Because the sea is the illimitable, the ot1te.tpOt;, it takes power to traverse 
it.!" The marking of routes and boundaries and the use of transcending 
power require the adaptable, agile intelligence called fJ.7j'ttt;. 

That instituting civilization by imposing order on nature is a 
dangerous use of power, always on the verge of turning from 
transcendence to excess, is not explicitly stated in the stasimon, but the 
hints are too numerous to overlook. The word 1te.p&w for instance does 
not only mean 'transcending' but also 'transgressing' (e.g. in OC 153). 
That seafaring also possesses an aspect of taboo-breaking is hinted at 
Sophocles' text, but has been made explicit in Horace's description of 

12 Therefore we do not agree with the idea that XtLILtPLCIl VO'tCil is merely a dativus in
strumentalis . We agree with Muller SA 90 against J ebb A 70 that it is primarily temporal. 

13 In this context of powerful movement the word 1t&AtL retains its original sense of mo
tion (Benardete RSA 1187), and perhaps in E1t: .. lpXt'tOtL the hunting association of leap
ing upon a prey should be sensed (van de Wijnpersse TJS 30-31). How activistic this 
picture of man is, is clear from the fact that in the ordinary Greek conception it is not 
man who goes to the future, but the future which comes to man (Rohdich A 66). For 
example in Pind 01 10.9: E1ttA9wv 0 IL&AAWV ')(pOVOC;. 

14 Aristophanes Eq 759: EX 'tWV &IL'IlXlivwv 1tOPOUC; tUW/!XOtVOc; 1tOp(~tLV (Versatile in pro
curing ways out of impossibilities). 

15 Aleman Fr 3.13-14 Calame. Cf. Aes Pr 110-11 where fire is called the device "that 
hath proved to mortals a teacher in every art and a means to mighty ends (8L8liaxOtAoc; 
't&xv'IlC; 1tli<J'ljc; ~PO'tOLC; 1t&Ip'llvt xaL IL&TOtC; 1tOpOC;)." 

16 <X't'IjC; 8' <x~uaaov 1t&AOtTOC; ou ILliA' tU1tOPOV ("It is a sea of ruin, fathomless and im
passable") (Aes Supp 470). 

l___ . . _ . 
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seafaring: "[ ... lsi tamen impiae non tangenda rates transiliunt vada" 17 

(" [... ]if nevertheless the impious boats skip across the untouchable 
waves. ") Such an ambiguity is also visible in man's tilling of the earth. 
The earth is a goddess who is indefatigable. Nevertheless the traces which 
man leaves on its surface in order to make the earth civilized are also 
dangerous transgressions. Man wears the earth out (&1to'tpue.'tCXt - 339), 
which suggests a violation of the goddess Ga (Barie VGL 28). This am
biguity is most poignant in the lines 360-61. At first glance the line ot1tOPOt; 
e.1t' ouoe.v tpXe.'tCXt 'to fJ.EAAOV only means: "without resources man confronts 
nothing in the future," i.e.: man is all-powerful in his civilizing devices. 
But it is ominous that the words 1tcxv'to1t6pot; ot1tOPOt; should be juxtaposed 
to suggest an oxymoron. This points to a contrary interpretation of the 
sentence: "resourceless man comes to nothing(ness) that is his future," 18 

which may well express a fundamental tension: through his power man 
is both all-pervading and without resources, he is able to do anything and 
nothing. Of course this suggestion needs confirmation. 

When we turn our attention to the social separations we are confronted 
with a similar ambiguity, in the counterpart of 1tcxv'to1t6pot; ot1tOPOt;: 
U~(1tOAtt; ot1tOAtt;. At first sight it seems as if the king and the scapegoat are 
nicely separated. But does the oxymoron not suggest that the one who 
is high in the city and the one without a city might exchange places, or 
even be one and the same? (Muller SA 86, Segal TC 167). This ominous 
suggestion is strengthened when we realize that the words &0''tuv6fJ.out; 
opy2lt; are but seemingly an innocent rendering of man's city-founding 
capacities. The word opy~ points to man's temperament, his impetus. It 
is natural power, used more than once in a derogatory sense (for example 
by Creon in 280). This word points to the fact that founding a city re
quires the same power it has to expel (like the Erinyes in Aeschylus' 
Eumenides), and that civilization and wildness live in a dangerous confu
sion within the heart of the city (Rohdich A 65). 

The inevitability of power also threatens to undermine the distinction 
between the just and the unjust. Sophocles does not believe that problems 
of justice and injustice can be solved by employing cunning devices. 
Despite his possession of'tExvcxt; man confuses good and evil-this is the 
fundamental difference with the cosmology of the Sophist Protagoras, 

17 Horace Od 3.23-24; cf. Catull 64.6, Baril: VGL 27. A Greek example: Hes Op 

682-86. 
18 Segal TC 441; "aliud enim l1t' ou8tv IL&AAOV ad nullarn rem futuram infinite dictum, 

quam finite ad eorum, quae futura sunt, nihil. Quorum alterum est: ad nihil, si quid 
futurum est: alterum: ad nihil, quod est futurum" (G.Herrmann, quoted in Muller SA 

95). . 
Parallels for the idea of man coming to nothingness: Soph El 999f: 8Ot(lLwV 8t 'tOLC; ILtv 
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who reckons justice among the human 'ttXVCXL (Plato Prot 321eff; Jens AI 
301, Gundert GGM 31). The impotence of human 'ttXVCXL may be con
nected with the cause of transgressions of justice: man's daring ('tOA!LCX~ 

XcXPLV - 371). The fundamental problem is that here the word 'tOA!LCX im
plies transgression of limits but also refers to the daring necessary to in
stitute order. Thus, when the chorus criticizes man's 'tOA!LCX, it essentially 
criticizes a fundamental aspect of man. But then the distinction between 
the citizen and the scapegoat seems to get blurred. The prayer: "May 
the transgressor never think my thoughts" (374) may not only indicate 
the distance from the enemy of city and hearth, but also the horror which 
man experiences before himself, as the most awesome of all beings 
(Rohdich A 76). 

This brings us to the second separation regarding justice, the seem
ingly flawless opposition between VO!LO\)~ X90vo~ and 9twv 't' tVOpxov OLXCXV. 
This points to the opposition between the laws of the city and divine 
justice (Coleman RCA 9-10, Alexanderson SCA 89).I9 It would seem 
that the conflict between Creon's human laws and Antigone's divine law 
is unequivocally indicated-but this separative conclusion would be rash. 
First of all it is not impossible that the chorus is equating both aspects 
of justice. Then it would still accept Creon's identification of state law 
and divine justice (Hester SU 27). A much more important point is that 
the word X9wv is fundamentally ambiguous, and as such a focus of 
transformations. It is not merely the soil of the city, but also refers to the 
highest goddess, Ga (338). Finally, it is the place where the dead belong. 
If the latter sense is accepted we are confronted with a completely 
reversed opposition. The laws of the earth, i.e. those of burial, are op
posed to the laws which are sworn before the gods, as Creon has done 
(ef. OPXLO~ - 305 ). Thus both laws belong to the divine sphere, which does 
not preclude their belonging to the human sphere as well.s? We suggest 
that the ambiguity of both readings should be accepted. 

The doubts surrounding the separative power of man with respect to 
justice return when human insight is at stake. In this stasimon a certain 
emphasis is put on the necessity of excessive mobility for human in
telligence, which is clear from words like 1ttPLCPPCX01)~ (34 7), O)(l.l.cX~t'tCXL (or 

11 
I 

,-I 
I 
I 

l 

EU'tUXEL X1X9' ~!J.ipIXV, ~!J.LV 0' &ltOPPEL x&ltl !J.TjOEV EPXE'tIX~ - cf. El 1165f., Soph Fr 941 R, Eur 
Hec 622, Eur Fr 536N2. 

19 We cannot be sure which verb should connect both aspects. Goheen's defence of368 
ltlXpdpwv (ISA 141) deserves attention in spite of its forcing of grammar. 

20 For the second translation see Ehrenberg 77, Segal TC 170-72, Goheen ISA 55, 
Lesky HG 88, Muller SA 86. Holderlin translated v6!J.ouC; X90voc; as "die Gesetze der 
Erd." 

~._.... _. 
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U1tcX~t'tCXL) (351), CPPOV7J!LCX (354), ~\)!L1ttCPPCXa-tCXL (363), LOCPOV 'tL 'to !Lcxxcxv6tv 
'ttXvcx~ (364-65). To the Greeks all these words were expressions of metis, 
the changeful, adaptable power of the polyp (Thgn 215-18) and the fox. 
In its opposition to the powers of chaos man's intelligence was felt to be 
necessarily polymorphous, equivocal, inverting, tortuous (Detienne/Ver
nant RI 55). The devices of man's intellect, like nets.P the bit, the rein 
and the yoke, are therefore powerful, but due to this employment of 
power also dangerous (RI 178-202). 

In an interconnected culture it is also ominous when man is said to be 
capable of teaching himself to acquire insight (356)- as ominous as the 
near-absence of the gods. The most ambiguous phrase is employed when 
Sophocles says that man's intelligent contraptions are U1ttp tA1tLO' (365). 
This not only means' 'beyond expectation," but also' 'beyond hope": 
it exceeds the limits that could be wished for. The fundamental am
biguity of hope will be abundantly underscored in the other stasima. Here 
Sophocles has confined himself to a dark undertone. 

This brings us to the first lines of the stasimon confronting us with the 
key word of the tragedy. Contrary to separative orthodoxy we hold that 
the word OtLV6~ should be translated in such a way that the ambiguity of 
power, instituting as well as undermining civilization, is made clear. We 
disagree with the separatism of Jebb's comment on 't~ OtLV~: "not 
'dread,' nor 'able,' but 'wonderful'" (A 70), a translation separating the 
positive aspect of the word from the negative. Certainly, the word deinos 
points to man's cleverness, his awe-inspiring abilities, but it should not 
be forgotten that it also points to his terrible power, which is horrifying, 
exceeding all limits. Perhaps the translation "awesome" renders this am
biguity satisfactorily. It refers both to what is worthy of respect and 
reverence, and what causes dread and is appalling. In this respect we 
follow a long tradition. In 1801 Holderlin translated deinos as 
"gewaltig," in 1804 he changed it to "ungeheuer," a word which inter
preters link up with' 'unheimlich.' '22 In the latter sense it points to the 
ambiguously tragic ground structure of human life (Friedlander PTD 
61). As far as we know, the first to point out the ambiguity of deinos in 
an article in English was Knapp in 1916. 23 This ambiguity defies not only 
the separative point of view but also the harmonizing one, since man re

21 RI 51. Compare Clytaemnestra's perverted use of a net in Aes Ag 1380ff. 
22 Friedlander PTD 58-59, Gundert GGM 24, Muller A 89. Cf. 243, 1046, OT 545, 

OC 806, Aes Pr 59. 
23 "One of the evidences of man's deinotes is the fact that &VE!J.OEV cppOVTj!J.1X [... ]lo\06:~IX'to 

(353-55). In themselves these words might well involve praise[ ... ]But the other side of 
the thought, that man's deinotes may well be an evil thing[ ... ]comes to the fore again in 
365-375" (PIA 303). 
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mains 'to o&w6v and will never be able to harmonize order and excessive 
power. It is well known that in the opening words of this stasimon the 
choral song of Aeschylus' Choephoroe (Ch 585ff.) is echoed. In that song 
O&WOt means "dreadful," referring to human, particularly feminine, pas
sion. Jebb sees no more than a vague resemblance between the two 
stasima and believes Aeschylus' song is 'limited' to the violence of human 
passion. But Sophocles' stasimon refers to the inevitability of human pas
sion as well, and hence points in equal measure to the dreadfulness of 
human power. 

Our reading is supported by the fact that in these lines man is intro
duced in the neuter, as if dehumanized, as a portent, a 't&pOtt; or monstrum 
(Burton CST 97). Besides, it is only in our reading that the stasimon's 
emphasis on the limitations of human power, for example death, can be 
accounted for. The separative translation is forced to confine itself to the 
first part of the stasimon, in which man's greatness is praised (Friedlander 
PTD 60, Gundert GGM 28). The harmonizing point of view, as ex
emplified in Rohdich's interpretation, fully accounts for the ambiguity of 
man's deinotes. Rohdich refers to man's inevitable acceptance of political 
rule and to the individual's desire, no less compelling, to overstep the 
limits of the polis. Nevertheless he interprets the stasimon in a harmoniz
ing sense. In his view the citizens' distress is sublimated in confronting 
them with the downfall of individualism. Being confronted with the im
possibility of boundless individuality, the tragedy presents life with the 
possibility to save itself, in the realization that it can only be political (A 
77). The implication is that Antigone's undermining of the polis in the 
end is beneficial to the state (A 78). The tragedy has acted as a ritual 
catharsis of the human desire for the impossible, and hence as an expe
dient for the maintenance of the city. 

Though this control of ambiguity is certainly one aspect of the tragedy, 
a harmonizing point of view like Rohdich's tends to forget that, despite 
the destruction of the awesome heroes, political man remains to deinon. 
Rohdich seems to suggest that in Greek cosmology deinotes can finally be 
domesticated by prudence, which would separate man from his fun
damentally tragic awesomeness. 

Sophocles' idea of man is diametrically opposed to that of the 
philosophers of his time. Thinkers like Archelaus and Protagoras were 
confident that reality could be arranged in such a way that separated 
categories would emerge. Archelaus for example was proud of man's in
telligence which had "separated" him from his animal predecessors 
(OL&XpWTjO'OtV - DK 60A 4 par 6). As Friedlander remarks (PTD 62), this 
separatism does not account for the dark face of deinotes. Separative phi-
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losophy rejects the connection between poros and techne on one side and 
deinotes on the other, which is characteristic of tragedies like Aeschylus' 
Prometheus. 24 

Regarding the contextual meaning of the first stasimon we encounter a 
second variant of separatism. Muller essentially agrees that 'to o&w6v is 
an ambiguous word (SA 83), but he keeps making separations in its use. 
He separates the chorus's conscious meaning from its subconscious 
meaning, which is supposed to equal the author's intention, and he 
distinguishes the applicability of the concept to Creon from its ap
plicability to Antigone. Consciously the chorus applies the concept to An
tigone and not to Creon, whereas in reality the dangerous aspects of 
hubris would be applicable to Creon only and not to Antigone, because 
transgression of limits is a characteristic not fitting Antigone at all (SA 
85). According to Muller Antigone is essentially O&W~ in an "unam
biguously admirable sense" (SA 86). 

We doubt the philosophical separation between a primary meaning 
which is nothing but appearance and a secondary meaning which would 
show Sophocles' true opinion, a separation which would undermine 
some of the tragedy's fundamental ambiguities. It also implies that the 
chorus is the voice of mediocrity. It is paradoxical that these hidebound 
bourgeois should at the same time articulate the deepest insights into 
human nature (Heidegger HHI 121). But more importantly, much of the 
tragic significance of the Antigone is lost if the positive and the negative 
aspects of deinotes are separated and distributed over Antigone and Creon 
respectively. Whoever considers Antigone a guiltless victim, i.e. whoever 
thinks that the chorus is wrong with respect to her, forces upon himself 
the conclusion that Antigone does not belong to the essence of man, in 
so far as it is characterized as awesome (Heidegger HHI 116). The same 
is true for Creon: if his acts lack positive deinotes, he has to be excluded 
from the tragic realm of human action. We prefer to consider both char
acters tragically relevant and ominous vehicles of power. It is not ac
cidental that Antigone is greeted by the chorus as a 't&POtt; (376), a 
dangerous portent, and Creon as using his f.l.7j'tLt; (158), the dangerous 
power of intelligence. 

24 O&WO~ ydtp &up&Ty x&~ &1J.7lXcXyWY 1t6poY (for he is wondrous clever at finding a way even 
out of desperate straits) (Pr 59). 
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6.2.	 The second stasimon 

EUOO((fLO\le.~ otO't XIXXW\I &ye.uO''to~ 1X1w\I' 
ot~ YIXP &\1 0'e.t0'9n 9e.69e.\I 06fLO~, IX'tIX~ 

585	 OUOE\I tAAe.L7te.t ye.\le.a~ t7tt 7tA'ij90~ ~P7tO\l' 
0fL0tQ\I wO''tE. 7tO\l't(IX~ 

OtOfLlX, ouO'7t\l60t~ O'tIX\I 
8pnO'O'1lO't\l tpe.~o~ UeplXAO\l tmOpIXfL'D 7t\I0IXt~, 

590	 XUAL\lOe.t ~uO'O'09e.\I 

Xe.AlXt\lIX\I 9t\l1X XlXt OUO'IX\le.fLot 
O''tO\lC(.) ~PtfLOUO't\l IX\l'tmA'ijye.~ IXx'tIXL 

'ApxlXtlX 't1X AIX~OlXxtOa\l OLXW\I OPWfLlXt 
595	 7t~fLlX'tlX ep9LfLt\lw\I t7tt 7t~fLIXO't 7tL7t'tO\l't', 

OUO' IX7tIXAAIXO'O'e.t ye.\le.IX\I yt\lO~, IXAA' tpe.L7te.t 
9e.wl/ 'tt~, OUo' tXe.t MO'w. 
NG\I YIXP to'XIX'tIX~ 07te.p 

600	 PL~IX~ 0 'tt'tIX'tO epIXO~ t\l OloL7tou 06fLOt~, 
XIX't' IXU viv epot\lLIX
 
9e.w\I 'tW\I \le.p'tiPW\I IXfL~ x6\1t~,
 
AOyou 't' IX\lotlX XlXt eppe.\lW\I 'Epwu~.
 

Te.IX\I, Ze.G, OU\llXfLt\l 'tL~ IX\I· 
605	 OPW\I V7te.P~IXO'LIX XIX'tIXaxot, 

't1X1/ ouG' U7t\lO~ IXLpe.t 7t09' 6 7tIX\I't1X XTjAW\I, 
ou't' htw\I &XfLlX'tOt 
fL'ij\le.~, IXY~pw~ OE XPO\lC(.) OU\lIXO''tIX~ 
XIX'tiXe.t~ 'OAUfL7tOU 

610	 fLIXPfLlXpoe.O'O'IX\I OILYAIX\I. 
To 't' t7te.t'tlX XlXt 'to fLtAAo\l 
XlXt 'to 7tpl\1 t7tlXpXtO'e.t 
\l6fLO~ 00'· OUOE\I ~P7te.t 

9\1IX'tw\I ~to'tc(') 7tIXfL7toM y' tx'to~ &'tIX~. 

615 'A YIXP oTj 7tOM7tAIXYX'tO~ sx. 
7tl~ 7tOAAot~ fLE\I O\lIXO't~ IX\lOPW\I, 

Blest are they whose days have 
not tasted of evil. For when a 
house hath once been shaken 
from heaven, there the curse fails 
nevermore, passing from life to 
life of the race; even as, when the 
surge is driven over the darkness 
of the deep by the fierce breath 
of Thracian sea-winds, it rolls up 
the black sand from the depths, 
and there is a sullen roar from 
wind-vexed headlands that front 
the blows of the storm. 

I see that from olden time the 
sorrows in the house of the 
Labdacidae are heaped upon the 
sorrows of the dead; and 
generation is not freed by 
generation, but some god strikes 
them down, and the race hath no 
deliverance. For now that 
hope of which the light had been 
spread above the last root of the 
house of Oedipus - that hope, in 
turn, is brought low - by the 
blood-stained dust due to the 
gods infernal, and by folly in 
speech, and frenzy at the heart. 

Thy power, 0 Zeus, what human 
trespass can limit? That power 
which neither Sleep, the all
ensnaring, nor the untiring 
months of the years can master; 
but thou, a ruler to whom time 
brings not old age, dwellest in 
the dazzling splendour of 
Olympus. And through the 
future, near and far, as through 
the past, shall this law hold good: 
Nothing that is vast enters into 
the life of mortals without a 
curse. 

For that hope whose wanderings 
are so wide is to many men a 
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7tOAAot~ 0' IX7tIX't1X xouepov6W\I tpw'tW\I' comfort, but to many a false lure 
e.l06'tt 0' OUOE\I tP7te.t, of giddy desires; and the 
7tpl\1 7tUpt 9e.PfL<{l 7t001X 'tt~ 7tpOO'IXUO'1l' disappointment comes on one 

620 l:oep£q; YIXP tX 'tOU who knoweth nought till he burn 
xAe.WO\l t7tO~ 7tieplX\I'tlXt· his foot against the hot fire. For 
'to XIXXO\l OOxe.t\l 7t0't' £0'9)..0\1 with wisdom hath some one given 
't<{l0' tfLfLe.\I, o'tc(') eppt\llX~ forth the famous saying, that evil 
9e.o~ IXye.t 7tPO~ IX'tIX\I' seems good, soon or late, to him 

625 7tpIXO'O'e.t 0' OAtYOO''tO\l Xp6\1o\l tx'to~ IX'tIX~. whose mind the god draws to 
mischief; and but for the briefest 
space doth he fare free of woe. 

586: 1t01/'t(0l~: D: 1tOI/'t(IX~ &:AO~ 588: ElpnaanaL\I: J: ElpnaaOlLaw 591: ouacX\ltfLOL: D: 
OuaOlI/&fLc.>t 595: cpOLfL&I/WI/: J: cpOL'tWI/ 600: 0 't&'tOl'tO. We follow J and D. DM: 
lti'tOl'tO 602: X6I/L~: D: X01t(~ 604: QUI/OlfLw: J ,D: QUI/Olaw 606: 1tcX\I'tOl X7jAW\I: J: 
1tcXl/'t' &yptUWI/ 607/8: &'t&WI/ &XfLOl'tOL fLij\lt~. We follow D. J: OtW\I &XfLOl'tOL fLij\lt~; DM: 
&XIXfLOl'tOt OtWI/ fLijl/t~ 616: OI/OlaL~: D: ol/7jat~ 625: oALYOGtO\l. D, J: OA(YLGtO\l 

The orthodox view can only be maintained in the light of the meaning 
of the second stasimon if some extreme separations are carried through. 
First of all it has to separate the second stasimon from the first, because 
taken together the second stasimon confirms the ominous undertones 
which we have detected in the first stasimon where separatists only spoke 
of a song in praise of man. Furthermore-and this is a problem of con
textual relevance-the separatists who believe that the tragedy is con
cerned with one tragic individual, Antigone in her unimpaired identity, 
have to reject the opinion of the chorus that the polluted and polluting 
power of the whole family of the Labdacids is at stake. Miiller, for exam
ple, is convinced that this stasimon does not reflect the poet's opinion, 
because Antigone is connected with the crimes of the Labdacids in the 
manner of Aeschylus (SA 135). We shall discuss these problems while 
assessing the importance of the six cosmological categories in this second 
stasimon. 

In the first stasimon nature was said to be powerful, but man is glorified 
as being able to subdue nature by employing even more awesome power 
and thus able to est~blish order. In this stasimon the picture undergoes a 
complete reversal-(but this does not detract from the glorification of 
man in the first stasimon. It is a separative prejudice that conflicting sides 
of cosmological truth cannot exist together). In the second stasimon the 
demotes of nature is revealed in all its awesome power. Again we are con
fronted with the three fundamental elements of inanimate nature: the sea 
is moved by the wind and smashes against the land. The sea in particular 
reveals a new and unsuspected character. We are not merely confronted 
with its navigable surface, but have to face the darkness of the deep 

( 
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(Nethercut VP 62). This tp£~o~ U<pOCAO\l can be translated as "submarine 
abyss." This abyss is the centre of a clash of terrible forces: rushing over 
(emopafLTI - 589), rolling up (XUAL\lO£L - 590), striking with evil winds (587, 
589, 591).25 

Apart from the comparison with the Labdacids, this picture of 
unrestricted movement points out the confusing power of nature. The 
evil winds from Thrace (in Greek eyes a marginal and dangerous coun
try) confuse the distinction between sea and sky (Detienne/Vernant RI 
154-55). The waves of the sea play havoc with cosmic order: the black 
sand which should be at the bottom of the sea is stirred up, 26 just like the 
sea buffets the capes and the winds have become "un-winds" (ouaa\l£fLOL 
- 591). In the first antistrophe a similar perversion takes place; the dust 
which belongs to the sphere below comes to cover the light which 
naturally should be in the region above (ef. Segal TC 172-73, 197).27 

It is important to emphasize that this transgressing power of nature is 
not confined to nature sensu stricto. The dangerous tp£~o~ U<pOCAO\l is not 
only the submarine abyss, it is also cognate with primeval chaos.:" The 
natural forces of chaotic transgression also spread to the human sphere: 
they make new sorrows fallon old ones (1tL1t"tO\l"t' - 595), a god strikes 
down (ep£L1t£L - 596) the race. A further transformation occurs when 
human hope is revealed as 'roaming wide' (1tOAU1tAOCiX"tO~ - 615), a 
nautical metaphor, comparing hope to a mariner traversing unknown 
seas.F? But here it is not, as in the first stasimon, man who conquers the 
sea. Man is overwhelmed by hope, the counterpart of man's deinotes in 
the first stasimon (ef. Muller SA 139). 

At first sight the second stasimon seems to make a clear separation be
tween the godless forces of nature in the first strophe and antistrophe, 
and the restfulness, lightness and loftiness of the divine power of Zeus in 
the second strophe (ef. Goheen ISA 58), as is Muller's opinion. In his 
eyes the divine power of Zeus should be opposed to the fierce storms 
representing the "blasphemous will of man" (SA 137). But this separa

25 Cf. OC 1240-41: 1tcXY"to9t~ ~OptLO, w, "tL, h"tOt xUILIX"to1tATjE XtLILtPLIX xAo~tT"tIXL (as some 
cape that fronts the North is lashed on every side by the waves of winter). 

26 Kamerbeek A 118: "~Ept~o, UqlIXAO~[ ... [refers to the dark water of the deep-sea, 
which stirred up by the storm, swiftly passes over[ ... ]the normal surface of the sea." 

27 This sequence of natural perversions forms an inversion of the dust storm as beheld 
by the guard: here the dust covers the sky, another upheaval of categories - 417ff. 

28 Detienne/Vernant RI 155: "Tout ce qui, d'une facon ou d'une autre, unit ou con
fond des elements faits pour demeurer disjoints et separes, s'apparente ainsi a certains 
egards au chaos primordial." 

29 ]ebb A 118, Easterling SSA 153. d. Pind 01 12.6f.: IXL yt ILe~ dt~lipw~ 1tOn' &~w, "tOt 
Ii' IXU xcX"tw <jIt61l1l ILt"tIXILw~LIX "tcXIL~OLClIXL xUAL~1l0Y"t' tA1tLlit,(At least, the hopes of men are oft 
tossed up and down, ploughing a sea of vain deceits). . 

THE STASIMA OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

tion between confused humanity and serene divinity contradicts the fact 
that the elemental forces of nature are as divine as Zeus (ef. Aes Sep 758
61, Easterling SSA 145). Certainly Zeus is a quiet power of eternal order, 
but at the same time he represents disorder. 

There is no doubt that the quiet power of Zeus forms a contrast with 
the riotousness of nature (Coleman RCA 13), and is contrasted with 
man's frailty as well. The fact that Zeus never sleeps points to two 
categorial distinctions. First of all it indicates his super-human insight. 30 

Secondly, the power to resist sleep indicates immortality.?' This distinc
tion returns in the image of the months. Contrary to mortal man, the life 
of the immortals is not worn away by the months of the year aebb A 117, 
Rohdich A 112). The second stasimon's all-pervasive emphasis on the 
gods should be considered a more or less ironical comment on the near
absence of the gods in the first stasimon. The picture of man's autonomy 
is not discarded by this reversal, but shown in its divided nature: the op
positions do not cancel each other out. 

But Zeus is not the only divine power mentioned in this stasimon. By 
transformation, the opposition between Zeus and nature is also the op
position between Zeus and the nether gods (9£w\I "tW\I \I£p"tEPW\I - 602). It 
would be a separative error to believe that ate and Erinys are mere 
designations of human blindness and ruin. Ate is at the same time the 
divine power which causes unhappiness, the blindness which leads to 
unhappiness, the crime, its consequences and its punishment (Gernet 
RPG 321-22). Erinys is the evil spirit of revenge, the divine curse of the 
race" which has taken possession of Antigone (Rohdich A 110). These 
powers cannot be confined to the human sphere, as separatism tends to 
confine them-they are divine confusing powers of the dark (ef. Aes Ag 
462, Hom 11 9.571, 19.87ff., Od 15.234). 

But in interconnected cosmologies in general, and in Greek cosmology 
in particular, gods are not individuals representing clear-cut oppositions. 
Gods may represent divergent and even opposing powers. There is no 
reason to suppose that Zeus has nothing to do with the confusion of the 
mortal race, particularly with the downfall of the Labdacids. In the sec
ond line of the play Antigone herself ascribes the evils befalling the house 
of Oedipus to Zeus. It is quite possible that Zeus is the god who is tearing 

30 Detienne/Vernant RI 113: "Par la metis qui lui est interieure, le dieu souverain se 
maintient en constant etat de vigilance, [... ]il n'est plus pour lui d'attaque ni de ruse, 
plus de metis qui puissent le surprendre." 

31 Hesiod calls sleep the brother of death (Th 212); d. Rohdich A 112. 
32 Cf. Polyneices on his banishment from Thebes in OC 1298-99: W~ tyw ILcXALCl"t1X ILe~ 

"tTj~ cri}~ tpLYU~ IX1"tLlXv ttVIXL Aiyw (And of this I deem it most likely that the curse on thy 
house is the cause). See also OC 1434, Od 11.280, Pind 01 2.38. 
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the Labdacids apart (ip&L1t&L - 596). And the eternal law laid down in the 
second strophe, that nothing vast enters the life of mortals without ruin, 
is proclaimed immediately after the description of Zeus' loftiness. Again 
we have to guard ourselves against the separative illusion that the Antigone 
is a tragedy of clear-cut oppositions between the human and the divine, 
disorder and order, lower gods and higher gods. The fact that Zeus oc
cupies the glittering heights of the Olympus does not rule out that he is 
a terrible power of confusion for mortals at the same time. 

The upheaval of nature in this stasimon mirrors the fate of one impor
tant social relation, that of belonging to a house, to an extended family 
(06fLO~ - 584, 600, yi\lo~ - 596, Y&\I&a~ - 585, cf. 596, A(x~O(xXLOa\l OLXW\I 
594). We are confronted with a powerful transformation from nature to 
the family. The collapse of the house of Oedipus is also a dangerous en
counter with nature. For example, the sand washed up from the depths 
of the sea (591) returns as the dust smothering the Labdacids (603).33 
And the 'metaphor' of the tossed sea represents the upturning of this 
house (Kamerbeek A 117). The dust offered to protect the dead will even
tually cover the last of the Labdacids, while the hopes and desires which 
bring down the house of the Labdacids are comparable to Thracian 
gales. 34 

In this stasimon ruin is not confined to one generation, but affects all 
succeeding generations (jebb A 112). This underlines the fact that not 
one individual heroine but the extended family is what the text is about. 
This can also be inferred from the emphasis laid on the fact that Antigone 
is the last root of the house of Oedipus, its only hope of continuing the 
race.P" The implication is that Antigone shares in all the awesome aspects 
of her family, among which the horrible transgressions and pollutions are 
most notable. Therefore separatism, wishing the tragedy to centre on one 
immaculate heroine finds itself forced to separate this stasimon from 
Sophocles' real thought, which is supposed to run contrary to the 
Aeschylean failures of the chorus (Muller SA 137). The unattractiveness 
of this point of view, which would undermine the whole tragic meaning 
of Antigone's being the last of the Labdacids and the sister/daughter of 
that model of ambiguity, Oedipus, is evident. 

33 C f. Goheen ISA 61, Benardete RSA 11.27. 
34 Rohdich A 121: "der Trieb, des sen U rgewalt das Gleichnis vom Thrakersturm 

vergegenwiirtigte, dem Gortlichen nahe- und gleichzukommen, ist des sen Ausdruck in 
der menschlichen Natur und ebenso gottlich wie die Grenze, die seine Erfiillung 
verhindert.' , 

35 Jebb A 114: "The lC1XcXn'j p£~cx of the family is the last remaining means of pro
pagating it. A light of hope ('llcXo~) was 'spread above' this 'last root,'-as sunshine above 
a plant,-because it was hoped that the sisters would continue the race." For the connec
tion between "root" and "procreation" cf. Pind 01 2.46: oatil O"lttP!Lcx"tO~ tXOII"tCX p£~CXII. 
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At first sight it may seem that this stasimon represents a clear-cut divi
sion between the gods as immortal and human beings as mortal. Of 
course that opposition is there, but there is more to be said. The main 
problem is the intermediate position of corpses, between life and death. 
As we have seen in chapter four, the Greeks considered unburied corpses 
dangerous sources of pollution. The sprinkling of dust was a ritual 
endeavouring to exorcize the pollution by separating the body from the 
civilized sphere and confining it to its proper realm, the earth. In this 
stasimon we are confronted with a breach of this ritual, resulting in even 
more pollution and danger. Here the dust is not a separative power, but 
has become an active, lethal force killing the living instead of saving 
them. This ambiguity shines through in the ambivalent meaning of the 
adjective CPOWL(X (601) which does not only refer to the drinking of blood 
by the dust, but also to the dust's active power of shedding blood 
(Rohdich A 109). The perversion of the ritual of dust sprinkling has the 
horrible result that Polyneices'corpse does not only retain its polluting 
power, but extirpates the whole race of the Labdacids. The burier An
tigone becomes the victim of the lethal dust. 

Another apparently clear-cut division from the first stasimon which col
lapses in the second is the distinction between divine justice and human 
justice. Whereas in the first stasimon we are warned that man will now 
turn to evil, now to good, depending upon his respecting divine and 
human justice, here we are confronted with the fact that man tends to 
confuse good and evil (622). The divine law loses nothing of its 
divineness, but reveals itself as being humanly unbearable. It is not only 
human arrogance (u1t&p~(XaL(x - 605) which elicits divine wrath-the gods 
also punish that which is great. The eternal law is, that nothing that is 
vast enters human life without ruin (613-14). Here the law of talion has 
not been attenuated by the idea that human transgressions are rightly 
punished. We are confronted with the raw jealousy of the gods with 
respect to all that is great in human life (jebb A 118). Divine justice is 
at the same time human disorder. 

The same holds true for human insight, which in the first stasimon 
seemed to be a guarantee of prosperity and justice. Here another divine 
law is mentioned, that man is brought to blindness by the gods, and so 
sooner or later confuses good and evil (622: 'to x(XXO\l oox&T\I 1to't' ia9Ao\l). 
The ambiguity which seemed to hover around the expression U1ttp tA1tLO(X 
in the first stasimon is now fully developed. The fundamental problem for 
man's insight is that it is the expression of an excessive power and there
fore tends to undermine its own order. This excessive power is the power 
of hope. 

There is no insight outside hope, but hope is ambiguous, it wanders 



..~--------~"-,-, "~~-~---~--_.,..,~._--~

139 138 THE STASIMA OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

wide (615). It brings help, and then brings man to ruin. Hope is con
nected with desire (ipw'twv -617), which means that propitious and 
harmful elements are inseparable in it. 36 It enables man to live, but also 
makes him forget all boundaries. The hope and desire which are in
dispensable for maintaining human life are the same forces which, 
assisted by the gods,"? deceive man and bring him to ruin.I" When 
Sophocles speaks of man being deceived by "lighthearted desires" 
(xoucpov6wv ipw'twv - 617) he ironically points back to the first stasimon, 
where birds, not man, were called light-hearted (xoucpov6wv - 342). Man's 
insight has become like that of the animals he dominated by his insight 
in the first stasimon. The chorus says that man knows nothing before he 
burns his foot (618-19). The wisdom (I:ocpCqt - 620) which teaches that 
man confuses evil with good is paradoxical: it is the wisdom that man 
knows nothing, but can only live by pretending to know the truth. 

When we turn to the contextual relevance of the second stasimon we 
must emphasize that for a separatist like Muller, in reality Antigone has 
nothing to do with the curse of the Labdacids, being as she is an im
maculate isolated individual (SA 135) . Yet Muller maintains that 
Creon's blindness is not intentional either, because he is not a pro
tagonist and because his blindness comes out of himself, not from a curse 
(SA 140). We will argue against this point of view when we discuss the 
episodes. Here we will confine ourselves to repeating that Muller is 
forced to separate both Antigone and Creon from the sphere of tragedy. 
It is true that in this stasimon Sophocles is constantly alluding to 
Aeschylus' Septem, The comparison of the downfall of the Labdacids to 
the marine gales is repeated (Sep 669-71, ef. 758ff), as is the curse from 
generation to generation (Sep 740-41) and the importance of the Erinyes 
(Sep 70,699-700,623,791,886-87,977,988). In the Septem the chorus 
also emphasizes that the house of the Labdacids is destroyed root and 
branch (1tPUfLv69e.v - Sep 1056) by Polyneices' perverted burial by An

36 For the connection of hope and desire with ruin, cf. Aes Pers 94-100 (107-14), and 
the speech of Diodotus in Thyc 3.45.5: TJ n lA7tt~ xed 0 lpw~ l1tt 1tCXY't(, 0 fLEY ';r(01)fLEYO~, 

~ 0' lCPE1t0fLiYTj, xcxt 0 fLEY 't~Y l1tt~O\)A~Y lXCPPOY'tL~WY, ~ OE 't~Y EU1t0PLCXY 'tij~ 'tUXTj~ U1t0'tt9Etacx, 
1tAEta'tCX ~Aa1t'tO\)at, xcxt OY'tcx eXCPCXYij xpELaaw la'tt 'tWY 0PWfLiywy OEtYWy. (Hope and desire per
sist throughout and cause the greatest calamities-one leading and the other following, 
and the other suggesting that it will be successful-invisible factors, but more powerful 
than the terrors that are obvious to our eyes). 

37 Cf. Theognis 403ff.: eXY~p •.• , oY'ttYCX OCXLfLWY 1tpocpPWY l~ fLEyaATjY eXfL1tACXXLTjY 1tCXpayEt, 
XCXL 01 19TjXE OOXEtY, ex fLEY TI xcxxa, 'tcxu't' eXya9' ErYCXt EUfLCXpiw~, Ii 0' aY TI xpTjatfLCX, 'tCXU'tCX xcxxa. 
(a man,[ ... ], only to be misled into great wrong-doing by a favouring spirit, which so 
easily maketh what is evil seem to him good, and what is good seem evil). 

38 Rohdich A 118: "der Trieb, der ihn ins Unheil stiirzt, ist derselbe, der ihm Nutzen 
bedeutet. Im Gang des menschlichen Lebens gibt es also einen Punkt, an dem der 
Charakter des Strebens, das immer das Edle will, sich ins Gegenteil verkehrt." 

. -_ 
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tigone. But far from indicating "Aeschyleische Fehlurteile," these 
resemblances strengthen our conviction that Sophocles' conception of the 
extended family does not differ at all from that of Aeschylus (Lloyd-Jones 
JZ 111ff.). Muller's position becomes untenable once one realizes that 
Antigone herself agrees with the chorus in her emphasis on being a 
member of the cursed Labdacids (cf. e.g. 856).39 

In the harmonizing view as it is represented by Rohdich, the am
biguous status of families which are both too high and too low is ex
cellently accounted for. Rohdich emphasizes the tragic nature of hope 
and desire as well, but we are again confronted with the problem we met 
in Rohdich's interpretation of the first stasimon: he separates the choral 
song from total tragic ambiguity. Though he is convinced that reckless 
desires are humanly inevitably, he maintains that they are channelled by 
the tragic performance. The effect of the tragedy would then be that the 
necessity of submission to political power and the inevitability of being 
prudent in a political way would become acceptable to the audience 
because it has been confronted with the horrible fate of prominent 
families which did not submit to political power. 40 

The implication of Rohdich's harmonizing conception is that the 
tragedy leads to the Bejahung of the sacrifice of those who represent ex
cessive hope and desire, such as Antigone and Creon. Indeed one aspect 
of the multiple tragic truth is that the chorus exhorts us to prudence, to 
reconciling the familial with the political. In that sense it is psychagogic 
indeed. But Rohdich maintains that according to the chorus this approx
imation to eudaemonia is humanly possible, which means that he separates 
certain aspects of tragic ambiguity from the utterances of the chorus, 
which besides the necessity of prudence emphasizes the inevitability of 
excess. What the chorus maintains is that despite the need to be prudent 
it is humanly impossible not to be imprudent. The chorus itself is unable 
to separate itself as the representative of prudence from man's hopeful 
and desiring nature. Therefore the audience is unable merely to welcome 
the sacrifice of excessive heroism. It knows that such excesses are part of 
themselves-just as,the sacrificed heroes are part of themselves. 

39 Contra Miiller's point of view Lloyd-Jones JZ 113ff. and Else MA 18 and passim, 
who speak of the importance in the play of the curse inherited from Oedipus. 

40 "Das Drama spricht durch die Exposition gefahrdeter Grosse in raffinierter Mit
telbarkeit das demokratische Lebensgefiihl derer an, die sein Auditorium bilden. Die 
Eudaimonie des Heroischen erfahrt ihre biirgerlich-politische Revision, die statt der An
naherung an den Glanz des Gottlichen die Beschriinkung empfiehlt, in der das Risiko 
von Schuld und Leiden so gering wie moglich bleibt. Die psychagogische Kraft des 
Liedes stimuliert heimlich die Lebensform des 'kleinen Mannes", seine politisch 
egalisierte Existenz, seine gesellschaftlich geforderte Sophrosyne" (Rohdich A 121) . 
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6.3. The third stasimon 

785 

790 

"Epwe; eXvtxeX't1; (.LcXXav, 
"Epwe;, Be; iv x't'ij(.Laat 1tt1t
Ute;, Be; iv (.LaAaxate; 1tapl;t
ate; Vl;cXVtOOe; iWUXl;ul;te;, 
<pOt't~e; 0' U1tl;p1tOV'ttoe; tV 't' 
eXIPOVO(.Lote; aUAate;' 
xat a' o\h' eX9avcX'twv 
<pu~t(.Loe; ouode; ou9' 
cX(.Ll;ptWV at I' eXv9pw
1tWV, 6 0' txwv (.Lt(.LTjVI;V. 

Love, unconquered in the fight, 
Love, who makest havoc of 
wealth, who keepest thy vigil on 
the soft cheek of a maiden; thou 
roamest over the sea, and among 
the homes of dwellers in the 
wilds; no immortal can escape 
thee, nor any among men whose 
life is for a day; and he to whom 
thou hast come is mad. 

795 

800 

~u xat otxatwv eXOtXOue; 
<pptvae; 1tapaa1t~e; i1tt AW
~~. aU xat 'tOOl; vl;txoe; eXv
opwv ~uvat(.Lov tXl;te; 'tapcX~ae;' 

VtX~ 0' ivapl~e; ~AI;<p<XPWV 
t(.Ll;pOe; l;uAtX'tpOU 
vU(.L<pae;, 'tWV (.L1;1<XAwv 
1t<xpI;OpOe; iv eXpxate; 91;a
(.Lwv· cX(.LaXOe; lap i(.L1tat
~I;t 91;oe; 'A<ppoot'ta 

The just themselves have their 
minds warped by thee to wrong, 
for their ruin: 'tis thou that hast 
stirred up this present strife of 
kinsmen; victorious is the love
kindling light from the eyes 
of the fair bride; it is a power 
enthroned in sway beside the 
eternal laws; for there the 
goddess Aphrodite is working her 
unconquerable will. 

789: crt r'. We follow J and D. DM: ~lt' 799/800: ~llltCX£~~L D: ~Illtcx(~t 

It is quite clear that both the separative and the harmonizing points of 
view have to isolate the Antigone from important aspects of tragic am
biguity in their various interpretations of the third stasimon on Eros. First 
of all there are separatists who make a division within the power of Eros. 
In the words of Jebb, they believe that the poet is merely saying how 
boundless is the range of love (Iebb A 146, cf. Burton CST 115). Thus 
Eros is separated from much of its ambiguous power which cannot be 
confined to the range oflove. Another separation is made by Muller, who 
is convinced that in this stasimon a struggle between gods is rendered, but 
that such strife in the divine sphere is not Sophoclean. Therefore he 
argues that the real meaning of the song-the unity of divinity-should 
be separated from the surface errors of the chorus (SA 172). The real 
meaning, according to Muller, is the opposition between real human and 
divine justice on the one hand and mere human ruling on the other. In 
his view the power of Eros is no real divine power.!! 

+1 "Aber freilich, die Macht des Eros wird von Sophokles durchaus nicht als eine 
jenseitige mit derjenigen des Hades auf eine Stufe gestellt. Der Hinweis auf die fiir 
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Though he acknowledges the full range of Eros, Muller nevertheless 
has to exorcize this elemental divine power from his interpretation in 
order to retain its orthodox character. And although Rohdich reduces 
Eros to erotic desire (A 142), he does account for the struggle between 
the order of polis and cosmos on the one hand and the power of Eros on 
theother. But his interpretation harmonizes this opposition again. In his 
view the laws of the city prove their superiority, despite the destruction 
of individuals, because they show the citiless position of those who are 
possessed by Eros. Rohdich's conclusion is that the chorus is praising 
euboulia and sophrosyne as measures against the disorder and dissent of 
Eros (A 143). 

A single glance at the third stasimon is enough to show that once again 
we are confronted with an ironical reversal of the first choral song. As 
Kamerbeek remarks, in this song the power of Eros is first of all glorified 
by means of three pairs of cosmological contrasts (A 143). Eros reigns 
over beast and man;" on sea and land, over mortals and immortals. 
Here it is not human power over nature which is emphasized but the 
dependence of nature, man and the gods on a source of power which 
makes havoc of all differentiation. The second stasimon proves a prelude 
to the third. It pointed to man's wide wandering hope, which is con
nected with the deceit of lighthearted desires (lpw'tw\I - 617). In the third 
stasimon the theme of Eros is expanded to that of a universal force of 
desire, confusion and destruction. Therefore the confinement of Eros to 
erotic love is a separation which cannot account for the principal themes 
ofthe stasimon, Certainly Eros is connected with love: he spends the night 
on the soft cheeks of a girl 43 and shines from the eyes of the girl who is 
good in bed (t~Aix'tpou - 795). But if Eros is merely looked at from this 
aspect, it is enigmatic what he has to do with war (781, 799), and what 
he is doing in animate and inanimate nature. 

The interconnected nature of Eros only becomes clear when we con
sider him first of all as a force which, besides erotic love, also involves 
the love for one's country and family (Benardete RSA II 46) and, 
secondly, as an even more fundamental power. Eros is typically a power 
which both underlies and undermines order. In this stasimon Eros has to 
be seen as an analogous to the Sumerian goddess Inanna and the Acca-

menschliche Moral zerstorende Wirkung des Eros erscheint nur im Fehlurteil des Chors" 
(Muller SA 172) . 

.. Because of this systematic point of view the translation of x'tijILCXcrL as cattle (e.g. 
Kamerbeek A 143) has to be preferred to the translation "possessions" (e.g. Jebb A 145, 
256-57); cf. Chantraine SEK passim. 

+3 For Eros as shining on cheeks cf. Phrynichus Fr 13Sn: ),,«ILlttL I)' &ltt ltOpcpUptCXLc; ltCXPljcrL 

cpwc; lpw'toc;. 

tit: 1 
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dian goddess Ishtar, an interpretation supported by the fact that in Frag
ment 941 R Sophocles describes Cypris as just this primeval force: 
"Cypris is not Cypris alone, but is called by many names, it is Hades, 
it is immortal Violence, it is raging Frenzy, it is vehement Desire, it is 
Lamentation: in her is all activity, all restfulness, all that prompts to 
violence" (cf. Radt SF 215-16). 

It is clear that in this fragment Sophocles considers Cypris to be more 
than just love. She is many-named like Dionysus in the fifth stasimon. 
She comprises all aspects of the power of desire and destruction.v' As 
Euripides maintains, such forces are ineluctable for maintaining life and 
civic order (compare the city-building temperament of the first 
stasimon);" But at the same time they undermine it through their ex
cessive nature. 

This is what is emphasized in this stasimon. As a counterpart to man's 
mobility in the first stasimon here it is Eros who is exceedingly mobile. He 
fights, he falls on cattle (1tL1t'tELC; - 782), he roams over sea and land, as 
did man in the first stasimon, and he pursues mortals and immortals who 
have no escape (lpU~L!LOC; - 788), in sharp contrast to man's boast in the 
first song that he could escape all difficulties. Eros' undermining mobility 
is so all-pervasive that it effaces the distinctions of cosmological order. He 
is a force of fusion in breaking down the barriers between animals, men 
and gods, who are all dominated by him. This confusion of categories 
('tapcX~ac; - 794) inevitably leads to ruin (792: )..w~~-a word which is akin 
to ate46 and to erinys .41) 

In the first stasimon the gods remain in the background, while the sec
ond stasimon praises Olympian Zeus, though the powers of confusion 
were not forgotten. In the third stasimon the position of the gods is revolu
tionized once more. Instead of Olympian Zeus on his glittering heights, 
now bewildering Eros occupies an unchallengeable position. Not only 
mortals are unable to escape him, even the immortals are impotent in the 
face of this power (786). Eros and Aphrodite are unconquerable (799), 
implying that a separative point of view with respect to the gods, as held 

H Cf.Hymn Aphr 5. 2-5 and SophFr 941 R on Cypris: ELaEPXE"tott !J.EV lX96wv 7tAW"tC;> 
JEVEt, EVEO""tt 8' EV XEpOOt.l EV "tE"tpotaXEAEL JOVn, vW!J.~ 8' EV olwvoLat "touxE£7jv~ "tEp6v, EV 97jpalv, EV 
~po"toLatv, EV 9EOL~ &1iW. 
"[Love1enters into the tribe of fish that swim the sea, and dwells in the four-footed 
creatures of the land; it is Love's pinion that is the guiding power among birds, among 
beasts, among men, among the gods above." 

45 Eur Medea 842-43, where the Erotai are described as: "t~ aocplqt itotpE8po':l~.'" 7tot\l"tOlot~ 
cXpE"tii~ ~vEpjo6~ (partners of wisdom working together to create every type of excellence). 

46 Examples in Sophocles: E1864: AW~7j"t6~, Phil 1103, Tr 538. AW~7j as a divine power: 
Tr 1031.
 

47 In Ant 1074 the Erinyes are called AW~7jtijPE~.
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by Muller, can only be maintained by denying Eros divine status and re

jecting the opinions of the chorus. 
Both separative points of view, the one confining Eros to love and the 

other denying his importance, collapse when we realize that all through 
the tragedy Eros is taken seriously in a non-sexual sense. In line 90 
Ismene reproaches Antigone: "you are in love with the impossible" 
(&!LTlXcXVWV ip~c;), and in line 220 the chorus maintains that nobody is mad 
enough to desire (ip~) death. In the second stasimon we hear about general 
desires but not about specific ones: ipw'twv (617). And finally in line 1336 
Creon utters a great desire (ipw) which has nothing to do with love and 
is taken seriously by all participants in the tragedy. 

The primeval nature of the power of Eros reveals itself in all its variety 
when we realize that he does not only confound nature, man and the 
gods, but also plays havoc with some major social ties. Eros haunts the 
houses (av)..arC; - 786) which in the first stasimon still promised protection 
to the mortals. Now it turns out that homes and families offer no refuge: 
Eros destroys the ties of blood (793-94) by that prototype of confusion, 
strife between kinsmen. Naturally Eros also presides over the fetters of 
love (783-84), the pleasures of the bed (795-97). And finally he is uncon
querable in that major function of the city: making war (781). Again the 
problem is that desire is indispensable, but is a threat to civic order at 
the same time. This is also seen when we realize that Eros annuls the dif
ference between mortals (&!L&PLWV - 789)48 and immortals (&GavcX'twv 

787) in the melting pot of desire. 
In the categories of justice and insight it becomes evident that a har

monizing view of Eros is untenable. Eros is enthroned in sway beside the 
eternal laws (799-800), i.e. law and order thrive on his power, which 
nevertheless undermines them. On the one hand Eros upholds eternal 
justice, but on the other hand he pulls the righteous out of their tracks 
(1tapacr1t~C; - 792), a metaphor from horse racing, alluding to a charioteer 
jerking his horses out of their course (jebb A 146). The oxymoron 
8LxaLwv &8LXOUC; (791) points out the impossibility of separating the 
righteous from the unrighteous in the light of the power of desire. The 
same ambivalence ;urrounds Eros' place in the category of knowledge. 
On the one hand he makes himself clear (ivap'Y'1)C; - 795), on the other he 
brings madness (!L&!LTlV&V - 790) to the minds of men (792). The conclu
sion must be that Eros exists as a tension between fusion and fission: his 
is the power which brings order and disorder at the same time. It is an 
inalienable part of the cosmos, which therefore is inwardly conflicting 

and unmanageable (Goheen ISA 136). 

48 The adjective &:!J.Epto~, cognate to ECP~!J.EPO~, points to man's temporal and volatile 
nature. Cf. Aj 399. 
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That man can never set Eros aside as non-divine (Muller) or as tamed 
by civic order (Rohdich) becomes clear when we note Sophocles' remark 
in the Trachiniae: "Whoever offers resistance to Eros like the fist fighter 
with his hands is insane" (Trach 441-42). Man's tragic position is seen 
from the fact that not only neglecting Eros is insane, but that revering 
his power may lead to insanity as well. 

If this interpretation of Eros is accepted the scope of the third 
stasimon's contextual relevance is wider than usually supposed. Accord
ing to current interpretations, in this stasimon the chorus criticizes 
Haemon's excessive love for Antigone, resulting in his transgression of 
various boundaries, such as those between old and young, father and 
son, citizen and leader, marriage and kinship, life and death (cf. Rohdich 
A 139). Ifwe consider Eros a primitive force, not merely sexual, the song 
may be pertinent to Antigone and Creon as well. Antigone's tragic posi
tion with respect to Eros is a double one. On the one hand she is ex
cessively possessed by Eros in the non-sexual sense: by her love for her 
dead family and her love of death. On the other hand, due to these very 
desires she neglects Eros in the sexual sense (cf. Steiner As 258). Because 
Antigone is in love with the impossible she has to neglect her feminine 
ergon of procreation, and hence her familial duty of continuing the line 
of the Labdacids. In this respect she is Haemon's counterpart. Contrary 
to the girl in the stasimon, Antigone will only be embraced in death. The 
bed she will share with Haemon is her death bed.t? 

Creon is also possessed by excessive non-sexual desires, and he shares 
Antigone's contempt for procreation, thereby trampling sexual Eros 
underfoot in favour of other desires. It is not until Eros is taken in this 
cosmological sense that the full ambiguity of the phrase VErXO~ &v8pwv 
~uvat!.Lov ( strife between men of the same blood) comes to the surface. In 
the first place it applies to the collision between Creon and Haemon. But 
it does not merely point to their erotic excesses-it refers to the inor
dinateness of all their passions. Because the pun on Haemon's name is 
accompanied by a pun on the name of Polyneices, it is reasonable to sup
pose that the role of Eros in the strife between kinsmen should be applied 
to the intrafamilial war between Polyneices and Eteocles as well (Segal 
TC 165, 190). Eros has fused the houses of the Labdacids and of Creon, 
not in procreation, but in a common fate of destruction. Aphrodite has 
played her unconquerable game. 

49 Vernant MTG 35: "Antigone n'a pas su[ ... )accueillir Eros". MTG 90: "elle 
meconnait tout ce qui, dans I'univers, deborde ces domaines (de laphilia et de la mort), 
en particulier ce qui releve de la vie et de I' amour. Les deux divinites qui sont invoquees 
par Ie chceur, Dionysus et Eros, ne condamnent pas seulement Creon] ... )ils se retournent 
contre la jeune fille parce qu'ils expriment, jusque dans leurs liens avec la mort, les 
puissances de vie et de renouvellement." 

6.4.	 The fourth stasimon 

"E-tAa xat ~av&a~ OUp&vLOV cpw~ 
945	 &AA&~aL OEfJ.~ tv XCXAxOOE'tOL~ cxUACXt~· 

xPlnt'tOfJ.EVCX 0' tv 
WfJ.~TjptL 9cxA&fJ.<t-> xcxnCtux9rj" 
XCXhOL (xed) 'Ytvt~ 'tLfJ.LO~, W 1tCXt, 1tCXt, 

950	 xcxt ZTJVO~ 'tCXfJ.LtUtaxt 'Yova~ XpuO"opu"tou~. 
'AAA' &; fJ.0LpLO(CX 'tL~ OUVCXO"L~ OtLV&' 
oih' a'll VLV b'A~o~ oU't' "ApTJ~, 
ou 1tUP'Yo~, OUX &;A(XW1tOL 
xtACXLVCXt v<it~ txcpU'YOLtV. 

955	 ZtuX9TJ 0' O~XOAO~ 1tCXt~ 0 ~pucxv'to~, 
'Howvwv ~CXO"LAtU~, Xtp'tOfJ.(OL~ oP'YCXt~, 
tX ~ LOVUO"OU 
1tt'tPWOtL xcx't&cpcxpx'to~ tv OtO"fJ.<{"l. 
Oihw 'ta~ fJ.CXVLCX~ OtLVOV &1tOO"'t&CtL 

960	 &v9TJp6v n fJ.EVO~. Kttvo~ t1tE'YVW fJ.CXV(CXL~ 

~cxuwv 'to'll 9tov tv Xtp"tOfJ.LOL~ 'YAWO"O"CXL~. 

TICXUtO"Xt fJ.tv 'Yap tv9£ou~ 
'YuvCXtXCX~ dh6v n 1tUp, 

965	 CPLACXUAOU~ 't' ~p£9LCt MouO"cx~. 

TIcxpa Ot Kucxv£wv 1ttA&'YtL OLOUfJ.CX~ &;AO~ 
&x'tcxt BOO"1t6pLCXL 10' 0 E>PtlXWV (~LWV) 

970	 ~CXAfJ.uoTJO"0"6~, tV' &"YX(1tOAL~ "ApTJ~ 

OLO"O"OtO"L <1>LVt(OCXI~ 
trOt'll &pcx'tov e.AXO~ 

'tucpAw9tv t~ &'YP(cx~ MfJ.cxp'to~ 
&Acxov &AcxO"'t6pOLO"LV 0fJ.p.&'twv XUXAOL~ 

975	 &np9' t"yxEWV, ucp' cx[fJ.CX'tT}PCXt~ 

xt(ptO"O"L xcxt XtpXLOWV &XfJ.CXtO"LV. 

Kcx'ta Ot 'tcxX6fJ.tVOL fJ.EAtOL fJ.tAECXV 1t&9cxv 
980 XACXtOV, fJ.cx'tpo~ tXovn~ &vUfJ.cptu"tov 'Yov&v' 

Even thus endured Danae in her 
beauty to change the light of day 
for brass-bound walls; and in that 
chamber, secret as the grave, she 
was held close prisoner; yet was 
she of a proud lineage, 0 my 
daughter, and charged with the 
keeping of the seed of Zeus, that 
fell in the golden rain. But 
dreadful is the mysterious power 
of fate; there is no deliverance 
from it by wealth or by war, by 
fenced city, or dark, sea-beaten 
ships. 

And bonds tamed the son of 
Dryas, swift to wrath, that king 
of the Edonians; so paid he for 
his frenzied taunts, when, by the 
will of Dionysus, he was pent in 
a rocky prison. There the fierce 
exuberance of his madness slowly 
passed away. That man learned 
to know the god, whom in his 
frenzy he had provoked with 
mockeries; for he had sought to 
quell the god-possessed women, 
and the Bacchanalian fire; and he 
angered the Muses that love the 
flute. . 

And by the waters of the Dark 
Rocks, the waters of the twofold 
sea, are the shores of Bosporus, 
and Thracian Salmydessus; where 
Ares, neighbour to the city, saw 
the accurst, blinding wound dealt 
to the two sons of Phineus by his 
fierce wife, - the wound that 
brought darkness to those 
vengeance-craving orbs, smitten, 
without swords, with her bloody 
hands, smitten with her shuttle 
for a dagger. 

Pining in their misery, they 
bewailed their cruel doom, those 
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<X OE <mtpllot IlE\I iXpXot\OTO\lW\I sons of a mother hapless in her 
&\I't"oto' 'EPEX9EtO,x\l, marriage; but she traced her 
't"T}AE1tOpm~ 0' t\l &\I't"POt~ descent from the ancient line of 
't"PIXCPT} 9UtUnow t\l 1tot't"pci>ott~ the Erechtheidae; and in far
BOPEOt~ &llt1t1tO~ op901tOOO~ ll1tEP 1tIXTOU distant caves she was nursed 
9EW\I 1tott~· eXUOt xeX1t' ixd\l~ amid her father's storms, that 
Motpott llotXpot(W\lE~ tOXO\l, W 1tott'. child of Boreas, swift as a steed 

over the steep hills, a daughter of 
gods; yet upon her also the grey 
Fates bore hard, my daughter. 

968: KliOtvtw\I. J: KlilXIIEali 968: 1tEAaiEL D: IlEAlXitwII (1tE't"pWII) 969: til'. J: Tjll'; D: 
Tjll' 969: TjL~.)\I, omitted by J and D. 975: otnpO' ErxtWII. J: iXplXXOtll't"WII, D: iXplXXOEIi 
EiXtWII 984: OlitAAnaLII, J, D: OliEAAlXtatv 

The fourth stasimon has made interpreters despair because of its density, 
the discouraging variety of its stories, and the opacity of its contextual 
meaning. It is difficult to see what the three myths alluded to have in 
common. Danae was shut up in a dungeon by her father Acrisius because 
of an oracle which predicted that he would be killed by his daughter's 
son, but Zeus made her pregnant in the guise of a shower of gold. The 
main character in the second myth is the Thracian king Lycurgus who 
contested the religion of Dionysus, whereupon the god struck him with 
insanity and incarcerated him in an underground prison. The third story 
concerns Cleopatra, daughter of Boreas and Oreithyia, who married 
Phineus from Salmydessus and bore him two sons. But Phineus married 
another woman and locked Cleopatra up. The stepmother blinded the 
two boys and locked them up too. 

Regarding the thematic meaning of the stasimon Jebb holds that the 
only similarity between the three examples cited is noble birth and cruel 
imprisonment (jebb A 169). Linforth agrees with him, adding that 
amidst these principal themes snatches of subordinate melodies appear 
but remain undeveloped (Linforth AC 231-33). The stasimon is found to 
contain much more thematic relevance if it is approached in a structural 
way. Such an approach shows that the multiple significances of the song 
lie at a 'deeper' level than that of a comparison between the events in the 
three stories. The thematic relevance is to be found at the level of the 
mythemes, the systematically recurring elements from which the stories 
are built up. This approach shows that Segal is right when he maintains 
that the fourth stasimon, like the second and the third, is a parody of 
man's civilizing achievements in the first ode (TC 199). 

The stasimon's thematic relevance has also remained obscure because 
interpreters tend to compare the stories from the point of view of 
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separative cosmology, especially where the category of justice is con
cerned. To them it is incomprehensible that guiltless victims (Danae, 
Cleopatra and her sons) are thrown together with malefactors like 
Lycurgus. This separative point of view is inadequate, because it omits 
the interconnected nature of all these stories. The problem dealt with is 
not primarily one of justice and injustice, but one of transgression of 
cosmological boundaries. Whether these transgressions bring the trans
gressor too high or too low is less relevant. In all these stories confusion 
and transgression are paramount, justice and injustice secondary. 

In all three stories we are confronted with a violation of man's relation 
to nature. The helplessness of man's civilizing abilities is emphasized 
where the force of fate is concerned-neither wealth nor war, nor 
bulwarks of ships avail (953-55). But a more important point is that 
Danae's position is highly equivocal. On the one hand her human status 
is violated by her being barred from procreation, on the other hand she 
trespasses against her human nature by being fertilized by a god. Her 
problematic state is heightened further when we realize that this god 
comes in the guise of a natural phenomenon. In short, Danae's position 
regarding nature and the gods is highly ambiguous-she exceeds 
humanity both in the natural and the divine direction. If we take the 
phrase "but dreadful is the mysterious power of fate" (951) to refer to 
Danae, we must assume that it is an allusion to the next episode in her 
life: in a repetition of her incarceration, she is locked up in a chest by her 
father and thrown into the sea. Again her position with respect to nature 
and culture is one of confusion (cf. Muller 215). It is reasonable to sug
gest that her father Acrisius shares this pattern of confusion of nature and 
culture. When the stasimon says that Danae was yoked by him (X<X'tE~EUXa'Yj 

- 948), ironically enough this terminology is a perversion of the normal 
yoking of maidens under their husbands' sway, and in an ominous way 
the yoking of animals from the first stasimon is repeated-but this time 
as a relationship between human beings; another intrusion of nature into 
civilization. 

A similar mixture/of nature and culture can be found in the place 
where Lycurgus reigned. He was king of the Edonians, a people in 
Thrace. The Thracian storms from the second stasimon were an earlier 
allusion to the marginal position of this country, close to nature in the 
northern wilds. According to tradition Thrace had become barren in hor
ror at Lycurgus' crimes: he had struck his son Dryas dead and had 
mangled the corpse (Goheen ISA 70, Guepin TP 98). The transgressions 
characteristic of Lycurgus in this stasimon also verge on the natural. He 
is swift to wrath (O~XOAO~ - 955), he is ruled by his temperament (oP'Y<xt~ 

- 956; compare the same word in the first stasimon-another irony), he 
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is possessed by the awesomeness of madness (ta~ ILOtv(Ot~ OttvOV - 959, an
other allusion to the ode on man), his wrath is "blooming" (&v6TJp6v 
960). Just like his counterpart Danae, the king's confused position is 
eventually embodied in his being locked up in a marginal place, a prison, 
specifically described as natural (958: 'ltt'tpwOtL - rocky). The impression 
that the second story is a variation on the first is confirmed when we 
realize that the image of the yoke returns. Now it is applied by the god 
Dionysus to the wild animal (i.tr.subhuman) and king (i.e. superhuman) 
Lycurgus (ZtuX6TJ - 955). 

By now it should come as no surprise that the third story is another 
repetition of a confusion of nature and culture. Like her counterparts, 
Cleopatra combines subhuman aspects with divine ones. She was reared 
in natural caves at a great distance from Athenian civilization (983). Her 
father Boreas is a god, but as such he is a natural phenomenon as well: 
he is one of the winds. Cleopatra herself is a child of the gods (6twv 'ltOtL~ 

- 986) and is like a horse (&ILL'lt'ltO~ - 985). Just as Danae's position be
tween nature and the divine, and Lycurgus' position, both royal and 
animal, Cleopatra's marginality invites trouble. Her sons were blinded, 
again-and not accidentally so- in Thrace, by the waters of the dark 
rocks and Salmydessus. Salmydessus was ill-famed for the shipwrecks 
caused by its shallows, and the murderous tendency to robbery of its in
habitants (Kamerbeek A 169). It is no accident that the wild god Ares 
is connected with this country (Coleman RCA 21). The wildness of 
Thrace is reflected in the wild stepmother (&yp£Ot~ - 973) of Cleopatra's 
sons. 

Another episode of the myth, not alluded to by Sophocles, makes the 
repetition in the three stories complete. According to some versions 
Cleopatra's sons were half-buried in the earth by Phineus after they had 
been blinded (Goheen ISA 71, Winnington-Ingram SA 98), and accord
ing to the same sources Cleopatra was locked up by Phineus as well (d. 
Muller SA 217). 

The natural confusions by transformation in these stories are repeated 
in the confusing gods which preside over them, and again the three 
stories are mirrors of each other. This repetitive character of the stasimon 
has been stated quite well by Winnington-Ingram (SI 108): "Aphrodite 
is not mentioned in the Danae-stanza, but after the Third Stasimon her 
agency can perhaps be taken for granted; [She is the irresponsible power 
behind the god's sexual adventures with mortals]. Dionysus controls the 
action against Lycurgus quite specifically; [in the third myth] Ares stands 
in the forefront." All three deities are intimately connected in Greek 
mythology: Aphrodite is Dionysus' companion injoy and madness, Ares 
is Aphrodite's lover, Dionysus and Ares are rival or brother gods in 
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Thrace (Winnington-Ingram SI 109). Like Eros in the third stasimon, all 
deities are dispensers of desire and disorder and as such preside over each 
of the stories. 

In all three cases transgressions of the boundaries between men and 
gods are at stake. That Danae held the seed of Zeus in trust may be con
sidered exceeding the bounds of humanity (as Muller notes, the word 
&'tAOt in 944 not only points to her fortitude, but may also refer to daring 
- SA 216). Like the fate of Cleopatra's sons, her imprisonment can be 
considered a case of divine talion, which also operates in the case of 
Lycurgus, though here more emphasis is laid upon his reckless 
behaviour. He is punished because he hampered the "god-possessed 
women," and in doing so "touched" frenzy (~Otuwv-an expression 
which suggests polluting profanation, touching the untouchable) (Jebb A 
172). 

The repeated confusion of categories in the three stories is also seen in 
two important social ties, that of high birth and that of abnormal mar
riage. All three stories are about figures who are of high descent as well 
as in high positions in the polis, and who are subsequently destroyed, as 
models of the law of talion. Danae was 'of proud lineage' (949), but she 
fell a victim to fate. Lycurgus was a king who ended up yoked like an 
animal. Cleopatra was a child of the gods, but she was caught by the 
Moirae (986-87). In the story of Danae the role of her father Acrisius, 
king of Argos, should not be forgotten. It is the limits of his power (and 
not primarily Danae's) that are pointed out (Winnington-Ingram SI 
101). Again a highly placed person in city and family is worsted by fate. 
The example of Lycurgus is that of a typical transgressing substitute for 
the polis who is thought to have brought barrenness on his country and 
who has to be killed as a scapegoat in order to purify the city (Apollod 
3.5.1., Parker M 260). 

In all cases the human function of procreation is hampered. Danae was 
barred from her feminine ergon by her father, Lycurgus killed his son, and 
Cleopatra and her sons are described in the terminology of ill-omened 
marriage (&VUIL(jltU'tOV yovav - 980, a'lt&PILOt - 981, &pxOtLOy6vwv - ~81,· av
'tOta' - 982). The sons were doomed because of the paradoxical 'unmar
ried seed of their mother' (&vuIL(jltu'tOV yovav)-a living paradox.t" The 
final result is that Cleopatra proves unable to continue her old lineage (d. 
Rohdieh A 192). 

Although death is not explicitly mentioned in the fourth stasimon, its 
shadow nevertheless hovers over all three myths. The confusion of death 

50 Ad 980 first scholium: xax6\1ufJ.cpo\l TOIl1l\l O'tL l1t1 xaX<i> wfJ.CP!U9!to"Ol 8uO"'t\lX!r~ OlU'toU~ 

inx!\I. 
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and procreation in the case of Danae is rendered in the contradiction in 
adjecto: 'tU!J.~1jPEL aOtM!J.~ (947)-a tomb-like marriage chamber. From 
the	 tradition we know that Lycurgus' rocky prison was merely a 
preliminary to his violent death: he was torn asunder by wild horses 
(Apollod 3.5.1.), or wild panthers (Hyginus Fab 132). Finally, death ap
pears in the 'withering away' of Cleopatra's sons; the word 
XOt'tOt •••'tOtXO!J.E\lOL is preceded by the similar description of Niobe's stony 
fate (828). In all three cases there is a strong link between the themes of 
imprisonment and abnormal death and burial (Kirkwoord SSD 221). 

It would be a separative error to confine the working of the law of 
talion to the case of Lycurgus. As we have seen in the second stasimon, 
the gods do not only destroy what is unjust, they mow down all that is 
too great, and thereby touches on the untouchable, divine power. As in 
the second stasimon, cosmic law is not primarily just on a human level, 
it is awesome: 'An' Ii !J.OLPLO(Ot 'tlt; OU\lOt(nt; OEWtX (951). Fate is the awesome 
power presiding over all three myths. 

Only in the case of Lycurgus the function of insight is explicitly men
tioned: he started with taunting words and ended with recognition 
(E1tEj\lW - 960-as usual without the implication of any improvement). 
But in all cases the terminology of light and darkness is conspicuous. 
Danae changed the celestial light (OUptX\lW\I ~wt; - 944) for being hidden 
in a tomb (xPU1t'to!J.E\lOt - 946). Lycurgus tried to quell the Bacchanalian 
fire (1tUp), for which he was punished with the darkness of prison. And 
finally their stepmother's weaving shuttle brought darkness to the eyes 
of Cleopatra's sons.!' 

The transgressions of Danae and those of Antigone have many 
parallels: both are in an abnormal position with respect to nature and the 
gods and are subsequently sent into wild nature. Both are near to the 
gods, both are barred from procreation by their relatives and both are 
imprisoned in a bridal chamber which is a room of death. The one tragic 
difference is that, contrary to Antigone, Danae was finally made preg
nant and continued her lineage, whereas Haemon and Antigone are only 
united in the barrenness of death (Segal TC 182, Muller SA 216). But 
both women also show resemblances to Creon. He is in an abnormal 
position with respect to nature and the gods as well; at the end, he is ex
pelled from the city and deprived of his offspring. He does not share An
tigone's and Danae's fate in the rocky bridal chamber, but in some 
respects his fate is analogous to Acrisius': both sought to obstruct the 

'I According to a tradition which is not mentioned by Sophocles, Phineus was in his 
,turn blinded by the gods - cf. Goheen ISA 71-72. 

power of passion (Winnington-Ingram SI 100-01, 103), both relied in 
vain on the paraphernalia of power like the fortress of the city (Goheen 
ISA 69, Rohdich A 196). The phrase'A).,).,' Ii !J.OlplO(Ot 'tLt; OU\lOtalt; OEWtX (951 ) 
can be applied to Danae and to Acrisius, to Antigone and to Creon. In 
its allusion to the undifferentiated power of awesomeness, it might serve 
as a motto for the whole tragedy. 

The parallels between the case of Lycurgus and that of Creon are evi
dent: both vaunt their power in the city and their independence from cer
tain gods. Both are eventually destroyed by the gods in an anagnorisis. But 
the parallels to Antigone should not be overlooked. Like Antigone 
Lycurgus is yoked, like Antigone he is locked up in a stony prison, and 
like Antigone he is moved by madness and a quick temper. In so far as 
Antigone is unfeminine, Lycurgus' hampering of the godlike women 
may represent her nature as well as Creon's. 

In the third myth Cleopatra's fate parallels that of Antigone in many 
respects. Far-away caves, contact with the divine sphere, marriage which 
is no marriage, high birth that ends miserably. But the parallels to Creon 
should not be overlooked. His marriage also turns out to be a non
marriage. Both his sons end miserably as well. When we hear of Phineus' 
two sons, we may be reminded of Eteocles and Polyneices as well as of 
Megareus and Haemon. 

The idea that there is no contextual unity in the fourth stasimon 
(Waldock SD 116-19) turns out to be untenable, just as is the opinion 
that the only common feature between Antigone and the examples is 
noble birth and imprisonment. It is of the greatest importance to point 
out the non-ethical nature of the transgressions which are involved in the 
fourth stasimon: it is immaterial whether they are 'just' or 'unjust' or 
both. In interconnected cosmology it is the awesomeness of the transgres
sion that counts. And this insight should be the framework for the inter
pretation of Antigone and Creon as tragic protagonists. 

6.5.	 The parode and the last stasimon 

Parade 

100	 ,Ax-de; &EALO\l, 'to XcXA
ALa'toll E1t'tCXmJActl qlCXlltll 
e1j~q; 'tWII 1tPO'tEPOII qlcXoe;, 
EqlcX1I9Tje; 1t0't', W XP\la€cxe; 
cXfJ-tpcxe; ~A€qlCXPOII, dLpXCXL

105	 CUll U1ttp pEt9pwll fJ-OAouacx, 
'tOil AEUXCXa1tLII 'Apro9EII 
qlw'tcx, ~cX\l'tCX 1tCXllacxr(q; 

Parade 

Beam of the sun, fairest ligth that 
ever dawned on Thebe of the 
seven gates, thou hast shone forth 
at last, eye of golden day, arisen 
aboven Dirce's streams! The 
warrior of the white shield, who 
came from Argos in his panoply, 
hath been stirred by thee to 
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cpUjaoa 1tpOOPO(.LOII, O~U-Clp«.l 
XLII~O'aO'a XaALI/<;). 

110	 "Oil tcp' ~(.Lt-ctp~ TIi IIOAU\ltLXTjt; 
<xp9dt; IItLXtWII t~ <X(.LCPLAOjWII 
.....o~ta XAa~WII 

alt-cot; ttt; jTjIl wt; U1ttpt1t-CTj, 
AtUXTjt; XLOIIOt; 1t-CtPUjL O''Ctjallot;, 

115	 1tOnWII (.Lt9' 01tAWIi 
~UII 9' 11t1toxo(.LOLt; xopu9tO'O'LIi. 

~-cat; 0' U1ttp (.LtAa9pwII CPOIIW
O'aLO'LIi <X(.LcpLxallwlI XUXA«.l 
AOjXaLt; t1t-Ca1tUAOIi O'-co(.La, 

120	 t~a 1tPLII 1to9' a(.Lt-ctpwII 
al(.LchwlI jtwO'LI/ 1tATj0'9Tj· 
lIaL (ve) xaL O''Ctcpallw(.La 7tUpjWII 
1ttuxatIl9' "Heoio-rov tAtLII. 
TOLot; <X(.LcpL IIW-C' t-ea9Tj 

125	 1ta-cajot; Y Apwt;, <XII-CL1taAOU 
ouO'xtLpw(.La opaxall-cot;. 

Ztut; jap (.LtjaATjt; jAWO'O'Tjt; XO(.L1tout; 
u1ttptX9aLptL, xaL O'cpat; to'LOWIi 
1tOn<;) ptU(.La-CL 1tPOO'llLO'O'O(.LtIlOUt;, 

130	 xpuO'ou xallaxTjt; U1ttp01tALaLt;, 
1tah<;) pm'CtL 1tUpL ~aA~Lowli 
t1t' axpwII ~OTj 

IILXTjIl 0P(.LWII-C' <XAaAa~aL. 

'AII-CL-CU1t~ 0' t1tL j~ 1ttO't -call-caAw9dt; 
135	 1tUpcpoPOt; Ot; -co'Ct (.LaLIIO(.Ltll~ ~UII OP(.L~ 

~axxtuwII t1tt1tIlU 
pmaLt; tx9LO'-cWII <Xllt(.LWII. 
ETXt 0' an~ -ca (.Ltll, 
ana 0' t1t' anOLt; t1ttllw(.La O'-CUcptAL

140	 ~WII (.Ltjat; "ApTjt; Ot~LOO'tLPOt;. 

'E1t-ca AOXajOL jap tcp' t1t-ca 1tUAaLt; 
-cax9tll'Ctt; rO'OL 1tPOt; rO'out; tAmOIi 
ZTjIlL Tpo1taL«.l 1tajxaAxa -ctATj, 
1tA~II -COLli O''CUjtpOLII, W1ta-cpot; tllOt; 

145	 (.LTj-Cpot; -ct (.LL&t; cpUII'Ct xa9'au-coLIi 
OLxpa-ctLt; AOrxat; a-c~O'all-c' tXt-COIi 
XOLIIOU 9alla-cou (.LtPOt; a(.Lcpw. 

OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

headlong flight, in swifter career; 
whom Polyneices set forth against 
our land by reason of vexed 
claims; and, like shrill-screaming 
eagle, he flew over into our land, 
in snow-white pinion sheathed, 
with an armed throng, and with 
plumage of helms. 

He paused above our dwellings; 
he ravened around our sevenfold 
portals with spears athirst for 
blood; but he went hence, or ever 
his jaws were glutted with our 
gore, or the Fire-god's pine-fed 
flame had seized our crown of 
towers. So fierce was the noise of 
battle raised behind him, a thing 
too hard for him to conquer, as 
he wrestled with his dragon foe. 

For Zeus utterly abhors the 
boasts of a proud tongue; and 
when he beheld them coming on 
in a great stream, in the haughty 
pride of clanging gold, he smote 
with brandished fire one who was 
now hasting to shout victory at 
his goal upon our ramparts. 

Swung down, he fell on the earth 
with a crash, torch in hand, he 
who so lately, in the frenzy of the 
mad onset, was raging against us 
with the blasts of his tempestuous 
hate. But those threats fared not 
as he hoped; and to other foes 
the mighty War-god dispensed 
their several dooms, dealing 
havoc around, a mighty helper at 
our need. 

For seven captains at seven gates, 
matched against seven, left the 
tribute of their panoplies to Zeus 
who turns the battle; save those 
two of cruel fate, who, born of 
one sire and one mother, set 
against each other their twain 
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'Ana jap a (.LtjaAWIIU(.LOt; ~A9t NLxa 
-C~ 1tOAUap(.La-C«.l <XII-CLxapttO'a ei)~~, 

150	 tX (.Ltll O~ 1tOAt(.LWII 
-CWII IIUII 9t0'9aL ATjO'(.LoaUllall· . 
9twII ot lIaout; xopott; 
1taWUXLOLt; 1tanat; t1ttA9W(.Ltll, a ei)
~at; 0' tAtALX9WII BaxXLOt; apXOL. 

conquering spears, and are 
sharers in a common death.: 

But since Victory of glorious 
name hath come to us, with joy 
responsive to the joy of Thebe 
whose chariots are many, let us 
enjoy forgetfulness after the late 
wars, and visit all the temples of 
the gods with night-long dance 
and song; and may Bacchus be 
our leader, whose dancing shakes 
the land of Thebe. 

102: 1tponpoli. J, D: 1tPO'tEPWII 106: 'Api09tY. We follow J and D. DM: 
'Amo9tY 107: cpw'tot, ~cX ...'tot. J: EX~cXY'tot cpw'tot 108: O~'tEP<tl. D: o~'toP<tl 110: J: 
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Fifth stasimon 

1115 IIoAuww(.Lt, Kao(.LtLat; lIu(.Lcpat; ajaA(.La 
xaL aLOt; ~apu~pt(.Li'ta 

jtIlOt;, xAu-cali Ot; <X(.Lcpt1ttLt; 
'haALall, (.LtOtLt; Ot 

1120 1tajXOLIiOLt; 'EAtuO'Ll/Lat; 
a'(lOUt; til XOA7tOLt;, wBaxxtu, 
BaxX&1I (.La-cp01tOALIi e~~all 
lIaLt-cwII 1tap' UjPOIi (r") 
'IO'(.LTjlloU ptt9pOIl, <XjpLOU -c' 

1125 t1tL O'1tOP~ opaxolI'Cot;· 

O't 0' U1ttp OLAOCPOU 1tt-cpat; O'-ctpO~ 01tW1tt 
ALjllut;, EII9a KwpuxLaL 
IIU(.LcpaL a-cLXOUO'L BaxXLOtt; 

1130 Kaa-caALat; -ct 1I&(.La. 
KaL es NuO'aLwII OptWII 
XLO'O'~put; ox9aL XAwpa -c' <xx
-ca 1tOAua-cacpuAOt; 1tt(.L1ttL, 
<X(.L~pO-CWII t1ttWII 

1135 tUa~OIl'CWII, eTj~atat; 
t1tLO'x01tOUn' <XjULat;· 

Fifth stasimon 

o thou of many names, glory of 
the Cadmeian bride, offspring of 
loud-thundering Zeus! thou who 
watchest over famed Italia, and 
reignest, where all guests are 
welcomed, in the sheltered plain 
of Eleusinian Dec! 0 Bacchus, 
dweller in Thebe, mother-city of 
Bacchants, by the softly-gliding 
stream of Ismenus, on the soil 
where the fierce dragon's teeth 
were sown! 

Thou hast been seen where torch
flames glare through smoke, 
above the crests of the twin 
peaks, where move the Corycian 
nymphs, thy votaries, hard by 
Castalia's stream. Thou comest 
from the ivy-mantled slopes of 
Nysa's hills, and from the shore 
green with many-clustered vines, 
while thy name is lifted up on 
strains of more than mortal 
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'taV EX 1totO'eXv 'tLfL~e;
 
U1t£p't~'totV 1tOA£WV
 
fLot'tPL GUv X£potUVL~'
 

1140 XotL vGv, we; ~LotLote; EX£'totL 
1t~VOotfLOe; 1tOALe; E1tL vOO'ou, 
fLohrv Xot9otpO'L<p 1tOOL TIotpVotO'LotV 

1145 U1tEP XALWV, Tj O''tovo£v'tot 1tOP9fLov. 

'Iw 1tGp 1tV£ov'twv
 
XOP~Y' ciO"tpwv, VUXLWV
 
<p9£YfL~'twV E1tLO'X01t£,
 
1totL, dLOe; yiv£9AoV, 1tpo<p~vTj9',
 

1150	 WVot~, O'otLe; eXfLot 1t£PL1tOAOLe; 
8ULotLO'LV, otL 0'£ fLotLVOfL£VotL 1t~VVUXOL 

XOP£UOUO'L 'tOY 'totfLLotV ~Iotxxov. 

power, as thou visitest the ways 
of Thebe: 

Thebe, of all cities, thou holdest 
first in honour, thou, and thy 
mother whom the lightning 
smote; and now, when all our 
people is captive to a violent 
plague, come thou with healing 
feet over the Parnassian height, 
or over the moaning strait! 

o thou with whom the stars 
rejoice as they move, the stars 
whose breath is fire; 0 master of 
the voices of the night; son 
begotten of Zeus; appear, 0 
king, with thine attendant 
Thyiads, who in night-long 
frenzy dance before thee, the 
giver of good gifts, Iacchus! 

1115: VUfL'FCXC; &"(CXAfLCX. D: &"(CXAfLCX VUfL'FCXC; 1119: '!-tCXAtCXV. D: O1XCXAtCXv 1121: ~noijc; 
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BcxxX£8tC; 1134: E7tEWV. D: E7tt'tiiv 1145: XAL'tUV. D: XAtL't\lY 1146: 7tvtov'twv. 
J,D: 7tvtLonwv 1149: ~uk We follow]. DM: Mov. D: ZTjVOC; 

The parade and the fifth stasimon will be considered together, because they 
may be conceived of as the side panels of the picture which has emerged 
from the central stasima. As such they are structurally cognate. They 
form a repetition of a peak in the hope of deliverance, shown in an im
agery oflight, which is subsequently dashed to the ground, in a repeated 
game of Dionysus (cf. Rosivach TWA 25). 

In these stanzas we have to pay special attention to the harmonizing 
point of view. According to Rohdich both songs concern the final victory 
of the polis over the claims of family and individual. He believes that the 
parade impregnates us with the salvation and continuation of the menaced 

. polis and its moderate ideal of life as the final aim of Zeus (A 49). Even 
the Bacchic oblivion to which the chorus exhorts is an affirmation of the 
polis (A 51). He holds the same point of view regarding the fifth stasimon: 
it restores the order of the polis-though according to Rohdich the whole 
tragedy therefore forms an illusion. It disguises the division of political 
reality by means of the aesthetic appearance of a solution, exemplified in 
the purely civic Dionysus represented in the fifth stasimon.t? 

52 "Dionysos, der Gott der Tragodie , erscheint als Bewahrer der Polis, in der sich das 
Leben gegen die Gefahr, die es fur sich seIber ist, die entwickeltste Moglichkeit seiner 
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Certainly, in the parode and the fifth stasimon order is an aspect of tragic 
Dionysus, yet in the course of events it collapses completely. Both stanzas 
are typical examples of tragic ambiguity. It would be an error to conceive 
of Polyneices' attack on Thebes in the parode as plain baseness. It is not 
a struggle between the bad guy and the good guy which is depicted, but 
a struggle of powers which both confound wildness and celestial loftiness. 
The Argivian army's reckless attack is phrased in striking animal 
metaphors. Polyneices is compared to a shrill-screaming eagle (l#<X 
xA<X~wv - 112). This description may point to the sequence of bird-images 
which is to follow in the episodes. In all cases a confusion of nature and 
culture is indicated. In this instance Polyneices' brutish behaviour 
reaches its peak in his attempt to drink human blood (120-22). This 
pollution, which of course h~s its background in a series of previous 
pollutions characteristic of the Labdacids, is the starting point of a se
quence of contagions typical of interconnected cosmology. In order to 
avoid this pollution and use it for his own benefit, Creon leaves the body 
unburied; to avoid the same pollution from an opposite angle Antigone 
tries to bury it. Both attempts at control of ambiguity fail and become 
the cause of even more terrible contaminations which are not entirely 
subdued at the end of the tragedy. 

That the struggle between Polyneices and the city of Thebes is not 
painted in black and white becomes evident when we realize that not only 
the attackers are described as animal-like, but the attacked as well. The 
Thebans are a dragon which it is hard to conquer. In this image we are 
reminded of the ambiguous origin of the Thebans: they sprang from wild 
dragon teeth, which were cultivated up to a point by being sown (cf. fifth 
stasimon 1124-25). We are dealing with a battle of the celestial eagle and 
the chthonic dragon (cf. II 12. 200ff.). Here it seems as if the dragon car
ries away the palm of victory-but soon enough this victory turns into 
defeat-ironically precisely because the head of the dragon, Creon, 
disregards the chthonic aspects oflife (Segal TC 195). Rohdich quite cor
rectly describes this general upheaval of categories in the following way: 
the human world is interpreted theriomorphically, the animal world an
thropomorphically (A 45). 

This confusion is repeated in the relationship of the contestants to the 
gods. At first sight, order seems to reign supreme. According to the law 
of talion, Zeus destroys whoever boasts with a proud tongue (127). But 

Erhaltung geschaffen hat. Nach der Konzeption des Chorlieds mit Apollon geradezu 
verschmolzen, reprasentiert er nicht die unreflektiert-chaotische Kraft einfacher Natur, 
sondern die Kraft der zur Weltordnung vermittelten Natur, die ihr regulatives Prinzip 
in sich tragt, durch das sie sich seiber bandigt und der Wucherungen entledigt, die ihren 
Kosmos gefahrden" (Rohdich A 214). 
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it is doubtful whether the order of Zeus has incorporated the disorder of 
Ares, as Rohdich maintains. Zeus and Ares are closely akin-there is a 
Zeus Areios, indicating the aspects of disorder which Zeus represents as 
well. Zeus is tropaios in a general sense: he changes fortunes. In one 
reading of 8uaxdpwllcx (126 - Kamerbeek A 56-57) it is not the power of 
the dragon alone which is hard to overcome, but the power of Ares in 
general. When Ares is called 8E~L6aELpo~ (140), the right-hand horse, he 
may be depicted not as the helper of Olympian order, but as the in
dispensable power which underlies order but also undermines it. Ares is 
not only the right-hand horse, he is also disconcerting (O"tU<pEAL~WV - 139). 
His disconcerting actions are complemented by those of Dionysus. 

That Polyneices and his men occupy a dangerous intermediate posi
tion between nature and the divine becomes clear when we study their 
place with respect to the sun and the earth. The light of the sun shines 
in complete clarity, it is the eye of the golden day and hence the light of 
salvation (Burton CST 93-94). In their endeavour to transcend human 
nature, Polyneices and his men are compared to this divine power. They 
flew over the boundaries (in more than one sense) into the land, occupy
ing an airy position, pausing above the city (117). Like the sun they stood 
above the earth, with garments white as snow (114). They were in the 
possession of fire, they clang with gold (130, d. 103 for the connection 
of the sun with gold). One of the seven, Capaneus, is called 1tup<p6po~ 

(135), a reminiscence of the 'hybrid' Titan Prometheus who stole the 
divine fire on behalf of mortals (d. OC 55)-another indication that we 
are not confronted with mere baseness. 

The attackers have risen to the top, shouting victory, when we realize 
that this human identification with the sun is at the same time a maniacal 
drive (IlCXLYOIlEV~ ~uv 0Plli - 135), prompted by the most evil winds (a first 
indication of the persistently returning power of the wind throughout the 
play). That this human identification with the sun was hubris becomes 
clear when we realize that it is the sun itself who restores order by driving 
the enemies out (xLYT}acxacx - 109). Those who equate themselves with the 
sun and look down upon the gods are in their turn looked down upon, 
from the real top, by Zeus (EaL8wv - 128). Their human fire turns out to 
be weak when it is compared to Zeus' celestial fire (131, d. Muller SA 
53). The result is that the sun-like enemy is confronted with his chthonic 
nature- he falls down to earth (134). In this combining of high and low 
he is like tragic Tantalus (tcxv'tcxAw9d~ - 134, for the connection see Jakel 
EAS 49). 

The nucleus of the final bloody act in which the Labdacids are wiped 
off the earth may be found in the ingenious word play in 144ff.: "Save 
the two hateful people, who, born of one father and one mother, set 

l. .~_.. __~._~_ ..._.~. ... ~.__. ~ .. ~~ __.. 
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against each other their doubly conquering spears, and both partake in 
a common death." Here we are confronted with a pun on 'one' and 
'two' alluding to the tragically ambiguous position of the Labdacids, who 
are persistently one where they should have been two (transgressive fu
sion), and who are two where they should have been one (transgressive 
fission). Polyneices and Eteocles are born of one father and one mother. 
Of course these were not normal parents: Oedipus and Iocaste were one 
where they should have been two. As is said in line 53 about Iocaste: 
"Mother and wife, two names in one" -she fused the functions of wife 
and mother. Earlier, Oedipus had killed his father-a fission, where the 
family should have preserved its unity. This contagious play of fusion 
and fission is continued in the struggle between the brothers. While they 
should have been one, they are two, because of their conflicting quarrels 
(vELxEwv•••tXll<pLAOrWV - 111, note the pun on the name Polyneices). The 
irony is that two enemy brothers cannot really become two. When they 
use their spears against each other they are also directing them against 
themselves. Equally ironically, the result of their duality is oneness: they 
share a common death (147). Even then the play of irony has not ended. 
Though Polyneices and Eteocles share a common death, their bodies are 
treated in opposite ways. This renewed fission brings about all subse
quent excessive fusions and fissions which constitute the Antigone. 

It is only in the category of insight that the complete irony of the parode 
is unfolded. The extensive greeting of the light of the sun expresses the 
chorus' confidence that the danger for Thebes is over, that the polis has 
been saved. Because we know from the prologue that the chorus is erring 
in a terrible way we can easily recognize the irony of its statements, but 
this irony is present in the stanza itself. First of all it is ominous that the 
chorus should pretend to share in the light of the sun, but at the same 
time exhort itself to be forgetful: "let us enjoy forgetfulness after the late 
wars" (150). It wants to dance and sing through the night (in contrast 
to the daylight which has brought the victory). Secondly, it is just as 
ominous that the chorus should place itself under the leadership of 
Dionysus in its mad joy after the war. Here the chorus lives in the hope 
which is a helpmate; but which is treacherous as well. The chorus hopes 
for Dionysus as the healer, the institutor of order, but forgets his 
dangerous transgressing power. Ominously the god is called the shaker 
of Thebes (0 eT}~CX~ 8' EAEALX9wv BlixXLO~ - 153-54). What the chorus does 
not realize, but what the audience may suspect, is that Thebes has been 
shaken but that its real upheaval is still to come. What the chorus does 
not seem to realize either is that it has enrolled itself under the banner 
of Dionysus, while a few lines before it had condemned Capaneus as 
~CXXXEUWV, as being Bacchic (Rohdich A 50, d. Jebb A 35, Muller SA 
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54-contra Davidson PA 48, who sees no anomaly). We might say that 
the frenzy of the attackers has spread to the citizens themselves, whose 
giddy hopes and mad desires will soon fall to the ground as well. 

The most striking resemblance between the fifth stasimon and the parode 
is that again an ecstatic hope of harmony is shattered and that again 
Dionysus presides over the ironic revelries. Dionysus is the central deity 
in the fifth stasimon and the chorus persistently sees him as a healer, as 
a bringer of order and harmony, even on a cosmic scale. One of the 
names of Dionysus is central: that ofIacchus (1153). By this name he is 
connected not only with frenzy and punishment, but also with the Eleusi
nian mysteries. Thus there emerges a vision of harmony on a cosmic 
scale. Dionysus lives in wild nature, on the ivy-covered hills of Nysa and 
the shore green with vines, but at the same time he is supposed to be the 
saviour of the Theban civilization. It is as if the forces of wild nature have 
lost their awesome aspect. Dionysus seems to cross land and sea without 
trouble. He leads the chorus of the stars, but he is also master over the 
city (imcrxo1toun' - 1136). Because of his conciliatory power Dionysus is 
asked to heal the violent intrusion of nature into the city. He is said to 
come with healing foot against its illness (1142-43). The exaltation of the 
thiasus is considered a purification by control of ambiguity (Vicaire PPD 
363-64). 

Dionysus is also presented as the mediator in the conflict between 
Olympian deities and chthonic ones. He is connected with wild nature, 
but he is also the son of Zeus (1149). If 1tCX,XOLYOLC;... XOA1tOLC; may, with 
Muller, also be read as 'the region of death' (SA 249), then a reconcilia
tion of life and death may be concerned as well. This supposition is 
strengthened by the allusion to the Eleusinian mysteries, which promised 
eternal life to their participants. A similar mediating function may be 
ascribed to Dionysus' birth from a mortal mother and an immortal 
father. This harmony is set in tones of insight and light. Dionysus is sum
moned to appear (1tpotpcXYTj9' - 1149) as supervisor of Thebes, thus bring
ing together the opposites which constantly have been in friction between 
Olympian deities and chthonic ones, between city and nature, between 
mortality and immortality, between light and darkness, between the 
wildness of raging maenads and the distant order of the night sky (Segal 
TC 202). 

But this victory of order over disorder is not final, the Dionysus of 
order has not been separated from wild Dionysus. As in the parode, the 
ominous undertones cannot be neglected. Dionysus is not only Iacchus 
the reconciler, he has many names (1115), and remains violent and mad
dening. This wildness can still be felt in the 'moaning strait' (1145)-the 
dangerous aspect of nature is not altogether absent. Dangerous aspects 
lurk in the fire breathing stars as well: the epithet may imply the bestial 

destructiveness of a monster like the Chimaera (Muller SA 247, Segal 
TC 204). The torches and nocturnal choruses should warn us if we com
pare them with their dark counterparts in the parode. That Dionysus' 
mortal mother is referred to does not only point to reconciliation: her fate 
was terrible (Steiner As 260). And despite the longing for harmony 
Thebes remains the city originating from a wild dragon (1134-35). In 
short, Dionysus' epithet 'tCX(.LLCXC;, "he who allots shares," may have a 
positive sense (giver of good gifts), but a negative one as well. The gifts 
of power may stand for malignity (Vicaire PPD 363, 367, 369). Muller 
is right when he maintains that this god of the source oflife is also terrible 
and lethal (SA 248). 

The most ironic ambiguity surrounds the chorus' pretensions to in
sight into Dionysus' healing qualities. As in the parode, this insight is also 
a form of mania «(.LCXLyO(.LEYCXL - "1151), connected with the night and not 
with daylight. Neither the parode nor the fifth stasimon is reconciliatory, 
because they are typically Sophoclean hyporchemata, songs of gladness 
which are counterpoints to the ensuing disaster (jebb A 198). The tragic 
ambiguity here is complicated. In a sense, what the chorus expects does 
not happen: the city is not saved by the burial of Polyneices and the at
tempted rescue of Antigone. Yet in another sense, ironically Dionysus is 
indeed the saviour of the city; the chorus is partly right. The pollution 
is removed from the city, but in an unexpected way and contrary to what 
the chorus believed: by Antigone's death and Creon's destruction. As 
Rohdich says, the city has been purified-but this should not blind us to 
the tragic ambiguity which continues to reign. There is no reason to sup
pose that the chorus is now able to separate Dionysus' beneficial aspects 
from his maleficent ones. The chorus's false hopes are no accident-they 
are the false hopes on which man lives, and through which he is destroyed 
at the same time. As Steiner says: "The fundamental division, exactly 
reflecting the chorus's false hopes of imminent delivery from death and 
from hatred in the city, is that between Dionysus the protector and 
Dionysus the elemental agent of inhuman logic" (As 101). This tragic" 
division appears as follows: the city can only continue its existence by 
sacrificing those who are its most respected representatives, and there is 
no end to this persistent self-sacrifice. 

In conclusion we may say that the Antigone's choral songs are 
penetrated by a sense of the fragility of human civilization. This fragility 
is due to man's nearness to nature in combination with his nearness to 
the divine, which is deceitful and dangerous. Man's active, hopeful, 
desiring nature brings him to greatness and to baseness in an inevitable 
fusion (cf. Steiner As 261-62). The stasima offer no reason to suspect that 
this conflicting and ambiguous human nature applies to Antigone more 

than to Creon. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE EPISODES OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

7.1. Creon's speech 

In lines 162-210 Creon presents us with his cosmology, the structural 
counterpart to Antigone's speech in 450-70. Contrary to its interpreta
tion by separative orthodoxy, Creon's speech is not that of a base and 
merely human character, but the utterance of a person who is extremely 
high in the city and whose position is tragically conflicting, since his high 
position compels him to take an absolute stand where his principles are 
concerned. He is forced to transcend his human limitations, both in 
having to suppress opposing principles, resulting in one-sidedness, and 
in having to be convinced of the absolute value of his view of the existing 
cosmology, resulting in an ironical reversal of his intentions. 

Creon is determined to deserve his high position in the city in all rele
vant cosmological categories. First of all he points out that the ship of 
state was threatened by a sea of troubles (162-63). He is obviously 
alluding to the events in the parode, but his reference to the danger of the 
wild sea is no mere metaphor here. It expresses a fear of a real intrusion 
of nature into the confines of civilization as a consequence of Oedipus' 
contagious pollution, which had caused the mutual slaying of Polyneices 
and Eteocles. As the new substitute of Thebes, Creon considers himself 
the warder of civilized order against the undermining powers of nature. 
He cedes the honour of having saved the ship of civilization to the gods 
(162), showing himself the pious opposite of an autocratic tyrant in his 
confidence that only the gods have saved Thebes, that he should rely on 
Zeus (184-85), and in his indignation with Polyneices who "sought to 
consume utterly with fire" "the shrines of his fatherland's gods" (6e.ou~ 

'tou~ liie.Ve.t~ - 199) (ef. Knox HT 101, SP 15). 
In Creon's cosmology there are unbreakable ties between the divine 

sphere, the polis and its king. The welfare of the city was considered to 
be dependent upon divine assistance (Creon piously invokes Zeus - 184), 
but the city was also believed to be directly connected with its king. 
Creon reflects this interconnected cosmology, when he refers twice to the 
"power" of the throne (xp&'tTj - 166, 173), and when he adds that by his 
separations of friends and foes (182-83) and of ruin and safety for the city 
(OC'tTjV, aw'tTjptcx~ - 185-86) he is able to make the city prosper ('t'ijv8' cxu;w 
1tOAW - 191). It is a consequence of this interconnectedness of city, divine 
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sphere and king, that the king's words are not merely law-they are 
divinely sanctioned. 

Although the divine interests of the city are foremost in Creon's 
speech, he does acknowledge the equally divine importance offamily ties. 
He admits that his authority is founded on his kinship with the house of 
Oedipus (r€vou~ xcx't' &rXtantcx - 174) aebb A 42; for the meaning of &rx
tantcxef. Ch. 4. ). Regarding his claim to possess insight, Creon is as pru
dent as is feasible for a king who is the city's representative. He is 
determined to listen to good counsel (179), he acknowledges that a man's 
words should be corroborated by his deeds (175-77), and he is fully cogni
zant of the frailty of human knowledge when it is compared to that of 
Zeus, "who sees all things always" (0 1t&v6' opwv &e.t - 184). 

Creon's most fundamental cosmological convictions can be found in 
the categories of life and death"and of justice. He claims that in general 
his authority is legitimate and that in particular justice is on his side in 
his decree that the body of Polyneices should not be interred. In order 
to assess the meaning of Creon's words it is essential to take into account 
that they are spoken in the context of interconnected cosmology. In that 
cosmology the identification of the king with his city is unquestioned. 
Whoever resists Creon resists the city as a whole and is a traitor. There
fore Creon's threat to ban whoever would try to obstruct his ordinances 
would be seen as an example of sound leadership (182-83: "if any makes 
a friend (cptAOV) of more account than his fatherland (1t&'tpcx~), that man 
I declare to be nowhere (ou8CXfLOU)." That Creon's speech was highly 
valued in Antiquity (in contrast to modern separative prejudice) is con
firmed by Demosthenes' favourable citation (19.247, cf. Knox HT 86N). 
Demosthenes emphasizes that being high in the city, as Creon now is, 
implies high duties. A king has to forfeit his allegiance to his family in 
favour of the polis-otherwise he may be accused of nepotism (ef. 
Pericles in Thyc 2.60, ]ebb A 45). That is the background to Creon's 
forceful separation between those who support the city and those who do 
not: "Never would I deem the country's foe (ocv8pcx 8uafLe.vTj X6ovo~) a 
philos [friend or kinsman] to myself" (187-88). Whoever resists the polis, 
be he friend or family member, will be treated equally by Creon. We 
have to conclude that Creon's speech reflects Athenian constitutional 
proceedings.' The idea that Creon's law is a mere human edict is not in 
accordance with its interconnected nature (Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 8 
contra ]ebb A xxii). 

1 Cf. Goheen ISA 46-47, Kamerbeek A 61, Knox HT 86. For the expression "I shall 
make the polis great" (otiS~w 'ItOALY - 191) compare Xen Mem 3.7.2., Lycurg. c. Leocrat. 
76-77 . 
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The same may be said of Creon's specific decree to prevent the burial 
of Polyneices. In order to estimate its justification in interconnected 
cosmology we first have to determine Polyneices' position. Creon's 
decree would have been unjust if Polyneices had been a mere enemy: it 
was a holy custom in Greece to accord burial rites to one's fallen foes. 
But Polyneices was not an enemy-he was a representative of a much 
more dangerous class of men: those who undermine their own city. He 
was a traitor and consequently a transgressor of all relevant boundaries. 2 

Because traitors were considered abominable defilements of the city, it 
was common to leave their bodies unburied to serve as abhorrent ex
amples." In this context we have to take issue with those interpreters who 
acknowledge that Creon was justified in not burying Polyneices but 
maintain that he committed an outrage by not throwing the body over 
the borders of Thebes to be buried elsewhere, and leaving it within its 
confines (e.g. Linforth AC 191, Eberlein DKT 25). The reply to this 
sophistry is that this is not an issue in the play at all (Hester SU 20, Cerri 
lAS 123). Nobody tells Creon he should have had Polyneices buried else
where, not even Tiresias. Furthermore, throwing a body over the fron
tiers did not necessarily imply burial. Finally, these interpreters cannot 
explain why in the end Polyneices is buried in his native earth (1203). 

Creon's decree that Polyneices should be left unburied is no baseness; 
it has to be understood in the light of interconnected cosmology with its 
emphasis on ritual control of pollution and ambiguity. Creon emphasizes 
the polluting power of Polyneices' corpse. It is barred from its proper 
place, the realm of the dead, and it is not allowed to receive the due rites 
of passage from its living kin to its dead kin either. Nobody is allowed 
to bury or lament it (203-04). It is left to the forces of nature (Segal TC 
157), as food for wild and marginal animals (birds and dogs - 205-06). 
The citizens are summoned to look at the pollution: the body is mangled 
for all to see (alxLa9iy "t' loETy - 206). It is plausible that Creon is moved 
by the hope that the pollution may be used in a purificatory way by 
demarcating a clear ritual context. This ritually ambiguous procedure 
with respect to Polyneices compels Creon to make a separation between 
the two brothers: Eteocles' corpse is purified in the ordinary way 
(acparY(aaL - 196). From the state's point of view this difference is ineluc
table. Eteocles was the opposite of a traitor: he fell fighting for the city 
(194-95, cf. Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 11). The ritual separation between 

2 Nature (112-13), the gods (199,286), the polis (113,199,287), family and death (the 
killing of his brother which was also a suicide - 56-57, 144-47, 171-72), justice (287), in
sight (212). In line 870 Antigone adds marriage. 

3 Cf. Hoppener BSA 74, Mette AS 131, Cerri lAS 121, all contra Jebb A xxii. 

THE EPISODES OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

the two brothers exemplifies the city's separation of good men and evil 
ones in general: "never, by deed of mine, shall the wicked stand in 
honour before the just; but whoso hath good will to Thebes, he shall be 
honoured of me, in his life and in his death" (208-10). The citizens, as 
represented by the chorus, show confidence in Creon's ritual ambiguity 
towards Polyneices. Their reaction is not unfavourable (Muller SA 61, 
Alexanderson SCA 88). They consider the death-penalty a normal 
punishment for transgressing Creon's decree (220, cf. Muller SA 62). 

In so far as Creon's speech reflects the divine character of the polis and 
its substitute, the king, it is impossible to consider him a merely human 
usurper, but his position is not invulnerable. In Sophocles' intercon
nected cosmology it is an extremely dangerous thing to be high in the 
city, this royal position verging on being an outcast, because of the ex
cessiveness accompanying princehood. This danger of touching on 
supra-human power, which all too soon destroys human loftiness, 
rumbles below the surface of Creon's speech again in all six fundamental 
categories. 4 

Though Creon emphasizes that the gods have set the ship of state on 
a right course, as Thebes' royal substitute he must at the same time 
underline the identification of his own high position with the welfare of 
the city. This brings him into dangerous proximity to the gods, as is ap
parent in his statement that he is the one who steers the ship of state (178), 
adding that he is the one who will make the city great (191). Because of 
his lofty substitutive position Creon comes near to self-deification (Else 
MA 96), something which, by the law of talion and the jealousy of the 
gods, only too soon turns into a renewed intrusion of wild nature into the 
confines of civilization. The awkwardness of Creon's relationship with 
the gods also becomes clear from the fact that he can only be consistent 
in his endeavours to support the gods of the city of Thebes by disregar
ding the conflicting claims of the nether gods representing the family and 
its dead members (Knox HT 101-02). That Creon is compelled to be 
one-sided is also shown in his words: when he says that Polyneices 
wanted to set fire to the 9EOU~ "tou~ ErrEYET~ (199), he has to restrict the 
meaning of these words to "the gods of the city," whereas they also mean 
"the gods of the family." Creon is unable to take the latter meaning into 
account without losing his own position as leader of the city, but this 
means that he himself is unwittingly doing what he reproaches Polyneices 
with. And it is just as uncertain that the gods of the polis will support 
Creon when his lofty position forces him into their proximity. 

4 "The whole of Creon's first speech is shot through with hints and ambiguities which 
qualify the surface impression of political wisdom" (Winnington-Ingram SI 124). 

L_ 
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The same problem of one-sidedness and potential undermining of his 
own principles relates to Creon's social ties-and is again seen in his use 
of words in a single, restricted sense. As the head of the polis he is intrin
sically unable to appreciate the whole gamut of meanings of the word 
<p(Ao~, which means "beloved," "friend" and "kinsman," and therefore 
combines the fundamental ties of marriage, comradeship in the city, and 
family membership (Knox HT 80). Being the king, Creon has to 
"make" his <p(Am (187-88, 190), i.e. he has to confine the meaning of the 
word to comradeship in the polis, at the expense of its other, 
cosmologically equally important aspects. Creon's tragic problem is that 
as the representative of Thebes he has to suppress the claims of family, 
leading to ironical one-sidedness and to the undermining of his own posi
tion. In his championship of the city he must forget that he is a fuser of 
roles. Creon himself has pointed out that he owes his power to a specific 
family, the Labdacids (Else MA 40, Rosivach TWA 22), but as a king 
he has to do the opposite of what is his duty as a member of that family: 
take care of the corpse of one of its members (Linforth AC 191, Patzer 
HHS 8). This tragic paradox turns out to be truly ambiguous when we 
realize that the family in question is dangerously ambiguous (Benardete 
RSA I 172-73). Creon legitimizes his royal position by his family ties 
with Oedipus, who, in Creon's words, had righted the city (167), just as 
Creon himself intends to do (190)-an awkward argument, for in his des
cription of Oedipus he has to suppress the other Oedipus, the outcast, 
scapegoat, the polluted Oedipus who undermined the city. Moreover, 
Creon is appealing to his ties of blood with a family, two members of 
which are dangerously polluted according to his own words (172). 
Through his connection with the Labdacids Creon might become in
fected with this contamination as well. 

Creon's tragic predicament is harshly revealed when we consider the 
stand he has to take on life and death. As the king of Thebes he has to 
promote the life of his city. At the same time as its representative he is 
unable to recognize the claims of the dead in so far as these claims run 
counter to the interest of the state. As Thebes' substitute Creon has im
mense power. His decisions on life and death are almost divine, a fact 
the chorus is referring to when it says that it is his prerogative to decide 
"both for the dead, and for all of us who live" (xod 't"WY 9exyonwy XW1tOcrOL 
~WfL£Y 1tipL - 214). It is questionable whether a mortal, even a royal mor
tal, is able consistently to bear this power over life and death. As the 
city's representative Creon's decisions with respect to life and death must 
inevitably be one-sided for the benefit of the city: "whoso is of good will 
towards the city, he shall be honoured in death and life alike" (209-10). 

The same dangers surround Creon's relationship to the category of 

l~ ~ ~._~ .~. ~~. 

justice. He is forced to claim that his royal position enables him to make 
a clear separation between the wicked and the just (208)-but that 
separation is problematic. Creon is confronted with the problems of fu
sion and fission characteristic of the Labdacids. He recognizes these 
problems when he says of Polyneices and Eteocles: "they have fallen by 
a twofold doom (1tpO~ 8L1tATi~ fLOLPex~) on one and the same day (fL(exy xex9' 
1lfL£PexY)," "by their own hands," and "both slaying and being slain" 
(170-72). Creon brings himself into their orbit when, as the represen
tative of the city, he has to make a fission in the final fusion of the two 
brothers. Though both brothers are polluted by their own hands 
(ex,hOX£LPL crUY fLLlXcrfLex't"L - 172) he is compelled, for political reasons, to 
bury Eteocles as one of the best and to leave Polyneices unburied, but 
this politically motivated decision disregards the similarity of the 
brothers, who both polluted themselves and each other 0 ebb A 47, Else 
MA 41, Benardete RSA I 175). Creon's tragic problem is that both he 
and Polyneices are fusers of opposite roles. Creon is the king, but he has 
to suppress the fact that he is also a kinsman to Polyneices. Polyneices 
is a traitor, but Creon has to leave out of his consideration that he is also 
the former king's son and a relative. Creon's attempt to control am
biguity in leaving Polyneices unburied is extremely dangerous: it is 
uncertain whether the gods will accept the separations he has to make. 
If the ritual employment of pollution should fail, an outbreak of uncon
trollable pollution, exuding from the body, spreading to Creon's own 
family and to the Labdacids, and finally to the whole city, is to be feared. 

The irony of Creon's position may be summarized in the category of 
insight. He piously concedes that Zeus sees (oPWY - 184) everything, but 
one line afterwards he states that he will not be silent if he sees (oPWY 
185) ruin coming to the city. As the king, Creon has to be on the outlook 
for the welfare of the city. But this Zeus-like position might turn on him, 
because Zeus accepts no competition. He might ensure that this mortal 
in his semi-immortal position will finally turn out to be blind to the in
terests of the city, not because he is base or mediocre, but because the 
playful divine powers have led him into a divided and ambiguous posi
tion in which the bestial and the divine merge. The separatists who deny 
Creon his tragic position have to separate this royal tragedy from the 

play. 

7.2. Antigone's speech 

Despite the fact that Antigone's speech occurs some 300 lines after 
Creon's, from a synchronic point of view the expositions are structurally 
analogous through opposition. It is not true that Antigone's cosmology 
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is divine contrasted with Creon's secular pronouncements (e.g. Lesky 
GL 321)5, but her principles are as divine as Creon's, as divided and as 
tragically ambiguous. 6 

The atmosphere in which Antigone's speech should be understood is 
indicated by the chorus's reaction to this atmosphere when it calls her the 
raw offspring of a raw father (riw7jfL' wfLO\l E~ wfLOU 1t1X'tPO~ - 471). The 
adjective 'raw,' taken from the culinary code, points to the dangerous, 
wild character of the Labdacids, a character of which Antigone, her semi
divine character notwithstanding, gives ample proof in her speech. An
tigone's character is shown in the uncompromising power with which she 
defends her cosmology. This power makes her lofty but also unable to 
yield, even in bad circumstances (472). 

Few interpreters will deny that Antigone defends a divine principle 
when she claims that Polyneices should be buried. Small wonder that she 
should appeal to the gods in general (454, 459), but also to Zeus (450) 
and the nether gods (451) in particular. Antigone shows her piety by 
making a clear distinction between the merely human sphere to which 
Creon's ideas belong (&\lopo~....~p6\17jfLlX - 458-59) and the divine sphere. 
Many adherents of separative cosmology find a justification here for their 
sanctification of Antigone in contrast to Creon's mere humanity. 

But then they have to suppress Creon's claims to divine support as well 
as the ominous undertones which are audible in Antigone's words no less 
than in Creon's. While Creon only appealed to the gods of the city, 
especially to Zeus as the representative of Thebes, Antigone does the op
posite: she also appeals to Zeus-but she is only able to appeal to this 
many-sided god as the protector of the family or the dead (Knox HT 99). 
Like Creon, Antigone has to repress Zeus' other sides in order to uphold 
her own. What is self-evident in separative eyes- Antigone's claim that 
the state cannot boast divine support-was anything but self-evident to 
the interconnected cosmology of the Greeks. When Antigone denies that 
Creon's decree is divine law (453-54), she is in fact challenging the whole 
interconnected order. Her reckless defence of one divine power to the 
detriment of others would be felt to be extremely dangerous. 

As in Creon's case, the wording of the text makes it questionable 
whether Antigone will really turn out to be a trustworthy representative 
of her own divine hemisphere. Antigone is quite convinced that her ideas 
have divine support, especially from Zeus, but it is extremely dangerous 
for a mortal to claim to be certain of the actions of the divine sphere, 

5 Against this view because of its anachronism: Knox HT 91, Calder III SPT 404, 
Ferguson PMF 45, Hester LPA 7, Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 8. 

6 For Antigone's one-sidedness, see Knox HT, esp 94, 99; for ambiguities in An
tigone's speech, see esp. Benardete RSA II 11-13. 
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especially in this case. Both Antigone herself (2-3) and the chorus (605) 
explicitly connect her family's ruin with the same Zeus who is supposed 
to support her cause. The same irony surrounds Antigone's appeal to the 
nether gods (451), in contrast to Creon's Olympian gods: in the end it 
is the nether gods who will mow her down as the last representative of 
the Labdacids (601 - Else MA 45). 

Of course, Antigone's enforced one-sidedness with respect to the 
divine sphere propagates itself in one-sidedness towards the polis, in 
favour of the family. But she has to forget that-just like Creon, she oc
cupies a position of role fusion. She has to suppress the fact that after the 
death of Oedipus and his sons, Creon is not only her king, but plays an 
important familial role as well: he is her guardian (ef. 486f., 533, 658-60; 
Pomeroy GWW 102). In defending her family, Antigone is forced to 
undermine her most important family tie-she disobeys her guardian. 
What Antigone also has to repress, is that, like Creon, she belongs to a 
contaminated family possessed by a hereditary curse which makes them 
fusers of what should remain separate and separators of what should stay 
connected. It is not only the chorus which points to the inherited curse 
of the Labdacids (by calling Antigone a raw offshoot of a raw father 
471, ef. 379-80, Muller SA 102). Unwittingly Antigone does the same 
when she calls Polyneices 'to\l E~ EfL7j~ fL7j'tpo~ 8iX\lo\l't' (466-67). This phrase 
does not only mean that Polyneices is her mother's dead son, but may 
also indicate that he has been killed by that mother through the pollution 
of the latter's incestuous marriage (Benardete RSA II 11). As is shown 
in the course of the tragedy, Antigone is unable to avoid this pollution. 
It may already be sensed that by contamination the enmity between 
Polyneices and Eteocles has spread to the repetitive enmity between An
tigone and Creon (Rohdich A 123-24). 

Before admiring Antigone as the lonesome heroine doing her duty in 
an evil world we should remember that from the point of view of the 
family her burial of Polyneices was not just the fulfilment of an obliga
tion. Admittedly it was the prerogative of the family to bury its dead, but 
that did not imply that an unmarried girl was entitled to implement this 
office on her own. 'Normally it was the men, not the women, who were 
in charge of the funeral ceremony, the women playing a secondary role 
(Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 15). Therefore in Greek eyes, contrary to 
those of separative romanticism, Antigone's deed was an example of 
reckless daring and as such extremely dangerous. By behaving like a 
man, she exceeded her feminine nature and the pattern of family roles 
(Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 4-5). 

Similar cautions apply to Antigone's attitude concerning her own 
death. We separatists are accustomed to admiring saints sacrificing their 
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mortal lives by separating it from their eternal principles, but such was 
not the ordinary Greek conception of life and death. According to Greek 
cosmology, man is a mortal who should amalgamate the realization of 
death and finiteness with the acceptance of life. In her lofty devotion to 
her brother Antigone is compelled not just to forgo life, but even to dis
dain it. She soars to immortal heights when she says that dying' 'before 
her time" ('toG Xpovou 1tpOa9EV - 461-62) is a "gain." Just as Creon was 
supposed to be master oflife and death from the point of view oflife, An
tigone believes she controls life and death from the point of view of a per
son who is already dead. In the word "gain" (XEpOO~ - 462, 464) the 
opposition between the two protagonists' mirroring one-sidedness is re
vealed. As in the case of the word philos, which Antigone employs ex
clusively for her kinsmen, both are intrinsically unable to appreciate the 
whole ambiguous variety of meanings of the word. Creon constantly 
speaks of gain as financial profit in life (222, 294, 310, 312, 326), whereas 
Antigone has to stick to the other pole of the word. She considers death 
as the only gain that matters (Goheen ISA 17). That Antigone's boast 
that she already belongs to the sphere of death was not ordinarily ac
claimed as the prudent attitude in ancient Greece may be inferred from 
the words of the chorus when it says that only a fool desires to die (ILwpo~ 

o~ 9CXVELV lp~ - 220). 
The preceding remarks should cast doubts on the purity of the prin

ciples Antigone appeals to in order to justify her behaviour. The unwrit
ten customs she is referring to are the duties connected with the burial 
of dead kinsmen (Knox HT 96).7 Certainly these unwritten customs 
(Ii-ypCX1t'tcx••.VOILLILCX - 454-55) are divine duties, but they cannot be op
posed to the laws of the city as overriding divine principles. Again we are 
confronted with the compulsory blindness of the mortal who advocates 
absolute principles. Antigone has to confine justice to the realm of the 
nether gods. She speaks of "justice who dwells with the gods below" (~ 

~UVOLXO~ 'tWV xcx..w 9EWV ~(XTJ - 451), implying that she is forced to repress 
the fact that dike reigns over the whole cosmos. There is also a dike of the 
Olympians, sitting high on its throne. That lofty, Olympian justice is the 
city's divine support that Antigone is opposed to (Winnington-Ingram SI 
142). It should cause no surprise that each protagonist reproaches the 
other with being a transgressor (lI1tEPOPCXILELV - 455; U1tEP~CX(VEL\I - 449). 

Antigone's tragic position-just like Creon's-is that in order to carry 
through her lofty principles she has to claim that she knows the nature 

"La piece maitresse de la religion familiale, c'est Ie culte des morts; on lui applique 
par excellence I'expression de 116fLLfLGt" (Gernet/Boulanger GGR 244). Cf. Soph EI 1096, 
Eur Hel 1270, Suppl 19, 311. 
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of justice, that she knows that she is vouchsafed/to death, that she knows 
where her profit lies. Such claims to knowledge are dangerous for a 
mortal-they threaten to violate the prerogatives of the gods. It is 
ominous that at the conclusion of her speech Antigone should connect 
both Creon and herself with the realm of mania: "and if it seems to you 
that I act like a fool (ILWPCX), it is more or less by a fool (ILwP<t» that I am 
convicted offolly (ILwP(CXV)" (469-70). The conclusion must be that in all 
relevant cosmological categories Antigone's principles are the 
reverberating echoes of Creon's principles: both are examples of man's 
awesomeness. 

7.3. Antigone' and Ismene 

Antigone's twofold encounter with her sister, in the prologue (1-99) and 
in the second episode (526-81), is a good example of structural repetition. 
In both discussions the same cosmological statements are repeated, with 
a slight but important variation. The opposition between Ismene and 
Antigone, reiterated in the opposition between the guard and Creon, is 
of the utmost importance. The cosmological picture of the Antigone is not 
complete until not only the opposition between Creon and Antigone is 
taken into account-'hybrid' characters mirroring each other- but the 
opposition between the two 'hybrid' characters and the two prudent ones 
as well. 

Most interpreters agree on Ismene's character. As Goethe said, she is 
"ein schones Mass des Gew6hnlichen" (in Goth SA 32), an average 
woman (jebb A xviii, Miiller SA 26), who is a defender of prudence, in 
opposition to Antigone's passionate nature. 8 Whereas like Creon, An
tigone in her haughtiness has to make harsh separations, Ismene tries to 
reconcile conflicting demands Gens AI 297). The problem for the 
separative and the harmonizing points of view is not Ismene's character, 
but the question of how the structural relationship between the two sisters 
must be understood: the separative and harmonizing points of view are 
forced to disregard s.0me aspects of this structural opposition. 

For separatists, the difficulty is that if Antigone is to be considered an 
example of pure justice, Ismene, who remains opposed to her, is to be 
considered unjust, which is not in accordance with her alleged prudence. 

8 Adams AS 48, Else MA 29, Goth SA 31-32, Jakel EAS 40-43, Jens AI 296, 
Kirkwood SSD 120, Rohdich A 31, Wiersma WS 42. A parallel has been drawn with 
the opposition between Electra and her sister Chrysothemis in the Electra (Wiersma WS 
31, Winnington-Ingram SW 243). 

7 
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Either Ismene's prudence is acknowledged, but Antigone's purity is 
undermined, or Antigone's purity is defended, but Ismene's prudence 
has to be played down. The latter strategy has been applied by certain 
outstanding separatists, who have banned her from the tragic realm by 
denouncing her as "all too human" (Kamerbeek A 9), or as unimportant 
and untragic Gens AI 297). 

The harmonizing point of view considers Antigone and Creon as one
sided representatives of aspects of justice which should finally be recon
ciled in a higher unity, but Ismene already embodies an attempt at pru
dent reconciliation. How is her tragic position in the structure of 
oppositions to be understood in the harmonizing conception? Does she 
repre.es.stil!he desired reconciliation? Then the ensuing tragic conflict be
twei~on and Antigone is totally unnecessary: they should have 
listened to the voice of circumspection. Does Ismene represent something 
other than the desired reconciliation? Then we cannot understand why 
the chorus should conclude with an appeal to prudence, why it should ex
hort ''.the audience to be Ismenian. It should come as no surprise that in 
many harmonizing accounts of the tragedy Ismene is suppressed as being 
unimportant, or is even left out of the interpretation-a questionable 
separation. 

A reverse position is taken by Rohdich. He considers the Antigone as 
a successful summons to prudence. He is convinced that Ismene 
represents the human ability to yield, to save oneself by accepting con
flicting reality as it is (A 31). This conception leaves open the question 
whether the tragedy really claims that it is humanly possible to be as pru
dent as Ismene seems to be. Could Antigone have been like Ismene? In 
this conception the behaviour of Antigone and Creon is an avoidable 
aberration which might have been prevented by behaving like Ismene. 
This boils down to a separation of Antigone and Creon from the tragic 
realm. 

The Antigone can only be fully appreciated if we realize that the conflict 
between Ismene and Antigone, repeated in the conflict between the 
guard and Creon, is a humanly inevitable conflict between the need to 
accept order as it is and the equally unavoidable necessity to transcend 
order in the veneration of the combined frenzy and sublimity of power. 
Both are inevitable, irreconcilable, and vain. Just as Antigone's power 
finally brings ruin and disaster, Ismene's order disappears into oblivion 
Gens AI 297). Life's tragedy is that man is both Ismene and Antigone 
and cannot be either of them. 

In her description of Antigone in the prologue, Ismene more than once 
preludes on remarks of the chorus. Just like the chorus calls Antigone 
raw, Ismene connects her with darkness and trouble, like the sea before 
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the storm (XOtAxOtL\lOUa' - 20).9 This is understandable in the light of the 
two sisters' divergent opinions with respect to their own nature: whereas 
Ismene prudently points out their feminine nature (')'UvOttX: •. tipUfltV - 61
62), Antigone boasts of the noble nature of the Labdacids (turtV1)t; 
1t&ipuxOtt; - 38)-a statement suppressing the wild aspects of this awesome 
race (Benardete RSA I 154). This difference between a civilized prudent 
character and Antigone's untamed power is prominent in all categories. 
As a model of untamed autonomy, Antigone generally claims that she is 
able to make clear separations. In contrast to her own piety she pretends 
to know that Ismene dishonours the gods (77), whereas Ismene is merely 
trying to reconcile the divine claims of the dead with those of the city 
(65-66). 

Antigone has to boast that she is able to distinguish her enemies, being 
evil, from her philoi-again employing philoi exclusively for her family 
members and ignoring the claims of the polis (Knox HT 80, 
Winnington-Ingram SI 129). Again she is opposed to the conciliatory 
Ismene, who combines respect for her family with awe for the polis (44, 
47, 79)(Goth SA 31-32), and who is aware of the dangerously equivocal 
position of the Labdacids. Ismene shows up Antigone's onesidedness 
with respect to their family by pointing to the Labdacids' awesome 
tendency towards autocracy and autonomy in a series of compounds with 
OtU-COt; (51,52,56), to their father's ignoble deeds and fate (&fl1tAOtXT)fl(X-cwV 
- 51),10 and to the fact that their mother had polluted her life (Aw~<i-cOtL 

~LOV - 54). She is afraid that this pollution may spread to Antigone, 
together with their brothers' dangerous fission (55-57) (note Ismene's 
juxtaposition of 'two' and 'one' in line 55: 060 flLOtV). Ismene deplores An
tigone's acts as violence against the city (~L~ 1toAm7)\1 - 79), but she is also 
afraid of the consequences for their family. She points out that Antigone 
and she are the last of the Labdacids (58). This does not mean that in 
her reconciliatory prudence Ismene cannot acknowledge Antigone's 
loyalty to their family. She calls her a true philos for her philoi (99).11 
Again the contrast to Antigone's attitude is palpable. Though in the be
ginning Antigone emphasizes her community with Ismene (1), in the 
course of the prologue she violently separates herself both from her sister 
and from her uncle, lumping them together as enemies (10, 86, 93-94, 

9 Jebb A 12, Goheen ISA 45N, Segal TC 163; perhaps the tiding (t7tOt; - 20) darkening 
Antigone is not Creon's decree hut her own plan to bury Polyneices (Verdenius SA 392, 
contra Jebb A 12). 

10 The word !X1l7tAcXxTjllot comprises the same meaning as the verb cXllotP'totvtLv (Gernet 
RPG 39). 

11 We follow Knox (HT 81) and Kamerbeek (A 53), amongst others, who take ljl£ATj 
in an active sense, contra Jebb (A 27) who translates "to thy dear ones truly dear," but 
a deliberate ambiguity cannot be excluded. 

l 
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cf. Winnington-Ingram SI 129, 135N). Through the contrast to Ismene, 
Antigone's predicament develops further. In her extreme loyalty to her 
brother Polyneices she also has to undermine her loyalty to her other 
family members. She isolates herself dangerously by denying her ties 
with her guardian/uncle and sister. This fission bears a certain 
resemblance to Oedipus' patricide, to Creon's refusal to bury Polyneices, 
and to the lethal fission between the two ill-starred brothers. 

The excessive fission between Oedipus and his father, and between 
Eteocles and Polyneices is not only repeated in the fission between An
tigone and Ismene. It is also repeated in an inverted way in the excessive 
fusion of Antigone and Polyneices. Antigone's love for Polyneices is not 
just the care of a loving sister for a deceased brother: it is a dangerous 
fusion of what should remain separate. Ismene's emphasis on their 
womanhood is not without ground. By her excessive loyalty to Polyneices 
Antigone has to transgress against her feminine nature-she has to re
nounce her female ergon of leaving her family and joining that of her hus
band. Thereby she jeopardizes her chances of fulfilling her nature as a 
woman who marries and has children. The extreme loyalty to her brother 
even threatens to become a dangerous confusion of the ties of kinship and 
love. Her attitude to Polyneices verges on the incestuous (another repeti
tion of her father's behaviour) when she remarks: "I shall lie, a loved 
one, with whom I have loved" (<1>0'1\ IlE't' cxlhou XE(aoIlCXt, ~O,ou Ilt'tcx - 73). 
In this context philos might mean "lover" (Winnington-Ingram SI 129), 
especially because XELllcxt is a common euphemism for sexual intercourse 
(Winnington-Ingram SI 130, Benardete RSA I 159, Steiner As 158). 

In the realm of death Antigone and Ismene are again opposed as 
hubris to prudence. Whereas Antigone is certain that she will die nobly, 
like a patriotic soldier (XCXAOV, XCXAW~ - 72, 97) (Benardete RSA I 158), 
Ismene is afraid that they will die in the most dreadful way (x6.XtO"t' 
oAOu1lE9' - 59). Furthermore, Antigone claims that she is able to make a 
clear distinction between her living relatives and the dead. She claims the 
right to neglect the former on behalf of the latter, with the argument that 
she will have to stay with the dead for a longer time (74-76). Ismene, on 
the contrary, knows that mortals have to move between life and death. 
She tries to stay alive (58-59) and to appease their dead relatives (65-66) 
at the same time. From this position she reproaches Antigone that she has 
a warm heart for icy things (8EPIl1Jv t7tL ~uXPOLat xcxp8(cxv EXEt~ - 88). 

The same opposition is shown regarding justice. While Antigone is 
only interested in justice where burial is at stake (23, 94), Ismene 
deplores her sister's violent and violating tendencies against the law of 
the city (volloU ~(~ - 59). The perspicacity of Ismene's point of view may 
be inferred from Antigone's own words: "Knowest thou what ill there 

L- __~~

THE EPISODES OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

is from Oedipus that Zeus fulfils ('tEAEt) not for us twain while we live" 
(2-3). Here Antigone explicitly acknowledges the curse of the Labdacids, 
in which bad circumstances and bad deeds are inextricably intercon
nected. Antigone's tragedy is that she is unable to live up to this insight. 
She has to be firm in her belief that the Labdacids are noble and just (Else 
MA 33). If 'tEAEL in line 2 is taken as a future tense instead of a present 
tense, Antigone's words are ominously predictive: they point to the con
tagious pollution which will overtake her. 

Time and again Ismene admonishes her sister to be prudent (42, 49, 
61, 68). She deplores her reckless temperament, and calls her "over
bold" (axE'tA(CX - 47), referring to her deed as a "bold venture" 
(xtvMvEullcx - 42) which is "extravagant" (7tEptaalX - 68). Finally she even 
reproaches Antigone with being senseless (&vou~ - 99). What is striking
and devastating to the orthodox view in so far as it considers Antigone 
a blameless heroine-is that there are a few occasions in which she herself 
alludes to her awesome recklessness. In line 74 she says of herself that she 
acts "in holy over-boldness" (oatcx 7tCXVouPrTlacxa'). Orthodox interpreters 
have been compelled to develop several separative strategies to prevent 
Antigone from admitting that her position is tragically divided, that she 
is a holy criminal. Jebb for example maintains that she believes she has 
only broken a human law, while she claims to have observed the divine 
law (A 23)-a violent separation. Kamerbeek argues that Antigone is not 
serious when she calls herself 7tCXVouPrTlacxa'. According to Kamerbeek the 
word "is scornful and the phrase is provocative but in no way whatsoever 
implies a consciousness of guilt" (A 49). It is tempting to consider these 
exorcizing statements a result of the fact that our separative cosmology 
cannot accept real duality. 

Similar separative moves have been made regarding Antigone'S lines 
95-96: "But leave me, and the folly (8ua~ouA(cxV) that is mine alone, to 
suffer this awesomeness ('to 8EWOV 'tou'to)." Jebb thinks that the word 
8EWOV is here used ironically (A 27), while Muller maintains the same of 
the word 8ua~ouA(cxV (SA 40). Again they exorcize Antigone's tragic 
ambiguity-that she belongs to the sphere of the 8EWOV from the first 
stasimon, the sphere 'of immense power which is unbearable to man and 
therefore makes him end in divine folly (Benardete RSA I 165). This 
divine madness is not applauded as romantic heroism or as leading to a 
new harmony; it is considered inevitable and as futile as Ismene's sense 
of order. 

As regards the second dialogue between the sisters, there is no need to 
point out all the parallels with the prologue: it is a complete reiteration 
in all categories.'! We shall confine ourselves to a few remarks.P 

12 Antigone and Ismene (in Creon's eyes Antigone's accomplice) are compared to ad
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The assigning of line 572 is a fine example of the separating strategies 
of the orthodox, here revealing themselves prepared to disregard all 
philological arguments if their heroic picture of Antigone is put in 
jeopardy. The full weight of all evidence inclines to allotting the line to 
Ismene (Winnington-Ingram SI 93N). It is Ismene who says: "Dearest 
Haemon, how thy father wrongs thee." All manuscripts as well as the 
scholium (Hester SU 30N) assign the verse to her. It is part of a long 
stichomythy between Creon and Ismene (from line 563 onwards). In 
Sophocles' extant work, such a stichomythy is never interrupted by a 
third character. The reason for separatism's obsessive wish to attribute 
the line to Antigone despite this overwhelming evidence (jebb A 110, 
Muller SA 111, Kamerbeek A 115) is obvious: it would be the only verse 
in the whole tragedy in which Antigone gives vent to her love for 
Haemon.?" That would make her a complete romantic heroine (Rohdich 
A 105N). But if we accept the philological evidence, it is of the greatest 
significance that Antigone never shows any affection for Haemon. The 
tragic reason, suppressed by the orthodox, is that Antigone has been 
obliged to sacrifice her femininity to her dead brother. 

Then there is the matter of that one conspicuous change in Ismene's 
attitude between the prologue and the second episode. In the prologue 
she wants Antigone to share life with her; in the second episode she longs 
to share Antigone's death (545). But this does not mean that Ismene has 
now become as heroic a death-wisher as Antigone (cf. 555, 559-60). The 
reason behind her proposed self-sacrifice does not differ essentially from 
her attitude in the prologue: without Antigone her life would have lost its 
meaning (548, 566). It is Ismene's tragedy that it is impossible for her 
to share Antigone's fate; despite her attempted prudence she is unable 
to prevent their final separation. One important reason for this fission is 
adduced by Antigone when she points out that Ismene has not touched 
('9~rEC; - 546) what Antigone has touched, i.e. the body ofPolyneices. By 
contact with the polluted body, Antigone has come into the orbit of its 
contaminated power. Ismene cannot share in this power-and that is her 
side of the tragic division. While Antigone's hubris ends in destruction, 
Ismene is saved (cf. 553), but this does not mean that in this tragedy 

ders (tXl~}/ - 531). Again Antigone only appeals to Hades CAlS'/},542). Creon points out 
the destructive aspect of this one-sideness (575) and refers to Antigone's approaching 
reversal (580-81). Social relations are referred to in 531, 533, 543, 549, Winnington
Ingram SI 134, justice in 538, and insight in 557, 562, 563-64. For life/death see infra. 

13 Of course it is absurd to maintain that Ismene changes her position here: she does 
not wish to be heroic now and she does not approve of Antigone either (Winnington
Ingram SI 133 and Rohdich A 95 contra Adams AS 55). 

14 Why it should be 'perverse' to attribute the words not to the fiancee but to a pro
spective sister-in-law, as Dawe maintains (STS 107), remains totally unclear. 
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Ismenian prudence is finally cherished. After Antigone's death, Ismene 
is cut off from her contact with power. Her well-ordered life becomes 
totally insignificant: "To live, in the paradoxical logic of the play, means 
to die, to be nothing, to be a living cipher. That is the death that Ismene 
lives: not to exist, so far as the play is concerned, after line 771" (Else 
MA 35). Antigone's words turn out to be true: Ismene is only a 

kinswoman in words (543). 
That Ismene herself realizes that her prudence is as one-sided as An-

tigone's hubris may be inferred from her words in 554, when she says: 
, 'and do I miss the mark of your fate?" (xeXfL1tAcXXW 'tOU O'Ou fLOPOU). Like 
lXfLCXP'tcX\lW, the word eXfL1tAcXXW means 'to fail, to miss the mark.' Because 
her prudence has not enabled her to share Antigone's fate, Ismene also 
misses something. She is separated from an indispensable part of 
herself-of Antigone as a source of power. Without power, prudent order 
just withers away. If this interpretation is convincing, a secondary 
significance may be allotted to Ismene's words in 558: "Howbeit, the of
fence is the same for both of us" (KCXL fL1)\I LO"Yj \I~\I EO''tW 11 '~CXfLCXP't(CX). 
Besides the primary meaning that Ismene wishes to share Antigone's 
faults, this might mean that both sisters were compelled to live in tragic 
erring, the one because she had to forfeit prudence in order to be in touch 
with power, the other because she had to suppress awesomeness in her 
prudent longing for order and safety. Man's tragic position is that he has 
to combine Ismene's prudence with Antigone's power (cf. Molinari SA 
113-14), and is intrinsically unable to accomplish such a feat. That is the 
reason why Ismene and Antigone cannot be separated from each other 

but cannot be harmonized either. 

7.4. Creon and the guard 
After his entrance speech, Creon is confronted by one of the guards he 
appointed to watch over the corpse of Polyneices (223-331). Their debate 
continues after the break of the first stasimon (384-440), now in the 
presence of Antigone who has been captured during her second attempt 
at burial. The structural opposition between Antigone and Ismene is 
reiterated in the opposition between Creon and the guardr" Ismene and 
the guard are structurally analogous characters, who should not be 
disregarded as unimportant people merely trying to save their skins 
(Muller SA 62), but should be considered as the indispensable counter
parts to human hubris. In that capacity the guard is as essential to the 
understanding of the human condition as awesome man is (Benardete 

15 It is interesting to note that Ismene and the guard have been played by the same 
actor (Kamerbeek A 15). 
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RSA I 187). Just as without Antigone Ismene falls into insignificance, as 
the representative of prudence the guard is saved, but without contact 
with power he is merely a jester. 16 

The story of the prudent guard reflects the ambiguous combination of 
wildness and divinity in the behaviour of both Antigone and Creon. In 
this ambiguity the meaning of the repeated burial has to be sought. For 
years a discussion, as tedious as it is endless, has been dragging along on 
the question of why Antigone tried to bury Polyneices not once but twice 
(for a review of the positions cf. Johansen S 186; most recently Scodel 
DPB). Those who call it a weakness in the play or a theatrical in
evitability are as far from the tragic meaning of repetition as those who 
believe that the doubling merely points to Antigone's perseverance 
(Kamerbeek A 29). Structuralism warns us that repetition is seldom 
without cosmological significance. In this case it is striking that the 
guard's story of the first attempt at burial should differ diametrically 

Ij-' 

from his description of the second attempt. The first attempt is rendered 
in a terminology pointing exclusively to the divine sphere, excluding 
nature, whereas the second is described from a natural point of view. In 
both cases human action is denied. By means of the repetition, the guard 
is enabled to indicate the ambiguous nature, both divine and untamed, 
of Antigone's deeds. 

With respect to the first burial the guard specifically excluded the rele
vance of all civilized instruments like pick-axes, mattocks and cart-wheels 
(249-50), but he stated that there were no traces of wild animals or dogs 
either (257). The chorus draws the obvious conclusion: it must be the 
work of a god (6e.~A(X'tO\l - 278). 

The second burial is in sharp contrast to the first. Like the second 
stasimon, it paints a scene of upheaval of the natural order. A whirlwind 
fills the air with sand, the sand belonging on the earth now covering the 
sky. The foliage of the woods is also marred. That we are confronted with 
a serious confusion of categories is clear from the terminology of pollu
tion employed. The typhoon is called a "heavenly distress" (OUPlX\I~O\l 

&Xo~ - 418), and its action on the foliage is called "outrageous" ((Xtx(~W\l 

- 419). The pollution of nature proves contagious: it strikes the guards 
with a "divine illness" (6e.((X\I \100'0\1 - 421). 

We may expect that this polluted confusion of the cosmos has some
thing to do with the exposed body of Polyneices. The guard explicitly 
refers to its dank odour (fluow\I - 410; OO'fl~\I - 412). The pollution 

16 Cf. AaATj!J.Ot - 320; XQ!J.<pEllE - 324. Several interpreters compare him to a 
Shakespearian fool (e.g. BuItmann PHA 320, Muller SA 62). On the comic effects of the 
guard cf. Goth SA 49-52. 
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emanating from the body is not only connected with Creon's refusal to 
bury it, but also ~ith Antigone's abortive attempt to accord it the funeral 
rites. The outraging ((Xtx(~W\I - 419) of the foliage may be considered a 
transformed repetition of the outrage of seeing the exposed body ((Xtx~0'6t\l 
't' toe.L\I - 206), as ordered by Creon (Segal TC 160). But it should be kept 
in mind that the dust storm confusing cosmic order does not occur when 
Creon leaves the body exposed but at the moment that Antigone is about 
to sprinkle it with dust for the second time. Primarily the cosmic 
upheaval is connected to her deed. Just as Creon tried to bring about a 
purification, Antigone tries to bury Polyneices in order to escape con
tamination (&ro~ (jle.6ro\l't0~ - 256). But Antigone's attempt at purification 
is as abortive as Creon's. The dust she sprinkles on the body mirrors the 
dust storm which darkens the sky and will, according to the second 
stasimon, finally be the dust which smothers the Labdacids. While An
tigone tries to control the pollution by sprinkling dust, the actual effect 
of her ritual is the transformation of the dust into a lethal force, not only 
destroying the Labdacids but their collateral branch as well; the medium 
through which this polluted power is propagated may be the evil curses 
(&p&~ x(Xx&~ - 427) Antigone utters while performing her funeral ac
tivities. Both Creon's and Antigone's efforts to purify Polyneices have 
failed-no other sense can be made of Tiresias' words: "a corpse un
buried, unhonoured, all unhallowed" (&flO~PO\l, &x't€.P~O"tO\l, &\loO'~O\l \I€.XU\I 
_ 1071 )-and the corpse has become a source of confusion, an intrusion 
of nature into civilization, a self-propagating power of destruction. 

Small wonder that the guard should explicitly compare both Creon 
and Antigone to natural phenomena. He says that Creon raged like a 
winter storm (lXe.LfllX0'6Tj\l - 391-a repetition of the winter storm in the 
first stasimon), and he calls Antigone a bird crying aloud with a sharp wail 
(o~U\l (jl60rro\l - 424). In this description her going together with 
Polyneices is emphasized once more: in the parode the latter was com
pared to a sharply screaming eagle (o~€.(X xM~w\I - 112). Like the birds 
in the first stasimon, Antigone will be captured. According to the guard 
her position now is like that of a mother bird which in her empty nest 
(e.U\lij~) sees her bed (A€.XO~) bereft of children (\le.oO'O'W\I oP(jl(x\lO\l) (425). The 
fact that Antigone's bed will stay empty and she will remain a perverted, 
childless mother, makes Antigone like an untamed bird unable to utter 

civilized Ianguage.!? 
But Creon's position with respect to the animal world is equally 

equivocal. Contrary to the prudent guard, who takes care to remain 

17 In the course of the play Antigone is compared to other mothers who lose their pro
geny: explicitly to Niobe (823f.), implicitly to Intaphernes' wife (909£.). 
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within the limits of humanity, he complains that his citizens do not keep 
their necks under his yoke (Cuy~ - 291). This remark is ominous. Creon 
is not a human being who yokes cattle (351), nor a god who yokes men 
(Dionysus in 955). He is a man who yokes men. His royal position has 
led him into confounding the natural and the divine (Goheen ISA 27). 

In contrast to the moderate guard, time and again Creon demonstrates 
the dangerous position of the king who soars too high for human 
forbearance. Creon is sure of what the gods want with Polyneices (288
89). He exclusively defends the interests of Zeus of the city (287, 304), 
at the expense of Hades, who to him is anything but awe-inspiring, being. 
merely a helpmeet for the polis (308 - cf. Bultmann PHA 316, Knox HT 
100, Winnington-Ingram SI 127). As Creon's prudent counterpart, the 
guard accepts the variability of the gods, expecting that everything will 
happen according to the ordinances offate (236, 328). It depends on the 
gods and not on man whether mortals will be saved or doomed (331). 
The guard is far from claiming that he knows the nature of justice (240), 
as Creon does (292). 

Most spectacular is the opposition between Creon and the guard in the 
category of insight. Just like in the opposition between Antigone and 
Ismene, the boasting words of the 'hybrid' protagonist more than once 
contain ironical indications of an overturning of his intentions. The 
guard, on the other hand, emphasizes that he knows nothing (Oux oro' 
- 249; ef. 263, 316). He easily changes his mind, as is clear from his 
return after having sworn never to set eyes on Creon again (394). Con
trary to the rectilineal protagonists, the guard, as a model of 
cautiousness, moves in circles: "For I had many halts caused by thoughts 
(CPPov'tL8wv), wheeling round (XUXAWV) in my path to return" (225-26). 
Creon detects the cunning of this circling. He thinks the guard is fencing 
off his deed by a circle (XUXA~ - 241). As in the case ofIsmene, this circl
ing prudence leads to safety in the maelstrom of destruction (331, 440). 

Creon's thoughts are characterized by the consistency and rigidity of 
the haughty spirit which will not and cannot yield. Creon is convinced 
that he knows well (l~&1tLO''tOCfJ.O(L XOCAwt; - 293). This brings him into the 
orbit of man's awesomeness as described in the first stasimon. It is no 
more than natural that the guard should apply the word 8&t\lov to Creon 
twice, once just before the first stasimon (323) and once just after it (408), 
nor should it cause surprise that he describes Antigone's behaviour with 
the same word 8&wov (243). Because of his awesome nature, Creon justly 
fears the arousing of his temper (opyijt; - 280)-ironically the same orge 
that is called indispensable for the founding of cities in the first stasimon 
(355). The result of Creon's awesome claiming of knowledge is that these 
claims often come ironically true by unexpectedly returning on his own 
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head. This happens when, unable to appreciate that this applies to his 
own expectation of gain, he says that gain has often destroyed man by 
means of hope (221-22). The same irony occurs when Creon asserts that 
the chorus will be found to be both senseless and old (281)-a neat 
prediction of his own future (Markantonatos TIA 494)-and when he 
teaches the guard that through wicked desires (octO'XPwv ATJfJ.fJ.lX'tWV) more 
men come to ruin than are saved (312-14). In the end it is the guard who 
is saved (440) and Creon who is ruined - through his awesome con
sistency. 

7.5. Creon and Antigone 

The direct confrontation between the protagonists in 473-525 is a 
transformative repetition of their antitheses in all relevant categories 
(Fowler PPS 152), but there is an important difference with the 
preceding scenes as well. Both Creon and Antigone now show how they 
have become increasingly isolated. Both are on the verge of being 
transformed from hypsipolis to apolis. Creon compares Antigone to 
natural phenomena applicable to himself as well. A belief in civilization's 
ability to check wild power is clear in his comparison of Antigone to rag
ing horses (9ufJ.0ufJ.£'VOUt; t1t1tOUt;) which are broken to the rein (477). This 
is not only applicable to Antigone, but, ironically, to Creon himself as 
well. Inboth protagonists unbridled power predominates, until they are 
brought to heel outside the confines of civilization. 

As will be expected by now, this untamedness spreads to the fun
damental cosmological categories. Both protagonists reveal their one
sidedness with respect to the divine sphere (487,519), both exclusively 
defend either the polis or the family (ef. Knox HT 102), and they remain 
one-sided regarding death and burial (524-25) and the concomitant 
justice (514-18). In their discussion a considerable role is played by the 
upheaval of the social ties between men and women. Antigone occupies 
the marginal position of unmarried girls (ef. vUfJ.cpdoc - 568, vUfJ.CPOCt; - 797, 
633), often compared to wild horses not yet tamed (Kamerbeek A 100, 
ef. Calame CF I 412). Creon fears this power where his masculinity is 
concerned: "I am no man, she is the man, if this victory shall rest with 
her" (484-85, ef. 525). This fear of an upheaval of the order of the sexes 
is explicitly connected by Creon with fear of Antigone's power (XPlX'tTj 
485)-the same power he has as the leader of the city (XPlX'tTJ - 60, 173). 
Finally, Creon's remarks about Antigone's insight are again applicable 
to himself. He maintains that she thinks proud thoughts (cpPOV&tv fJ.£.y' 
479), and boasts (u~p(C&tv - 480.) 

The increased isolation of the two protagonists is revealed in their com
mon claim that the other has separated himself or herself from the 
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citizens' approval. Creon is convinced that Antigone defends her cause 
as the only Cadmean (fl.0UVTj 'tWVOt Kex0fl.t(wv - 508, cf. 510) whereas An
tigone believes that the chorus is on her side and merely feigns to support 
Creon: they are dogs with their tails between their legs (U1tO,AOUaL - 509). 
Ironically, this bestialization of the chorus brings Antigone nearer to 
Creon and separates her from the representatives of civilization (Segal 
TC 163). 

Antigone's isolation is sardonically confirmed in her statement in line 
523: "it is my nature (t<puv) not to join in hating (auviX9ttv), but in loving 
(aUfl.<pLAtLV)." Of course interpretations maintaining that a gap of cen
turies is bridged here and that Matthew's higher ethics are being an
nounced (Flaceliere LG 286) may be discarded as curiosa. Usually it is 
stressed that Antigone here confines her affection to her family members, 
at the expense of the polis.!" but there is more to be said. Her expression 
is so ironic that it means the opposite of what she intended: not only has 
Antigone forsaken sexual love, and thereby husband and children, she 
has also proved herself a perfect hater of her family in the persons of 
Creon and Ismene (Winnington-Ingram SI 135). The only tie left to her 
is that with her deceased family members-and that tie will soon be 
severed as well. If it is Antigone's nature to join in love, she has trans
gressed her nature in almost every possible way. Both Creon and An
tigone have now become maniacs, living in their idiosyncratic worlds. 
Their isolation is a preparation for their final sacrifice on behalf of the 
city. 

7.6. Haemon, Creon and Antigone 

With the appearance of Haemon in the third episode a new element is 
emphasized in the reiteration of structural oppositions between Antigone 
and Creon. The significance of this element may be assessed by following 
Haemon's transformations throughout the third episode (631-780) and 
from the messenger's account of the three characters' final meeting in the 
crypt (1206-43). The most important aspect of Haemon's appearance is 
that he represents a third cosmological category apart from the family 
and the city. He is a model of the power of Eros (Kitto SDP 36, 
Winnington-Ingram SI 92). As we know from the third stasimon, Eros is 
not only a category, he is also the power undermining all categorical 
order. This power is shown in Haemon's development from an extremely 
prudent son and citizen to a raving lunatic committing suicide in An
tigone's crypt after an abortive attempt at patricide. Haemon's course il

18 E.g. Reinhardt S 88, Kirkwood SSD 126, Knox HT 81-82 (contrary to Knox HT 
116). 

lustrates the awesome power of Eros, not only in his own life, but also 
in the lives of Creon and Antigone. They are possessed by Eros as well, 
but by an Eros opposite to that of Haemon. 

The crypt into which Antigone is brought, to which Creon returns, 
and in which Haemon commits suicide, is a veritable living contradic
tion. On the one hand it is a natural place: it is made of stone (774, 1204) 
and is situated in a region "where the path is empty of mortals" (773). 
On the other hand it is the scene of perverted life, of a purificatory execu
tion, of a funeral train which is also a wedding procession, and of a ritual 
consummation of marriage which is also a double suicide. The rocky 
vault illustrates the contradictory combination of wildness and order 
which all three participants in the scene represent, and which is 
characteristic of civilized life in general. 

Haemon expostulates with his father on his natural wildness, by com
paring him to nature, lifeless as well as living: "You can see, beside the 
wintry torrent's course (pd9pOLaL XtLfl.cXPPOL~) how the trees that yield to it 
(U1tt(XtL) save (lxa4>~t'texL) every twig, while the stiff-necked ('teX 0' eXV'tL'ttLV
ovr") perish root and branch. Even thus he who keeps the sheet of his sail 
taut and never slackens it (U1tt(XtL fl.TjOtv), turns his boat upside down and 
finishes his voyage with his keel uppermost" (712-17). Here we are con
fronted with Creon's untamed power as a Sophoclean hero. This power 
prevents him from yielding, it makes him consistent in his deeds, but it 
is precisely this consistence that leads him outside civilized control.!? 

The irony of the events is that, despite his prudent remarks, Haemon 
himself will undergo a similar intrusion of untamed nature into his orbit 
(Segal TC 159, 165). When Creon approaches the crypt he hears 
Haemon's voice greeting him like a dog (aex(VtL - 1214), and he sees him 
staring with wild eyes (eXrp(OL<; oaaoLaL - 1231) (Goheen ISA 34). Haemon 
has become infected with Antigone's rawness and his father's temper. All 
three characters show their wildness in their relationships with the gods. 
Antigone is only able to worship Hades (777). In a culmination'of hubris, 
Creon calls this labour lost (1t6vo~ 1ttpLaa6~ - 780). Creon has to 
neglect the Zeus of kinship (d(ex 3uvexLfl.0V - 658-59; note the ironical pun 
on Haemon's name). Haemon reproaches his father with trampling on 
the gods' honours (1tex'twv - 745). Of course Haemon's disapprobation 
concerns the nether gods (cf. 749), but Eros is hidden in his words as well 
(Rohdich A 132). Through his opposition to Haemon's love, it becomes 
clear that Creon does not only have to deny the claims of the Penates, 
but those of Eros as well. In this respect he is Antigone's double. 

19 The reading of manuscript A, l"fxp(t't'ij~, is also favoured by Kamerbeek A 135 (con
tra Jebb A 132 and Dawe D 71). 
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The implication is that the web of differences between kinship, mar
riage and citizenship is now utterly confused. Creon has to defend the in
terests of the city, implying that he has to condemn Haemon's devotion 
to love and a woman: "do not thou, my son, at pleasure's beck, dethrone 
thy reason ('tlXC; CPP&YlXC;) for a woman's sake" (648). Creon's predicament 
is that in his royal position he cannot make himself out a liar to his people 
(657-58) by letting Antigone go free for Haemon's sake. The awesome 
consequence of his consistency is that he has to break his son's engage
ment, which is the more ironic because this robs Creon of any possibility 
of continuing his own race, Haemon being its last offshoot (Y&lX'tOY "(&\I\I'11(J.' 
- 627). It is not abominable rudeness when Creon utters his expectation 
that there will be other fields for Haemon to plough (569). This was a 
common metaphor, which cannot conceal Creon's tragic position how
ever: Antigone is alive while he has to thwart her procreative power. 

When Creon maintains that his powers should be worshipped ('tlXC; i(J.lXC; 
&pXlXC; a&~wy - 744), again he is not abusing his royal position, but poin
ting out his prerogatives, yet his identification with the city is dangerous. 
The same is true of his remark that a ruler should be obeyed in small 
things, in just things, and in their opposites (667). This remark is not a 
sign of baseness (Bultmann PHA 319) but a reference to Solon (Fr 27W) 
which is common in classical sources (Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 16). 
Small wonder that the chorus should still approve of Creon (681
82)(Alexanderson SCA 95), and that even Haemon has to admit that his 
father is right (685-86, cf. Jebb A 129). But Creon's power contains the 
danger of isolation. The irony is that the king's total identification with 
the city ends in his complete isolation from its citizens. This isolation 
becomes clear in Creon's question whether the city is not held to be the 
ruler's (XplX'tOUY'tOC; - 738; note the emphasis on power). By this state
ment, Creon shows himself to be totally alone «(J.OyOC;). He has become the 
ruler of a desert (ip1}(J.1jC; - 739), just as Antigone is totally deserted «(J.OUY1j 
- 508, (J.OY1jY - 656, lp1j(J.oc; - 919, cf. 773). Substitutes for the city which 
have become isolated as a consequence of their lofty position are excellent 
candidates to substitute for the negative aspects of the city, i.e. to act as 
its scapegoats. 

But what of Haemon's relationship to Antigone? In his remarks about 
his fiancee, separatism has found occasion to justify its claim that An
tigone defends an essentially just cause Oebb A xxiii/iv). Creon had not 
hidden his contempt for her deed. He remarked that Antigone was the 
only one in the city who rebelled, transgressing (U1tE.p~lXC; - 663), violating 
the laws (yo(J.OUC; ~t(X~e.'tlXL - 663), dictating to those in power (im'taaae.L\I is 
usually applied to a master ordering his slave - Jebb A 126). Now 
Haemon presents us with a surprising revelation. According to him the 
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citizens hold that Antigone deserves golden honour (699) for her most 
glorious deeds (lp"(wy e.uxAe.e.a'ta'twy - 695). But praising Antigone does 
not necessarily imply disagreement with Creon's law, let alone agree
ment with its violation (Bieler AS 11, Benardete RSA II 37). The citizens 
only admire Antigone because she cared about her brother (696-98). A 
prudent citizen would have accepted Creon's authority at the same 
time-and that is what the chorus does (725), just like Ismene and the 
guard. A second point is that Haemon is speaking from his specific one
sidedness. We may expect the citizens' admiration for Antigone to be 
mingled with horror at the awesomeness of her deed-an aspect which 
Haemon naturally suppresses, but which the chorus continues to ex
pound until Antigone's death. Then it calls her both god-like and an ex
ample of self-willed untamed temper (837, 875). Antigone is as awesome 
a transgressor of all social boundaries as are her structural counterparts 
Haemon and Creon. 

Through Haemon's love for Antigone all three opponents become in
fected with the undermining force of Eros who sides with the great or
dinances (798-99) as indiscriminate power (Musurillo LD 53). In the 
beginning of his discussion with his father Haemon tries to be prudent 
by combining his endeavour to save Antigone with respect for his father 
(IIa'te.p, aoc; e.l(J.L - 635) and the city. But soon he becomes gripped by the 
dangerous temper the chorus ascribed to him (opyiic; - 766). In order to 
press his suit he has to be exclusive, just like Antigone and Creon were. 
He is forced to suppress the other aspects of the web of social ties. For 
the sake of a woman he is compelled to undermine his father's and his 
king's authority. The culmination of his temperamental transgressing is 
the spitting scene. Creon has asked his son to spit out his fiancee as a 
purification on behalf of the polis (1t'tualXC; - 653). But in the end Haemon 
spits on his father and his king (1t'tualXC; - 1232) in an outbreak of destruc
tive Eros (Kitto GT 128, Rohdich A 218). 

What Antigone and Creon discover to their detriment is experienced 
by Haemon as well, i.e. that one-sidedness in favour of one category soon 
ends in the destruction of one's adherence to that same category. The 
scene in the crypt turns out to be a perverted marriage rite in which 
Haemon undermines his own love, at the same time revealing Antigone's 
one-sided love of death, and Creon's disregard for sexual passion. The 
perverted wedding has been prepared carefully. Unwittingly, Creon had 
pointed to it in several remarks, for example when he said to Haemon: 
"it will be a cold embrace (cPuXPOY 1tlXplX"(xaALa(J.lX) when she shares your 
bed in your house" (650 - compare Ismene's reference to Antigone's 
warm heart for cold things in 88). The same dramatic irony permeates 
his remark to Antigone that she should find a groom in the house of 
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Hades (654), and when he warns Haemon: "you shall never marry her 
while she is still alive" (750). 

The consummation of the macabre wedding is an inverse nuptial rite 
(-eli VUfLCPLXIi -eEAT) - 1240-41). The house they are marrying in is not a 
house but a natural abode which is also the house of Hades (1241). The 
bed they lie in is a bed of stone (1204-05). Haemon's embrace of An
tigone is unnatural. He lies with her (xd-ecxL-with the sexual connotation 
which also characterized Antigone's remark that she would always lie 
with Polyneices - 73), but the sexual contact is the touch of death-it is 
"corpse enfolding corpse" (1240). Instead of making Antigone pregnant 
with his fertile semen, Haemon sends forth from his mouth a swift stream 
of deadly drops (1238-39) (Segal TC 181, 189). The result of the inverse 
nuptials is not a fusion of the houses of Oedipus and Creon in a descen
dant, but a lethal fusion of the last roots of both houses in a self
destructive embrace. 

Does this blood-stained wedding imply that Creon is totally wrong 
about the categories of death and justice when he orders that Antigone 
should be buried alive? Not so. As the city's representative, Creon had 
to take action against the disorder resulting from Antigone's deed. 
Repeatedly he points out the disorder she has caused (&XMfLCX - 660, 
&xOO'fLOUV'tcx~ - 730), and the order he has to reinstate (-eor~ XOO'fLoufLEVOL~ 

- 677). The gravity of the disorder is clear from the pollutions which have 
now become ubiquitous. 

Because of the cosmic upheaval in all relevant categories resulting from 
her deed, Creon calls Antigone an ulcer (&'Axo~ - 652), an illness (v60'~ 

- 732) and a hateful object (fLrO'O~ - 760). This pollution is primarily the 
consequence of her contact with Polyneices. Creon distinguishes An
tigone from Ismene who is released because she has not touched the body 
(fL1) 9LyOUO'CXV - 771-the same argument that Antigone employed against 
Ismene [fL1) '9LY£~ - 546]). Because of his close contact with Antigone the 
pollution has spread to Haemon as well, who is described by his father 
as a "contaminated character" (fLLCXpoV Ti9o~ - 746). That Creon's fear of 
this pollution is no idle whim is amply confirmed by the following events. 
Haemon becomes totally infected with the wild ways of the Labdacids. 
His attempt to kill his father may be considered a reflection of Oedipus' 
patricide (Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 5), and his death by his own hand 
(CXU-eOX£Lp - 1175) reminds us of the series of Labdacid suicides (Iocaste, 
Polyneices, Eteocles, Antigone). The pollution spreads even further, as 
can be inferred from Haemons words about Antigone: "in death she will 
destroy another" (751). This may be a dark warning of his impending 
attempt at patricide, but may also point to his suicide. Finally it refers 
to the fate of Creon, who through the contagious power of Antigone's 

death and of his son's oath will finally become a living corpse (1167). 
It is in this climate of terror of pollution that we have to understand 

Antigone's execution. That Creon should not fulfil his threat to have the 
perpetrator stoned to death (3,6), but buries Antigone alive, is not a 
needless act of cruelty, as separatists maintain (Muller SA 162), or an act 
prompted by fear of the citizens' disobedience (e.g. Knox HT 72, 
Rosivach TWA 23). That is idle psychological speculation (Patzer HHS 
57, Benardete RSA II 44). Creon fears for the safety of Thebes (776). 
His attempt to control ambiguity by the ritual exposure of Polyneices has 
been thwarted by Antigone, and this deed has infected the whole cosmos, 
including the city. There is only one course open to Creon: he has to in
stitute an even more dangerous ritual of controlled ambiguity in order 
to redress the cosmic balance. Now he reverses his previous ritual: 
whereas formerly he kept a dead body above the earth, now he buries a 
living body in the earth: "I will hide her living in a rocky vault" (774). 
This act constitutes a total confusion of life and death, of above and 
below, of Olympus and Hades, of marriage and burial, of procreation 
and extinction. But Creon tries to use this power for his own benefit by 
separating its detrimental effects from its beneficial effects. He tries to 
stop the polluting aspect of power by not touching Antigone as she had 
touched Polyneices: she is buried alive. Two further ritual measures of 
separation are added: Creon offers Antigone some food and takes her 
outside the bounds of civilization. 

Before we condemn Creon, we should realize that a normal execution 
of Antigone (for example by stoning, as was announced earlier) was out 
of the question: it would have resulted in an uncontrollable pollution. 
First of all, Antigone is a member of the royal house and as such part 
of Thebes itself (Calder III SPT 400N); second, she has been 
dangerously polluted by her contact with Polyneices (Benardete RSA II 
44); and finally, she is Creon's kinswoman. For the Greek family, burial 
alive was a possibility to execute one of its members without fear of fur
ther contamination. 

That Creon institutes a ritual of controlled ambiguity is evident from 
his employment of the word &yo~ in 775. Normally this word means 
'pollution,' but here it points to a ritual employment of pollution. As 
such, it has the reversed meaning of expiation here (Kamerbeek A 143, 
]ebb A 144). Creon is convinced that as a consequence of this ritual the 
whole city will be cleansed of the pollution (fLLCXO'fLCX - 776). How near this 
ritual is to a ritual of scapegoat selection may be seen from Creon's 
remark that by taking Antigone far away from the city he and his citizens 
will stay unsullied by her contamination ('HfLtr~ ylip &yvol -eOU1tL -ei)vOt -e1)V 
x6pT)v - 889); note the religious tone of &yVOL: it means 'ritually pure, 



~,- __

187 186 THE EPISODES OF SOPHOCLES' ANTIGONE 

holy'. Creon's acts with respect to the categories of life/death and justice 
are not the wanton outbursts of a base tyrant, but constitute a desperate 
attempt at controlling pollution in a totally anomalous universe. 

From the foregoing discussion it will have become evident that all three 
major characters share in excessive temper (oprTj~ - 766: chorus about 
Haemon; OpcxO'u~ - 752: Creon about Haemon; OtL\lO\l - 690: Haemon to 
Creon; &~O\)ALCX\l - 1242: messenger about Haemon). Creon's reaction to 
Haemon's anger: "Let him do and think more than is appropriate to 
man" (cpPO\ltL1:W fLtr1;o\l 7i XCX1:' &\lOP' lW\I - 768), applies to all these charac
ters. By then, Haemon has paid the price for his haughtiness. The 
downfall of the man who said he would have better knowledge than seers 
have (Creon in 631) cannot be far away. The same may be said of the 
woman who goes on acting in what she herself calls thoughtlessness. The 
chorus's prudent advice to acknowledge that both sides (Creon and 
Haemon) are right, that truth is double-natured (OL7tAli), and that both 
sides should learn from each other (fLCXOtL\I - 725) is as commendable as 
it is unrealistic. 

7.7. Antigone's reversal 

The problem that the fourth episode, Antigone's lament, poses for the 
separatists is that it would be unacceptable if the immaculate heroine 
should undergo a reversal, while at the same time it has to be 
acknowledged that somehow Antigone does change.s" a problem they try 
to solve by minimizing the importance of the reversal. Antigone's doubts 
and complaints are considered the obvious reactions of a young girl fac
ing execution, but according to separatism this vacillation does not really 
affect her firm principles (e.g. Linforth AC 251, Muller SA 183). This 
conception has its mirror-image as well: some interpreters maintain that 
Antigone's real character and motivation are only revealed in the kommos 
(e.g. Knox HT 106-07). Both forms of separatism share the ideal of an 
unbroken Antigone. The price they have to pay is that one part of An
tigone has to be exorcized as mere appearance. Either the kommos or the 
early episodes are believed to reveal the true Antigone, one at the ex
pense of the other.P! 

Another separation which has to be carried out by the orthodox is ex
punging (part of) the verses 904-20. Acceptance of these verses would 
compel the separatists to revise their conception of Antigone as a 
representative of unstained justice. That is why they have to reject lines, 

20 E.g. Knox HT 103, Miiller SA 183, Rohdich A 11, Winnington-Ingram SI 138-39. 
21 For an excellent discussion of the problems inherent in these interpretations see 

Rohdich A 11-19. 
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despite Aristotle's quoting them (Rhet 1417a 28-32), despite their 
Sophoclean style (Szlezak BDS 110-11), and despite their echoing other 
words in the tragedy (Kirkwood SSD 239-40, Segal TC 153); or if they 
do not reject them, separatists are at the least obliged to minimize their 
importance. 

The harmonizing conception does not need these separations. It 
acknowledges Antigone's reversal, and has no problems with the verses 
904-20. The Hegelians recognize Antigone's reversal because to them it 
is essential that in the end she should accept the necessity of transcending 
both her own one-sidedness and Creon's in a higher harmony. This is 
quite clear in Rohdich's variant of the Hegelian conception. According 
to Rohdich, Antigone previously only accepted death and her family, 
whereas in the kommos she utters a hymn to life which is an affirmation 
of the polis as well (though not of Creon) (A 178). Rohdich takes one step 
in the direction of tragic ambiguity when he maintains that, despite her 
anagnorisis Antigone retains something of her stubborn wildness, but he 
becomes harmonizing again when he says that this implies that, accord
ing to the cosmology of the tragedy, Antigone is therefore unable to 
acknowledge the true meaning of the events. The true meaning would be 
that Antigone's destruction means the restoration of cosmic order (A 
184).22 

In Rohdich's interpretation, Antigone continues to live an illusion in 
so far as she is unable to see the truth that the order of being can be ac
cepted (note that this is Rohdich's conception of the cosmology of the 
tragedy and does not coincide with his own ideas on cosmology). This 
brings him close to the second harmonizing strategy, that of acceptance, 
consisting of the idea that Antigone does not transcend her one
sidedness, but simply accepts the cosmological state of affairs as it is. Ac
cording to Else, for example, in her kommos Antigone is "ready to accept 
reality whatever it may be; in this life or the next" (Else MA 66). In the 
same vein Jens maintains that Antigone returns into the order of ex
istence (AI 308). 

But, separatism notwithstanding, it is undeniable that Antigone 
undergoes a reversalin all six cosmological categories and that lines 904
20 are indispensable to the understanding of her position. 

22 Das Unverm6gen, in dem der Text sie hielt, die Erkenntnis ihres Unrechts klar zu 
vollziehen, ihren Untergang als notwendige Restauration der Weltordnung zu durch
schauen und sich so an deren dialektisches Wesen leidend zwar, aber einsichtig zu ak
komodieren, weist auf die auch im Angesicht des Todes unverlorene Haltung, die 
sophokleische Heiden auszuzeichnen pflegt: den vom Leben diktierten Bedingungen 
nicht weichen zu konnen [... J 
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Throughout the first part of the tragedy Antigone consistently refuses 
to recognize the legitimacy of remarks by characters like Ismene, Creon 
and the chorus, or to recognize that through her being a Labdacid as well 
as through her own deed she shares in uncivilized power. She continues 
to speak of the famous Labdacids, ignoring their wild side. But in the 
kommos the situation is dramatically changed. Her ambiguous status on 
the verge of nature and culture is now seen in her imprisonment in the 
rocky bridal chamber. This genuine proximity to nature is accompanied 
by a reversal in her attitude. Antigone now vainly regrets that her only 
witnesses are natural: the sources of the river Dirce (842) and the Theban 
soil (843) (Knox HT 34). She suffers in her confused position between 
nature and culture. This is apparent in her comparison of herself to 
Niobe. This daughter of Tantalus was punished for her hubristic 
boasting by being overgrown by a rocky outcropping (827). She is a com
plete marginal between nature and civilization. Contrary to man in the 
first stasimon, she is exposed to rain (oflPPctl - 828) and snow (XtW\I 
830)(Segal TC 168). It is not Niobe who subdues nature, but nature that 
domesticates her (OcXfl<XO'E\I - 827), the word OcXfllXO'E\I alluding to Niobe's 
being married to nature. Niobe's position is especially horrible because 
she is not completely reduced to a natural state: the rain bedews her 
bosom as tears from her weeping brows, the words ocppu~ (brow, crag) 
and OEtPcX~ (breast, ridge) being applicable to both mountains and 
women. Despite her recognition of the similarity of her position to 
Niobe's, Antigone does not accept her situation. She continues to bewail 
both her own fate and Niobe's. 

Previously, Antigone had consistently neglected the gods of the city. 
She was also convinced that the nether gods were unreservedly on her 
side. This picture now undergoes a true metamorphosis. Antigone 
acknowledges the divinity of the gods of the polis (6EW\I 1t1X"tP~W\I - 839
40) and of the Theban race (938) (Rohdich A 151), nor does she contest 
the chorus's conclusion that her pious deed (~iPEt\I) was only a particular, 
one-sided form of piety (EuO'ipEtcX "tt~ - 872), because transgression against 
the powers that be (whether Creon or Zeus - McDevitt KSA 142) is in
tolerable. It is also obvious in the kommos that Antigone has become em
bittered against the nether gods. It is against her wishes that she has to 
marry the god Acheron ('AXipo\l"tt \lUflCPEUO'W - 816). The fact that she is 
now married to a rock and to a god (cf. 833), and has thereby in a sense 
obtained what she had always longed for, is now unacceptable to her. She 
fiercely rejects the chorus's equating her with a goddess, and believes that 
in this way the chorus is scorning her (839-41). The reason is that in her 
last hour Antigone wishes to return to the human measure she left behind 
in her semi-divinity and semi-bestiality. 

l~ 
~_----
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This recognition of her former exclusiveness and ambiguity brings An
tigone no solace at all. She is totally divided. To what god should she, 
wretched one, turn? (cf. 922-23). The position of holy evil-doer that she 
accepted in an effervescent mood (79) is now an unbearable doom: "By 
practising piety I have earned impiety" ("t1l\l OUO'O'tPEtlX\I EUO'&POVO" 
lX"tTJO'cXflTJ\I - 924). Jebb translates: "by piety I have earned the name of 
impious" (accepted by Miiller SA 197). In this view, Antigone's tragic 
predicament is soothed by exorcizing her impiety into mere appearance 
(Rohdich A 181N). However, the realization of her impiety does not 
bring harmony to this vexed soul. Despite her insight into the divine 
world and her own ambiguous position in it, she is unable to recede from 
her haughty position. She proudly adds that nevertheless she worshipped 
piety ("t1j\l &UO'&ptlX\I O'&P£O'IXO'IX - 943). It is not tragic to believe that we must 
choose between Antigone's piety and impiety (Knox HT 106). Tragedy 
means the realization of man's impiety in the whole of the cosmos, 
together with the equally indispensable claim to the holy nature of his 
own principles. 

Antigone's reversal consists of recognizing that she has been one
sided, and that her own side was internally conflicting and ambiguous, 
but that despite these recognitions she is at the same time unable to re
nounce her previous principles. Despite her tragic insight in the com
bined horror and divinity of her deeds, she is intrinsically unable to 
recede from her position. Therefore her tragic insight does not imply ac
ceptance. Antigone is unable to bear the reality of the divided cosmos. 
Her inability to accept the cosmos is not an illusion: Antigone's insight 
is the true insight that, though holy, the cosmos is unbearable to human 
beings, who are nevertheless bound to it. Tragic insight is the insight that 
the cosmos is divine order, yet unacceptable. 

During her conflict with Creon, Antigone persistently neglected the in
terests of the polis, of her living kinsmen, and of her intended marriage 
for the sake of her deceased brother. She was convinced that caring for 
Polyneices was no more than her pure duty, and she accepted the com
plete isolation ensuing. This consistent attitude is reversed in the kommos. 
Antigone now acknowledges her one-sidedness with respect to all the ties 
that she formerly rejected. Twice she appeals to the polis CO 1t6At~ - 842; 
TO rij~ ei)PTJ~ aO'"tu 1t1X"tP~O\l - 937), and for the first time she recognizes 
the members of the chorus as representatives of the city (806, d. 841, 
940) (Patzer HHS 50, Winnington-Ingram SI 141). She also admits that 
she acted violently against the citizens (P£~ 1tOAt-cW\I - 907-a first reitera
tion of words spoken by Ismene) (Rohdich A 171). For the first time An
tigone also mourns the absence of living relatives (847, 882). Whereas in 
the past she was only in love with death (88, 220), she now accepts the 
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importance of marriage. Repeatedly she complains of the fact that she 
has to die unmarried, without husband or children (813-14, 867, 876, 
917-18)(Mc Devitt KSA 136), also implying a belated recognition of her 
feminine nature (Pomeroy GWW 101). During the kommos, Antigone's 
isolation loses its splendour as well. She complains that she is forlorn of 
philoi in all meanings (tpTj!J.ot; 1tPOt; cp(AW\I - 919, cf. &cpLAOt; - 876). Her 
complaint of total isolation is expressed in her description of herself as a 
metic (!J.i't'o~xot; - 852,868). Contrary to Jebb (A 156), who translates the 
concept as "dweller," Knox (HT 114) rightly argues that the connection 
with the marginality of metics should not be disregarded (Creon applies 
the word !J.E't'OLX(lXt; to Antigone - 890). 

The crowning irony is the fact that her attitude towards Polyneices 
should have undergone a marked change as well. Whereas previously 
Antigone emphasized her fusion with her brother, now she memorizes 
his ill-starred marriage (870). She reproaches him bitterly for being the 
person who will kill her: "in thy death thou hast undone my life" (6lX\lW\I 
t't" oualX\I XlX't'~\llXp£t;!J.E - 871). Antigone now even doubts whether she has 
really served the interests of her family. For the first time she echoes 
Ismene's remark (58-59) that she would die an evil death, being the last 
of her lineage (895-96). As she realizes too late, her refusal to marry and 
to procreate has led to the extinction of her family. Unmarried (&rlX!J.Ot;) 
and accursed (&plXtot;) she joins her dead relatives as a metic (867-68). 

Again Antigone's recognition is no sign of resignation. She is unable 
to abandon the hope that Polyneices and the rest ofher family will receive 
her favourably (898-903). Despite her new insight Antigone continues to 
be a human being, prompted by the hope which is sometimes an advan
tage, and sometimes a force of destruction. 

Before, Antigone rejected life in favour of an absolute preference for 
death (72,97). She considered it a gain to die before her time and boasted 
that she was dead already. Now her wishes have been ironically fulfilled 
in the crypt. She is the only mortal to go down to Hades alive (821-22, 
cf. Segal TC 168, Rohdich A 145). Her wish to please the inhabitants 
of Hades and to lie there forever is fulfilled as well (jost AE 135), but now 
it is unbearable to Antigone to be a living corpse. Her former statement 
that it was a gain to die before her time is almost literally reversed when 
she complains that the most miserable aspect of her death is that she 
should die "before the term of my life is spent" (1tp(\I !J.OL !J.otPlX\I £~~X£L\I 

~(ou - 896)Oens AI 302, Hester LPA 7). Niobe's position between life 
and death (cf. McDevitt KSA 138, Rohdich A 147), which Antigone had 
previously claimed, she now refers to as a most dreadful way of dying 
(AUrpO't'&'t'lX\I oA£a6lXL - 823). 

That Antigone remains unable to accept either life or death is shown 
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in her last act-her suicide. When the chorus unwittingly predicts her 
death by maintaining that she is descending into Hades" self-governing" 
(lX,ho\lo!J.ot;) and "living" (~walX) (821-22) it is not, in a romantic
separative way, praising Antigone's autonomy (Knox SP 32-33 contra 
Jebb A 151). The compound with lX,hot; points forward to Antigone's 
suicide as a last spasm of the awesome self-will of the Labdacids. Like her 
mother Iocaste, whose suicide Ismene referred to as a pollution of life 
(Aw~iX't'lXL ~(O\l - 54), Antigone commits a last polluting act. But this final 
pollution will turn out to guarantee the life of the polis, because it is the 
last of the Labdacids who has here eradicated their contaminating power 
by an ultimate self-pollution. 

In the category of justice Antigone's position is as tragically com
plicated as it is in the other categories. She is unable to deny the chorus's 
conclusion: "Rushing forward to the utmost verge of daring (rrpo~iia' £1t' 
taXlX't'o\l 6p&aout;) you have fallen hard [or far], my child (1tpOa£1tEaEt;, W 
't'£X\lO\l, 1toAU) , against the throne where justice sits on high (u<jlTjAO\I £t; 
a(XlXt; ~&6po\l)" (853-55). It is a distortion to maintain, as Lesky does, that 
here the chorus is praising Antigone as a suppliant who has thrown 
herself at the feet ofjustice (ZSI 92-95).23 This interpretation makes it in
comprehensible that the chorus should point out Antigone's daring 
(6p&aout; - 853; Else MA 77, Rohdich A 153). In the light of this daring 
the verbal form 1tpOa£1tEaEt; should be understood as expressing a trans
gression (cf. OC 157). Antigone's transgressions are recalled by opposing 
the loftiness of Dike to the Dike of the nether world to which Antigone 
previously appealed (Winnington-Ingram SI 142), and by opposing this 
same loftiness to the futility of mortal ideas on justice (Rohdich A 154). 
Antigone does not contest this conclusion-she recognizes that she 
violated the citizens' principles (~(q. 1tOAL't'W\l - 907). 

And she has become cognizant of the workings of the law of talion as 
well. The chorus links her transgression against justice up with the 
penalty she has to pay for her father's deeds (856). Antigone now 
recognizes her accursedness (&plXtOt; - 867; Kamerbeek A 155), especially 
in its connection with the incest of Oedipus and Iocaste (864-66). As she 
states, this made her wretched by nature ('t'lXAlX£CPPW\I lcpu\I - 866- another 
echo oflsmene's warnings [39]; Benardete RSA I 154-55, Else MA 65). 
When she describes her fate as x&XLa't'lX (895), she is not only referring to 
her unhappiness, but to her hereditary evil nature as well. Therefore her 
bitterest thought is the thrice-ploughed doom of the famous Labdacids 

(857-61). 

23 Kamerbeek A 152-53, Rohdich A 152N, Winnington-Ingram SI 141N. 
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Nevertheless Antigone remains unable to accept the inexorable work
ings of talion. Despite her recognition of its divine nature, she perseveres 
in her conviction that the wise would say that she justly honoured her 
brother (904). Again she shows her totally divided position. Though their 
one-sidedness is revealed, Antigone is unable to renounce her principles. 

Those who reject lines 904-20, because in them Antigone would distort 
her own divine principles (jebb A 259), are wrong. From the beginning 
Antigone's principle was specific; in this respect she did not change. The 
kommos only reveals her principle's awful one-sidedness. It was not 
unbearable to Antigone to leave humans in general unburied: she 
specifically stated that she could not leave her brother unburied (466-67: 
'tov E.~ E.fLTjt; fLTj'tPOt; 9IXvo\l't') (Kitto GT 127, Winnington-Ingram SI 131). 
In the kommos Antigone merely sketches the consequences of her former 
position: neither as mother nor as spouse would she have acted as she did 
(905-06)- only her brother is irreplaceable to her. This choice is as re
markable as is that of the queen in the passage of Herodotus from which 
Antigone's statement is borrowed (Hdt 3.119; cf. SzlezakBDS 113, Jebb 
A 260, Sourvinou-Inwood ACM 5-6). Her devotion to her brother 
prompted her to forsake her feminine ergon of procreation. 

Antigone's predicament is that for Polyneices' sake she is unable to 
forsake this principle, while she also has to accept the workings of divine 
law. This leads her to the desperate question: 1tOLIXV1tlXp£~£A9oijO'IXOIX~fLoVWV 

OLxTjV; (921). Contrary to what Jebb supposes in his translation: "And 
what law of heaven have I transgressed?" this is not necessarily a 
declaration of innocence. The interrogative pronoun 1tOrOt; does not 
always mean the same as 'tLt;. Another translation is: "What kind of law 
is this law of the gods which I have transgressed?" (Rohdich A 181), in 
which Antigone does not necessarily deny the justice of the gods. She 
acknowledges that she has transgressed divine law, but is unable to agree 
with this law, because she is unable to abandon Polyneices. Her position 
is an inextricable interweaving of respect and disrespect for divine order. 

Antigone's tragic position is most poignantly developed in the category 
of insight. Her comparison of herself to Niobe also brings her into the 
orbit of Niobe's hubris. By way of this comparison she admits her ex
cessiveness (Coleman CSA 17). This is confirmed by Antigone herself: 
"if these things are pleasing (XIXA!X) to the gods, through suffering 
(1t1X9ov't£t;) I may confess (~UiiVOrfL£V) that I have erred (~fLIXP't7}xo't£t;)" 

(925-26). Of course there is no reason why the events should not be pleas
ing to the gods. Antigone points out that a god leads her to her rest (811, 
832-33). Here she confesses her faith in the law of talion: the fact that 
she is suffering is sufficient proof of the fact that she has sinned. 

Despite this anagnorisis Antigone is unable to accept the order as it is-
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in her next words she is still maintaining that her adversaries have acted 
unjustly towards her. She predicts the further course of the tragedy in the 
hope that they will undergo the same evil fate as she does. This points 
to the fact that Antigone's self-willed temper (lXu'to"(\lw'tOt;•••opy<X - 875) 
has not left her. As the chorus points out, she is still possessed by the 
same storm-gusts of the soul (&vtfLwv••'cPuxTjt; P~1tlXt - 929-30). Despite her 
avowal of her error, Antigone is unable to depart from her untamed 
nature. Until her death she remains divided. There is no trace of har
mony. Antigone is unable to accept reality as it is. There are no grounds 
for expecting a future harmony of a higher order either. 

7.8. Creon's reversal 

Creon's reversal, which no interpreter denies, is a repetition of An
tigone's, although not an exact replica. In their repetition, the reversals 
are divergent. The first divergence consists of the fact that Antigone's 
starting point is antipodal to Creon's. Antigone begins with a decision 
which is approved by nobody but herself, whereas Creon's course starts 
with a decision which has found universal acclaim. Because the pro
tagonists' starting points are opposed, the emphasis during their downfall 
is different. In Antigone's case her semi-divinity is discovered as the 
counterpart to her untamed nature; in Creon's case his tragic error is re
vealed as the counterpart to his city-saving power. It would be a 
separative error either to confine Antigone to her semi-divine state or to 
confine Creon to his erring. The beginning and end of the protagonists' 
lives cannot be separated, though they cannot be harmonized either. 

The second divergence consists in the fact that, contrary to Antigone 
(who, despite her tragic insight, is unable to yield to necessity), Creon 
finally tries to give up completely his adherence to his earlier decisions. 
But his attempt to yield turns out as ineffective as Antigone's tenacity. 
In both cases, destruction is inevitable. In so far as in their repetitive 
downfall Creon and Antigone represent aspects of human nature, they 
show man's predicament, which is that perseverance as well as com
pliance are impotent in preventing his decline. (The idea that Creon is 
not a Sophoclean protagonist because he finally yields (Knox HT 68, 72
75, Muller SA 12-13) is untenable-characters like Oedipus (OT 651, 
1516) and Philoctetes (Ph 1447) yield no less than Creon-ef. Bremer H 
HON, Hogan PA lOON): 

In the fifth episode Tiresias confronts Creon with the hideous conse
quences of his ineffectual rituals. His double confusion of nature and 
civilization has exceeded its ritual limits and spread to the whole cosmos. 
Tiresias' augural birds are vehicles of the pollution. They have become 

L_~.. . ~__._ _.. . 
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contaminated by tasting the fatness of murderous blood. The lethal 
power of the pollution is rendered in the word "murderous" (&',1
8pocp8opou - 1022). This does not only refer to the violence of Polyneices' 
death (jebb A 183, Kamerbeek A 175), but to an active power of killing 
as well (cf. &v8pocp8opou in Soph Ph 266-67). Through the lethal contagion 
the birds have become similar to Polyneices as he was described in the 
parade. They are rending each other with murderous talons (1003), they 
are screaming with rage, their wings are whirring, they have become bar
barian (~t~CXP~CXPWfLEV~- 1002), like the shrill-screaming eagle Polyneices 
who winged over Thebes and tried to fill his beak with its blood. 

On all sides the perverted birds intrude upon the confines of civiliza
tion. They bring the rotting pieces of Polyneices' flesh to the altars and 
to the city's hearths-an unholy smell (&VOO'LOV OO'fL~V - 1083). The result 
is that the avenging Erinyes break loose, threatening Creon's family and 
the whole city (1075). This leads Creon to recognize his wildness. He 
hurriedly proceeds into nature with the implements of civilization (1109), 
first to the furthest part of the plain (1197) where Polyneices lies, in order 
to wash and burn him, and then to the rocky marriage-chamber to set 
Antigone free. His intention is purificatory-and with Polyneices Creon 
appears to succeed. But with Antigone his purificatory intention again 
fails. The pollution has already spread to Creon's whole family and to 
himself. In their turn they have become similar to the polluted birds. 
Like the birds they utter evil cries (Haemon: cp8oyyoe; - 1214, 1218, 
Eurydice: cp8oyyoe; olXtLou XCXXOU - 1187; ef. 1001). Creon himself flies up 
like a bird in fear (&VE'lt'tCXV cpo~~ - 1307). 

After Haemon's suicide Creon realizes the wildness of his behaviour: 
a god has hurled him into wild roads (&ypCCXte; <l8me; - 1274). These roads, 
mirroring the uncivilized road along which Antigone was borne to her 
crypt, return when Creon in the end demands to be borne out of the way 
(1321, ef. 1339). When Creon, like a scapegoat, is led into the uncivilized 
roads leading out of the city, the order of the city is apparently restored. 24 

The polluting power of the birds and dogs who have touched the re
mains of Polyneices immediately affects the divine realm. They defile the 
altars with morsels of the corpse. These pieces of carrion on the altars are 
like pieces of sacrificial meat (Benardete RSA III 161) and indicate the 
total collapse of divine order. Animals are offering human flesh to the 
gods. The consequence is that the gods no longer accept prayers (At'tlXe;) 
or offerings (fL1jPLWV cpA6ycx - 1019-20). Like the birds, Tiresias' unsuc

2. Where Creon goes at the end of the tragedy is a matter of debate. Jebb, who opts 
for the palace (A 237), himself points to the similarity between I. 1321 and OT 1340 (A 
233), which beyond doubt refers to Oedipus' exile. 
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cessful sacrifice reflects Creon's treatment of the Labdacids, the rotting 
moisture (fLu8wO'cx x1jxte;) trickling forth from the thigh-bones (1008) 
reflects Polyneices' rotting corpse. The undue exposure of the thigh
bones echoes the corpse's undue exposure (Burkert as 20). The rotting 
mass smokes and sputters (1008-09)-apparently the unholy smell which 
the birds had brought to the city now rises from the altar to heaven (Segal 
TC 174). Finally the melting away (h~xt'to - 1008) of the sacrificial meat 
may reflect the melting away ofAntigone's double Niobe ('tCXXOfLEVCXV) and 
Cleopatra's offspring ('tCXXOfLtVot - 977). The result of the distorted ritual 
is that, like the incomprehensible cries of Antigone and Polyneices, the 
birds are no longer understandable (100 If., 1021). Soothsayings from the 
unfathomable rites become vain (cp8CvoV't' &~fLwV opyCwv fLCXV'ttUfLCX'tCX _ 
1013). 

In the beginning Creon shows his mad isolation when he declares that 
even if Zeus' eagles should carry the carrion to this god, he would not 
be afraid of pollution (fLCCXO'fLCX - 1042) as a consequence of his refusal to 
have Polyneices buried. Creon is convinced that no mortal can defile the 
gods (1040-44). This is ironically perverted piety. Of course it is impos
sible for a mortal to harm the gods, but what Creon forgets is that this 
fact does not preclude his liability to pollute himself by confusing his rela
tionship to the divine sphere (ef. Parker M 33, 310-11). And as he 
realizes afterwards, that is what he has done. He has cast a living soul 
below which belonged above ('twv O(VW ~CXAWV x&'tw - 1068), and he has 
done the reverse as well: he has kept a corpse above earth, though it be
longed to the nether gods (Extte; 8& 'tWV x&'tw8tv £',18&8' cxu 8twV - 1070). The 
consequence is obvious: pursuit by the Erinyes (1075). Now Creon 
realizes his one-sidedness-just like Antigone did-and starts invoking 
Hades (IIAou'twv& - 1200) and Hecate (1199), but this is of no avail. He 
is not deceived by the gods with respect to Haemon's voice, as he 
suspects (8tOLO't XAE'lt't0fLCXt - 1218). He is deceived by them with respect 
to the foundations of his life and bereft by them of Haemon and 
Eurydice. The latter is sacrificed on the altar of Zeus Herkeios, the same 
god that Creon had previously neglected (487).25 Despite Creon's 
yielding, his house becomes a true harbour of Hades ("At80u AtfL~V 
1284). 

Like Antigone in 922-23, Creon now accepts the authority of divine 
power, but despite his yielding it gives him no support at all: "I know 
not which way I should bend my gaze, or where I should seek support" 

25 Verse 1301 is hopelessly corrupt, but its meaning is clear: Eurydice commits suicide 
on an altar. Therefore her death resembles a sacrifice (cf. aq:>,x'YLOv - 1291; Loraux FT 39). 
It is generally accepted that it is the altar of Zeus Herkeios wich is referred to (e.g. Jebb 
A 229, Taplin PA 15). 

.~~ 
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(1341-42). That Creon could not have foreseen this doom is clear from 
his emphatic statement that it was a god who hurled him into wild 
ways-a god who wanted to oppress him (!J.tyOt ~&;POI;; - 1273), and from 
his remark that a crushing fate had leapt upon his head (1345-46), imply
ing that the chorus's final observation, that happiness is only attainable 
for those who do nothing disrespectful to the gods (1349-50), is ironically 
true. The abstention demanded is impossible as long as man lives. To 
live means to hope and to be passionate, which inevitably incites the 
divine game of jealously overthrowing human haughtiness (cf. Rohdich 
A 222). Like Antigone, Creon trusted the gods and was betrayed by them 
(Hester SU 39). 

Creon's position in his family and the city undergoes a reversal mirror
ing that of Antigone. Suddenly he is prepared to listen to the chorus 
again (1099), he acts as a suppliant to Haemon (1230), and he complains 
about the loss of Eurydice (1290-92). For the first time he is interested 
in his deceased kin (1300). But his reversal is of no avail. Through his 
actions the cities have fallen into confusion (auy'tOtp&;aaoY'tOt~ - 1080): en
mity breaks loose (1080) and it is Creon's mind which has brought about 
the defilement (tijl;; aTjI;; Ex rpptYOI;; ',load 1t6A~1;; - 1015). For his one-sided at
titude to the family he is punished by its extinction (1066, 1097)(Knox 
HT 111-12) and he is punished for his lofty position in the city by his 
banishment. Like Antigone, in the end Creon is completely alone. His 
lofty position has made him an outlaw (Hester DDS 14). He is less than 
nothing ('tOy oux O\l'tOt !J.aAAOyll !J.7jOtyOt - 1325). He has fulfilled the hidden 
prediction of the first stasimon awesome man comes to nothingness (i1t' 
OUOty tPXt'tOt~), which is his future ('to !J.tAAOY) (360-61). 

Creon's downfall bears a strong resemblance to a scapegoat ritual. 
Previously he was the substitute for Thebes. Now that he has become 
isolated he continues to be its substitute in so far as all the pollutions of 
his family and of the city are accumulated on his head. In the course of 
the tragedy we can follow how the pollution first spreads, and then, in 
the phase of purification, is contracted in one substitute. When Tiresias 
appears the whole cosmos has become polluted. The upper world and the 
nether world have been turned upside down (1068-70), the hearths are 
contaminated (1016), together with the whole city (1015, 1083). In the 
phase of purification, first the pollution is heaped on the city's substitute, 
the house of Creon. This house will be filled by the wailing (xwxu!J.Ot'tOt 
- 1079) Creon denied to Polyneices' corpse (xwxuaOt~ - 204), but which 
is nevertheless raised by Antigone (cXyOtXWXUt~ - 423). Finally Creon 
becomes the substitute for the house. He accepts the responsibility for the 
deaths of Haemon (1269) and Eurydice (1320). He is like a voluntary 
scapegoat: "the guilt can never be fixed on any other mortal," he 
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declares (1317-18), reflecting Oedipus' parting speech in the Oedipus 
Tyrannus and confirming the hypothesis that Creon is another scapegoat 
(Segal TC 175, Rohdich A 229). Like Megareus, whose bed is called 
famous (1303) because he saved the city in sacrificial atonement by jump
ing into the dragon's den at Tiresias' command.s" Creon is sacrificed as 
the city's polluted substitute. 

That Creon should be acceptable as a scapegoat necessarily implies 
that he must previously have been the city's substitute in a positive sense, 
something which is confirmed in the words of Tiresias and the 
messenger. Both emphasize that Creon was the saviour of Thebes 
(Tiresias: tXt~1;; awaOtI;; 1t6Aw-1058; the messenger: 1162). He steered the 
ship of state on a proper course (994, 1164). This does not conflict with 
the fact that afterwards Creon should defile the city; on the contrary, it 
is its prerequisite.'" Creon can only be a royal scapegoat if he is the per
son who saved the city as well as the person through which it became 
polluted. Both functions are incomprehensible to those separatists who 
believe that Creon is merely an ordinary human being. 

Structurally, the final act in the drama of creating a scapegoat may be 
the incorporation of the royal scapegoat into the city after its death. 
Oedipus for example becomes hypsipolis again after his death: his grave 
within the confines of the city is a source of beneficial power. This final 
ritual, in which the beneficial aspects of power are definitely separated 
from the poisonous ones, can be found in the Antigone as well-not with 
respect to Creon, but to Polyneices. His body is not only washed and 
burnt as a final purification (ef. Burkert OS 20), he is also buried in 
native soil (olxdOtI;; X90yol;; - 1203), something which would have been 
quite impossible if he had still been considered an ordinary traitor 
(Szlezak BDS 116). The final incorporation of Polyneices into the city 
may be symbolized in the high mound erected over him (..u!J.~OY 

op96xpOtyOY - 1203): no ordinary mortal would have obtained ~ such an 
honour. 

Of course Creon's double confounding of the upper and the nether 
world, illustrated by the carrion on the altars, is also a confusion' of the 
realms of life andvdeath (Segal TC 177). Despite his obedience to 
Tiresias' demand not to kill a dead person again (1030), and to yield to 

26 Cf. Eur Phoen 10lD-13. We follow the reading of the manuscripts, xAttVOV )..£Xo~, 

against Bothe's conjecture, xAUVOV )"lixo~, adopted by Dain/Mazon (DM 121) and Jebb 
(A 231) or Seyffert's x£vov )..£xo~. accepted by Muller (SA 270). 

27 Tiresias may even be saying that Creon is still the saviour of the city. Note the 
periphrastic construction in 1058; 't"!tvSt votUxATjptr~ (994) should be read as a present tense, 
in accordance with the mss .• and against most editors, the underlying suggestion being 
that as its scapegoat, Creon will save the city again. 

L 
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the dead (1029), Creon is compelled to live an unbearable life in the 
margin. Whereas Antigone was a marginal who was alive as she 
descended into Hades, Creon has to continue his life as somebody who 
had died already (OAWAO't' avop' - 1288): he is a living corpse (EIl
~uxov .•. v£xpov - 1167)(Knox HT 116). In the end, Creon shares An
tigone's earlier longing for death (Segal TC 199). His only wish is not 
to look upon another day (1329-30). Just as in the end Antigone was not 
allowed to live, Creon is not allowed to die Gens AI 310). What Creon 
has done, killing the killed, now returns on his own head: "Alas, I was 
already as dead, and thou hast smitten me anew" (1288). As Antigone 
did before him, Creon has to experience that the harbour of Hades is 
hard to purify (ouo'X<x6exp'to~ - 1284). 

Despite his yielding Creon is crushed by the law of talion. He has to 
offer a corpse as compensation for the other corpses (1067).28 The wailing 
he has forbidden (204) now arises in his own house (1079). Nobody will 
deny that the chorus is right when it says to Creon that too late he recog
nizedjustice (o~£ 't1}V OLXTjV LO£LV - 1270). Creon himself says that in saving 
the established cosmic laws (xex6£a'tw'tex~VOllou~ - 1113) one ends one's life 
in the best possible way. 29 

But the unanswerable question remains: how is man to know whether 
he is complying with the cosmic law or not? This tragic question of 
Creon's has to be exorcized by separatism when it maintains that from 
the outset Creon's law was merely meanness (Lesky DH 115) and that 
therefore Antigone's claim that Creon was a base tyrant was essentially 
justified. But separatism cannot explain why, until the arrival of Tiresias 
with his stunning revelations, nobody but Antigone and Haemon should 
have opposed the justness of Creon's decree. Nor does Tiresias claim that 
traitors should be buried: what he says only applies to this exceptional 
case of the son of Oedipus (1018), exceptional precisely because of 
Polyneices' royalty and his being a Labdacid. Tiresias never utters a 
word of approval of Antigone's deed (Hester SU 39, Rohdich A 205), 
nor does he maintain that Creon was wrong in punishing Antigone. He 
is merely opposed to its failing ritual form (Linforth AC 256). Nor can 
separatism explain why it should not only be Creon who points out the 
unpredictable tragic nature of his erring (note the oxymoron in 1261: 

28 The fact that Tiresias calls Antigone a corpse should put an end to the tedious 
discussion (since J ebb xviii/xix) about whether Creon should or should not have gone to 
Antigone's crypt first and only afterwards to Polyneices' corpse. 

29 Various interpreters are convinced that Creon is here referring to Antigone's burial 
customs (e.g. Jebb A 198, Kamerbeek A 186, Vernant MTG 102), but it is more likely 
that he is referring to the established cosmic laws the messenger mentions (tW\I 

Xot9ElnW'tW\I - 1160). 

'----------------------------------------------._--

CPP£VWV OUO'CPPOVWV &llexP't'fjllex'tex), but Tiresias as well. He points out that, 
though Creon has saved the city, erring is common to all human beings 
(1024). This remark would be senseless if Creon or anybody else could 
have foreseen that the gods would disagree with his rituals. Creon's royal 
reasoning has been overruled rather than refuted (Hester SU 39). The 
unpredictability of divine justice makes it at once inescapable and 
unbearable. 

The tragedy reaches its apotheosis in the final, inextricable confusions 
of insight and illusion. Tiresias asks Creon to learn (llexv6<XVELv) from his 
well-spoken words (1031-32), that he has to yield (£LX£ - 1029). He points 
out that this might be a gain (XEpOO~ - 1032). Creon is intrinsically unable 
to rate this gain at its proper value, because he has to go on identifying 
his gain with that of the city. His deluded mind now sees an advantage 
for the city in suspecting Tiresias' trustworthiness. He is afraid that the 
seer is counseling for his own gain (1037, 1047, 1061). The irony is that 
Tiresias' prophecies indeed offer Creon no gain at all (Muller SA 230). 
His remark that sober-mindedness (£U~ouALex - 1050) is the most powerful 
possession is ironic as well. Neither Antigone nor Creon could have 
avoided their rashness and their perverted conceptions of gain. 

First Creon is immovable (&xLVTj'tO~ 1tEAn - 1027), pointing out to 
Tiresias that awesome (O£Lvot) mortals make a shameful fall 
(IH1t'tOUO'L•..1t'twIlex't, exLO'XP' - 1045-46). Then he turns to prudence, in 
vain, when he says that his judgement has taken a turn (i1t£O''tp<XCPTj 
compare the guard - 1111). In the end, his prediction concerning 
awesome mortals is brought down on his own head (Markantonatos TIA 
495). Though Creon accepts that it is no use waging war against 
necessity (1106), Tiresias' awesome (OELv<x - 1091) prophecies come true. 
Creon's tragic predicament is that by obeying he will suffer. He outlines 
this situation when, echoing the first stasimon, he says: "it is awesome to 
yield ('to 't' £Lxex6£LV j<XP O£LVOV), but in resistance to smite my own 
temperament (6ullov) with ruin (a'tn) is just as awesome (iv O£Lv<'ii 1t<XPex)" 
(1096-97). Both Antigone's perseverance and Creon's futile yielding 
show the truth of the messenger's words: "no one is a seer (1l<XV'tL~) to men 
concerning those things which are established ('twv xex6£0''tw'twv)'' (1160). 

But is not Tiresias the very model of the seer who is familiar with 
divine truth? He is, but that does not mean that thereby he is exempt 
from tragic ambiguity. Tiresias' insights reflect divine truth-but the 
nature of this truth is damaging. The opposition between divine truth 
and mortal opinion is like the Dogon's opposition between Nommo and 
the Pale Fox: the power of divine insight is a power of confusion to mor
tals. Tiresias' insights are divine-but for this loftiness he has to pay the 
price that in the mortal world he is lower and more ineffective than or
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dinary mortals. The person who sees divine truth is blind in the mortal 
world. He who guides mankind has to be guided by a child or a slave 
(1012). The tragic conflict is that the seer knows the truth but is 
politically ineffective, whereas the king can see and act but is unable to 
recognize divine truth (Goheen ISA 85, Buxton BLS 25). Therefore 
Tiresias' truth is destructive. Tiresias knows this. He is extremely reluc
tant to utter the truth because he knows that through its utterance he ac
complishes the fulfilment of his words (l1vuO"IXI;- 1178).30 

Creon learns by suffering (1271), as Antigone did, but this does not 
imply that he has chance of improvement or acceptance. Learning by 
suffering merely means obtaining insight into man's tragic position, but 
being unable to do anything about it: it means being brought to heel. In 
the final song, when the chorus maintains that prudence is essential to 
happiness, they are right ,"! but they are well aware of the emptiness of 
the admonition. They add that it is only in old age (rf)pq. - 1353) that 
prudence is learnt. As long as man is young and lively he has to be im
prudent, because he is full of awesome violence (ef. Rohdich A 223). 
Prudence is only feasible when death is near or when life is without value. 
Prudence is the virtue of living corpses. 

A final question we have to ask is whether the purification of Thebes 
by the extinction of the Labdacids and its cognate branch has been suc
cessful. That is the conviction of one variant of the harmonizing point of 
view (e.g. Lesky DH 115). This point of view is reflected in Rohdich's 
remark that the result of the heroine's destruction and of that of her 
counterpart Creon is not only that the polis should survive unscathed, 
but that thanks to their sacrifice the polis is justified and acclaimed (A 
229). Rohdich considers this mere semblance, but he is convinced that 
this semblance is the tragedy's final answer to the questions it has raised. 

But the Antigone reveals more than the fact that order has to be estab
lished or re-established. First of all it leaves the conflict between family 
and state unresolved. It also reveals the residue which cannot be incor
porated into order: the ambiguous deinotes, which is at the root of order, 
but which also must be exorcized for order's sake. The sacrifice of An
tigone and Creon fails because Thebes is sacrificing part of its own 
essence. The Antigone cannot be reduced to a glorification of prudence, 
it is not just a laudatio of Ismene, since it shows the necessity of prudence 

30 A corresponding translation of 1.1178 is: "0 seer, thou hast fulfilled thy words 
(i\v\l(J(x~), so that they come right (op90v)" Gebb A 209). Through Tiresias the gods and 
fate accomplish their aims- therefore the seer brings his prediction to pass by his utter
ing of the words (Kamerbeek A 239, Linforth AC 192). 

31 We agree with Hester that the chorus's words do not only refer to Creon, but to 
Antigone as well (SU 4-0, cf. PWS 10). 

L ._.~_ __ .. __.___ _.__ _~_. .. 
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as well as its futility when it is bereft of deinates, The price of Thebes' 
purification is that the city banishes deinotes, orge, Eros, Dionysus. As 
Ismene's fate shows, this banishment of holy madness ends in sterility, 
just as the glorification of power ends in destruction. There is no 
separative or harmonizing solution for the fact that order and madness 
are two-in-one. 

7.9. Sophocles' cosmology 

Sophocles' universe is an interconnected whole in which nature, man and 
the gods indissolubly belong together. The divine order comprises the 
movements of the cosmos, the actions of the gods, and the fates of mor
tals. Sophocles does not, as modern poets do, try to revivify the rationally 
separated cosmos by means of anthropomorphic metaphor. When he 
links human fate with natural phenomena like the wind or the waves, he 
is not transferring human significance to the wind and the sea, it is the 
other way round. Man is intercalated among the powers of nature, as one 
of their metamorphoses. It is impossible to say that in the first stasimon 
deinotes is transposed from man to nature. Deinotes is the primary power 
of which both natural events and man partake. 

Only in the light of the primacy of the cosmos as a divine whole is it 
possible to appreciate Sophocles' descriptions of the vicissitudes of 
human life. Reversals of fortune are not primarily human phenomena 
which are deplored or cheered. Tragic insight shows that, mostly without 
the actors being aware of the fact, man's actions are part of the cosmic 
whole. In this context the words of the messenger in the Antigone are of 
interest: 

There is no estate of mortal life that I would ever praise or blame as settled 
(standing - CTtav't'). Fortune (ruXTJ) sets straight (apOoT) and fortune lets 
down (xGt'tGtppt1ttL) the fortunate and the unfortunate from day to day(«to. 
And no one is a seer (ILav'tLC;) to mortals concerning those things which are 
established ('twv xGtOtCTtw'twv). (1156-60) 

The messenger is not uttering pessimistic lamentations on human ex
istence, he is offering a dispassionate description of established cosmic 
law. This is neither pessimistic nor optimistic: it is not only the lucky who 
sink, it is also the unlucky who are raised. The messenger is referring to 
the cosmic movement of generation and destruction. 

In other passages in Sophocles' work the cosmic meaning of human 
fate is further elaborated, for example in this choral song from the 
Trachiniae: 

Grief and joy come round (xllxAOU(nv) to all, as the Bear comes round in his 
circling paths (CTtpa<paotC;). This I say since starry night does not abide with 
men, nor does calamity nor wealth.(129-33) 
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Again we are confronted with the cosmic cycle of generation and destruc
tion, which is not confined to the destruction of wealth, but points to the 
reversal of calamity as well. Man's fortune is inserted into the circling 
of the stars. There is no anthropomorphic 'wheel of fortune' which is 
transferred to the movements of the stars. The 'symbolic' pattern of the 
stars is the primary bearer of significance-a significance which is not 
transferred to man either, but of which man is a constituent part: 

The Bear, by contrast [to the anthropomorphic wheel offortune] is a deep
toned reality, up there for all to see, a living power as were all stars to the 
Greeks, active in bringing seasons [... ]. The Bear's movement relates pros
perity symphonically to adversity, making neighbours of these opposites. 
(jones AGT 175) 

The movement of the cosmos is one of eternal returning, and human life 
is part of this movement. A day can bring low all human things, and a 
day can lift them up again (Aj 131-32, d. OC 1454-55). In one move
ment, the eternal returning embraces the earth, life, the human family 
and the polis (OC 610-15). 

When we hear of the movement of eternal returning to which man's 
life-cycle belongs, the question arises why Sophocles is not a pantheist, 
why he is not advocating an attitude of acceptance, or even amor fati with 
respect to this divine cosmic movement. Is it not possible for man to 
move in tune with the cosmic law of generation and destruction? The 
specificity of tragic cosmology lies in the fact that man belongs to the 
cosmic order and is at the same time opposed to it. The idea that divine 
order could be embraced is foreign to this cosmology, which consists of 
an extended duality. On the one hand man's movements are inevitably 
in accordance with cosmic law, on the other hand they are as inevitably 
discordant with it. The fundamental problem is that, as the messenger 
says, man is unable to know the nature of the established ordinances. 
Therefore he acts counter to them and is destroyed. Ironically, in his 
destruction he fulfils the demands of order. Divine order needs the 
disorder of boundary transgression in order to fulfil itself. Let us read 
Sophocles once more: 

But my fate is always circling (xuxht'tIXL) on the shifting wheel ('tP6X<tl) of the 
god and alters (fLt'tIXAAaO"O"tL) its nature; like the face of the moon is never 
able to stay for two nights in one shape, but first comes issuing from the 
dim (&ofjAOU) - then grows with lovelier face waxing to the full -, and when 
it appears (epIXVtD at its comeliest (tU1tpt1ttO"'ta'tTj), then forthwith it flows away 
(OLlXpptL) and comes to nothingness (fLTjO&v).(Fr 871R) 

Here we are confronted with Sophocles' duality of perspective. From the 
divine point of view, there is the eternally circling wheel of generation 
and destruction-the perfect divine order, but for concrete things like the 
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moon and man there is no divine order. They have to cope with the un
predictable movements of fortune. They are unable to stay two nights in 
the same shape. When they are at the peak of their existence they come 
to nothingness. 

In tragedy we are confronted with the simultaneousness of the divine 
and the mortal points of view, and with the fact that these perspectives 
are irreconcilable. Only when he stops living is man able to adopt the 
divine perspective. As long as he lives he is surrounded by the dangers 
of unpredictable change. 

The duality of the divine and the human perspectives is the major sub
ject of the Antigone. The first stasimon shows how nature and man have 
their boundaries apportioned to them. But the finite beings are unable 
to stay within these boundaries. They can only exist if they continue to 
partake of the power which has engendered them, if they keep sharing 
in the deinotes which has brought them into existence. But then power is 
doubled: on the one hand it is divine, apportioning power, on the other 
hand it manifests itself in finite entities. It is this duality that engenders 
the tragic conflict. The power concentrated in finite entities prevents 
them from accepting the boundaries set them. They are 'hybrid.' In a 
cosmic sense, this transgressing of boundaries is in accordance with the 
established ordinances. As Anaximander also points out, things have to 
pay for their violations according to cosmic law (DK B 1). But things are 
different from the perspective of the entities themselves. They have to 
stay within their boundaries, but they have to transcend them as well. It 
is both necessary and impossible to avoid transgression. Because entities 
need strength in order to exist, they are unable to distinguish between 
the exercise of power inside and that outside their limits. To them, such 
transgressing is not order, but terrible disorder leading them into unex
pected destruction. The endurance of finite beings is so small that they 
are unable to adopt the divine perspective. For example, it is evident that 
all things come to their apportioned end, but from their finite perspective 
this state of affairs is unacceptable. Finite beings can only exist by per
manently using their finite power against the dangers of destruction, 
which nevertheless is inevitable. This is precisely the position of Antigone 
and Creon at the end of the play. They know that their life and death 
are in accordance with the divine ordinances, but they lack the fortitude 
to accept this perspective. In the Antigone the cosmic order is revealed in 
its duality. It is part of this order that finite beings transgress their limits 
and are destroyed. Divine order is also disorder. 


